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By McKenzie Kraemer

Explore the wild 
and scenic waters 
of central Idaho
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The Greek philosopher 

Heraclitus said “You 

cannot step into the same 

river twice, for it’s not the same 

river and he’s not the same man.” 

The river is a force to be both 
respected and enjoyed. McCall is the 
perfect basecamp to discover your 
own stretch of water. Explore some 

of our favorite ways to experience our 
treasured rivers this summer.

Continued page 8
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McCall is in a unique position being central to some 
of Idaho’s most wild and scenic rivers. Flowing right 
through town is the Payette River. Starting high in 
the mountains, the North Fork flows first into Payette 
Lake then south into Cascade Reservoir before 
meeting up with the South Fork in Banks. Eventually, 
the Payette River joins with the Snake River near the 
town of Payette. 

To the west, the 1,078-mile Snake River winds along 
the border of Idaho, Oregon and Washington where 
it empties into the Columbia River. The crown jewel 
of the Snake River is Hells Canyon, North America’s 
deepest river gorge. The terrain in Hells Canyon 
features dramatic changes in elevation, climate and 
vegetation and is set below the dramatic peaks of 
the Seven Devils Mountains. 

To the northeast is the longest free-flowing, 
undammed river in the lower 48 states, the Salmon 
River. Also known as The River of No Return, the 
Salmon runs through 85 miles of the Frank Church 
River of No Return Wilderness Area. The river is 
divided into three sections: the Middle Fork, the 
Main, and the Lower Salmon. Each is unique and 
attracts recreationalists. 

Continued page 10
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Idaho is known as the Whitewater State and for good 
reason. There is certainly no shortage of rapids to 
satisfy thrill seekers around the McCall area. “We have 
the highest concentration of different rivers you can 
run all within an hour of McCall,” says Chris Demo of 
Salmon Raft. “You can find everything from 
meandering water all the way up to Class V water that 
people from all over the world come to run.” From half 
day trips to week long adventures, the Payette, 
Salmon, and Snake Rivers offer countless ways to 
experience the adventure of a lifetime. 

With all the variation in water and terrain, rivers are 
always changing. “The river is at the whim of Mother 
Nature,” says Lauren Curtis of Salmon Raft. “Rapids are 
exciting all year long, they just change with each 
season.” Because of the variable nature of the river, we 
recommend working with a licensed outfitter to make 
the most of your experience. “The benefit to going 
with a guide is that they have seen the river at every 
flow,” says Demo. “We have extensive river logs to 
reference which helps ensure that there are very few 
surprises and that everyone stays safe on the river.” 

Whitewater Rafting
Photo courtesy Mountain 

River Outfitters
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Get your feet wet with a single day trip. If you want to stay close to 
McCall, try a guided trip down the Cabarton stretch of the Payette 
River with Tamarack Resort’s guided service. The float starts off 
nice and easy before flowing into Class II and III rapids. Single day 
trips are also available on the Salmon River leaving from Riggins, 
Idaho. Mountain River Outfitters and Salmon Raft both offer half 
and full day trips that take you through Class I, II and III rapids with 
stops at pristine white sand beaches. 

If you are looking for a more immersive experience, a multi-day 
whitewater trip is your best bet. Multi-day trips range from two 
days to five days, but in each case, the trip is a fully catered 
experience. “We provide hearty river cuisine, rafting equipment, 
and camping accommodations including tents, sleeping pads, 
and freshly washed sleeping bags,” says Curtis. “We even do the 
dishes!”

There are plenty of options for multi-day adventures. The Salmon 
River is divided into three sections: the Middle Fork, the Main, and 
the Lower. Mountain River Outfitters and Salmon Raft both offer a 
wide variety of trips along the Salmon. On the Snake River, Hells 
Canyon is the stretch of choice. Trips through Hells Canyon are 
available from Hells Canyon Adventures and Mountain River 
Outfitters. Every section takes you into some of the most untamed 
terrain in Idaho where you can expect to see ample wildlife, scenic 
canyons, untouched wilderness, and even historical artifacts from 
Idaho’s early inhabitants. And the best part? No cell phone service. 
“The best feedback we get from our guests is that they are able to 
connect with their families without the distractions of day-to-day 
life,” says Curtis. 

