Bruneau River Hike
Winter Camp – Feb. 2012

What a spectacular view of a scenic section along the Bruneau River. A picture in a book
sparked my interest to take what I’d consider to be a rather uneventful hike. I couldn’t have
been more wrong. It came with Bighorn Sheep, Sage Grouse, Coyotes, Golden Eagles, and
F-16’s flying overhead and a few bombs dropped nearby. Solitude is another great way to
describe this hike.
I found a sweet spot in the weather and decided to go for a day hike in the Owyhees south of
Boise, ID. I decided on a 16 mile roundtrip hike from a place called Winter Camp out to the rim
of the Bruneau River. Winter Camp is a few miles south of the Bruneau River Overlook south of
Bruneau on Clover Three Creek Road. Winter Camp is signed and is 2.5 miles from Clover Three
Creek Road on a rocky road through the EF Bruneau River canyon aka Clover Creek. Winter
Camp is an earlier century ranch site that sits in the bottom of the canyon along the river.

An old dwelling at Winter Camp

The excitement started with the steep, rocky ascent into the EF Bruneau River canyon in my
two-wheel drive truck. I wouldn’t try it in a car. I recognized the call of a Canyon Wren from the
cliffs as I made my way down to the river. After passing some corrals and old farm equipment I
made my way to Winter Camp where I parked for my journey. I was greeted by howling
Coyotes as I took pictures of the old structure. As I crossed the bridge and hiked my way up the
other side of the canyon I noticed a Golden Eagle perched on the side of the cliff peering down
at me. I got the first glimpses of how special this hike would turn out to be.
It started off quite eventful and stayed that way even across the eight miles of Sagebrush that I
figured would be pretty boring. Horned Larks seemed to be everywhere on the entire hike. I
glassed a few to see if I could happen to see a rare Longspur mixed in with the flocks but with
no luck. It wasn’t long before I heard the faint explosion of bombs being dropped on the nearby
bombing range. As I approached a group of cattle a pair of Coyotes began to howl. I noticed the
herd of cows chase them off knowing it was soon time to calve.
I looked around to make sure I was getting my bearings from nearby landmarks. I was following
a jeep trail for now and I was hoping to find a different jeep trail for the return trip further
down the canyon that I had marked on my map. It doesn’t take much to get disoriented in the
desert. I didn’t want to make the mistake of having to spend the night on the desert with what I
was wearing knowing that it would drop below freezing in the middle of February.
The jeep trail soon came within proximity of a view overlooking the EF Bruneau River Canyon. It
was much deeper at this point but still not impressive compared to what was in store later.
I soon came to Twin Lakes Playa. I viewed it through the binoculars and saw two Coyotes
getting a drink. They quickly sensed my presence and were off. I would have never seen them
without binoculars. I was interested at looking at this ephemeral lake for Ferry Shrimp. Last
spring I assisted a few federal biologists in surveying playas on the military base for Shrimp. We
ended up finding four different species and I happened to find a rare Raptor Shrimp. They were
all excited as I brought the net over to show several whom had never seen one before.
It is easily distinguished since it is much bigger than other Ferry Shrimp. It is a ferocious
predator on the smaller shrimp and crustaceans. Its discovery was recently announced in 2005
by biologists from the Orchard Training Area. The two desert playas where it was discovered
are the only place it has ever been found in the world. To read more about the discovery see:
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Army+National+Guard+discovers+a+tough+little+shrimp.-a0164420648

It’s amazing how much more enjoyable it can be to walk across a desert of Sagebrush when one
learns the biology, geology, fauna and animal life present. It made what would have been a
rather drab hike become something very interesting.

Twin Lakes Playa

I flushed a covey of eight Sage Grouse from the Sagebrush on the outskirts of the playa as I
drew closer to the rim. I was really looking forward to the views I would get once I reached the
rim. The picture in the book was amazing so I couldn’t wait to get my first glimpse.
As I finally approached the rim I was somewhat disappointed. The canyon was spectacular but
not what I was looking for. I had seen similar settings from other hikes in the Owyhee’s. There
are a few places that are extra scenic from my perspective due to the deep, sheer canyon. As I
hiked down the rim of the canyon I was convinced the author had inserted the picture from a
different section of the river.
As I hiked along the rim I noticed an outcropping halfway down the 1,000 foot deep canyon. It
appeared to be a drop-off all the way to the river. I didn’t want to attempt the hike down at
first and then I decided what the heck. I found my way down the steep canyon to that point.
The scenery was spectacular. I recognized this section as possibly being the section I had seen
on Outdoor Idaho with the plane filming while flying down the canyon. As I turned to look down
river I paused and then realized I was standing in the same spot where the picture was taken
from in the book. I was amazed at the grandeur of this section of canyon. I was also surprised
that this was the spot. The outcropping was a great place to eat lunch and soak it all in. As I sat
there in amazement, the sun pierced the overcast sky. As the clouds parted for that brief
moment, the light cast shadows revealing many hoodoos that I did not see previously. It will be
a moment I’ll never forget. It’s a great analogy of how receiving greater light can unveil our eyes
to reveal things otherwise unseen.

