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Introduction 
 

A Badger Stream Love Affair 
 

My fascination with rivers started near my hometown of Osage, Iowa on the Cedar River. 

High school buddies and I fished the river and canoe-camped along its lovely limestone 

bluffs. In 1969 I graduated from St. Olaf College in Minnesota and soon paddled my first 

Wisconsin stream. With my college sweetheart I spent three days and two nights canoe-

camping from Taylors Falls to Stillwater on the St. Croix River. “Sweet Caroline” by Neil 

Diamond blared from our transistor radio as we floated this lovely stream which was 

designated a National Wild and Scenic River in 1968.  Little did I know I would eventually 

explore more than 300 other Wisconsin streams. 

 

In the late 1970s I was preoccupied by my medical studies in Milwaukee but did find the time 

to explore some rivers. I recall canoeing the Oconto, Chippewa, Kickapoo, “Illinois Fox,” and 

West Twin Rivers during those years. Several of us traveled to the Peshtigo River and rafted 

“Roaring Rapids” with a commercial company. At the time I could not imagine riding this 

torrent in a canoe. We also rafted Piers Gorge on the Menomonee River. Our guide failed to 

avoid Volkswagen Rock over Mishicot Falls. We flipped and I experienced the second worst 

“swim” of my life. Was I deterred from whitewater? Just the opposite, it seems.  

 

By the late 1970s I was a practicing physician, but I found time for Wisconsin rivers. In 1979 I 

signed up for the tandem whitewater clinic run by the River Touring Section of the Sierra 

Club’s John Muir Chapter. After learning about whitewater strokes and tactics from the 

Burtons and the Bindrichs I was forever hooked on whitewater and was also beginning to 

appreciate the unique beauty of Wisconsin’s rivers. Like many others I soon switched from 

tandem to solo whitewater canoeing. Being the “captain of one’s own fate” in a solo canoe is 

too tempting for most of us. Weekends often found me paddling whitewater streams like the 

Wolf, the Red, and the Pike with fellow Sierrans. 

 

But unlike most of my buddies I was also drawn to quiet water and I realized I liked to explore 

new streams by myself. I was developing a strong desire to see “what was around the next 

bend” on multiple rivers in Wisconsin and beyond. In 1983, Bob Diggelman, Pat Brennaman 

and I began a tradition which lasted nearly 30 years. Joined by a cast of characters which 

changed through the years we explored more than 50 Class III and IV Appalachian streams 

between Pennsylvania and Alabama. Scott and Susan Watson were with us more of those 

years than were the others. As time passed several of us also undertook major expeditions on 

“far north” Canadian rivers like the Burnside and the South Nahanni. Many rivers in the 

American West like the Middle Fork of the Salmon and the Grand Canyon of the Colorado 



were added to our river lists. But Wisconsin streams always lured me back.  My own list 

began to include more and more streams in the Badger State. 

 

In 1982 I realized I had already paddled quite a few Wisconsin streams and I decided to count 

them. To my surprise the total was nearly 100. From that point I kept a running total and 

began to take notes on my adventures. Eventually I began to write about these experiences 

which were mostly solo day trips. My 100th Wisconsin stream was Sawyer County’s Teal River 

in 1983. In 1996 I paddled my 200th stream which was Paint Creek near Chippewa Falls. I kept 

counting but had no idea I would reach 300!  In 1998 I reached another milestone. That 

November I paddled Walworth County’s Mukwonago River into Lulu Lake. Prior to that day I 

had paddled at least one river in all of Wisconsin’s 72 counties except Walworth.   

 

I have loved so many things about this crazy quest. It has been fun deciding which stream to 

explore next and which section. I always enjoy the logistical planning including which shuttle 

mode to use. Every conceivable method to get back to my vehicle at the put-in has been in 

my repertoire.  Included have been hitch-hiking, mountain biking, jogging and cross country 

skiing.  The challenge of pulling my canoes over and around hundreds if not thousands of 

woody obstructions like fallen trees and beaver dams is something I actually enjoy (most of 

the time).   

 

My appreciation for the beauty of Wisconsin rivers grew ever greater. I noted with dismay the 

many ways our streams have been neglected and abused.  I also became a student of the 

stream natural history.  The streamside flora fascinated me but I especially enjoyed studying 

the bedrock and glacial geology which moving water reveals.  Eventually I was giving slide 

show presentations around the state which stressed geology but included other natural 

features, human history, and also trip recommendations.  

 

April 14, 2007 was a momentous day for me. With a flotilla of fellow paddlers I floated the 

East Twin River from Mishicot to Two Rivers. Following the trip a luncheon was held to 

celebrate the completion of my goal of navigating 300 Wisconsin rivers. At a restaurant in 

downtown Two Rivers I was presented a plaque by the city’s mayor and the president of the 

city council which commemorated my accomplishment. Since that day of have added several 

new ones but am pretty sure I will never reach 400.  

 

It may be that no one else has paddled 300 streams in any other single state.  Stream- rich 

Wisconsin may be the only state where such a feat is even possible. That said, I can truthfully 

say that my “odyssey” was more about the journey than the goal.  In the process I developed 

a love affair for the Badger State and its rivers which will last as long as I live.   

 



Thanks to all of you for supporting the River Alliance of Wisconsin. The work of this 

organization has been indispensible to the health of Wisconsin streams. Thanks also for being 

here to help launch that organization’s website link to my river descriptions. I hope at least 

some of you will utilize the site to help you discover a Wisconsin stream you may have 

wondered about. Perhaps it will be a “gem” near where you live.  

 

Richard Kark 

Asheville, North Carolina 

 

 
 



Foreword 
 

So Many Rivers…… 
This compilation of 300+ summaries of river excursions, small and large (rivers), short 

and long (the excursions) is a remarkable accomplishment.  Even more remarkable is the 

effort and commitment that led to its creation. Somewhere, somehow – he doesn’t 

make it clear here – Rick Kark decided he would paddle as many Wisconsin streams as 

he could get his canoes into, taking careful notes each time of the flora, fauna,  and 

underlying geology of the river he was traveling.  He includes the useful logistical 

information paddlers come to expect from these publications, but Rick adds color and 

insight and good humor to each of his entries, making this compendium the most useful 

and the most entertaining of any I have read.  

 

I’m not sure Rick coined this adage he uttered to me one time, or if he read it on a 

bumper-sticker.  Whatever its origin, you can see how it might become the rallying cry 

for paddling 300+ streams in Wisconsin: 

 

“I brake for bridges.” 

 

Any river rat knows this phenomenon.  You are driving along and you see a bridge.  You 

slow down, then quickly turn your head right and left to see what potential the stream 

you just drove over might have.  Is it navigable?  Where does it flow?  What are its 

origins?  What is its story? 

 

These questions, and a keen sense of adventure, drove Rick to explore these Wisconsin 

streams and catalog his experiences.  With a boat tied on top and a bike racked on the 

back of his car (or jogging shoes in his dry bag), Rick would sometimes drive over a 

bridge, pull over and stop, and throw in his boat to see where the stream would lead 

him.  Others were more carefully planned.  What is especially impressive, in these days 

of GPS and Google Maps, is that Rick wandered up and down these rivers (yes, UP – 

many streams he made round trips on) without the kind of minute detail we now expect 

to have before slipping a boat into the water.   

 

Rick was not after setting some Guinness record or scoring bragging rights for how 

many streams he’d “vanquished.”  This was not a contest or a race.  It was a three-plus 

decade odyssey rooted in the sheer joy of paddling and a deep appreciation for rivers.  

 

There are some truly obscure streams Rick writes up that may not have seen a single 

paddler on them since he dipped his paddle into them in the early 1990s.  But there are 

no doubt many of them that will tempt and beckon you.  (Do take note, though, that 



conditions will have changed on many of the rivers Rick describes here.)  The count – 

roughly 306 – is a count of the number of discretely different streams Rick has paddled 

on since he began this adventure in the late 1970s. It does not count the multiple trips 

on scores of rivers that would no doubt take Rick’s count into the thousands.   

 

I have to thank Rick for introducing me to “gueriilla paddling” (a term coined by our 

good friend and Rockford-based river rat Tom Lindblade), whereby you seek out the 

obscure, the small, and the unknown stream; you are unintimidated by the lack of 

paddler knowledge of that stream; and you are not bothered in the least by a few 

pullovers or deadfall maneuvering.  (In fact, the latter, and the skill they demand, are 

part of why you go on small, obscure streams.) 

 

With this compendium, Rick has made the obscure more tantalizing, the seemingly 

inaccessible more approachable, and the fascinating but complicated geology of 

Wisconsin more understandable.  It is an impressive accomplishment that I hope will 

bring more people to more rivers, thereby bringing more love and more protection for 

these watery veins that shape and define Wisconsin. 

 

Denny Caneff 

Madison, Wisconsin 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Northeastern Wisconsin Rivers and Streams 
 

This section includes 37 rivers and streams that either originate or are 

mostly confined to these northeastern Wisconsin counties:  Door, Florence, 

Forest, Langlade, Lincoln, Marinette, Menominee, and Oconto. 
 

Bog Brook      Brule Creek  

Brule River      Copper River 

Dolan’s Creek     Eau Claire River (West Branch) 

Eau Claire River (East Branch)   Hunting River  

Lily River      Little Pine Creek 

Little Somo River     Menominee River  

Mink River      New Wood River 

Oconto River North Branch   Oconto River (South Branch) 

Oconto River     The Outlet   

Pemebonwon River    Pemebonwon River (North Branch) 

Pensaukee River     Peshtigo River 

Pickerel Creek     Pike River (South Branch) 

Pike River North Branch    Pike River    

Pine River        Pine River (North Branch)  

Pine River (Lincoln County)   Popple River 

Prairie River      (Big) Somo River  

Stevenson Creek     Swamp Creek  

Upper Inlet      Wolf River 

 

  



Bog Brook 
 

Location 

About 6 miles north of the Langlade County community of Lily, just north of the Forest County 

line.  

 

Natural Features 

Very small drainage area includes three small lakes which filled the “pitted outwash” deposited 

by the melting Wisconsin Glacier. Northern conifer-hardwood forests surround many bogs and 

lakes in this region.  Nearby are “terminal moraines” which were deposited near the edge of the 

farthest advance of the glacier.  

 

Human History and Influence 

Someone named this small stream a “brook” rather than a “creek.”  To determine the difference I 

consulted River Life written by John Bates. Bogs are the second smallest type of stream.   

Rivulets are smaller and creeks are larger.  Bog Brook’s headwaters fall within the Nicolet 

National Forest and its lower reaches are in a State Wildlife Area. 

 

Water quality is very good because it drains no farm fields, no human communities and few 

roads. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

A small dam by the County Road DD bridge backs water up to an easily navigable level. At the 

head of the flowage I entered a slow-flowing stream surprisingly free of obstructions which I 

was able to ascend for a considerable distance despite its shallowness.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experience 

In the spring of 1991 I was exploring the area and stopped at the boat landing off County DD to 

explore Bog Brook. Alone in my solo freestyle canoes I paddled across a flowage which was so 

narrow it looked less like an artificial lake and more like a winding stream but with more depth 

and no current. The immediate corridor was treeless, so there were no obstructions. Eventually, I 

was paddling up a shallow, narrow stream but was able to overcome the weak head current to 

reach Bog Lake before I turned around and returned to where I had begun.  

 

Conclusion 

An easy and brief outing through an attractive Northwoods bog. The round trip I took required 

no shuttle.  

 

 

  



Brule Creek 
 

Location 

Near the Hwy. 55-70 junction in northern Forest County. 

 

Natural Features 

This pristine Northwoods stream is a headwaters of the Menominee River. Its name changes to 

the Brule River when it becomes the border between Wisconsin and Michigan. Its name changes 

again to the Menominee River after the Paint and Michigamme Rivers flow in from the north. 

Water quality is excellent.  

 

Human History and Influence 

There was minimal evidence of humans after we left behind the old dam site where we put in. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Most of this tiny stream is probably too small to explore, but we found a nice wetland section 

which was easy to navigate. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experience 

In September of 2005 Ron Rosner and I spent a delightful 2 hours on Brule Creek. We drove to 

the end of Rosen Dam Road where we found a small parking lot near the remains of the former 

dam. The marshy corridor looked appealing so we struck out upstream in our solo canoes. We 

paddled the narrow and shallow, yet easily navigable stream past a delightful assortment of late 

season wildflowers which included sneezeweed, nodding bur marigolds, and marsh aster and 

brook lobelias. The current was weak so the creek was easy to ascend. We were surprised by the 

coolness of the water temperature. The cause seemed likely to be the inflow from Perry Springs 

which is marked in the Gazetteer. We tried but were unable to locate these springs.  When rocks 

and encroaching alders made further ascent impossible we were not ready to quit. So we 

ascended the creek a ways further by walking our canoes.  Finally we turned around and floated 

back down stream to where we started. 

 

Further Ideas 

Perhaps downstream sections are navigable but I doubt it. 

 

Conclusion 

Ron and I enjoyed our brief outing through this pretty wetland.  There was no need for a shuttle 

because it was a round trip.  

 

 

  



Brule River   
 

Location 

Forms part of the border with Upper Peninsula of Michigan in Forest and Florence counties.  

 

Natural Features 

Its headwaters are in far northwestern Vilas County and Brule Lake, in the Upper Peninsula. It 

forms Wisconsin’s northern border for about 44 miles before the Paint and Michigamme Rivers 

flow in from the north. Then the river becomes the Menominee River which eventually flows into 

the Green Bay of Lake Michigan. Virtually all of the Brule is Northwoods wild with good water 

quality and undeveloped banks. Wetlands and bottomlands are few as the narrow stream flows 

past banks which abruptly rise to uplands. The Nicolet National Forest comprises the bulk of the 

Wisconsin side while the Michigan DNR controls much of the other side.  The stream floor 

ranges from sandy to gravelly to rocky with occasional bedrock exposures of ancient 

Precambrian rock forming river shelves and streamside rock formations.  

 

Human History and Influence 

Except for Nelma on Wisconsin Hwy. 55, there are no streamside communities, and that 

community is now virtually non-existent. The Brule was a logging river.  An iron mine near Iron 

River, Michigan, is closed but its tailings still pollute the Iron River tributary to the Brule.   There 

is one dam where the Paint River joins just before the Michigamme merges from the north. At 

that point the river’s name changes to the Menominee. To differentiate it from the Bois Brule, a 

river to the west that flows to Lake Superior, paddlers often refer to this river as the “Border 

Brule.”   

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The river features five easy class 1 and 2 rapids. They are interspersed with even easier riffles. 

Most boats can get down the river at most times though shallow areas can be difficult at low 

water times.  The American Whitewater website lists the Brule and contains runnability 

information. In Paddling Northern Wisconsin, Mike Svob writes that a level of 3.5 or greater at 

the gauge under the US. Hwy. 141 bridge indicates adequate water. Three of us managed to get 

our loaded solo canoes down the river without getting stuck when the gauge read 3.2 but it 

required considerable river reading and maneuvering skills. Fallen trees will not be a problem 

despite the river’s narrow width. 

 

 

Trip Ideas: My experience 

My first Brule experience was a brief one in the early 1980s. At the end of a day paddling 

another river with fellow Sierra Clubbers I explored it with the help of Roxy and Larry Burton. 

They waited to shuttle for me at the Ryneers Rd. take out (end of the M-6 Rd. in the Gazetteer). I 

had put in on the Wisconsin side at the Gazetteer-marked landing just upstream of the 

Michigamme confluence.  



I was curious to see Big Bull Rapids which is written up in the now out of print Whitewater-Quiet 

Water guidebook. Its authors rated it a Class III but by today’s standards it probably rates a Class 

II. The water was high so the waves were big but not too difficult for me in my solo-whitewater 

canoe. It was only a three mile run.  

 

Since that brief experience I have explored the entire river except for its first 4 miles. What a 

great paddling stream it is!  In mid-September of 1996 I paddled my Bell Wildfire from 

Wisconsin Hwy. 55 to Wisconsin Hwy. 139. In October of 2000 I explored the next two sections 

of the river on consecutive days in that same solo canoe. The first day I paddled from Hwy 139 

to Forest Service Rd. 2150. The next day I paddled from that spot to the Brule River Flowage 

where I had locked my bicycle to a tree at the end of Landing Rd. (or G-3 Rd in the Gazetteer).  

