Arch Canyon - Owyhee Canyonlands Wilderness
I wanted to explore this area since watching Outdoor Idaho’s Desert Hideaways show. It
interested me to see The Arch and Cowboy Rock and explore Arch Canyon up Cougar Creek. It
was the last major destination left on my list in the Owyhee Canyonlands to visit.
Outdoor Idaho Segway - http://idahoptv.org/outdoors/shows/deserthideaways/arch.cfm
Desert Hideaways Video - http://video.idahoptv.org/video/1435428589
The only problem was getting there. I wasn’t going to drive that long, rough dirt road. Instead
of punishing my truck I decided to punish my body. I came up with an alternate route and made
it a true experience. Instead of driving I decided I’d backpack and hike in. The biggest problem
with that idea was crossing the chasm called Jarbidge River Canyon.
Jarbidge River Canyon

It was mid-October, 2013. I was in furlough status due to the government shutdown and no rain
in the forecast. It was also cold, which put the Rattlesnakes to bed. What a perfect time to see if
I could make my idea work. I had heard of rafters climbing to the arch so I knew one side of the
canyon was penetrable but the other side would be a mystery. How good was the road? I
decided to find out realizing it could be a bust. This was my first time doing some true exploring
since you won’t find this in any trail guide. There are no trails except for those I found left by
Bighorn Sheep. It was a matter of looking at maps and then exploring the possibilities.

Jarbidge River

I had some idea of what the area was like since I accessed the area a mile down river a couple
of years ago with my brother. We hiked in and fished for 10” native Redband Trout. We caught
our fair share on our fly rods. We saw Bighorn Sheep, the flash of a Bobcat running through the
trees, Antelope and Sage Grouse. It’s unlike any fishing trip my brother had ever undertaken.
It’s a unique experience to fish for native Redbands and possible Bull Trout in the solitude of a
desert canyon. Many outdoorsmen don’t realize these rivers are an option or perhaps they
prefer easier venues. I love this unique experience when the high country is frozen.

Directions
From Bruneau, ID – Drive the Clover-Three Creek Road past the Bruneau Overlook, Winter
Camp and Indian Hot Springs Roads. After approximately 60 miles from Bruneau, you’ll come to
the signed Rock Corral Road.
Continue west on Rock Corral Road. Shortly after passing the kiosk the road splits. Go straight
(left) on the lesser maintained road. High-clearance required and do not attempt when wet –
you won’t make it regardless of what you drive. That mud will cling to your vehicle until you
have no traction. Continue about 8 miles until the road comes to a Y having passed through two
gates and ignoring any crossroads. Take a left and proceed to the wilderness boundary marker
having passed through one or two more gates. Park at the wilderness boundary marker since
the road deteriorates as it proceeds down into the gully.

Hike on the road down into the gully and then leave the road and head straight west crosscountry toward the Jarbidge canyon. As you approach the rim after ~ 1½ miles you’ll see Arch
Canyon. There are only two places to penetrate down through the canyon rim rock directly east

of Arch Canyon. Continue down the steep slope until you cross a Bighorn Sheep trail. Follow it
by side hilling a short distance north downriver until you see the best way down to the river
around the next level of cliffs. The Sheep trail is steep but goes all the way down to the river
and confluence of Arch Canyon where I camped. I found it to be the best option. I admit - It’s
not for everyone, especially with a backpack. I crossed the Jarbidge in ankle deep water since
it’s October. It can only be kayaked for a few weeks in early summer/late spring due to water
levels. I don’t even think kayaking was an option this year due to the lack of moisture.

A photo from the opposite rim showing the general direction for penetrating the river below

Hiking to the Arch
From camp (at Arch Canyon confluence): Continue west up the canyon and climb left (south) up
through one of the few slots through the cliffs. Start heading west through the upper end of the
bowl until you see how to get to the plateau around the rim rock. For stellar views of Arch
Canyon – side hill around the bottom level of cliffs and peer down into the chasm. The scenery
is the most dramatic at the beginning so you can hike back up to the desert floor any time after
you’ve had enough of the great views. The map shows many caves and I saw a few. Continue on
the plateau until you see the arch. It’s ~ 2 - 2½ miles depending on how long you follow Arch
Canyon vs a direct route.

It’s tricky to hike down through the cliffs to the arch but there are a few options. I couldn’t see
those options from the top but options opened up as I made my way down. Just to the left side
of the arch is a place to walk all the way down if you figure out the maze. I walked back out that
way but had a small climb on the way down with the other route I followed.

Photo taken from camp looking up Arch Canyon showing general route to plateau

Hiking Cougar Creek up Arch Canyon
Just hike up the canyon doing your best to avoid Wild Rose Bushes and Stinging Nettle. Good
luck! I didn’t see any Poison Ivy which surprised me. I continued up until I was forced to swim. I
made my way around the first two swimming holes but the third one turned me around. There
was no getting around it. The creek wasn’t running but deep pools linger. It’s 3 miles to the arch
if you follow the canyon.
I could have easily made this a long day hike but I had never camped in any of these canyons. I
had hiked into the Snake, Owyhee, Bruneau, Jarbidge, Jack’s Creek and several other canyons
without having spent a night. I wanted to experience a solo desert overnighter in the bottom of
one of these canyons in complete solitude. This is the place!

The Adventure
After the long, slow drive on dirt roads and even slower drive across the desert to the
wilderness boundary, I was ready to strap on my backpack. The anticipation had been building
as I wondered if I could penetrate the chasm knowing it would be difficult regardless.
As I approached the rim, I heard a low roar and then saw an F-16 flying up the canyon just
above the rim. As it passed me, the roar became deafening and it felt like the inside of my chest
was vibrating. It’s very cool to witness test flights out in these canyons as I’ve witnessed on
other occasions. I consider it a perk for hiking out here.