The view I saw in the book

The view upriver from the rocky outcrop where I ate lunch

Another view from the rocky outcrop down to the river

Looking down at the river (above)

My first view of the canyon (confluence EF Bruneau R & Bruneau R) (below)

As I walked along the
rim making my way
back to the truck I
walked a straight line
instead of following
the windy canyon. I’d
pop over the rim every
so often to see what
remarkable view
would be next. I saw
many awesome views
along the 3 1/2 mile
stretch I walked. It was
difficult to narrow
down the photos for
this article.
On one occasion when
I walked to the rim for
a view I stopped to
take a picture of
another great shot of
the river. As I zoomed
in and was ready to
take the photo, I heard
some rocks tumble. I
knew what that meant.
The next thing I know a
Bighorn Sheep, a nice
curled Ram, pops up
over the ridge and into
my picture. I just remember thinking stay calm and get this picture. The ram stayed there just
long enough for me to take the picture. It’s a good thing I had my camera ready or I would
never have had that shot.
I watched the Ram through my binoculars as it disappeared over the next ridge. I was so excited
hoping I may have got a great picture. I quickly turned on my camera to view the photo in the
view finder. Oh, I hope it isn’t blurry; Oh, I hope I wasn’t shaking - raced through my mind as
the camera was turning on. I finally got to the picture. I zoomed in on the sheep and there was
no blur. I realized I had just taken what might be the best picture of my life!

I didn’t think it could get any better until I was taking this picture. I heard some rocks roll and the next thing I know
a Bighorn Sheep popped over the ridge and into view for that perfect photo opportunity. Now it was just a matter
of keeping the camera steady!

I was on a high as
I got the last great
views of the
Bruneau canyon.
Wow! What a
great way to
spend a day off in
the middle of
winter.
The only thing
that broke the
silence was a
Prairie Falcon and
the cooing of the
many Pigeons that
inhabited the
cliffs. Even if I
didn’t hear them
they let their
presence be
known by the
white stains they
left behind where
they perched.
It was now time
for me to make
my way back
across the desert.
I was now able to
identify the
landmarks that
had been hidden
from view for the majority of the afternoon. It was important that I find the jeep trail and make
the correct turn before the trail splits. I eventually found the correct jeep trail and made my
way back across the desert to the truck. It’s much easier on a jeep trail than it is bushwhacking.
Along the way, four F-16’s flew over pounding me with tremendous force as they passed. You
can feel the vibrations inside your chest. They are silent on the approach and deafening once
they pass. These were flying higher than the time a few years ago when I hiked just upriver on
Sheep Creek, a tributary to the Bruneau River. I stood out on a prominent point where Louse
Creek enters Sheep Creek.

As I was looking down at the river I noticed an F-16 flying up the canyon towards me. It passed
me and banked hard looping around me and taking off toward the other canyon. I could not
believe how low, close and fast it was flying. It flew in as silent as a mouse but once it passed
the sound exploded leaving vibrations in my chest. It was a very cool experience that I will
always remember.
After I had made my way across the desert and when I had almost reached Winter Camp I had
one more obstacle to deal with. There were a few cows that took off running except one that
remained behind. It turned and looked at me as I gulped while admiring its huge horns. I looked
around for an escape route. The nearest fence was a quarter mile away and there were no big
rocks to duck behind. There was nothing but Sagebrush. I gulped again as I looked at the
massive Bull. There was only one option left. I yelled and waved my arms like I had done when
heading cattle as a youngster with my grandpa. It didn’t budge at first and then it started
trotting off toward the other cows. What a relief!
I made my way back to the truck seven hours later. The roads that were frozen earlier were
now muddy in a few places. I had to gun it in a few places whether it was necessary or not but I
didn’t want to get stuck. I hear that search parties can be kind of expensive. I made my way
back up the steep rocky road and back onto the rim. It was all smooth sailing on the way home
with a quick detour to CJ Strike Reservoir to see if there were any interesting birds. There was
nothing exciting to speak of except for the sheer number of Ducks and Geese in one small cove
of the reservoir.
What I assumed would be a boring hike to see some great views along the canyon turned out to
be a very memorable occasion. This was a great early start to 2012.