 

My most recent trip down the Brule was in September of 2005.  Bob Diggelman, Ron Rosner and 

I paddled our solo canoes from Hwy. 55 to the Brule River Flowage. We camped along the river 

two nights and covered the 43.7 miles in three days.   

 

Here are some impressions of this uniquely beautiful stream:  I rank it among the top five canoe-

camp streams in Wisconsin. That puts it right up there with the Namekagon, the St. Croix, the 

Flambeau, the Lower Wisconsin and Lower Chippewa Rivers. I like its clear water, wild nature, 

and intimate narrowness. I also enjoy its moderate maneuvering challenges through riffles and 

easy rapids. Wildlife sightings I have enjoyed include a couple of minks, various duck species 

and many whitetail deer. My favorite Brule trees are the large white cedars.  

 

It’s a great canoe-camp river.  Partially developed campsites can be found at Twin Rapid and 

Two Foot Falls. Paddling Northern Wisconsin (see below) will help you locate them.  About two 

miles downstream of Hwy. 141 is La Chapelle Rapids which rates a solid Class II and is the most 

difficult rapid on the Brule.  It features a cliff-like edifice of bedrock on the right bank. 

 

Experiences of Others 

Mike Svob describes three sections of the Brule in his guidebook Paddling Northern Wisconsin. 

The American Whitewater website describes two separate sections of the Brule. 

 

Further Ideas 

It would be interesting to explore the 4 or 5 miles upstream of Hwy. 55 by putting in on Brule 

Creek at the Hwy. A bridge. 

 

Conclusion 

The Brule is a uniquely beautiful and paddler-friendly stream. 

 

  



Copper River  
 

Location 

Lincoln County. 

 

Natural Features 

Several Forks come together to form the Copper River about 8 miles west of Merrill. The land 

drained is fairly level and often boggy so these forks are slow flowing. The surrounding uplands 

are vegetated by a northern conifer-hardwood forest. Scattered boulders in the streambed 

become more common as the river drops more quickly in its last few miles to the Wisconsin 

River. These “glacial erratics” were dropped by the Wisconsin Glacier back in the Pleistocene Era. 

Precambrian granite bedrock is exposed briefly along the Copper’s bank as it approaches the 

Wisconsin River.   

 

Human History and Influence 

Council Grounds State Park is situated on the banks of the Wisconsin River a couple of miles 

downstream of the Copper River confluence. It was the site of Native American settlements as 

far back as 600 AD. The area was extensively logged in the late 1800s and Merrill became a 

major logging center. Much of Lincoln County today is not agricultural, but there are quite a few 

farms in the immediate Merrill area. The Copper skirts the northern edge of this farming country 

so branches feeding it from the south are subject to agricultural contamination. There is a 

commercial cranberry bog which drains into the North Fork so that side is not totally pristine 

either.  The river corridor itself maintains a wild appearance. There are no dams on the Copper 

but its confluence with the Wisconsin is buried beneath flowage waters behind the latter river’s 

Alexander Dam. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The main Copper River will be shallow and rocky through much of the year so it is best run in 

the spring or after significant rains. Bridge scouting from Hwys. M and E should help to 

determine the adequacy of flow. Water levels on the nearby Prairie River can be monitored on 

the USGS website and runnability advice can be found on the American Whitewater website.  

Paddlers should have intermediate whitewater skills for the numerous class I-II rapids. Most of 

the river is free of tree obstructions with the exception of a bottomland section between Ctys. M 

and E.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

Someone from the Sierra Club led trips down the Copper River at least a couple of years back in 

the mid-1970s. I participated in one of these outings but do not remember it well.  

  

Ron Rosner and I returned to the Copper in June of 2001 with our non-whitewater solo canoes. 

We began a 5 ½ hour outing at the Wegner Rd. bridge on the Middle Fork of the Copper which 

is a stream I describe elsewhere. Suffice it to say here that it was a pleasant start but that its 

many beaver dams were a challenge. The Middle, North and South Forks all merge just before 



the Forks Rd. bridge. This is where the Copper River begins and where most paddlers will choose 

to put in. Ron and I enjoyed slaloming our fragile canoes through rock gardens in moderately 

fast current. In the silver maple bottomland section below Cty. M we were required to portage 

around and over several fallen trees. But then the coast was pretty much clear all the way to 

Lake Alexander. Once there we paddled less than a mile to the boat landing on the right near 

the dam where we ended our trip. 

 

Experiences of Others 

A brief description of the 2.25 miles from Cty. E to the Wisconsin River can be found on the 

American Whitewater website.  

 

Further Ideas 

Take out at the Council Grounds State Park boat landing on the left behind Alexander Dam and 

enjoy the history and amenities of that park. 

 

Conclusion 

A delightful Northwoods canoe stream for those with sufficient skills and who can find a window 

of opportunity when the Copper has enough water.   

 

 

  



Dolan’s Creek   
 

Location 

Door County.  

 

Natural Features 

Drains a very small area of marshy land along Door County’s low-lying eastern shore. Its banks 

are comprised of lake deposits left behind by a larger version of the current Lake Michigan. 

These deposits support white cedar, black ash and tamarack trees. At one point Dolan’s Creek 

widens into Dunes Lake which is lined by cat tails. The water quality is excellent and is deeply 

stained by natural tannins from the boggy vegetation.  

 

Human History and Influence 

Farmland encroaches on the headwaters area but the negative effects of manure and pesticides 

seem minimal. Most of the creek has been immune to human development because of its 

inhospitable marshy shores. Nearby Door County locales have been logged and farmed but 

tourism has long been the county’s prime industry. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Water levels will always be adequate and fallen trees should not obstruct this creek.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I read about but did not attend a Nature Conservancy outing on Dolan’s Creek which was 

scheduled for some time in the 1990s. My interest was piqued, however, so I put it on my “to 

do” list. With our solo canoes, Ron Rosner and I finally made it there in July of 2008. From the 

County T bridge near the Lake Michigan shore it looked impossibly small. At first glance, we had 

the same impression when we slowed down to view it from the Haberli Rd. bridge. However, 

when we stopped for a better look we could see that the creek corridor opened up within a few 

yards of the bridge and that there was plenty of depth. So we parked the car precariously on the 

road’s narrow shoulder and slid our solo canoes onto the water. Immediately we noticed a 

pleasing variety of mature wetland trees which hugged the water’s edge. Duckweed and many 

blooming lilies floated on the water’s surface. We were treated to the sightings of one porcupine 

and three otters. Wood duck houses were the only man-made structures we could see. While on 

Dunes Lake we scared up at least a couple dozen sandhill cranes. We circled around that weed-

choked lake for a while before doubling back to our car in the gathering twilight.  The weak 

head current we faced was hardly noticeable.  

 

Conclusion 

The above trip is the only practical one on Dolan’s Creek. I suspect that this stream sees little use 

despite the hordes of visitors who visit nearby attractions. If they are paddlers they are missing a 

nice little experience.   

 

  



 

Eau Claire River (West Branch)   
 

Location 

Western Langlade County. 

 

Natural Features 

The West Branch of the Eau Claire River begins in the Northwoods wetlands of northwestern 

Langlade County. Soon it enters the “Antigo Flats” potato growing region. Then it flows 

southward to its confluence with the East Branch four miles west of Antigo. Rapids are lacking 

because of the flat terrain. Despite the proximity of potato fields the river’s immediate corridor is 

mostly wooded and wild.  

 

Human History and Influence 

The West Branch flows through no human settlements but logging and agricultural influences 

are evident. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The stream is small and will be too shallow at times for comfortable canoeing. Its narrow size 

makes it vulnerable to deadfall obstructions though this was not a problem where I paddled. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

On April 21, 1996 I put in at the County B bridge. Because of high water the stream was spilling 

over its banks. With water going every direction I followed some “blind alleys.” There was never 

a need to pull my canoe over or around any obstacles.  In slightly less than an hour I reached 

the County I bridge where I had left my shuttle bicycle.  

 

Further Ideas 

With adequate water it should be possible to travel downstream to the East Branch confluence 

and beyond. 

 

Conclusion 

I enjoyed my brief, high water experience on the West Branch of the Eau Claire River.  

 

 

  



Eau Claire River (East Branch) 
 

Location 

Langlade County. 

 

Natural Features 

The East Branch’s source is Bogus Lake, located in heavily forested northern Langlade County. 

This is a region of lakes which filled the “pits” of pitted outwash deposited by the Wisconsin 

Glacier. As this branch flows south it meanders through the “Antigo Flats” potato farming area. 

Here the topsoil is Wisconsin’s official state soil known as Antigo silt loam. The East Branch 

merges with the West Branch about 4 miles west of Antigo. Then the main Eau Claire River flows 

south and west to the Wisconsin River just south of Wausau.  No bedrock is exposed but this 

branch does reveal scattered glacial erratic boulders. Though much of the forest along the lower 

stretches of the stream has been cut, there are attractive remnants of the Northwoods in 

evidence. 

 

Human History and Influence 

There are no human communities along the banks of the East Fork. Agricultural runoff is 

significant. The upper river pierces the Peters Marsh State Wildlife area which has also been 

designated a State Fishery.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

There are no significant rapids. Deadfall might produce obstructions but I encountered none. 

Medium or higher levels will be needed for a good run. Bridge scouting will be needed to 

determine adequacy of flow.   

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I spent two hours alone on the East Branch in late April of 1996. The stretch I explored was the 

one between Angle Road (County B) and County I. I also explored the West Branch on that same 

day and found the East Branch to be more attractive one. It was surprisingly unobstructed 

considering its small size. I appreciated the clarity of the water.  Alders lined the banks while 

spruces and pines towered beyond the immediate corridor. At the end of the trip I biked back to 

my car. 

 

Further Ideas 

Other sections of the East Branch may be navigable and worth exploring. Also, entering the main 

Eau Claire River from the East Fork should be a viable option.  

 

Conclusion 

The section I paddled was attractive and easy to navigate. I liked its small size and lovely shores.    

 

 



Hunting River 
 

Location 

Langlade County. 

 

Natural Features 

The Hunting River is a tributary of the Wolf River. Its source is Otter Lake near the community of 

Elcho on U.S. Hwy 45. This lake sits at an especially high point in Wisconsin’s Northern Highland 

geographic province. The state’s highest lake, Summit Lake, is just 4 miles to the south. From 

Otter Lake this stream flows through northern forests and wetlands. Boulders and moderate 

gradient create a fast flowing stream with some minor rapids. The Hunting’s tributaries include 

at least three which originate springs.  

 

Human History and Influence 

This watershed experienced logging but never much agriculture. The settlement of Elcho sits on 

the shores of its headwater lake. No other human communities impact the river.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

There were surprisingly few obstacles in the way on the day I explored a small section of the 

Hunting River. Medium high to high flows will be required. In order to determine the adequacy 

of flow, I recommend scouting the stream from points along County T. 

 

 

Trip Ideas: My experience 

I paddled the Hunting River late after several rainy days in July. Along County T about four miles 

west of the County T and County U intersection I located a short circle drive turnoff.  It allowed 

easy access to wide section of the river. That day I paddled my Ladybug solo freestyle canoe. 

Narrow reaches with minor rapids alternated with wide sections.  The rapids were all Class I’s. 

Four different obstructions forced me out of my canoe but these were minor inconveniences.   

Birds were singing and insects were chirping. It was a delightful piece of river.  The end came 

too soon when I reached the County T bridge in slightly less than 2 hours.  

 

Further Ideas 

I wonder if the Hunting River could be run as far upstream as Rice Bed Rd. The Gazetteer depicts 

the shoreline here as treeless marsh so maybe it is relatively free of obstructions. Another idea is 

to paddle the Hunting River to the Wolf River and continue downstream.  

 

Conclusion 

I would definitely paddle the Hunting River again. It is wild and beautiful and I loved its small 

size. Its minor rapids were fun but not too challenging.        

 

  



Lily River  
 

Location 

Langlade and Forest counties. 

 

Natural Features 

This is a “Northwoods” stream which features beautiful conifers including many white cedar 

trees. Its headwater tributaries flow among several lakes in southern Forest County. Then it picks 

up speed and flows southward into Langlade County.  Big and small boulders dropped by 

glaciers dot the Lily’s riverbed. They add to the attractiveness of the riverway and create some 

class I rapids.  Finally, this stream joins the Wolf River at the tiny community of Lily. 

 

Human History and Influence 

I am sure that logs were run down the Lily during the logging era. Agriculture never took hold 

and the land is sparsely populated. Those headwater lakes have their cabins and lake homes. 

There is one small dam a couple of miles upstream of Lily. State Hwy. 52 closely follows the 

navigable portion of the river. Consequently, there are quite a few dwellings along the left bank.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The whitewater is very easy and deadfall problems are few on the lower river. Sufficient water is 

far from guaranteed. Consider the Lily when the Wolf is running medium high to high. The Wolf 

gauge at Langlade can be monitored at USGS website. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In July of 1991 I paddled my solo freestyle Ladybug down the Lily and into the Wolf River. The 

trip included about three miles on the Lily and 6.5 miles on the Wolf down to Hollister. I put in 

on the East Branch of the Lily at the Hwy. 52 Bridge. Alder branches from both sides touched 

above me as I paddled and ducked my way down this narrow stream for about a third of a mile 

to the main Lily River. Swift and clear water floated me just high enough to clear the rocky floor. 

Fortunately it had recently rained.  I had fun dodging boulders in my light and maneuverable 

canoe. Forested banks framed a rocky riverway. The cabins on the left made the corridor seem 

less wild but no less attractive. The short portage around one small dam was easy.  

 

Further Ideas 

Put in at the Cty. A bridge instead of where I started. A trip which starts on the Lily River could 

also proceed further downstream on the Wolf to Langlade  

 

Conclusion 

Starting a Wolf River outing on the Lily River is an interesting option when there is enough 

water.        

 

 

  



Little Pine Creek   
 

Location 

Lincoln County. 

 

Natural Features 

This very small stream is born on the western edge of the Harrison Hills in eastern Lincoln 

County.  Changing glacial geology is in evidence as it drops westward from terminal moraine 

features into pitted outwash land before it merges with the Wisconsin River. Most of its corridor 

is forested by northern conifers and hardwoods. There is a marshy section as it approaches U.S. 

Hwy. 51.  

 

Human History and Influence 

The Little Pine River drains sparsely populated and mostly unfarmed lands. Its final mile is 

inundated by water behind Grandmother Dam on the Wisconsin River.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The only section I recommend is wide and deep until the impoundment section ends. Most of 

the creek is too small for practical navigation.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In 1990 I was driving north on Hwy. 107 south of Tomahawk. While crossing a bridge I glanced 

to my right and was drawn to an attractive piece of water. The sign at the bridge identified it as 

Little Pine Creek. On impulse, I unloaded my Ladybug canoe and launched onto this arm of a 

Wisconsin River flowage.  I figured I would paddle as far as I could and then turn around for a 

round trip. This plan turned out well as I followed the right shoreline of the lake-like section for 

about a mile before it turned into a flowing waterway with a weak current and steadily 

narrowing width. I was able to paddle upstream for about a half mile until I reached a railroad 

trestle. Up until that point the creek was easy to ascend and attractive too.  Ahead loomed very 

shallow water and a series of deadfall obstructions so I decided to turn around and return the 

way I had come. 

 

Conclusion 

An opportunity for a brief, easy and scenic round trip which includes some impounded flat 

water.       

 

 

  



Little Somo River 
 

See Big Somo River  

 

 

  



Menominee River  
 

Location 

For nearly 50 miles the Brule River forms the boundary between Wisconsin and Northern 

Michigan. Then, within a few miles both the Paint and Michigamme Rivers enter from the 

Michigan side. From that point to Lake Michigan's Green Bay the river is known as the 

Menominee and it continues to mark the boundary between the two states for that entire 118 

miles. 

 

Natural Features 

From its origins in Wisconsin's Northern Highland Province and its Michigan counterpart, the 

Menominee drops many feet to the Lake Michigan Lowland. Rapids are many as the river cuts 

past exposed Precambrian bedrock and over countless boulders. Many of these rapids are 

buried by water behind dams. North woods beauty is commonly in evidence along the shores. 

