East Fork Owyhee River – “The Tules”
Date
Location

Early June
East Fork Owyhee River, ID
Mary’s Creek / Sheep Creek, ID

Time
Weather

All day hikes
Cloudy, 60°

Fish Species
Size Range
Fish Caught Did not fish. The rivers were blown out
Flies Used
Techniques
Comments
The desert scenery on the E.F. Owyhee offer some of the best views Idaho has
to offer! Good hunting opportunities for Chukar and Huns in an ideal setting.

I decided to do one more desert hike before the mountains opened up for the summer. I
was not disappointed. I would rate this as the most scenic desert hike that you could make
in Idaho. The deep lush canyons of the East Fork Owyhee River are magnificent!

An area known as “The Tules” on the E.F. Owyhee River

I hiked two locations on my trip down near the Nevada border. I spent a day on the E.F.
Owyhee River near Garat Crossing which is west of the Duck Valley Indian Reservation.
I spent the other day hiking Mary’s Creek and Sheep Creek leading north to Bighorn
Country near Grasmere, ID. I also made a short side trip to the historic Wickahoney
Stage Stop near Grasmere on my way home from the trip.

Both of these hiking descriptions and many other Idaho desert hikes can be found on the
BLM website as well as a website created by a previous coworker of mine, Sheldon.
BLM Tindall Trail: www.blm.gov/id/st/en/fo/bruneau/recreation/hikes/tindall_trail.html
Owyhee Meanders: http://www.hikeidaho.com/desertbk/owyheeco/dointr/dointr.html
All locations on this trip can be accessed by car due to some descent gravel roads. They
are accessible even in wet weather. That doesn’t mean you don’t pay a price. It requires
some arduous hiking to get to some of the areas while others are quite easy to see. Both
hikes are also cross-country hikes with no trail system so route finding skills are required.
The weather was nice and cool with even a few snow flakes during the night. It was
perfect weather for hiking this area at about 5000 feet. It kept the sweat at a minimum
and the many Rattlesnakes in their hiding places. It didn’t stop the Ticks however. I
removed three Ticks including one from the belly button.
I started the hike on the E.F. Owyhee River with goals to reach the Tules as well as the
Yatahoney and Battle Creek confluences with the E.F. Owyhee River. I parked at the gas
pipeline pump station where I also spent the previous night.

The location where the gas pipeline crosses the E.F. Owyhee River near the pump station

It was a brisk cool morning as I made my way north along the rim watching the sunrise.
The wild flowers in their many varieties were in full bloom and the fresh clean scent of
sage filled the air. The only thing that broke the silence was flushing Chukars and

Hungarian Partridge. It would be an awesome place to hunt if it wasn’t so far away but it
would definitely be worth the trip if you’ve never been here.
My first great view as I descended the rim to the Kimball Basin was that of Garat
Crossing and an abandoned meander; a remnant of where the river flowed historically.

Garat Crossing

As I made my way north I marveled at the canyons that were becoming larger and
deeper. The river had formed large meanders as it wound back and forth slicing into the
Rhyolite and Basalt rock forming steep sheer cliffs. It seemed to carve itself a monument
displaying the grandeur of this area. It was as wild an area as anywhere in Idaho which is
saying a lot in this wilderness state.
Antelope dotted the Kimball Basin and signs of Mule Deer and Bighorn Sheep were
apparent near the rim of the canyon. I had seen Wild Horses on the drive out and the land
for which they had to roam didn’t end with the skyline. It was truly a remarkable
experience to be in such a place alone reflecting upon how this all formed.

Wild Horses

I think I know why they call it the Owyhee Meanders!

After soaking in all the breathtaking views I didn’t think it could get any better. I was
wrong! Before my eyes I beheld the reason for which I made this long trip; “The Tules”.
The area known as the Tules is an abandoned meander forming a backwater swamp. It is
located in an area managed by BLM as a wilderness study area and as an area of critical
environmental concern. My words and pictures do not do it justice. It rivals places I have
experienced in the Sawtooths and White Clouds of central Idaho. It is a very special
place!

The Tules

As I descended into the canyon I was amazed at the variety of foreign sounds that
radiated from the area. It was teaming with birds and insects that broke the silence in this
wild outdoor amphitheatre. The variety of vegetation including Quaking Aspen in the
middle of the desert was a big surprise. The geology, rock formations and hopes of seeing
California Bighorn Sheep made this a very worthy outdoor destination.
After spending some time wandering the bottom of the 400’ canyon I made my way back
up to the rim to continue exploring my way downriver to the Battle Creek confluence. It
made for a wonderful 15 mile roundtrip hike with all my side trips. I even found an
Indian arrowhead along the way. It was all well worth it as I was able to see some of the
greatest views in Idaho that very few experience or even know about.

The Tules

The Tules

Another meander just north of the Tules

Battle Creek Confluence with the E.F. Owyhee River

The following day I hiked cross-country following the rim of Mary’s Creek to the Tindall
trail that leads down to the confluence with Sheep Creek. The Tindall trail is a .5m hike
with a 560’ descent to the river. I then hiked north following the rim to what is known as
Bighorn Country on the map. It was 14 miles when all was said and done. This hike was
nothing compared to the grandeur of the Owyhee Meanders. I wouldn’t make this a
destination but it is a nice side trip in the area.
I hoped to catch some Redband Trout but the water was flowing high and muddy. I
figured the rivers would be flowing high but I wanted to see the Tules while the desert
was still green. The hike was pretty uneventful until I reached the confluence of Louse
Creek with Sheep Creek in Bighorn Country.
As I was looking down at the river I noticed a military fighting jet 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.
As I made my way back to the truck admiring the abundance of flowers and seeing the
occasional Antelope I was startled by some flushing Sage Grouse. It added to the
excitement of the trip.

Mary’s Creek confluence with Sheep Creek

A view from the Tindall Trail

Bottom: Sheep Creek

A view of Louse Creek confluence with Sheep Creek in an area known as Bighorn Country. I was standing
here as I had the privilege of getting buzzed by a military fighting jet.

As I drove home I stopped at the Wickahoney Stage Stop. It was a ranch that also
functioned as a post office and rest stop for passing travelers.
http://www.idptv.state.id.us/outdoors/shows/deserthideaways/wickahoney.cfm
You can find it approximately 7 miles north of Grasmere on a road that heads west from
a gravel pit on Gedney Butte next to the highway. It is a good gravel road for about 5
miles until it comes to a rough jeep trail where you park. You can see the crumbling
structure straight ahead about 1 ¼ miles west down in the valley. As you walk the jeep
road you will cross a stream and then a gate. As you come to the next stream you can
look and see Redband Trout. I would have fished but I left my fly rod in the truck not
realizing that there would be a fishing opportunity. It is a nice historical side trip when
traveling Highway 51 and an easily accessible place to catch a Redband.

Wickahoney Stage Stop