The view of Arch Canyon while hiking down the opposite rim

It was reassuring knowing that I could see a route most the way down the canyon. I wouldn’t
know if I could make it all the way without hiking down part way. These canyons have layers of
several cliffs. It could get very tiring if you had to play the trial and error game for very long.
Luckily, I was fortunate enough to find a great route the first time. Once I reached the bottom I
found a nice flat, grassy place to set up my tent until I noticed a dead Bighorn Sheep yearling
not far away. I decided to cross the river to camp avoiding any odors that might arise.

The view from camp

It was a cold night but I slept warm. I anticipated seeing the sky translucent with stars but a
bright moon broke the horizon making it light enough to see without a flashlight. I had to wait
until early morning to see the heavens shimmer. After dozing off again I was awakened by a
chattering covey of Chukar’s near the water’s edge. I never knew they could be so noisy but I
welcomed the short disruptions of silence.

I was slow to arise from the warmth not wanting to face the frigid air just outside my sleeping
bag. I noticed that a good portion of the water in my bottle was frozen. I reached for my socks
and realized they were also frozen stiff. I warmed my clothes in the sleeping bag and then
dressed like a mad man to get up and start moving around. Once my bones thawed I ate a little
food and was off to explore Arch Canyon.
The canyon was full of obstacles. It was a gauntlet through the Stinging Nettle and Wild Rose
bushes. My legs itched the whole time from scrapes through my pants from thorns along with
the occasional burning sensation of bumping into Stinging Nettle. I’d suggest wearing thicker
pants than the light hikers I was wearing if you attempt this canyon. The vegetation lightens
and the hiking is a little easier as the canyon narrows. It’s not a far hike to the narrows but it
takes time unless you wear clothes that allow you to plow through the vegetation. Once you
enter the canyon you are in a different world. I didn’t realize that it would be so spectacular!

Entering the narrower section of Arch Canyon

I think it’s possible to hike the entire canyon to the arch if you’re willing to get wet and are
prepared for it. I didn’t want to get wet above the knees since I wasn’t prepared for that
situation so I eventually turned around. I was able to penetrate a good distance into the canyon
before reaching a deep pool that I could not avoid. I didn’t want to swim or do anything too
risky without a companion. I decided to hike back out and see the canyon from above.
I hiked back to camp, refueled and climbed to the plateau to begin my journey to the arch and
cowboy rock. As I neared the rim I realized I wanted to skirt Arch Canyon to peer into the maze
of rock hoodoos. Several Chukar’s jump started my heart as they flushed from the nearby rocks
and brush. Don’t think about hunting this area because you’d never be able to retrieve the
birds. There were signs of Bighorn Sheep everywhere. I saw feces, followed trails, and even saw
where they bedded in one location. I was actually surprised I didn’t see any in the area and
usually it’s a rare treat to see them. I also saw signs of Elk and Mule Deer including a Mule Deer
shed on the plateau. It was neat to see the bunch grass which I imagine is a food source.
Once I reached the rim of the lower cliff face, I could see small segments of Cougar Creek and
was amazed at the scenic splendor. I was quite surprised that I hadn’t heard much about this
place with the amount of research I do. It is truly one of the Owyhee Canyonlands special
places. It made it even better not expecting it.

Arch Canyon from above the lower rim

After being flabbergasted by the scenery of the lower canyon I hiked back up to the rim and
across the less scenic plateau. In some places you don’t even realize a canyon is several
hundred feet away. It looks like never ending flats of sage and grasses.

Looking down on the lower rim further upstream nearer the arch

As I approached the rim at my destination, the arch clearly stood out and was easy to find. The
creek now runs under the arch actually making it a natural bridge since it was formed by water
erosion. I noticed the entrenched meander that had been left high and dry. It was used as a
natural corral that the cowboys blocked off on both ends. I saw the remnants of an old dwelling
as I hiked around the meander searching for pictographs. I found one set of pictographs under
the arch and possibly a second area south from the arch downstream. They are very faded and
you wouldn’t notice them unless you were looking for them.
The arch was impressive and a lot bigger than it looked from the rim. I enjoyed looking at the
carvings on cowboy rock, a large chunk or rock that had fallen from the arch. I imagined what it
would have been like living their lifestyle during that era. I felt a feeling of reverence being in
this place as a portion of my background included ranching with my grandfather. He passed
away earlier this year having lived a perfect example for his posterity to follow. What a unique
and peculiar lifestyle. I cherished the hour I spent near the arch soaking it all in and enjoying
some great memories.

The arch

Pictographs under the arch

Entrenched meander used as a corral

Cowboy Rock

Carved into the rock were the names of
homesteaders who pioneered the country at the
turn of the 19th century. Curley Fletcher,
author of the poem and cowboy classic ballad,
"Strawberry Roan," left his name, too.
http://www.cowboypoetry.com/fletcher.htm

I hiked back across the plateau thankful that the plan worked out and grateful that I got to
witness another gem of Idaho. It was a true wilderness experience by today’s standards or at least
to the level I’m willing to experience. I’ve heard of people hiking the entire Jarbidge River this
time of year when the water is low. That would be a fun adventure but difficult finding someone
to do it with.

A view of the Jarbidge River Canyon hiking back across the plateau

It’s amazing to think about the earlier explorer’s that made this there way of life and comparing
it to today’s “wilderness adventure”. My hat goes off to them.

Hiking back to the truck from the Jarbidge Canyon

The remains of a cow washed up on the side of a gully