 

Human History and Influence 

The Menominee Indians were the first humans to live along this river. Their canoes plied the 

river for centuries before they were forcibly moved in 1852 to their current Menominee 

Reservation about 50 miles away to the south and west.  After 1852, the Twin Cities of 

Menominee, MI and Marinette, WI developed rapidly at the river's mouth to service the lumber 

industry. The paper industry and iron mining soon impacted the watershed and still do to this 

day. Eventually, at least ten dams with hydro plants were built to power the paper mills and 

other industries. 

  

In 1997 a large tract of land on both sides of the river was gifted to both states by the Richard 

Mellon Foundation which had purchased this land from power companies. The acreage totaled 

4,450 which I understand is to be managed for recreational and preservation purposes. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Because of all the dams the Menominee is not paddled very much by canoeists or whitewater 

kayakers, but there is one exception. I do suspect that quiet water kayakers have explored bays 

of the many flowages. That one exception is the infamous Piers Gorge with its short but violent 

Class IV run. Water there should always be plentiful and can easily be too high. Consult the 

American Whitewater website to make that decision. Besides Piers Gorge I have also explored 

two other whitewater stretches which I describe below. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In April of 1983 I was paddling a 15 ft. 9 in. Blue Hole OCA which I had rigged for solo use. 

Earlier that day I had paddled with Roxy and Larry Burton and others on a Sierra Club sponsored 

trip on the Popple River. Somehow the idea came up for me to paddle Bull Falls on the 

Menominee alone and for them to do the shuttle for me. It was an opportunity I could not turn 

down. 

 



 Camelback Rd. leads to a canoe landing about 3 miles northeast of Florence, WI. Here 

less than ½ miles upstream of the Michigamme confluence the river is still known as the Brule. 

At the confluence, I glanced left and saw the high dam across the Michigamme. From that point 

the river widened considerably but was void of rapids in the single mile before the start of Bull 

Rapids. Mike Svob rates this one a “long Class II+ rapids that can be run again and again by 

carrying one's boat back up the island to the head of the rapids.” For me on that high spring 

melt water day it was a maelstrom of monstrous waves. It may have been close to a Class III that 

day and I feared a long swim which I fortunately avoided. Roxy and Larry were waiting for me at 

the Spread Eagle Boat Landing after my four mile run. 

 My first visit to Piers Gorge in the mid-70's is etched permanently in my memory. It was 

the worst swim of my life! Our raft guide took us too far right at Mishicot Falls, we tumbled over 

Volkswagen rock and were all thrown into the raging river! I was sucked under several times and 

had trouble reaching the surface. It makes me wonder if lives have been lost here. 

 

The next time I saw the Gorge was in late 1980 with Bob Diggelman and Pat Brennaman, and we 

all lived to tell the tale of this epic 3.2-mile run. The put in is described by Mike Svob as a vacant 

lot on river right downstream of the dam in the city of Niagara. To reach it turn on Pine St. off of 

Hwy 141 and then turn left on Mill St. On the river we reached the Class II “warm up” rapid 

called Sand Portage Falls after a half mile of quiet water. Our hearts began to pound when we 

heard the roar and saw the horizon line of Mishicot Falls. We scouted from river right and tried 

hard to memorize the river signs which lead to the main tongue which is vital to hit for a 

successful run. I went first and was too far left but miraculously found myself upright in an 

accidental eddy on that side. From there I watched the runs of my mates. Bob ran too far right 

and flirted with Volkswagen Rock as he flipped and experienced a long swim. Pat hit the tongue 

of this big Class IV pretty well but soon flipped in the turbulence below. Finally, I emerged from 

the eddy and managed to navigate the Class III run out below the Falls successfully. The take out 

is on river left at a paper mill and pumping station. 

 

 Pat and I returned to Piers Gorge a couple of years later and had successful runs but I am 

sure our hearts were pounding just as hard as before. It is an intimidating spot! 

 

 In 1999 I returned to the Menominee once more. I wanted to check out the newly 

protected section between Quiver Falls and Pemene Falls I mentioned above. As usual I had 

some decisions to make. The first was which canoe to use since I had both my whitewater boat 

and my solo freestyle canoe with me. My plan was to take out just downstream of Pemene Falls 

so I scouted that one and decided the Class III old dam site would be too tough for my non-

whitewater Bell Wildfire canoe. Yet I knew the whitewater would be easy upstream so I chose my 

non-whitewater Bell Wildfire canoe because it is more fun to paddle in easy water. I figured I 

would portage the falls. 

 Deciding where to put in and how to get there was an interesting process. In retrospect I 

wish I would have found the dam at Quiver Falls from the Wisconsin side and put in just 

downstream of it. That way I could have seen and assessed the difficulty of Quiver Falls and 

possibly run it. But the shuttle distance would have been pretty long for my mountain bike and 

my time was limited. So, I searched for an alternative on the Michigan side. I drove north from 



Pemene Falls about 3 miles and found a 4-wheel drive road marked in the Michigan Gazetteer. 

The 4-wheel drive was definitely needed but I did find the river and a suitable put in. There I 

could hear the roar of the rapids and machinery at the power dam but they were hidden from 

my view upstream around a corner. The river was initially disappointing but the scenery did 

improve. Though it was wild and forested the river was wide and monotonous for a while. 

Towards the end I was treated to a lovely scene of rocky bluffs topped by huge white pines and 

rocky Class I channels which were fun to negotiate. As planned I did portage Class III Pemene 

Falls and paddled across the pool below it to my awaiting mountain bike. I had locked it to a 

tree at a boat landing on the Michigan side about ¼ mile upstream of the County Z Bridge. As I 

rode my mountain bike back to the put in, I schemed about whether  I would have run Pemene 

Falls in my whitewater Ovation Canoe and wondered what Quiver Falls would have been like to 

run in the same boat. 

 

Experiences of Others 

The long out of print guidebook, Whitewater Quiet Water covered Piers Gorge and the Brule 

River through Bull Falls on the Menominee. The latter rapids are rated a III by the its authors 

who write, “Open canoes are easily swamped and this rapids is not recommended for the weak 

of heart or weak swimmers”. The same guidebook recommended a portage at Mishicot Falls and 

did not even give a number to this drop which they called an 8-footer. They even rated the run-

out rapids as a Class IV. In Paddling Northern Wisconsin, Svob mentions other two other rapids 

in the Gorge which he names Twin Sisters (Class II-III) and Terminal Surfer (which he does not 

rate but probably is another II-III). This last one at the end of the run forms a nearly river wide 

hole which is easy to underestimate from upstream but which should be avoided by running far 

right because the hole can be a sticky “stopper”. 

 

Another with experience on the Menominee River is Denny Caneff, the former Executive Director 

of the River Alliance of Wisconsin. After reading my account he emailed me in 2019 to make 

these points: many quiet water, but flowing sections below dams are lovely and often feature 

braided channels and excellent small mouth bass fishing. He also mentioned the threat to the 

river of a proposed copper mine east of Wausaukee. 

 

Conclusion 

Piers Gorge is only for boaters with Class IV skills and courage. Bull Falls was fun to see once but 

that run is too short. For those who want to experience a wild, free and scenic section of the 

Menominee I recommend finding the put-in below the dam on the Wisconsin side at Quiver 

Falls and running down the river and over (or around) Pemene Falls to the same take out I used. 

 

 



Mink River  
 

Location 

Door County. 

 

Natural Features 

Several springs moisten the wetland headwaters of this 1.5 mile long stream near Ellison Bay. 

The Mink River flows eastward into Rowleys Bay of Lake Michigan.  Most of the river is classified 

as a freshwater estuary. May experts consider the Mink River Estuary to be the most pristine of 

all Lake Michigan estuaries. Here the water moves in and out at one to two hour intervals. This 

freshwater phenomenon is not referred to as a “tide.” The correct term is seiche, and is 

pronounced “saysh.” This phenomenon is caused by unique wind and barometric pressure 

conditions.  The sediments deposited by this process have produced a delicate and unique 

ecosystem. Much of it is sedge meadow comprised of rushes and grasses. The surrounding 

upland is largely a maple-beech forest but Northwoods conifers also grow here. Door County’s 

bedrock dolomite often reveals itself above the ground on the Green Bay side of the Door 

Peninsula but is hidden underground around the Mink River. 

 

Human History and Influence 

Past efforts to create a state park or wildlife refuge failed here but the Nature Conservancy 

stepped in to help protect this pristine estuary starting in 1976. That organization now owns 

more than 1400 acres of the watershed. Foot trails have been developed but the best way to see 

it is by canoe. Close by is Newport State Park which is maintained as a semi-wilderness park with 

minimal facilities. Canoes or kayaks can be rented at Rowleys Bay Resort.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

One possible problem is rough water on the Rowleys Bay approach. I understand that low water 

times on Lake Michigan can create shallow water problems where the river meets the lake. 

Dragging boats for a few feet may be required at these times.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In August of 1987, my wife Pat and I were visiting the Door Peninsula. As usual we had our 

tandem canoe with us. I had heard about the Mink River Estuary and wanted to explore it. So we 

drove to Rowleys Bay and struck out across the bay in our Mad River Explorer. We followed the 

bay’s west side and ascended the narrowing river course. We eventually returned along the east 

side. Unfortunately I cannot recall how far up the stream we got or even much of what we 

observed. The distance was not great and I doubt we spent much more than an hour on the 

water.  

 

Experiences of Others 

A “Miles Paddled” explorer paddled the Mink River and wrote his report for the 

www.milespaddled.com website. At the Rowleys Bay Resort put in this reporter encountered a 

sign which posted a $5.00 fee for use of the access. Inside the nearby canoe and kayak rental 

http://www.milespaddled.com/


place he was told this fee was a “donation” and evidently not required. On the way in this 

explorer was able to navigate through some shallows without portaging. He (or she) stopped to 

hike part of a trail which led to the river. Back on the water he found an “obvious” end to the trip 

where the water became very shallow and branches blocked the way.  On the way back had to 

step out of his kayak to pull it through the shallows.   

 

Conclusion 

What Door County visitor with a canoe or kayak would not want to see Lake Michigan’s best 

estuary up close?     

 

  



New Wood River   
 

Location 

Lincoln County. 

 

Natural Features 

Several headwater branches of the New Wood River arise near the point where Taylor, Price and 

Lincoln counties meet. They drain the rocky soils of terminal moraines and ground moraines 

which were left behind by the receding Wisconsin Glacier. At times the gradient is steep as the 

river descends to the Wisconsin River. Glacial erratic Pre-Cambrian boulders are common in the 

streambed. At one point the New Wood cuts a small gorge through bedrock granite. The 

surrounding landscape contains forests and marshes typical of the Wisconsin Northwoods.  

 

Human History and Influence 

The area was logged and I am sure that farming was attempted afterwards. Nowadays farms are 

non-existent and the human population density is very low. There are no dams and no human 

communities along the river. Consequently the water quality of the New Wood is excellent. 

Hunters are attracted to the New Wood State Wildlife Area which the river courses through. It 

eventually joins the Wisconsin River in the impounded waters of Alexander Lake.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

This stream is mainly an early spring run because high water is needed. Also needed are 

intermediate whitewater skills. Deadfall problems are rare. The middle of three County E bridges 

is probably a good place to check the water level. Flow information and runnability advice are 

available on the American Whitewater Website. It uses the USGS gauge on the nearby Prairie 

River.    

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

The River Touring Section of the John Muir Chapter of the Sierra Club sponsored several outings 

on the New Wood in the late 1970s. One of those years Kevin Thies and I participated in my 17 

foot Grumman aluminum canoe.  We did well and thoroughly enjoyed the trip. Every time I have 

paddled the New Wood my put-in has been the northernmost of three County E bridges. My 

take outs have been either the Tesch Rd. bridge or the first landing on Alexander Lake’s river 

right side.  

 

It was 2001 when I finally returned to paddle the New Wood. It had rained recently so Ron 

Rosner and I were hopeful there would be enough water. However, it looked pretty low at the 

second County E bridge. We chose to tackle the river anyway and did our best to avoid 

damaging our fragile, non-whitewater canoes through many shallow rock gardens. We were 

pleased that between the 2nd and 3rd County E bridges the water deepened between the rocky 

walls of the Class II granite gorge. Running it was a challenge in our non-whitewater canoes.  

  



The following year Bob Diggelman and I led a Sierra Club trip down the New Wood.  It was April, 

the water was high and the run was much more challenging. We all flew down the first 4.8 miles 

from the northernmost County E bridge without touching a rock. Downstream of the 2nd E 

bridge the New Wood turned scary because of the high water and monstrous waves. It was a 

solid Class III that day.  One paddler did capsize and rescuing him was not an easy task. Later we 

temporarily “lost” two paddlers. They had taken the left channel which diverts away from the 

main one about a half mile upstream of the 3rd County E bridge. The right channel was devoid of 

fallen trees and turned out to be the better choice. We found each other again at County E 

where we each channel has its own bridge separated by only a few yards.     

 

Experiences of Others 

Frank Piraino includes the New Wood River in his Small River Canoe Adventures of Wisconsin.  

He put in further upstream than I did at the Whiskey Rd. bridge. Within those extra two miles he 

encountered beaver dams, brushy obstructions and very shallow water.  

 

Conclusion 

The New Wood River is a small and lovely Northwoods stream. Paddling it at a good water level 

can be a wonderful experience for those with at least intermediate whitewater skills.    

 

 

  



Oconto River (North Branch)   
 

Location 

Oconto County. 

 

Natural Features 

Several creeks merge near the community of Lakewood to form the North Branch of the Oconto 

River. It flows through a scenic section of the Nicolet National Forest. The gradient is often fairly 

steep because it drops from the Northern Highland to the Central Sandstone Plain which it 

enters just before it merges with the South Fork near Suring. The main Oconto River slows as it 

crosses lowlands before it empties into Lake Michigan’s Green Bay. Rapids are common because 

the river drops steeply through granite outcrops and over boulder fields.  

 

Human History and Influence 

Native Americans were followed by loggers and then by recreationists. The North Fork’s water 

quality remains good because human influences are minimal. Farms are few, roads are scattered, 

and no towns lie along its banks. There is one dam which forms Chute Pond. Cabins will be seen 

along some stretches.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Intermediate to advanced whitewater skills are required. Low water is often a problem. Upstream 

of Tar Road the river will often be obstructed by brush. The Forest Service occasionally clears 

this section. The river downstream of Chute Pond is also deadfall prone. Fortunately, the main 

whitewater section usually lacks such obstructions.  There is a USGS gauge on the North Branch. 

The American Whitewater Website uses this gauge to make runnability advice.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

Since the late 1970s I have paddled the 9.5 mile stretch between Tar Dam Rd. and Kingston Rd. 

on several occasions. Except for my most recent trip I paddled it with other Sierra Club members 

on official River Touring Section outings.  With enough water the North Fork’s Class II-III rapids 

are fun and the Northwoods scenery is excellent.  The ledges at the Bagley Rapids Campground 

are tricky Class II-III’s.  The final “irregular and complex 4 foot ledge just before Chute Pond is 

always a Class III according to Mike Svob.   

 

Pat Brennaman and I returned to the North Branch in early May of 2013 to run most of this 

classic stretch. This time we found a better put-in by the next bridge downstream of the Tar 

Dam Rd. bridge. The water was a tad low for a great run but we found the whitewater to be 

more difficult than we had remembered. The long and continuous Class II whitewater just 

downstream of Hwy. 32 was especially fun to navigate.  The drops at Bagley Rapids were trickier 

than we remembered but we had no problems. 

 

 

 



Experiences of Others 

Paddling Northern Wisconsin contains a good description of the Oconto River’s North Branch. 

Besides describing the  main whitewater section, author Mike Svob also mentions the possibility 

of exploring the stretch between Smyth Rd. (FR 2101) and Sullivan Springs Rd. if the Forest 

Service has kept it clear.  He recommends avoiding the river between Chute Pond on the North 

Branch and Underwood on the main Oconto because of frequent deadfall obstructions.  

 

Conclusion 

One of Wisconsin’s classic whitewater runs is the 9.5 mile section described above.  

