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Two kayakers stand on opposite sides of the creek, perched on narrow

granite ledges below a good-sized drop. The peaks of the Crazy Mountains

overhead still hold caches of snow, but the warm spring weather is

sending much of it down Big Timber Creek all at once, it seems. The

noise of the frenzied, rushing water makes conversation impossible between the duo.

As they hurriedly set up “safety” below a fifteen-foot cascade dubbed

The Gambler, the rest of the group eddies out in a small pool

upstream, sitting in their specially designed creekboats.

A series of nonsensical gestures communicates that safety is set

up—consisting entirely of a single bag stuffed with nylon cord, to be

thrown to the endangered boater in an emergency.

Scott Legaire, the first boater, secures his spray skirt and helmet. With a

single stroke he is out of the eddy and into one amazingly rowdy ride.

The rushing current takes hold and jolts the boat over the shallow

streambed, tossing him from side to side through the narrow chute. The

rapids buck and snort, and don’t let up.

Around the next corner The Gambler is churning. The frigid runoff

carries the boat, careening down a slick rockslide and through another

rushing banked turn before charging over the fifteen-foot drop. His

perfect upright landing and fierce paddling are no match for the

powerful current, and Scott narrowly averts being sucked back into the

churning mess below the falls by grabbing a well-placed toss of the

throw bag. One by one, the rest of the group rides it out with varying degrees of

success. 

Further down the creek, I again watch with wide eyes from the safety of the thorn-filled

banks as Becky Bristow has a close call on a hundred-foot, steep granite slide. She

temporarily loses control and is forced to brace herself upright with

the paddle, her knuckles grating on rocks as she shoots past me in a

blur. Flipping upside down in your boat isn’t an option in these shallow

creeks, but it takes more than scraped knuckles to stop Becky—she

charges down the rest of run with no complaints.

As winter winds down and the snow regresses from nearly weightless “cold

smoke” powder to granulated corn to messy rivers of slush, the

anticipation of local creekboaters skyrockets. These enthusiasts spend

the last days of winter checking runoff levels and tracking the

increases. As the water rises, so do their spirits. This experienced

group rendezvous for some fun every chance they get during the short

weeks of spring runoff.

Montana’s creeks are renowned among the boating community, but not all

our creeks are runnable. Some are choked with fallen trees, or are too

shallow, inaccessible, or just plain too risky. Creeks such as the East

Rosebud in the Beartooths, Big Timber and Sweetgrass in the Crazies, and

streams in the Earthquake Lake drainage of the southern Madisons are

some of the most renowned for “creekin’.” This type of kayaking has been

around for many years, but contemporary advances in boat construction

and, not insignificantly, durability, have fueled the sport.

Unlike traditional river kayaking, with its usual convenience of a car

shuttle, creekboating often requires the paddlers to carry or drag their

boats miles to the put-in. The “terrain” in these remote creeks presents

the same obstacles found in any river, except for the size

differential—meaning creekboaters don’t often have the option of

navigating around the hazards. Creekboaters regularly face

boulder-clogged streambeds, hundred-foot-long rockslides, and

thirty-foot waterfalls as they paddle down miles of creek. And they like it that way.

Alex Allen, an expert creekboater, summed up the spell that this sport

holds over him and his friends: “It’s not just a sport, it’s the

lifestyle. It’s getting out of town and traveling to remote areas with

your friends; cooling off on a warm day, playing in the rivers, hiking

into the mountains to boat for a couple of days.”

The lower stretch of Big Timber Creek requires a short portage around a

yet-to-be-run waterfall (the obstinate group refuses to concede that it

is not possible to run it in the future). After a short reprieve to warm 

their frozen fingers, the crew is back in the creek above a

thirty-foot waterfall. As I train my camera’s viewfinder on the majestic

falls, kayaker Nick Turner paddles into his intended line river-right

of a long, flat granite island. He misses his route and I watch in

disbelief as, in the blink of an eye, he and his boat slide perfectly

straight across the entire length of the granite island, splash back

into the rapids, and fall over the falls.

The creativity inherent in this sport is apparent as each paddler

chooses a unique route over those falls. Some select the direct route,

one decides to catch air (“boof”) over a rock and veer to the right over

the falls, and yet another “threads the needle” between

spontaneously-named Nick’s Island and the far shore, finding the tongue

of the river and expertly slicing into the aerated water below.

Back at the trailhead the group cracks a few cold ones and talks about

the events of the day. They joke about Nick’s unintended but successful

“first descent” of the island. In good spirits, they give Scott a hard

time about his cry for help as he was being sucked back into The

Gambler. 

Becky bandages her scraped knuckles as they pile the kayaks into the

trucks and, as the sun drops behind the Crazy Mountains, we drive out

into the golden valley of ranches and cattle and the wide-open

Yellowstone River.

Just another day in Montana’s creekboating paradise.