When it comes to choosing which river trip is right for you, Brenda 
Baugh with Mountain River Outfitters recommends considering 
what you want out of your trip, how much time you have, and 
who will be in your party. No matter what trip you choose, we can 
promise it will be an experience to remember. “I love it all,” says 
Baugh. “There is nothing like being able to raft rivers with white 
sand beaches and 70 degree water temperatures in July and 
August.”

Pro Tip: As a general rule, most outfitters will not take 
kids under seven years of age on a whitewater trip.

Continued page 12
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There are not many things that compare to the feeling of hooking 
a fish. Watching your line suddenly disappear beneath the surface 
of the water with a quick tug is always thrilling. Pair that thrill with 
being in the middle of stunning scenery and it is no wonder that 
fishing is a hugely popular way to enjoy the river. “Even if you 
don’t catch a fish, you are always in an amazing place,” says Robert 
Monroe of Taylor Outfitting. But Monroe says the odds of not 
catching a fish in this area are pretty slim. And there is ample 
opportunity to test your luck. 

Early in the season, before the winter runoff raises the water level, 
we recommend the Payette River. In June as the water starts to 
come back down, Fish and Game will start stocking areas along 

Fishing

the North Fork of the Payette and you can expect to catch trout 
and bass. The easiest way to fish along this river is from the shore. 

Along the Salmon River, fishing by boat is the way to go. Whether 
by drift boat, jet boat or as part of a rafting trip, the Salmon River is 
teeming with opportunity. In the spring, Chinook Salmon are king. 
In the summer months, smallmouth bass are the fish of choice. 
When the weather turns cooler, steelhead fishing takes over. 

If hooking a monster fish is your dream, the Snake River is your 
best bet. White sturgeon are plentiful here and can grow to be 12 
feet long, weigh up to 400 pounds and live for hundreds of years. 
You can also catch plenty of bass and trout in the Snake. 

No matter which river you fish, the one thing you can expect is 
solitude. “I can count on one hand how many times I have seen 
another angler on the river when I am fishing,” says Monroe. “It 
feels like you have the water all to yourself.” 

Pro Tip: Be sure to check the Fish and Game website for 
season dates, catch limits, and general rules and regulations if you 
strike out on your own. Those ages 14 and older will need a valid 
fishing license to drop a line. Additional fishing permits are 
required for salmon and steelhead. Visit the Idaho Department of 
Fish and Game for full details: idfg.idaho.gov/fish. If you are new to 
fishing or unfamiliar with the area, we highly recommend working 
with an outfitter. These experienced guides can help you hone 
your fishing skills and get you to amazing stretches of water.

Continued page 14

Fishing on Salmon River

Photo courtesy Salmon River Tours

Sturgeon in Hells Canyon

Photo courtesy Salmon River Tours

Photo courtesy Brundage Downtown Shop

Photo courtesy Taylor Outfitting
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The Salmon and Snake Rivers are impressive no matter how 
you choose to enjoy them, but exploring these waters by jet 
boat offers something truly unique. While most river 
activities move downstream with the flow of the river, a jet 
boat can go against the grain. Running up a rapid is a whole 
new experience. Not only that, a jet boat tour allows you to 
sit back and enjoy the ride, making this an accessible river 
adventure for everyone regardless of age or ability. Many 
outfitters offer short half-day trips, but if you have the time, 
we would highly recommend booking a full day or  
overnight package to really savor the experience. 

On the Salmon, full day tours start at Vinegar Creek near 
Riggins, Idaho and cover upwards of 70 miles roundtrip. 
Along with jetting through lots of whitewater, tours also 
include stops at historical sites. “I truly love the history on  
this river,” says Brenda Baugh of Salmon River Tours. “Being 
able to stop at places like the Polly Bemis Ranch and Buckskin 
Bills Museum makes the experience so much richer.” 

With so much to take in, many opt to turn a full day tour into 
an overnight stay. Mackay Bar Outfitters offers private rooms 
and cabins at the Mackay Bar Ranch. After a day on the river, 
they provide a home cooked meal and time to kick back and 
relax on the white sand beaches or in front of the fireplace in 
the spacious Main Lodge before resting up for the return trip 
home in the morning.