 

 

  



Oconto River (South Branch) 
 

Location 

Langlade, Menominee and Oconto counties.  

 

Natural Features 

Several headwaters branches originate in the lake country of the Nicolet National Forest north 

of Hwy. 64 in northern Langlade and Oconto counties. The westernmost of these branches runs 

parallel to and very close to the Wolf River. A large moraine, however, blocks it from joining the 

Wolf. All of these branches flow rapidly downhill forming rapids.  The South Branch merges with 

the North Branch just west of Suring to form the main Oconto River. That stream flows in an 

easterly direction to Green Bay. 

 

Human History and Influence 

Farms begin to appear in the final few miles of the South Branch’s drainage area. There are no 

towns or cities to degrade the quality of the water.  Trout flourish in the headwater branches. No 

dams interrupt this free-flowing stream. One section of the South Branch flows through the 

Menominee Indian Reservation. Some Oconto County sections of the river are included in a 

State Fishery Area.   

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The water is fast, rapids are minor and few on sections which are open to canoeists. I presume 

that Chipmunk Rapids is a more significant cascade. It is named by the Wisconsin Gazetteer in 

the Menominee Reservation section of the river.  Shallow water will be common but lightly 

loaded boats should be able to navigate downstream sections of the river during most seasons. 

Bridge scouting will help to determine the adequacy of flow. The main problem will be snags 

and deadfall but I had few problems with these.  Non-Menominee Indians are not allowed on 

Reservation sections of the South Branch.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

One summer day in the summer of 1989 I explored the South Branch from the Oconto County 

AA bridge to the River Road bridge just west of Suring. In my Ladybug solo-freestyle canoe I 

was on the river for 4 hours. After I finished I jogged and walked the 7 ½ miles back to my car. 

Crystal clear waters carried me quickly over a highly visible sand and gravel stream floor. The 

banks were usually high and held many conifer trees including hemlocks. Many common 

mergansers and wood ducks erupted from the water when I disturbed them. Though the stream 

was narrow I did not encounter a great number of deadfall obstructions.  It was an enjoyable 

day but I was tired and hot at the end of the trip. The jog back to my car made me even hotter. 

So back at the take out I cooled off with a dip in a clear pool under the bridge.  

 

 

 

 



Experiences of Others 

Frank Piraino paddled the exact same stretch I did and wrote about it in Small Canoe Adventures 

of Wisconsin. He reported more deadfall problems than I had on my trip. Perhaps there was a 

major wind storm or flood which caused this.  

 

Conclusion 

I enjoyed this river because I love small Northwoods streams. The water was fast and clear but 

lacked rapids. I recommend it to others who enjoy such streams and who can put up with some 

deadfall obstructions.  

  

 

  



Oconto River  
 

Location 

Shawano and Oconto counties. 

 

Natural Features 

 The North and South Branches of the Oconto merge near Suring. Soon the main Oconto River 

enters Wisconsin’s Central Plain. The gradient decreases and the current gets slower.  This trend 

continues all the way to Green Bay. Consequently, the Oconto River has some riffles but no real 

rapids. South of Suring it travels through a swampy bottomland forest which includes white 

cedar trees. Upland banks typically hold sugar maple, basswood, yellow birch, hemlock and 

beech trees  

 

Human History and Influence 

Along the river outside the city of Oconto, Copper Culture State Park memorializes the site of a 

4,500 year old cemetery. The Native Americans buried here made implements from copper they 

found in northern Michigan. In the winter of 1669, the Jesuit priest Allouez established the 

Mission of St. Francis Xavier at the present site of Oconto. Many consider this to be the first 

white man’s post in northeastern Wisconsin. In the 1800s both Oconto and Oconto Falls became 

major lumbering towns. Lumber barons built lavish homes which are now showcased in 

Oconto’s West Main Street historic district. Paper mill pollution of the river has long been a 

problem but has decreased since the 1980s.   

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

 Water levels will usually be adequate.  However, Mike Svob does write that if the riffles below 

the bridge at Pulcifer are too shallow, the next 3 ½ miles to the BB Bridge will be difficult to 

navigate. Water levels can be monitored at two gauges along the river by checking the USGS 

website. Lower sections of the river are subject to releases from the dam at Stiles. Fortunately, 

those releases now provide reliable levels for canoeing which was not always the case.  The 

bottomland section south of Suring will be partially blocked with deadfall. Frank Piraino (see 

below) reports no problems getting through this section.   

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

 It was around 1975 when Mary Jo Martin and I tandem-canoed the Oconto. I believe we traveled 

from Underhill to Hwy. 32 but I am not sure.  

 

Experiences of Others 

 In Paddling Northern Wisconsin Mike Svob describes two sections on the Oconto. The first is the 

16.8 miles from Underhill to Oconto Falls. Within this trip the 3.5 miles from Pulcifer to County 

BB sound the most interesting. This stretch includes many rocky riffles which sometimes get too 

shallow. Svob’s recommended put in is at the city park in Underhill. The take out in Oconto Falls 

is at a landing on the river left side of the flowage. 



 Svob also describes the final 12 miles of the Oconto from U.S. Hwy. 141 to Lake Michigan. His 

put-in on river right at the boat landing near the village of Stiles just upstream of Hwy 141. 

Breakwater Park is at the mouth of the river. Svob recommends taking out there. He liked the 

river’s wild and forested banks. Svob also mentions the likelihood of seeing many fish during the 

spring and late fall run steelhead runs and also during the mid-summer rainbow trout run.  

 

 Frank Piraino explored the Oconto and wrote about it in his Small River Adventures of 

Wisconsin.  He traveled from the Hwy. 32 bridge by Suring to County H in about 4 hours. It was 

mostly an undeveloped bottomland section. The river was wide enough to dodge the many 

fallen trees. 

  



 

Conclusion 

 Most of the Oconto River is reasonably scenic and easy to paddle with reliable water levels.  

 

 

 
 

A placid Oconto River passes by the settlement of Pulciver. 

 

  



The Outlet 
 

Location 

Marinette County. 

 

Natural Features 

This simply and appropriately named stream flows out of Lake Nocquebay and, five miles later, 

joins the Peshtigo River. The lake is fed by several streams called “inlets” which I think 

demonstrates unusual naming consistency. Most of the drainage area is level and marshy. 

Uplands are conifer-hardwood forests.  

 

Human History and Influence 

There is some agriculture but tourism dominates. The drainage area’s only village is one called 

Middle Inlet on Hwy. 141. Lake Nocquebay is lined by cottages and resorts.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Paddling will always be easy on the open wetland section from the Lake Nocquebay to County 

W. The final two miles to the Peshtigo River are probably harder to navigate. Shallow water and 

fallen trees are likely problems.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

My wife Pat and I came to the Outlet in June of 1991. We enjoyed an early evening trip from 

Lake Nocquebay to the County W bridge. Our put-in was next to the Nocquebay Rd. bridge. It 

took around an hour to float this slow marshy stream before we walked back to our car. The 

scene was lovely in the waning light and various birds were active.  

 

Further Ideas 

It would be interesting to determine whether the final section of the Outlet is navigable. 

 

Conclusion 

Our marshy trip on the Outlet was brief and pleasant. 

 

 

  



Pemebonwon River (and its North Branch)  
 

Location 

Florence and Marinette counties. 

 

Natural Features 

The Pemebonwon and its tributaries are wild and beautiful Northwoods streams. This river 

system plunges from the heights of the Northern Highland to the Menominee River. Marinette 

County is Wisconsin’s waterfall capital and the Pemebonwon contributes it share.  In Wisconsin 

Waterfalls, Patrick Lisi describes the foot path to the North Branch’s Long Slide Falls this way: “It 

takes you to a rocky ledge overlooking the 50-foot high falls where the river drops over large 

hunks of shale, sandstone and granite.” 

 

Nearby Smalley Falls is his “favorite in this part of the state with a sensational drop of nearly 50 

feet down a gradual grade (whose) ravine is usually in shadow hidden from the sun by 40-foot 

high granite walls.” 

 

Human History and Influence 

Human impacts are few along this isolated river. The Pemebonwon’s South Branch is somewhat 

more impacted because it closely parallels U.S. Hwy. 8 for several miles. This tributary also skirts 

the community of Pembine. There are no dams. Public walking paths lead to the above two 

waterfalls. The final mile of the main Pemebonwon runs through the Menominee State Natural 

Resources Area. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

My partner and I encountered a couple of minor rapids. The two big waterfalls are for experts 

only. When we ran the North Branch we dealt with several deadfall obstructions but the main 

Pemebonwon was mostly open. The latter’s downstream sections will usually have enough 

water. Flow information and runnability advice for the 1.4 miles from Smalley Falls through Long 

Slide Falls (both class IV-V) on the North Branch can be found at the American Whitewater 

Website. It cites the nearby Pike River USGS gauge because there are no such gauges on the 

Pemebonwon.   

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

My tandem partner and I explored the Pemebonwon in June of 1991. After viewing Long Slide 

Falls we drove to the Kremlin Rd. bridge on the North Branch and put in there.  Though the 

current was moderate it was slow going in our Mad River Explorer because we were stopped by 

at least a dozen fallen trees. It was easy to pull the canoe over them because the water was 

shallow and the stream floor was sandy instead of muddy.  There were two Class I-II boulder 

gardens which we ran with ease because there was plenty of water. This may not always be the 

case. Though we were watching for the South Branch confluence we never saw it. Perhaps it was 

camouflaged by alders or a log jam. We did notice a lack of obstructing deadfall during the final 



hour of our trip which was appreciated. Our trip ended at the Pemene Rd. bridge which is closed 

to traffic.  From there I jogged back to retrieve our vehicle. 

 

Experiences of Others 

The American Whitewater website describes what the two major waterfalls on the North Fork are 

like to run for expert kayakers   

 

Conclusion 

Though we enjoyed this scenic river most will avoid the Pemebonwon and its North Branch 

because of all the deadfall.    

 

 

 

  



Pensaukee River 
 

Location 

Shawano and Oconto counties. 

 

Natural Features 

The Pensaukee River arises in eastern Shawano County and flows across southern Oconto 

County to Lake Michigan. It cuts down through pink loams, clay soils and glacial deposits. At 

times it exposes dolomite bedrock and at other times it exposes shale and sandstone.  The 

stream floor alternates among sandy, rocky and muddy stretches.  Trees along the corridor 

include silver maples, box elders, hemlocks and cedars.  

 

Human History and Influence 

Much of the drainage area is farmed. Streamside villages are few and small.  Pensaukee is a 

slightly larger town located on the Lake Michigan estuary portion of the river.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Rocky sections will often be too shallow but the water level was adequate for my trip. The 

County J bridge is a good place to make a judgment about the adequacy of flow.  One section I 

paddled was heavily choked with deadfall. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I explored the river alone in my Outrage X on October 11, 2002. I put-in at the County J bridge a 

mile north of Brookside and took out at the County SS bridge near Pensaukee. It took me about 

three hours to complete the trip before I jogged the 5 miles back to my car. I was glad I had my 

tough Royalex canoe for the first third of the trip because I repeatedly scraped bottom in rocky 

stretches. Yet I was able to stay in my canoe.  Many fish fins jutted above the surface in these 

shallows. Several times I was surrounded by large Coho salmon.  Black willow leaves were 

turning yellow along the shoreline.   

 

After I passed a cemetery on river right the river’s character changed. The stony bottom became 

sandy. Red clay cut banks rose vertically from the water’s edge. The river had been clear to this 

point but now I faced a gauntlet of fallen trees. I had to pull my canoe over about a dozen of 

them. Starting at the Belbridge Rd bridge the river became easier to paddle again and was more 

scenic. The stream floor was rocky again but now was wider and deeper. I passed an attractive 

high bank on river right which was covered with cedar and hemlock trees. The stream floor 

changed to bedrock dolomite a few hundred yards upstream of the U.S. Hwy 41 bridge. Soon 

after the current slowed so much I thought I was entering the estuary. But I wasn’t because the 

river dropped suddenly over a broken, Class I dolomite ledge. This was about a quarter of a mile 

upstream of my take-out at the SS bridge. 

 

 

 



Further Ideas 

Some paddlers may wish to explore the small estuary portion of the river where it meets Lake 

Michigan.  

 

Conclusion 

With adequate water the Pensaukee River is a reasonably scenic and easy river to paddle 

downstream of the Belbridge Rd. bridge. I don’t mind pulling over deadfall, so I enjoyed the 

upstream section too.     

 

 

  



Peshtigo River 
 

Location 

Forest, Florence and Marinette counties. 

 

Natural Features 

The Peshtigo River arises in the high and boggy country of the Northern Highlands. Then it 

descends to the Central Sand Plain and the Lake Michigan Lowland before it finally reaches Lake 

Michigan. It drops through bouldery rapids and cuts through Precambrian bedrock before it 

slows markedly at Crivitz. From there to Lake Michigan it winds slowly through red clay 

sediments which were deposited beneath Glacial Lake Michigan. The streamside flora is classic 

“Northwoods.”  

 

Human History and Influence 

Native Americans were followed by fur traders and then loggers. Several dams were built to 

harness power and create recreational flowages. Despite these developments the river’s 

drainage area remains sparsely populated. Sadly, scenic sections of the river are not protected 

and are being developed for vacation housing. This very special river should have been 

designated a state Wild River but it never was.   Agriculture impacts the river between  

U.S. Hwy 141 and the city of Peshtigo. That town and Crivitz are the only towns of any size. 

Peshtigo burned in 1870 on the same day as the Great Chicago Fire. More than 1200 lives were 

lost which was greater than the toll in Chicago. Historic log buildings built by CCC crews still 

stand at Goodman Park along the river.   

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

One particular upstream section is deadfall prone. Whitewater sections are frustratingly shallow 

at times.  Downstream of Crivitz there is always enough water. River levels can be monitored on 

the USGS website. The American Whitewater website uses these gauge levels to make 

runnability advice.  Mike Svob (see below) has the following recommendations: For sections 

upstream of the dams call the U.S. Forest Service at Laona (715-674-4481). Kosir’s Rafts (715 

757-3431) is another source for water level information. Johnson Falls Dam releases are available 

on a recorded message at 800-236-7341.The same number can be used for Sandstone Dam 

releases. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I have been on the Pestigo many times since the 1970s. Most of these trips were with fellow 

Sierra Clubbers on formal outings. My descriptions will mostly be cursory because this river is 

described very well in the guidebook sited below. My first two Peshtigo experiences were 

guided raft trips down Roaring Rapids in the early 1970’s. These were great fun but I never 

imagined running these rapids in a canoe.      

 

 

 



One section not covered in guidebooks is one I traveled alone in late June of 1999. In my non-

whitewater Wildfire solo canoe I paddled the 4 miles from the County O bridge to Big Joe 

Landing. It was a lovely narrow river way dotted with scattered boulders which stuck above the 

surface.  Clear water carried me past blooming blue flags and Canada anemones beneath 

towering hemlocks. A pileated woodpecker flew across the stream in front of me. When an 

island loomed ahead and I bore left and encountered a Class I wave train. The left channel of the 

next island looked to be choked with deadfall. So I took the right channel and heard whitewater 

ahead. My fragile, shallow craft did not seem up to the task so I portaged this former dam on 

river right. At Big Joe Landing I took out and ran the shuttle back to my car.  

 

The next 34.9 miles of the Peshtigo are what make it famous. All are covered in Mike Svob’s 

guidebook sited below. Anyone considering the Peshtigo’s whitewater should consult this 

guidebook first. I will confine my comments to a few fond memories. The first 7.9 miles 

beginning at Big Joe Landing lack whitewater except for one Class I. There is a meandering 

bottomland section which reportedly will feature some woody obstructions. I have never 

paddled this section.   

 

With Sierra Clubbers I have paddled the 8.9 miles from CCC bridge to Burnt Bridge and the 

next 6 miles from the Burton Wells bridge. Once I was with a group which paddled all the 

way to Goodman Park. That section includes Taylor Falls which I remember poorly.  My most 

memorable day on the Upper Peshtigo came in mid-April of 1989. A spring snowstorm had just 

dumped a foot of snow on the area and the forest roads were unplowed. Many vehicles became 

stuck along the route, so it took us several hours to complete the shuttle. When we returned to 

the put-in those who were waiting had built a fire to keep warm. They greeted us with a mixture 

of anger and relief. By that time the sky had cleared and the temps had risen into the forties. 

When we finally got on the river we were treated to a wintry wonderland of snow covered rocks 

and trees.  The 14.9 miles from the FR 2131 (“CCC”) Bridge to the Burton Wells bridge were 

thrilling and lovely.  The Dells, which used to be called Ralton’s Rips, was the most memorable 

rapid.  I first ran this narrow canyon in the late 1970s in a Grumman aluminum canoe. My 

tandem partner Kevin Thies and I were awestruck and challenged by this winding Class II-III run 

but we stayed upright.    

 

I returned to the upper Peshtigo in early May of 2013 with Gregg Riemer, Scott Watson and Pat 

Brennaman. It was just as beautiful but more challenging than I remembered. We scouted it first 

and basically ran it down the middle. All of us were challenged but stayed upright.   

 

Sierra Club teaching clinics were held at Goodman Park from the 1970s into the ‘80s. One year I 

was one of the instructors. I was the only one fool enough to tackle Class IV Strong Falls in front 

of all the students. Of course I hit a giant diagonal wave and was thrown into the water. I 

recovered my pride and was able to help teach on the Class I whitewater between Goodman 

and McClintock Parks.  

 

Alone in early May of 2003 I paddled the five miles from McClintock Park to Farm Dam 

Landing. This section was worth seeing but whitewater boaters will usually want to paddle 



Roaring Rapids instead.  For me the first two miles were disappointingly slow and monotonous. 

Fortunately the action and scenery improved at Wilson Rapids. That drop began as a bouldery 

Class I and steepened to a Class II in its final 50 yards. Then the action slowed but the scenery 

stayed good. The many boulders and islands were very attractive.  Upland banks were covered 

with pines, hemlocks and broadleafs. At the take-out I hid my Outrage X and rode my moped 

back to the car.  

 

Roaring Rapids is always an exciting 5.5miles of whitewater. After all these years it still gets my 

adrenalin pumping. Only one rapid rates a Class III but many others are solid II’s. This is the 

longest continuous whitewater stretch in Wisconsin. It is not the place for inexperienced and 

unskilled paddlers. I recall two consecutive fall color years when Bob Diggelman, Pat Brennaman 

and I caught the “Pesh” between 16-18 inches on Kosir’s gauge at the County C Bridge. That is 

an exciting and challenging level. The ideal level for most boaters is between 5 and 10 inches. I 

have enjoyed Roaring Rapids as low as minus 3 because the main drops are still fun. However, 

the long Class I’s and II’s are frustratingly shallow at zero or below. Several long rapids precede 

First Drop which my companions and I have usually scouted even though it only rates a class II. 

By the time we reach it we are usually ready for a rest and a stretch. And there is the matter of 

choosing a route.    

 

Guidebooks recommend running it far left but there is a fun run down the middle which skirts 

the right side of the diagonal hole. Second and Third Drops are significant Class II’s which some 

will be wise to scout.  Second Drop features the best play wave in Roaring Rapids.  Five Foot 

Falls also deserves a look because the far left narrow entry spot needs to be identified. A quick 

right turn is needed at the bottom of the main pitch.  Mike Svob (see below) mentions a route in 

the middle of the river but I have never seen anyone go that way. The uninitiated will want to 

walk the right bank to scout Horserace Rapid. It deserves a Class III rating because of its length 

and the difficult final pitch which is known as Jerry’s Chute. Good boaters enjoy “eddy hopping” 

along Horserace. The next rapid is S-Curve where many boaters have flipped through the years 

because they relaxed too much after Horserace.  Class I- II water continues for several hundred 

yards and then the action slows before the County C Bridge and the Public Service Landing 

another ½ mile down stream. 

 

The Peshtigo is stopped three times by dams between County C and Crivitz. There must be 

some great whitewater buried under those reservoirs. In 1998 I paddled the 8 miles from 

Johnson Dam to Shaffer Rd. The first 5.5 miles were beautiful and undeveloped but there were 

cabins in the final 2.5 miles.  At Class II Seymour Rapids I stopped for a refreshing swim. Spring 

Rapid was a long and tougher Class II which required my full attention to keep from filling and 

flipping my non-whitewater Wildfire Canoe.  

 

Experiences of Others 

Frank Piraino explored the same Big Joe Landing section I paddled and wrote about it in Small 

River Canoe Adventures of Wisconsin. I am glad I went left around the first island I described 

above. Frank went right and soon reached a footbridge he had to portage around.  The 

Whitewater-Quietwater guidebook is out of print but I still like to read it for the history. Reading 



it I learned that Burnt Bridge was named for a partially burned railroad bridge which used to 

occupy this site. The author liked that the name serves as a reminder of the disastrous fires of 

the 1920s. 

 

The Miles Paddled website author recounts a trip from Burnt Bridge Landing to Goodman Park. I 

was especially interested to read his descriptions of Taylor Falls and Strong Falls. After much 

agonizing he chose to portage the latter because it looked like such a tough Class IV. Maybe I 

should have made the same choice back in the 1980s when it caused me to “crash and burn.”  

 

Mike Svob’s Paddling Northern Wisconsin includes 4 additional sections of the Peshtigo 

between the Sandstone Dam and Lake Michigan.  They are all slow and easy to paddle. Water 

levels are reliable.  Though they are less scenic than upstream sections there is wildness and 

beauty to behold, and there are probably some good canoe-camping options. Two more dams 

stop the river near the city of Peshtigo. The American Whitewater Website describes 5 different 

sections of the Peshtigo River.  

 

Conclusion 

The upper Peshtigo River features some of the upper Midwest’s premier whitewater. Below 

Crivitz this is a fine quietwater stream.   

 

 



 
The Peshtigo River has many moods.   

 

  



Pickerel Creek   
 

Location 

Langlade County. 

 

Natural Features 

Pickerel Lake straddles the Langlade-Forest County border. Pickerel Creek emerges from its west 

side and flows about 6 miles before it empties into the Wolf River. Most of the creek’s 

immediate corridor is an unspoiled Northwoods swamp.  

 

Human History and Influence 

I suspect there were logging runs down Pickerel Creek. There are no nearby towns and 

agriculture influences are lacking. Pickerel Lake is ringed by cabins and homes but the shores of 

Pickerel Creek are development free. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The upstream portion I traveled was free of fast water, rocks and deadfall. It probably always has 

enough water. This may not be the case downstream of Hwy 55.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I happened upon Pickerel Creek in late April of 1992. From the Hwy. 55 bridge it looked 

navigable so I decided to explore it.  I drove to the Gazetteer-labeled boat landing on the 

Pickerel Lake inflow stream which is bridged by Pickerel Lake Rd. There I unloaded my Ladybug 

solo freestyle canoe and launched it into an attractive wetland complex. About ten minutes later 

I had reached Pickerel Lake where I turned right and followed the shoreline to the outlet. From 

there the stream wound through a spruce and tamarack-lined swamp. Its sandy floor was 

entirely devoid of rocks. An osprey flew overhead and a variety of other birds were flying about. 

The creek was gorgeous and easy to paddle. I was sorry when my hour and a half journey was 

over.    

 

Further Ideas 

I would love to see the rest of Pickerel Creek down into the Wolf River. Perhaps it picks up speed 

as it descends to the Wolf. It might even get rocky. Perhaps I will find out one day.  

 

Conclusion 

More paddlers should see this little stream which winds through a lovely swamp.    

 

 

  



Pike River (South Branch)   
 

Location 

Marinette County. 

 

Natural Features 

The South Branch of the Pike drains a pristine and very wild area of the North Woods in 

Marinette County. Bedrock reminiscent of the Canadian Shield is frequently exposed along the 

river. Waterfalls occur where the water tumbles over these outcrops.  Unattached boulders also 

create rapids and are ever-present along the stream course. Several branches start slowly and 

quietly before they coalesce and pick up speed as their collective waters descend from the 

Northern Highland towards the Lake Michigan Lowland. 

 

Human History and Influence 

One headwater branch named Chemical Creek starts at the U.S. Hwy. 8 community of Goodman. 

I hope its name does not memorialize a source of pollution. No other towns influence the river. 

Since logging days this area has been relatively untouched by humans.  Several riverside parcels 

of land have been designated as Pike River State Wildlife Areas.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Paddling the South Branch will usually be problematic. It is runnable only in early spring or after 

heavy rains. In early spring, muddy access roads are a deterrent. Deadfall problems will occur 

and the rapids are difficult. There is a USGS gauge on the main Pike River which the American 

Whitewater website uses as a guide to runnability. This website should be checked first by those 

contemplating a run on the South Branch.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

Tough paddling in significant whitewater alone is not a good idea but I was itching to explore 

the South Branch in late June of 1999. I decided to tackle it in my Daggar Ovation knowing the 

water was too low for a good run.  In the end I was happy to see this gorgeous stream even 

though my canoe suffered multiple abrasions. First I left my moped at the Dow Dam Rd. bridge 

on the North Fork and then I drove to the Mathis Lake Rd. bridge where I put in. Continuous 

Class I-II rapids began immediately. Several of the tougher pitches shot through narrow gaps in 

the exposed Precambrian bedrock. Though the water was low I managed to wind among and 

scrape over most of the rocks without getting hung up. The river was lovely and wild. I especially 

enjoyed seeing large hemlock trees and hearing the calls of white throated sparrows, veerys and 

ovenbirds.  

 

Big South Falls is marked in the Wisconsin Gazetteer. I portaged this drop which the now 

defunct Midwest Whitewater Inventory website called a “10-12 foot drop which funnels down to 

a narrow chute and then into a pool with large rock/wall cliffs to the east.” The next drop is 

Surprise Ledge. I can’t remember whether I ran it or not. A scenic stretch with high banks 

followed but then I entered a silver maple lined bottomland. That usually means more deadfall 



and it was certainly true this time as I was forced to portage around numerous fallen trees in the 

next half mile or so. After a total of 1 ½ hours on the water I identified the North Branch 

merging from the left and I followed it for a few yards upstream to my planned take-out at the 

Dow Dam Road bridge. 

 

Experiences of Others 

The American Whitewater website contains a detailed description of the South Branch and good 

directions. The immediate section upstream from where I paddled contains several Class II, III 

and IV rapids. Photographs of them are available on the website.  

 

Further Ideas 

A long whitewater day can start on the South Branch and continue down to Dave’s Falls on the 

main Pike River. See my Pike River and North Branch Pike River descriptions.  

 

Conclusion 

The South Branch of the Pike River contains serious whitewater. When it runs, advanced and 

expert paddlers will find great beauty and plenty of challenges.            

 

 

  



Pike River (North Branch)   
 

Location 

Florence and Marinette counties. 

 

Natural Features 

Several headwater branches coalesce near Hwy. 8 about 4 miles east of Goodman. This tributary 

of the Pike River drops precipitously over a series of Precambrian rock waterfalls on its way to a 

lowland which leads to Lake Michigan. It drains hilly terrain covered by second and third growth 

northern conifer-hardwood forests.  

 

Human History and Influence 

This is a very sparsely populated area of the state. Logging was and is an important industry. 

Tourism is less important because of the paucity of lakes. No towns are found along the banks 

of the North Branch. I suspect that two “ponds” on tributaries north of Hwy. 8 are the result of 

small dams. Several parcels of land along the North Branch are designated as Pike Wild River 

State Wildlife Areas. There is also a Twelve Foot Falls County Park.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Deadfall obstructions will be occasional problems. Many sections contain very difficult 

whitewater. This stream is too shallow to navigate much of the time. The American Whitewater 

website uses a gauge reading on the main Pike River to make runnability advice. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In June of 1999 I ran the North Branch into the main Pike River from Town Corner Lake Rd. to 

Dave’s Falls Park. Though I knew the water would be too shallow in places I wanted to see this 

river because I knew it would be beautiful. Bedrock outcrops heralded the beginning of rapids 

which were mostly Class I in difficulty.  Class II Chipmunk Rapids was somewhat more 

challenging but my Dagger Ovation did not mind scraping at times and was up to the task.  

Around one bend I spotted several deer drinking at the water’s edge. They spotted me and fled 

but one ran into trouble. This whitetail tried to leap over a horizontal tree branch and didn’t 

make it. It got hung up and was suspended from its belly.  I watched it for several seconds 

before it struggled free. Perhaps it should not be a surprise that whitetail deer can demonstrate 

poor judgment and clumsiness just like humans.   

 

At the 4.6 mile point I drifted under the Dow Dam Rd. bridge. Almost immediately the South 

Branch merged from the right.  The lead-in to Upper Dave’s Falls started another mile 

downstream. It rates a Class III-IV but it looked doable to me. But there was not enough water 

and no one was with me to help if I ran into trouble. So I portaged past it along a path which 

crossed two footbridges. Eventually I found the parking lot where I had left my moped.   

 

 

 



Experiences of Others 

The North Branch features several Class IV water falls which can be run by advanced to expert 

boaters. Descriptions and photographs can be seen at the American Whitewater website. 

 

Further Ideas 

Perhaps upstream sections are navigable when the water is high. The section from CCC Camp 

Rd. to Twin Lake Rd. would likely be lovely and I suspect that any whitewater would be easy.   

 

Conclusion 

I paddled the only easy section of the North Branch that I know of.  Other sections of this 

gorgeous river are for advanced or expert boaters only.   

 

 

 

  



Pike River  
 

Location 

Marinette County. 

 

Natural Features 

This is one of Wisconsin’s most attractive streams.  With its Northwoods flora and its granite 

outcrops it could easily be mistaken for an Ontario wilderness stream. Tannin-stained but clear 

waters tumble over rocks to form rapids as the river drops from the heights of the Northern 

Highland to the Menominee River.    

 

Human History and Influence 

I am sure that the Pike saw its logging days.  Amberg was the site of a company which mined 

granite in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Stone from this site was used to build the 

Minnesota State Capitol building in St. Paul. With about 800 residents, Amberg is the only 

human community along the shores of the Pike. In 1965, along with the Pine and Popple Rivers, 

the Pike was designated a Wisconsin State Wild River. As a result, development has been limited 

along its shores, even though the Wild Rivers law does not regulate land use along state-

designated Wild Rivers.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The Pike often has enough water, even in summer. Check the American Whitewater website for 

current water levels and runnability advice.  I have never encountered significant strainers but I 

did read a AWW website “comment” in October of 2011 which disclosed the presence of 2 

problematic strainers in Scrounge Canyon (see below). Hopefully they are gone by now.  

Through the years the Pike has been considered a good river for those just learning to paddle 

whitewater. The rapids are grade I and II except for Yellow Bridge which rates an easy Class III.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I have run the Pike many times through the years with fellow Sierra Clubbers. Once I ran the 

North Branch into the mainstem Pike by myself and took out above Dave’s Falls which is located 

on the south edge of Amberg at a County Park named after the falls.  That steep, long and 

narrow cascade is impressive to see and has been run by experts. Consult my account of the 

North Branch for an account of the above stretch.   

 

I have run the 6.4 miles from Hwy. 141 to the County K Bridge several times but not for a long 

time. One mile downstream of the put-in is Bull Falls which we used to call Powerline Rapids. 

Rated a class II it is the only rapid of consequence before County K. After this the Pike becomes 

more interesting with numerous Class I rapids and three Class II’s including, in order, Scrounge 

Canyon, Horseshoe Falls and a broken ledge just before the Barker Rd. bridge (which once upon 

a time was painted yellow). Yellow Bridge Rapids follows soon after that bridge and should be 

scouted by the uninitiated. First take-out at the bridge and walk to the home of the landowner 

on river right to get permission to walk on his land. This cascade is much steeper than those 



which precede it and comes in two pitches. The second is a nearly five foot sheer drop which is 

important to hit correctly. The section from Hwy K to the take out on river left on Pike River Rd. 

just past Yellow Bridge Rapids is 3.1 miles long.   