Jet Boat 
Tours

Salmon River Tours also offers overnight and multi-day stays at the 
Ram House Lodge at Mackay Bar or the China Bar Lodge. Pair a 
night at either lodge with a jet boat tour or fishing trip or opt to 
make them your primary destination for a couple’s getaway, family 
reunion or even a wedding! The Ram House Lodge sits on 43 
acres and features three stories, five bathrooms and four fireplaces. 
The China Bar Lodge is comprised of four cabins and a large 
community hall. Both sites are completely off-grid and the China 
Bar Lodge was recently featured in the DIY Network’s “Building off 
the Grid.” 

On the Snake River, Hells Canyon Adventures lives up to their 
name. Tours run through Hells Canyon on the “Wild River Section” 
where the biggest rapids and deepest elevations can be found. 
Hells Canyon Adventures offers everything from a mellow half-day 
trip to a two-day tour with overnight lodging. Along the way, 
listen up as your guide regales you with stories from the past and 
points out the plentiful wildlife.

Pro Tip: Bring your camera! You will want to snap pictures 
along the way and capture the whole experience.

Photo courtesy Salmon River Tours

Photo courtesy Salmon River Tours

Photo courtesy 
Salmon River Tours

Photo courtesy Salmon River Tours



For most of us, kayaking big water is not typically on our 
vacation bucket list. It takes a lot of skill and practice to be 
able to navigate whitewater in a tiny boat. However, we can’t 
talk about the river without paying homage to a specific 
15-mile stretch of water along the North Fork of the Payette 
River. The section of the Payette just north of Banks, Idaho is 
home to the longest stretch of Class V whitewater in the 
country. The big water has become one of the most feared 
and respected sections of river and draws kayakers from all 
over the world who come and try to tame its rowdiness. 

To showcase this huge water, the North Fork Championship 
brings together the most talented kayakers in the world for 
an extreme kayak race each June. This is not a weekend 
warrior event. Athletes who compete in this three day event 
are experts and put on a show anyone can appreciate. We 
highly recommend putting this event on your itinerary to 
take in some of the best kayaking in the world. 

The event includes three races: the Expert Division, Boater X, 
and the Elite Division. The Expert Division kicks off the North 
Fork Championship and is a one-mile sprint through the 
whitewater. This race also serves as a time trial for the AWP 
World Series. The next day, athletes compete in Boater X 
where heats of six kayakers race through the “S-Turn” rapid. 
The final race is set up like a giant slalom comprised of seven 
gates through the “Jacob’s Ladder” and “Golf Course” Class V 
rapids. This Elite Division race is timed with a five second 
penalty given to a racer each time they hit a gate. 

Kayaking

For spectators, there really isn’t a bad seat in the 
house. The entire event takes place along 
Highway 55 just north of Banks, Idaho. Ample 
signage will let you know as you get close to the 
event zone near milepost 86. Parking is limited to 
availability along the Highway, so be prepared to 
go slow for pedestrian traffic and be patient until 
you find a safe space to park. To find your perfect 
vantage point for the events, walk along the 
banks of the river with the rest of the crowd. 

Continued page 16
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Pro Tip: The river bank can be slippery so make sure to wear shoes 
you can hike and be comfortable climbing in. Bring extra sunscreen and pack 
plenty of water and snacks. There are some food vendors available, but most 
won’t be accepting credit cards—cash is king! For full event details, visit 
northforkchampionship.com.

Photo courtesy North Fork Championship

Photo courtesy Mike Leeds

Photo courtesy Eric Parker
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Sometimes, a whole day or overnight adventure on 
the river isn’t feasible. Luckily, there are several places 
to easily access the rivers near McCall for a quick dip 
or afternoon adventure. 

Kelly’s Whitewater Park in Cascade is free for kayakers, 
tubers, rafters, stand-up paddle boarders and 
canoeists of all ages to enjoy. The pristine whitewater 
park has five in-water features that provide a thrill 
from beginner to advanced paddlers. Practice your 
skills in the water or simply watch the action from the 
2.5-mile walking trail along the river, “The Stand.” The 
park is also home to a large visitor’s center, volleyball 
and bocce ball courts, and horseshoe pits. All this 
adds up to an easily-accessible place to enjoy family 
fun along the river.