 

The final 4 miles of the Pike are seldom run and little has been written about them. I finally 

explored this stretch in 2002 with my friend Bob Diggelman. Uncharacteristically, we ran it 

together in a tandem canoe. It had no flotation and no thigh straps which increased the 

difficulty of Yellow Bridge Rapids.  Riding in the bow over that steep second pitch I nearly pulled 

myself out of the canoe when I reached out for a big draw stroke and had no thigh straps to 

hold me in. The rest of the trip was prettier and more fun than we expected.  There were 

numerous rocky shoals with rocks to dodge and the current was generally quick. The scenery 

was lovely.  A series of broken ledges about a mile upstream of the Pike River bridge were 

challenging enough to rate Class II.   Steady current and boulders in the streambed continued 

for a ways past the Pike River Rd. bridge. Then the river slowed into a bottomland with fewer 

conifers along the banks and more silver maples and ash trees. Islands started to appear and the 

current slowed markedly about a quarter of a mile above the Menominee River confluence. We 

took out on river right soon after we merged into the larger stream.  

 

Experiences of Others 

The guidebook Paddling Northern Wisconsin by Mike Svob is an excellent resource. The 

American Whitewater Website also describes the Pike. 

 

Further Ideas 

Why don’t people run the entire 14 miles from Amberg to the Menominee on the same day?   

  



Conclusion 

The Pike is well known among Wisconsin paddlers because of its unique beauty and its relatively 

easy whitewater.   

  

 

 

 

 

This fine example of Precambrian rock on the Pike River, below Amberg, makes for a fine 

lunch spot.  

  



 

 

Pine River (state Wild River)  
 

Location 

Forest and Florence counties. 

 

Natural Features 

Several headwater streams join to form the Pine River a few miles east of Three Lakes. From the 

heights of Wisconsin’s Northern Highland geographical province the river loses altitude as it 

flows east and eventually joins the Menominee River near Aurora in Florence County. It drains a 

lovely and relatively undisturbed conifer-hardwood forest.  Alternately fast and slow, it cuts past 

and over various types of bedrock which are a continuation of the Canadian Shield. According to 

the out of print guidebook, Whitewater-Quietwater, “rapids and falls are located where the river 

flows over granite, gneiss, and meta-volcanic rocks.” Downstream of the Pine River flowage the 

river’s gradient decreases and rapids disappear.  

 

Human History and Influence 

The Pine River drainage area was logged extensively in the late 1880s.  The river was used for 

logging runs. The Nicolet National Forest which cradles the upper half of the river was created in 

1933 to reclaim lands which had been devastated by the years of logging. In 1965 the Pine was 

one of three rivers included in the State Wild Rivers Act.  This legislation afforded the river some 

protections from development. Since then, the forested land has been protected.  According to 

the Wisconsin Chapter of The Nature Conservancy: 

 

The State of Wisconsin owns 5,629 acres at Wild Rivers Legacy Forest, which is managed 

by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources as part of its Pine-Popple Wild Rivers 

Area. The state land contains most of the river frontage on the Pine and Popple and the 

wild lakes complex. 

The remainder of the land—58,988 acres—is owned by Conservation Forestry LLC and 

Forest Investment Associates, and is managed for timber production. A working forest 

conservation easement held by the state and The Nature Conservancy keeps the land open 

for recreation and ensures that the forest is managed sustainably. 

The Nature Conservancy negotiated the transaction with International Paper that resulted 

in protection of the Wild Rivers Legacy Forest. The Conservancy does not own any land in 

the project area.  

The region is very remote and human influences are relatively few. There is one major dam on 

the river which creates the Pine River Flowage. If a 1996 agreement with the power company 

holds, the Pine will again run completely free sometime before the year 2026. 

http://www.conservationforestry.net/


 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Some sections are slow and easy to paddle while others require considerable whitewater skill 

and experience. Upstream sections may include some minor deadfall challenges. Much of the 

river is often too shallow for good runs.  Mike Svob recommends calling the Florence office of 

the U.S. Forest Service for runnability advice. River scouting from bridges can also be helpful. 

The American Whitewater website uses a USGS gauge on the Pine to guide its runnability 

advice. I ran the river’s final 10 miles easily at a low water August time so I conclude that this 

advice can be ignored for this stretch.     

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

The Sierra Club John Muir Chapter River Touring Section has featured May trips down the Pine 

River for more than three decades. The leader has always been Larry Ziebell. With different 

tandem canoe partners I joined his outing in 1981 and again in 2006. I believe we paddled the 

entire 32 miles from Hwy. 55 to the Goodman Grade Rd. on both occasions. Besides the 

beautiful river corridor and good company I have several strong memories. We were camped 

near the mouth of Stevens Creek at mile 7 downstream of Hwy. 55. It was the only time I have 

ever witnessed the elaborate and spectacular mating ritual of a pair of American woodcocks. 

Chipmunk Rapids was easy for my tandem partner, Kevin Thies and I, but Meyers Falls was 

another matter. Some paddlers portaged and some capsized. Kevin did not wish to join the 

latter group. So I ran the drop solo in my Blue Hole OCA. It spun me around and I completed it 

backwards but upright. I was lucky because at that point in my paddling career I was neither 

skilled nor very experienced.  

 

I have never paddled the 8.8 miles from Goodman Grade to Hwy 101. Evidently, I have missed 

some good scenery, Class II Bull Falls and two long Class I boulder gardens. On two occasions, 

with other Sierra Clubbers, I have paddled the following 5 mile section to LaSalle Falls and onto 

the Pine River flowage.  Expert kayakers have run that 20-foot cascade but I never considered 

tackling it.  The American Whitewater Website features a photo of one paddler descending this 

waterfall. Portaging around the LaSalle Falls is not an easy matter. Both times I was there our 

group took the river left portage path. This route ends with a small vertical cliff. We helped each 

other lower our canoes over it and then faced another challenge. The small, pulsating eddy is a 

difficult place to launch. Those who portage the falls on the right side are also reportedly 

challenged. There the launch site is an upstream eddy which wants to pull boats into the base of 

the waterfall. From either side once the paddler is in the downstream current he or she is treated 

to a fast and wavy ride through Class II Pine River Rapids. It takes paddlers through a gorge past 

impressive cliffs for about a half mile before the Pine River flowage stops the water. The trip 

ends at a landing on the right side of this impoundment.  

 

In August of 2002 I explored the final 10 miles of the Pine from the dam to the Menominee 

confluence. Choosing a take-out strategy was tricky. Eventually, I located the road to the power 

dam on the Menominee River upstream of Aurora. I hiked the final 2.5 miles down a sandy 4-

wheel drive road to the river because my 50 cc. moped was not up to the task. It was necessary 

to take this hike to mark this take-out spot so I would recognize it from the river.  I had 



confidence my 4 wheel drive Isuzu Trooper could make it down that road at the end of the day.  

Next I drove back to the landing on river right below the Pine River dam and launched my Bell 

Wildfire into the water.  The 13 mile trip was ambitious because it was already 3:30 PM!  I 

hustled along and it took me about 4 hours. The lower Pine was prettier than I expected it to be. 

Its width, beauty and remoteness reminded me of the Flambeau River’s North Fork. I was also 

surprised and delighted by the cleanness and clarity of the water. Minor riffles occurred at the 

put-in and several times thereafter. About a mile upstream of the Menominee River confluence I 

noticed a formal boat landing on river left. Ending the trip there at the end of the Ellwood Lake 

Road would have resulted in a shorter trip but the shuttle distance would have been longer. 

From that point I continued down the current-less flowage and was able to identify my planned 

take out point. Then I jogged 2.5 miles uphill and found my moped. It was twilight when was 

attaching my moped to the Trooper and nearly dark when I reached my canoe and gear.    

 

Experiences of Others 

Mike Svob’s Paddling Northern Wisconsin describes three sections of the Pine. He did not 

include the river upstream of Hwy. 55.  

 

Frank Piraino did explore the Pine upstream of the Hwy. 55 bridge and wrote about it in his 

Small Ventures of Wisconsin. He found it to be a small wilderness stream with long quiet 

stretches and a few minor rapids. His put-in was the Forest Rd. 2182 Bridge. Three fallen trees 

and a couple of foot bridges were the only obstructions.  

 

Someday whitewater paddlers will be able to run the challenging drops which are now buried 

beneath and bypassed by the current Pine River Dam and Flowage. Long-time Sierra Club 

paddler and Pine River advocate, Bill Beverly ran the usually dry bed during a rare release.  He 

says it will be an enjoyable, new challenge for whitewater paddlers.  

 

Further Ideas 

Boaters wishing to explore the lowest section of the Pine will probably not choose to take out 

where I did.  Instead they will likely end their trip at the formal landing on river left a mile 

upstream of the Menominee River confluence.   Whitewater canoeists with the requisite skills 

could conceivably run the entire Pine River from the FR 2182 Bridge to the Menominee 

confluence on a canoe-camping expedition.  Their most difficult challenges would be the 

portages around LaSalle Falls and around the dam.  

 

Conclusion 

The Pine River is one of Wisconsin’s most beautiful and isolated rivers. With adequate water it 

presents great paddling opportunities for boaters of all skill levels.      

 

  



Pine River (North Branch)   
 

Location 

Forest County. 

 

Natural Features 

The North Branch of the Pine River drains a small area of northwestern Forest County. It 

originates in Butternut Lake which is located a few miles east of the town of Three Lakes.  As it 

flows eastward, it drains a Northwoodsy and boggy land with very little human settlement. It 

joins the main Pine River a half mile west of the Hwy. 55 bridge. 

 

Human History and Influence 

The shores of the above-noted headwater lake are dotted with lake homes. The entire drainage 

system lies within the Nicolet-Chequamegon National Forest. There is a campground called 

Windsor Dam located where the stream crosses under FR 2174, but that dam no longer exists.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

This stream contains at least one minor rapid. The section I paddled was not tree-lined so it was 

free of deadfall. Water levels through this section should usually be adequate. Tree lined 

sections along this narrow waterway will likely be choked by deadfall.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In Mid-September of 1996 I was in the area pursuing other paddling priorities. As I drove 

southward on Windsor Dam Rd. (FR 2174) I noticed a wetland to my right. It was pierced by a 

small stream which turned out to be the North Fork of the Pine. After consulting my Gazetteer I 

drove to the next downstream bridge to see if would be a suitable take out spot. It was by the 

old Windsor Dam campground and it looked usable. So I drove back up FR 2174 to a spot where 

the stream was next to the road and launched my Wildfire from there.  Clear, tannin-stained 

water carried me past boggy vegetation. Beyond the corridor of low plants arose black spruces 

and tall pines. About every 100 yards I passed a floating white Styrofoam block attached to a 

trap.  I found myself wishing I knew their purpose.  

 

Glacial erratic boulders in the stream were rare at first but became more common as I neared 

the end of the 1.5 hour trip. The current was very slow and depth always adequate until I neared 

the take out second FR 2174 Bridge. Here a 20 yard long Class I-II rapid started upstream of the 

bridge, carried me rapidly through the culvert under the road and spit me out on the other side. 

I took out on river left just past the culvert. I imagine the old dam site was here and that the 

marsh I had just explored was once flooded by an impoundment. 

 

Experiences of Others 

In 2012, Denny Caneff, with veteran paddlers Bill Schultheis, John Roberts and Bill Beverly, 

traveled upstream from the Windsor Dam U.S. Forest Service campground on the North Fork of 

the Pine, west of Hwy. 55 off FS Roads 2427 and 2174.  They were in search of a “lost gorge” 



evident on topographical maps of the area.  They did find the lost gorge—definitely worth the 

trek to find -- and encountered several beaver dams on the round trip that required hauling 

boats over the dams.   

 

Further Ideas 

Perhaps those final three miles from the old Windsor Dam site to the Pine River are not so 

deadfall-choked after all. Someone may want to explore that section.    

 

Conclusion 

The North Branch of the Pine River is a nifty little paddling option for someone who camps at 

Windsor Dam campsite.  

 

 

 
 

Bill Beverly, veteran paddler and long-time defender of the Wild Rivers law, enjoys the 

“lost gorge” in the upper reaches of the Pine River. 

  



Pine River (Lincoln County)   
 

Location 

Lincoln and Langlade counties.  

 

Natural Features 

Several headwater branches arise in the forests of western Langlade County. Among them is the 

North Branch which joins the main Pine in Lincoln County. All these branches cut through two 

types of glacial deposits. One is unpitted outwash and the other is ground moraine. The former 

is sandy and the latter is rocky and gravelly. Minor rapids and riffles form as the river system 

descends towards its rendezvous with the Wisconsin River. Near that junction the river cuts 

through granite bedrock to form the more difficult rapids of the Pine River Dells.   

 

Human History and Influence 

This Pine River has no dams and no human communities along its shores. After the loggers were 

gone the farmers arrived.  Dairy farms and ginseng operations now impact the Pine and its 

branches.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The Pine is often too shallow for comfortable navigation. Downstream of County X there are few 

if any deadfall problems.  There is a USGS gauge that the American Whitewater website uses to 

estimate runnability. It is a good idea to consult that website. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

Sometime in the late 1970s I joined a Pine River Sierra Club trip with my tandem partner, Kevin 

Thies.  I am pretty sure we paddled from County X to Center Rd. My main memory of the day 

was the presence of ice on quiet water along the shores.  On April 10th of 1999 I returned to the 

Pine as co-leader with Bob Diggelman on another Sierra Club outing. For some reason we 

started the day on tiny Rajek Creek where it crosses under Alder Rd. We paddled and pulled 

branches for a couple of hundred yards to the North Branch of the Pine. Soon the main Pine 

added its flow and we floated down to the Center Rd. bridge. There were no rapids along the 

way and the scenery was unremarkable.  The next 2.2 miles were much prettier and much more 

fun. My tandem partner Colette Sisco and I did well negotiating the long Class II through the 

Dells.  Soon we reached our take out at the County W bridge. 

 

Three years later Bob and I led another trip which included the Dells of the Pine. The water was 

so high that the usual Class II run had risen to a III. Giant waves tossed us around and we had to 

dodge some massive holes! One canoe flipped but the rest of us managed to stay in our canoes 

and catch the eddy on river left before the biggest drop near the end. We rescued the swimmer 

and then scouted the final pitch. The consensus was that a strong move to the left was needed 

to miss the giant waves on river right. We all did it successfully. 

 

 



Experiences of Others 

The American Whitewater website includes the 2.2 mile Pine River Dells. They rate it Class I-II but 

I think it was a III during the near flood I described above.  

 

 Frank Piraino also paddled the Pine and described it in his Small River Canoe Adventures  

of Wisconsin. He put in at the County X bridge and took out at the Center Rd. bridge. His 

narrative mentioned rocky riffles, boulder gardens and a scenic corridor of old growth hemlocks, 

cedars, spruces and pines. 

 

Conclusion 

The Pine River in Lincoln County is an attractive paddling option when the water is up. The 

whitewater is mild along upstream sections. The Dells are beautiful and more challenging.    

 

 

 

  



Popple River  
 

Location 

Forest and Florence counties. 

 

Natural Features 

The Popple is a classic Northwoods river with great water quality, exciting rapids, minimal 

development and attractively wooded shores. Several headwater branches come together in 

eastern Forest County. Initially the river winds slowly through sections which are often marshy. 

Whitewater becomes increasingly common as the river drops eastward. Precambrian boulders 

and bedrock are frequently encountered. Eventually, in Florence County, the Popple joins the 

Pine River which eventually merges with the Menominee River. 

 

Human History and Influence 

Native American-dominated centuries were followed by Europeans and the logging era. The 

cutover lands eventually were included in the Nicolet-Cheguamegon National Forest. The river’s 

final miles are surrounded by private lands but the lower river has been protected the State of 

Wisconsin Wild Rivers Act of 1965. Farms are rare throughout the drainage area. This is not a 

touristy region because there are not many lakes.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

The upper river contains a few easy rapids between long quiet water stretches. Deadfall 

problems are uncommon except near the headwaters.   The lower river features several 

challenging Class III rapids. The Popple is often too low for good run boating. Water levels and 

runnability advice can be found on the American Whitewater website. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

I will be brief because very good descriptions can be found elsewhere (see below). With fellow 

Sierra Clubbers, I have paddled the Popple on four separate occasions. The first three times were 

in the late 1970s and early 1980s. I also joined a Sierra Club trip in the year 2000. My final trip in 

2013 was not Sierra Club sanctioned.   

 

Our put-in has always been the Morgan Lake Rd. Bridge (FR 2159). We have taken out at three 

different places. An eleven mile run ends at the Pine River confluence. There a dirt road off of 

White Ash Rd. from the south leads to a boat landing. In 2000 it was fortunate we had 4-wheel 

drive vehicles here because the spring mud was deep. Another year we took out at the Hwy. 101 

bridge over the Pine. This was no easy task because the final mile was an upstream slog up the 

Pine River from the confluence.  On another occasion we added an additional 5 miles by 

continuing down the Pine River, portaging LaSalle Falls and paddling out to the landing on the 

Pine River flowage.   

 

Back upstream, the Popple’s Little Bull Falls, Big Bull Falls, Jennings Falls and Washburn Falls are 

all exciting Class III’s which deserve to be scouted. Interspersed among them are a few Class II 



boulder gardens. At most water levels Little Bull Falls features a large and grabby hole which 

needs to be missed or punched through with power. Strong technical moves are needed to 

follow the best route over complex Washburn Falls. Older guidebooks rated this drop a Class IV. 

It is more difficult than the others but Svob (see below) gives it the same Class III rating.  

 

I returned to the Popple in early May of 2013 with three friends.  Gregg Riemer, Pat Brennaman, 

Scott Watson and I thoroughly enjoyed a day trip which began at Morgan Lake Rd. and ended 

at the river right take out at the Pine River confluence. Gregg advised us to run Little Bull Falls 

on the far right to avoid the very grabby hole. We all did this successfully without scouting. As a 

sign upstream of this falls warns, this hole is dangerous because it is grabby enough to trap 

boats and boaters.  We scouted it and concurred. We stopped to scout the other Class III’s and 

all had successful runs.  

 

Experiences of Others 

Mike Svob describes two sections of the Popple in Paddling Northern Wisconsin. First is the 10.8 

mile Class I-II section from FR 2398 to FR 2159 (Morgan Lake Rd.) Second is the more 

challenging 12.2 mile section from FR 2159 to Hwy 101 (on the Pine River). He does a good job 

of describing the Class III’s.  

 

Local paddler John Roberts, of Niagara, has extensively mapped the Popple, even naming 

unnamed rapids on his unpublished yet superb homemade maps.  There’s not a rock or a bend 

of the Popple that John does not know.  Find him on Facebook.   

  



 

Further Ideas 

It would be fun to explore the presumably quiet water section upstream of the FR 2398. Such a 

trip could begin at the Hwy. 139 bridge. Paddlers should expect some deadfall along this stretch 

and extra water will be needed.    

Conclusion 

The Popple is a uniquely beautiful paddling stream.  Advanced whitewater skills are needed, 

especially downstream of the Morgan Lake Rd. bridge.  

 

 

 
 

No one knows the Popple River like John Roberts, who has mapped every rapid on the 

river and named a few that are not named. Here (in the bow) he navigates a small rapid 

between Morgan Lake Rd. and Bull Falls.  

  



Prairie River 
 

Location 

Lincoln and Langlade counties. 

 

Natural Features 

The Prairie River starts in high glacial moraine country amidst the mixed conifer-hardwood 

forests of northern Langlade County. It descends, at times as rapids, through boulder fields and 

marshes on its way to the Wisconsin River. The Prairie also drains part of the kettle lake region 

known as the Harrison Hills.  At the Prairie Dells it cuts a narrow swath through granite bedrock. 

Whitewater is the result.  

 

Human History and Influence 

The Prairie River saw its share of logging runs. At its mouth stands the city of Merrill which is 

steeped in logging history. At one point in time this county seat town claimed 13 sawmills, 13 

millionaires and the nation’s third electric trolley. Logging money also bankrolled the city’s 

lovely courthouse which was constructed in 1903. Several sections of the upper river have been 

designated as State Fisheries. Fishing on the lower river has been aided by the removal of two 

dams. Their absence has also been a boon to paddlers. The Prairie Dells had been inundated for 

many decades until the dam there was removed in 1992. The lower river has run completely wild 

and free since the second dam at Merrill was removed in 1999.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Most of the Prairie’s whitewater is Class I. However, the Prairie Dells rates a Class II or sometimes 

a III or more when the water is very high. Often, though, it is too low, especially through 

whitewater sections. The American Whitewater website contains USGS gauge levels and flow 

advice. Mike Svob suggests calling the DNR Office at Merrill for flow information.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

My first experience on the Prairie River came in 1982 when I ran it tandem with my sister, her 

spouse and my future spouse. Somewhere between CCC and County J we enjoyed great fall 

color and easy riffles but had to push under and around about 8 wooden fences which blocked 

the river. Svob (see below) does not mention these, so perhaps, they have since been removed.  

 

In 1998, Bob Diggelman and I led Wisconsin Sierra Club River Touring Section members down 

the Dells section. We put in at Haymeadow Creek County Park which is located on the shores of 

that tributary just upstream of the Dells. The others portaged past the remains of the old T.B. 

Scott Dam. Bob and I ran it and both did fine over the main four foot drop with its sizeable hole 

at the bottom. Just past the hole there was a large log at chest height which jutted from the 

right bank. Bob saw it in time to avoid it but I did not. It knocked me over but at least I was able 

to roll my canoe back up and recover some of my dignity.  The rest of the nearly half mile rapid 

was fun to run at a medium water level.  Most of us eddied out several times and we all 



successfully completed the Class II run.  Then we enjoyed the scenery and Class I riffles which led 

to the County C bridge where we took out after a total run of about 7 miles.  

 

In 2001 Bob and I led another weekend Sierra Club outing to several streams in Lincoln County. 

That early April day we were planning to run the Dells until we scouted it. We were frightened 

away by a raging torrent of large, diagonal waves caused by very high water. Three years later 

we were back enjoying the Dells at a saner water level. By that time the dam remains had been 

removed as had the jutting log. The pitch at the site was now more natural-looking and safer to 

run.  

 

Experiences of Others 

In Paddling Northern Wisconsin, Mike Svob describes the 9.5 mile run from County J to County 

C. He advises scouting at least part of the Dells and enjoying the views along the way. The 

appearance of the Dells will be changing in the future as more trees regrow from the once 

barren banks of the former flowage.  Svob also describes the section immediately upstream 

from County J. That’s where we encountered all those fences in 1982 which are now evidently 

gone.  The main feature of this section which begins at Town Hall Rd. is the half mile of Class I-II 

rapids which occur just north of the Hwy. 17 bridge.  

 

Further Ideas 

Now that the Ward Dam in Merrill is gone, I am sure that many have boated the final miles from 

County C down to Merrill.  It would take one through the lovely park the city and Lincoln County 

jointly developed in the old flowage. I imagine this section contains a few riffles.   

 

Conclusion 

The main draw of the Prairie River is the scenic and challenging Prairie Dells, but it also contains 

easier sections with their own positive features.   

 

 

  



(Big) Somo River 
 

Location 

Far northwestern Lincoln County. 

 

Natural Features 

The Big Somo River drains sparsely populated conifer-hardwood forests along U.S. Hwy 8 west 

of Tomahawk. Upper stretches feature fast water and minor rapids as the river and its tributary, 

the Little Somo, drop from higher land to the Wisconsin River Valley. Shorelines are wild and 

attractive.  Geologists Dott and Attig described a nearby geologic feature in their book,  

Roadside Geology of Wisconsin. It is a long and narrow, glacially deposited ridge called an esker 

which closely follows the Big Somo along most of its course. 

 

Human History and Influence 

The Tomahawk Dam across the Wisconsin River near Tomahawk is a large one which backs up a 

large flowage on the Wisconsin River extending up the Spirit and Big Somo Rivers as well as the 

Wisconsin. This body of water is called Lake Mohawksin.  The City of Tomahawk was once a 

major logging center which now serves mainly as a tourism center.  Water quality is generally 

good because of no towns and few farms.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Surprisingly easy where I paddled. I encountered no fallen trees and no rapids. Here also, water 

levels should always be adequate. Upstream sections (described by Piraino below) contain 

rapids which likely need higher than average flows. Much of my trip was easy paddling on the 

still waters of a flowage.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experience 

In 1983 I enjoyed devising what I thought would be a unique outing on the Big and Little Somo 

Rivers. To my surprise, I later discovered that Frank Piraino (see below) had the same idea. Both 

of us planned to end our trip on the Little Somo after turning left and ascending that tributary.  I 

put in on the Big Somo at the Zenith Tower Bridge which is further downstream than Piraino’s 

put-in. I had an easy ride down a very attractive winding and narrow channel for an hour or so 

until the current gradually stopped and the waterway widened when I reached the flowage.  I 

was alone in my solo-freestyle Ladybug canoe after having left my bicycle by the Somo Dam 

Bridge over the Little Somo.  

 

When I reached flowage waters its wild upper stretches featured numerous small bays so I 

ended up following a couple of blind alleys before I finally located the mouth of the Little Somo. 

I followed its narrowing course until I encountered a current which I paddled against for as long 

as I could. Eventually it emerged from a narrow gorge and there the Little Somo became too 

rocky, fast and shallow for me to ascend. About a half hour had passed since I had turned up the 

Little Somo. I abandoned the stream and pulled my Ladybug up the steep hillside on river left. 



There I found an old road which I followed back to the Somo Dam bridge and my awaiting 

bicycle.   

 

Experiences of Others 

In Small River Canoe Adventures of Wisconsin, Frank Piraino describes the same trip except he 

started farther upstream. From the Pine Tree Lane bridge he recommends allowing at least 6 

hours for the entire trip. In addition to light rapids, he encountered 4 beaver dams and a more 

difficult class 2 drop which he lined and walked his canoe through. Piraino ended his trip up the 

Little Somo by pulling his canoe up the right bank instead of the left as I had done. On that side 

he, like me, found an old road or trail which led him back to the Somo Dam bridge. 

 

Conclusion 

The Big Somo is lovely and fun to paddle for those who like the adventures and pleasures a 

small stream can bring. The upper reaches of the flowage which the Big and Little Somo Rivers 

enter are attractive and wild.  Finishing the outing by taking out at the boat landing at the end 

of Mohawksin Rd. on the Lake Mohawksin Flowage will be an easier option than the one chosen 

by Piraino and me. A short trip starting where I did at the Zenith Tower Road bridge and ending 

at the above mentioned boat landing should generally lead to an easy and pleasant outing. 

Greater challenges will be found for those who start further upstream on Big Somo.      

 

  



Stevenson Creek  
 

Location 

Vilas County. 

 

Natural Features 

Stevenson Creek enters Trout Lake from the east. It must be heavily spring-fed because it attains 

a surprisingly large volume during its brief three mile existence. The outlet from Trout Lake 

eventually leads to the Manitowish River.  

 

Human History and Influence 

Early Ojibwa Indians paddled this creek on their waterway-portage trail from Flambeau Lake to 

Lac Vieux Desert, which is the source of the Wisconsin River.  A dam near the creek’s source 

creates an impoundment known as the Stevenson Flowage. One unimproved road leads to this 

body of water so it likely has at least one lakeside cabin.   

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Despite an ongoing drought my tandem partner and I were able to explore a sizeable chunk of 

Stevenson Creek. We encountered no fallen trees but there were other challenges. They 

included beaver dams, shallow water and thick lily pads. Water levels can be monitored on the 

Internet because of the USGS gauge near the Hwy. M bridge. We checked it ourselves the day 

we explored Stevenson Creek. The reading was 8.9,which was barely enough.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

An old Silent Sports article had mentioned Stevenson Creek as a Vilas County paddling 

possibility so I had it on my radar.  In September of 2006 Ron Rosner and I were in the area with 

our canoes and bicycles. We biked along the bike trail south of Boulder Junction to scout this 

creek. It looked almost impossibly small. Nevertheless we decided to check it out the next day. It 

turned out to be more navigable than we thought it would be. We slid our solo freestyle canoes 

into the waters of Trout Lake at the boat landing just north of the creek’s mouth. It was initially 

easy to follow the narrow creek which was lined by sweet gale and other bog plants. The depth 

remained generous and the head current was weak but the paddling got tougher because of 

thick mats of lily pads.  

 

We passed under the Hwy. M bridge and thought we might end our trip here to avoid them on 

the trip back.  Soon the lilies disappeared and we made good progress paddling upstream 

through a lovely bog. The mucky stream floor was gradually replaced by sand which was a good 

thing. Solid footing allowed us to exit our canoes so we could walk a couple of shallow sections 

and pull our canoes over two beaver dams.  Finally we reached an older and higher beaver dam 

which backed up a large pond. It looked pristine and gorgeous so we paddled around it before 

we turned around and returned as we had come. I am not sure how close we had come to the 

dam which creates the Stevenson Flowage.  The downstream float back to the County M bridge 



was noticeably easier. We did take out there to avoid the lily pads. Our car was a short stroll 

away.  

 

Further Ideas 

I wish Ron and I would have paddled further upstream to see if it was possible to reach 

Stevenson Flowage. Perhaps a one-way trip is possible from that impoundment if a suitable put-

in exists.   

 

Conclusion 

Ron and I liked our trip on lovely little Stevenson Creek. Our short solo canoes were able to 

round its many tight corners. 17 feet canoes should probably stay away.  

 

 

  



Swamp Creek   
 

Location 

Forest and Langlade counties. 

 

Natural Features 

This particular Swamp Creek originates in Lake Lucerne near Crandon. It gathers tributaries from 

other area lakes and eventually flows into the Wolf River. One of those lakes is Mole Lake on the 

Mole Lake (Sokoagon) Chippewa Indian Reservation.  That tribe, with the help of many others, 

managed to defeat a major mine proposal a few years ago which would have marred the 

landscape and polluted Swamp Creek. This stream drains a large open marsh and then a black 

ash and silver maple swamp before it joins the Wolf River. Its tannin-stained waters run clear 

and reasonably clean.  

 

Human History and Influence 

See above. I hope the Mole Lake Reservation is being a good Swamp Creek steward. The area 

lakes which drain into this stream are ringed by homes. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

Swamp Creek is devoid of whitewater. I encountered three roads which required portaging. The 

marshy section was deadfall-free. In the swamp section there were many trees to dodge. If the 

water hadn’t been so high, negotiating this maze would have been more difficult.   

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In early May of 2013 I locked my bicycle near the County T bridge over the Wolf near Pearson. 

Then I drove to the community of Mole Lake and put-in at the County M. bridge. I spent an 

enjoyable five hours crossing a wetland complex which teemed with birdlife and a variety of 

croaking frogs. Hooded mergansers erupted from the water and roughed grouse drummed in 

the distance.  Beyond the marshy edges of the stream grew a variety of conifer trees including 

cedars, tamaracks, firs, spruces and pines. The stream floor was sandy or muddy and I never saw 

a rock. At times the stream was surprisingly wide at about 150 feet. Then it would narrow so 

much that alders from opposing shores nearly touched.   

 

Early in the trip I encountered three roads on levees. Their small culverts were not handling the 

high water well and two of them were flooded. I had to portage around all three. Beyond the 

last one I enjoyed a near wilderness run until I reached Hwy. K. By that time I had been on the 

river for about two hours. Before I reached County K I noticed a great looking campsite on river 

right. It was a level spot on a pine-topped higher bank. At County K I was tempted to ride my 

canoe through the culvert. But the swift water looked too risky so I hauled my canoe and gear 

over the road instead. By this time I had already entered a black ash and silver maple swamp 

which continued all the way to the Wolf River and all the way to my take out. The 12 mile bike 

ride back felt good after all those hours in the canoe.   

 



Experiences of Others 

Perhaps there are other navigable sections further upstream. It might be nice to devise a trip 

which includes camping at the site I mentioned above. And a Wolf River canoe trip could begin 

on Swamp Creek.  

 

Conclusion 

Swamp Creek is well worth exploring for those who love marshy wilderness streams.  

 

 

  



Upper Inlet 
 

Location 

Marinette County. 

 

Natural Features 

Upper Inlet is one of three “inlets” which feed into Lake Noquebay. “The Outlet” from this 2,398 

acre lake soon joins the Peshtigo River on its way to Green Bay of Lake Michigan. This entire 

drainage area is a marshy lowland region of Wisconsin’s Northwoods. Lake Noquebay Sedge 

Meadow was designated a State Natural Area in 2008. Upper Inlet flows through this unique 

wetland.  It features floating sedge mats. White cedar trees and tamaracks arise in the distance 

beyond these mats and other low plants.   

 

Human History and Influence 

Lake Noquebay is a “moderately clear” fishing lake with a maximum depth of 51 feet. A low dam 

constructed in 1929 at its outlet holds the lake level at a constant level. Lake homes line shores 

where the land is high enough.  

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

It is easy to paddle up this stream from Lake Noquebay and back. 

 

Trip Ideas: My experiences 

In October of 2006 I decided to explore one of Lake Noquebay’s three “inlets.”  I chose Upper 

Inlet because it pierced a State Wildlife Area. It also looked good because of its appearance on 

the Gazetteer map.  Deadfall problems would likely be nil because of its course through a 

treeless marsh.  First I scouted it from the County X bridge. Here the creek looked impossibly 

small. Instead of putting in here I followed Pines Rd. to a boat landing not marked in the 

Gazetteer. Taking out here would require a lengthy paddle across the open lake which I wanted 

to avoid. So I drove east in the direction of the Upper Inlet. The second cabin from the road’s 

end had a “For Sale” sign. No one was around so I took a chance and pulled my canoe across its 

lawn to the lakeshore. There I launched and paddled across the open lake for about 5 minutes 

before I entered Upper Inlet.  

 

For nearly an hour I ascended this stream against a weak but always perceptible current. I was 

traversing a lovely wetland featuring a variety of plants. It was duck hunting season and I heard 

gunshots in the distance. I wonder if the coots and mallards I saw survived the day. Eventually I 

reached a levee with a culvert. I climbed upon it and looked around. This seemed to be a good 

place to turn around because the narrow stream was about to enter the woods. When I got back 

to my car I had been on the water about two hours.  

 

 

 

 



Further Ideas 

It would be interesting to explore another Lake Noquebay inlet. Middle Inlet is accessible from a 

boat landing at the end of Maple Beach Rd. Noquebay. The Outlet to Lake Noquebay is also 

worth checking out. See my description of that stream in this section.   

 

Conclusion 

Upper Inlet is a unique and beautiful wetland waterway. It is an easy outing because there is no 

need to shuttle and there are no deadfall obstructions.  

 

 

 

  



Wolf River   
 

Location 

Major river system in northeastern Wisconsin, starting in Forest County, ending in Winnebago 

County.  

 

Natural Features 

The Wolf River drains a large area of Wisconsin’s North Woods. Its character changes several 

times. Glacial and bedrock geology factors account for much of the variability.  Several short 

headwater streams enter Pine Lake, located about 9 miles north of Crandon in Forest County. 

Kettle lakes and marshes dominate this landscape. For many miles the river moves slowly as it 

gathers tributaries. Then it begins a steep downhill march to the Central Sandstone Plain. The 

result is Wisconsin’s longest series of boulder-strewn rapids. The rocks were dropped by the 

Wisconsin Glacier. Bedrock granite is exposed periodically.  Rocks, water and vegetation 

combine to create many beautiful places like the narrow canyon of the Wolf River Dells. The 

river pierces marshes, cedar swamps, and upland forests comprised of hemlocks, pines and 

northern hardwoods.  

 

After many miles of whitewater the river finally slows down for good near Shawano. There it 

enters vast, marshy lowland which once was inundated by Glacial Lake Oshkosh. The Wolf loses 

its name when it widens into a series of lakes. In order these include Lake Poygan, Lake 

Winneconne, and then Lake Butte des Morts, where the waters of the Wolf River blend with 

those of the Fox River. The latter stream flows through Lake Winnebago and eventually reaches 

Green Bay of Lake Michigan.  With its picturesque rapids, clean water, majestic forests, and 

pristine wetlands, the Wolf River corridor is one of Wisconsin’s scenic wonders.  

 

Human History and Influence 

The Wolf River has been important to humans for about 10,000 years. Eventually the 

Menominee Indians appeared on the scene. They hunted and gathered wild rice along the river. 

Then French explorers and fur traders arrived. The logging era began in the mid 19th century. 

Mill towns like Shawano and New London grew up along the river.  Many logs were driven down 

the river. Some traveled as far as Oshkosh on Lake Winnebago.  In 1870 a logging company 

prospector named Jay Gilmore came to the rapid which came to be known as “Gilmore’s 

Mistake.” The rocky sluice was very narrow and was totally blocked by a log jam. He concluded 

that commercial logging runs would be impossible upstream of that point.  He was mistaken 

and that is how the rapid came to be named.  

 

By the 1850s the Menomonee Tribe had been forced into a reservation along the banks of the 

Wolf. Smallpox and other diseases devastated their population. Since then they have suffered 

many more tragedies and indignities but at least they have maintained control of their portion 

of the river. In 1968 the Congress established the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System. 

Included on the original list was the Wolf River. The state of Wisconsin and the Menominee 

Tribe disagreed on how they would jointly manage it. Consequently, the Wolf never became a 



National Wild and Scenic River. Fortunately, the Menominees have been good river stewards. 

The Wisconsin DNR has also played a largely positive role.  Development has been controlled 

though some would say not enough. Much of the upper river’s corridor is managed as a State 

Fishery Area. A short section of the river runs through a corner of the Chequamegon-Nicolet 

National Forest. Upstream the favored fish is trout, whereas downstream anglers usually fish for 

walleye.  

 

The Wolf River is an important sturgeon spawning ground. Tourists are drawn to towns like 

Shiocton at times when the breeding antics of these fish are on full display. Marshy sections of 

the lower Wolf are included in the Navarino and Wolf River State Wildlife Areas. Prior to the late 

1980s, the Menomonee Tribe did not allow non-members to paddle the river. Excepted were 

rafters who rented from the Shotgun Eddy livery which the Tribe controlled. Late in the 1980s 

the Natives began to welcome private canoeists and kayakers.  They allowed only boaters who 

paid for their exclusive shuttle service. Many whitewater boaters including me jumped at the 

chance to canoe or kayak the notoriously wild Section 4. Non-boaters could now pay the tribe 

for the privilege of viewing Big Smokey Falls. On warm summer days they watch all kinds of 

boaters run the falls with varying degrees of success. They take pleasure in watching spectacular 

failures.   Boaters who pay the Tribe leave their vehicles in a parking lot at Big Smokey Falls near 

the take-out. A truck carries all boats and boaters to the put-in about 7 miles upstream.  

Upstream of the Reservation several raft companies offer trips down Section Three of the Wolf 

which ends before the Reservation boundary. Shot Gun Eddy Rafting and Big Smokey Falls 

Rafting are the two choices on Section 4 Reservation land.   

 

The water quality of the Wolf is very good. Run off from farms, roads and urban sources is 

limited.  The only dams I am aware of are at the Post Lake outlet, at the southern boundary of 

the reservation (called Balsam Row dam)m, and one within the city boundaries of Shawano. 

 

Navigability and Difficulty 

All sections downstream of Post Lake will usually have enough water to navigate the river but 

not necessarily to have a great whitewater experience.  Consult the American Whitewater 

website which uses a USGS gauge to give runnability advice.  Whitewater skills are needed on 

the river’s middle sections.  

 

Trip Ideas: My experience 

I have paddled the Wolf on more occasions than any other river in Wisconsin. Many other 

whitewater paddlers would say the same because this is Wisconsin’s most famous and most 

paddled whitewater river.  

 

I will begin on the upper river and work downstream. On May 4, 1998 I explored the 10 mile 

section between Post Lake and the County T bridge at Pearson. First I left my moped at the 

take-out. Then I drove to the Post Lake outlet dam and launched my Wildfire canoe.  Initially the 

river was wide, shallow and sandy. Soon it widened into a natural pond known as Churchill Lake. 

This body of water becomes partially blocked by wild rice stands later in the year.  About an 

hour and a half into the trip I stopped to climb a sandy ridge. Standing under a pine canopy I 



looked down to admire the marshy corridor below.  I resumed my journey and soon entered a 

silver maple bottomland where trees had fallen into the water. None of them totally blocked my 

path. As planned, I took out at County T and rode my moped back to my car at the put-in.  

 

I have never paddled the two miles from County T to County A.  I paddled the section from 

County A to Lily in May 1998. Immediately I encountered Class II Wendigo Rapids which 

ordinarily would be easy for me. But the rock garden was so shallow it gave me problems. I was 

in my non-whitewater Wildfire canoe which is harder to turn. It got caught sideways between 

two rocks and flipped.  Ruined in the process was my manual focus Canon camera. It was time 

for me to switch to autofocus anyway. Beyond Wendigo I encountered only one more minor 

rapid. The corridor was typically marshy but the river squeezed between one set of upland banks 

which were covered with light green budding deciduous trees among darker green conifers. This 

combination created a lovely visual affect.  After 6 miles I reached Military Park but I wanted 

more. So I paddled another 4 miles to Lily. Then I jogged back to Military Park where I had left 

my motorcycle.  

 

Section 1 of the Wolf is the 7 miles from Lily to Holister. Section 2 is the 8 miles from Holister 

to Langlade. Next is Section 3 which stretches 10.5 miles from Langlade to Gilmore’s Mistake. 

Section 4 is mostly through the Reservation and includes the 9 miles from Pissmore Falls and 

Big Smokey Falls. The whitewater section beyond that is off limits to those who are not members 

of the Menomonee Tribe.    

 

Consult Paddling Northern Wisconsin for detailed descriptions of Wolf River Sections One 

through Four.  I will confine most of my narrative to memories which not all will appreciate.  Big 

Slough Gundy and Little Slough Gundy are the biggest drops (both Class II) in Section 1. On one 

occasion I was on the river alone and had no business running them in my non-whitewater 

Wildfire canoe. I scouted each of them carefully and did just fine.  I felt certain that the “Little” 

one was tougher than the “Big” one.  

 

The landing at the end of Hollister Road has commonly served as the put in for Sierra Club trips. 

Most of my Wolf River memories are of paddling with friends associated with the River Touring 

Section of the Sierra Club’s John Muir Chapter. For many years in the 1970s and 1980s, Jim Senn 

was the annual Halloween trip leader. We usually began the second day at Hollister including 

one year when the snow covered the ground. Saturday nights would find us in costumes joining 

the locals at Langlade bars. Mitch Tuttle would dance with every willing female where music was 

playing. Phil Johnsrud became the Halloween trip leader after the Jim Senn era. 

 

We often used the easy rapids of Section 2 to train new whitewater paddlers during the annual 

solo canoe whitewater clinic sponsored by the Sierra Club. For many years I was one of the 

instructors who would coax students to “ferry across here” or “eddy out there.” Many Sierra Club 

outings began at the Langlade Landing which is a lot nicer now than it was back in the late 70s. 

In the early days we were in the dark about the water level. There was no Internet and no gauge 

upstream of Langlade’s Hwy. 64 bridge. Instead we checked “Cap’s gauge” which was off the 

beaten path.  One or two boaters would detour into a side channel to find the gauge and read 



it.  Section 3’s Class II rapids seemed quite challenging in the early years because most of us 

were beginners.  We usually stopped for a snack at “Lunch Rock” at the end of 20 Day Rapids. It 

was always important to “work left” during the latter half of that long stretch of Class II 

whitewater. The right side gradually ran out of water unless the water was high.  

 

I remember the first time I glanced down stream and spotted the footbridge which heralds Boy 

Scout Rapids. We first-timers had heard the whitewater was about to become tougher.  Many of 

us remember learning whitewater skills from the Burtons and the Bindrichs. Both couples 

strongly advised us to catch the river left eddy just upstream of the footbridge. The occasion 

was the 1979 Sierra Club tandem canoe clinic. My partner was Kevin Thies from Madison. The 17 

foot aluminum Grumman canoe we used was not outfitted well. I think it had one small airbag 

which was not tied in well. We had no thigh straps but we did have hardware store kneeling 

pads which were strapped around our knees. We caught the eddy as instructed and did well on 

the toughest whitewater but we must have become over confident because we dumped towards 

the end.   

 

A couple of years later I was back on Boy Scout Rapid for my first solo whitewater canoe 

experience. By that time I owned my first Royalex canoe. It was a 16 ft. Mad River Explorer 

tandem canoe which I had outfitted for solo use. I had even installed thigh straps and knee pads 

which were glued to the bottom. It also had air bags which were large and well secured. I ran 

Boy Scout successfully and was now totally hooked on solo whitewater canoeing. Hanson’s 

Rapids went well too. At certain levels this drop is even more challenging than Boy Scout.  Svob 

increases its rating to a II+ when the water is high enough to create big standing waves.    

 

Gilmore’s Mistake holds many memories for me. In the early years it seemed very challenging 

even though it rates only a Class II. The river narrows sharply here and it kicks up some big 

waves when the water is high. We always practiced surfing and eddy hopping here. One year, 

when I was an instructor at a Sierra Club solo canoe clinic I got the chance to use a maneuver I 

had learned during my medical training. One of our students dislocated his shoulder in 

Gilmore’s mistake. While two others held his torso I was able to reduce it to his immediate relief.  

 

Whitewater paddlers were thrilled in the late ‘80s when the Tribe opened Section 4. Now we 

would find out if it was as challenging as we had always heard. The prospect of running Sullivan 

Falls, the Dells and Big Smokey was very exciting!  Here is a list of my Section 4 memories:  

 

1) Watching Roxy and Larry Burton successfully run Sullivan Falls in their tandem canoe. They 

were in their 70’s at the time and had never tried it before.  

 

2) One hot summer day we were side-surfing the wave-hole at Pissmore Falls. Most of us 

eventually bailed out because we were unable to exit the sticky hole.  We watched Peter 

Hubbard repeatedly roll his open canoe in “window shade” fashion. The water was warm enough 

that none of us cared when swam after we flipped.  

 



3) Taking Evergreen Rapids around the right side of the island at Sullivan Falls --then not 

anticipating the big mid-stream rock at the end. It flipped more than one of us through the 

years.  

 

4) Watching several friends perform “360s” in the wave just below Sullivan Falls.   

 

5) Watching Bob Diggelman work to catch one of two micro eddies along the river right shore in 

the middle of Ducknest Rapid’s first pitch.  

 

6) Repeatedly trying to catch the difficult surf wave at the bottom of Ducknest’s first pitch from 

the eddy on river left.  

 

7) Having even more difficulty catching and holding the big surf wave at the end of Ducknest’s 

second pitch. 

 

8) Always getting out to scout the Class III-IV Dells and deciding which of three routes to take. 

None of them were ever easy or routine.  

 

9) Watching Scott Watson accidently experience a long surf in a grabby hole at the top lip of the 

Dells. Somehow he finally escaped and stayed upright.  

 

10) Setting up rescue ropes from the small rock ledge on river left in the middle of the Dells. The 

ropes were often needed because someone would dump in the tricky first pitch.  

 

11) All those momentous experiences at Big Smokey Falls. This is always an exciting scene. 

Everyone watches as boaters run it one at a time. The steep, long and ever-narrowing Class III 

slide ends with a four foot vertical ledge. Boats are going very fast by the end. Following most of 

my runs I have emerged happy and upright in the pool at the bottom. One experience was 

glaring exception. I was doing fine until the vertical drop at the end. That final ledge contains a 

protruding feature which causes a persistent “rooster tail.” Somehow I hit it perfectly wrong and 

it flipped me 180 degrees!  I landed upside down in the pool below. In those days I had my roll 

so I managed to right myself and to regain some of my wounded pride. 

 

Further Ideas 

Canoe-camping has never been encouraged on the Wolf. Quiet upstream sections could be 

developed for this activity. There are navigable sections of the Wolf upstream of Post Lake which 

I never have explored.  

  



 

Conclusion 

Wisconsin is home to many beautiful whitewater streams, but the Wolf River is arguably the best 

for paddlers. Most of its competitors have fewer miles of whitewater and they are often too 

shallow. This is less of a problem on the Wolf.   

 

 

 
 

Winter may not be a great time to scout rivers, but it certainly is a good time to enjoy 

them, like this tranquil winter scene on the Wolf River, in Langlade County. 

 

 