If a slow paddle is more your speed, the Upper North 
Fork of the Payette River is an ideal place to 
experience the serenity of the river. This meandering 
stretch of water flows into Payette Lake near North 
Beach and is ideal for an afternoon canoe, flatwater 
kayak or stand up paddle board session. The water is 
crystal clear so you can see schools of fish dart 
beneath you along the way. Wildlife is abundant and 
there is a good chance you will see deer, eagles, fox 
and even the occasional moose along the bank. 

Continued page 18

Easy Access
Photo courtesy Idaho Tourism



The

Best authentic 
mountain lodge 
value in McCall!

RusticInnMcCall.com 
208.634.7671
400 N. 3rd Street

McCall, Idaho

• Walk to Payette Lake,
   restaurants & shopping
• Rustic decor
• Free Wi-Fi
• Flatscreen TV, cable & HBO
• King suites
• King, queen, double queen & • King, queen, double queen & 
  pet friendly rooms
• Comfortable beds
• Hospitable staff 

Pro Tip: Don’t have your own equipment? No problem! There are numerous 
local businesses who rent everything from kayaks to canoes to paddle boards. 
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There is a softer side to the river that we don’t always acknowledge. “There are 
many things that draw people to the river, but it usually comes back to the flow,” 
says Elizabeth Price of Yoga Inbody. “The river is always moving, but is never in a 
rush.” This is particularly refreshing in the fast-paced world we live in. The river gives 
us a chance to rest and digest and connect with those around us.

Price has spent her life chasing rivers. Having rafted more than 10,000 river miles 
around the world, she kept coming home to Idaho because of how clean and 
pristine the water is. “I guess you could say the river taught me how to live life with 
a higher purpose, to live life based on my core values,” she says. And now she is 
working to share her experiences with 
others by combining yoga, meditation and 
reiki practice with the river.

“Watching the river has the same effects as 
meditating,” Price says. To take advantage of 
these parallels, Yoga Inbody has created 
unique yoga vacations for all abilities. One 
option is an all-inclusive four day rafting trip 
on the Salmon River that begins with 
sunrise meditation and yoga class before 
heading out each morning. Price also hosts 
private yoga retreats at the Inbody 
Hideaway in Riggins, Idaho. This riverfront 
home has all the amenities of a top notch 
hotel with a river deck ideal for sipping 
coffee and practicing yoga. 

Yoga &  
Meditation Retreats

Photo courtesy Yoga Inbody

Photo courtesy Yoga Inbody

Photo courtesy Yoga Inbody

Pro Tip: Don’t be intimidated! 
These wellness retreats are built on a 
foundation of non-judgement and group 
support. That means even complete 
beginners will feel right at home. 

Continued page 20
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Whitewater Rafting
Hells Canyon Adventures 
(541) 785-3352
hellscanyonadventures.com

Mountain River Outfitters 
(208) 628-3733
Idahoriver.com

Salmon Raft 
(208) 315-4706
Salmonraft.com

Tamarack Resort 
(208) 325-1000
Tamarackidaho.com

Fishing
Fly Fish McCall 
(208) 630-3868
Flyfishmccall.com

Rapid River Outfitters 
(208) 628-3862
Rapidriveroutfitters.net

Salmon River Tours / Ram House 
Lodge / China Bar Lodge 
(208) 628-3733
Salmonrivertour.com

Seven Devils Lodge 
(208) 253-3014
Sevendevilslodge.com

Taylor Outfitting 
(208) 634-9542
Tayloroutfitting.com

Jet Boat Tours
Hells Canyon Adventures 
(541) 785-3352
hellscanyonadventures.com

Mackay Bar Outfitters and Guest 
Ranch 
(208) 413-2109
Mackaybarranch.com

Salmon River Tours / Ram House 
Lodge / China Bar Lodge 
(208) 628-3733
Salmonrivertour.com

Yoga and Meditation
Luminaire
(208) 634-3342
Reneesilvus.com

Yoga Inbody 
(208) 315-0820
Yogainbody.com

FIND YOUR OUTFITTER
Easy Access
Backwoods Adventures 
(208) 469-9067
Backwoodsadventuresmccall.com

Gravity Sports 
(208) 634-8530
Gravitysportsidaho.com

Home Town Sports
(208) 634-2302
Hometownsportsmccall.com

Kelly’s Whitewater Park 
(305) 603-2933
Kwpid.com

Lake Cascade Sport and Marine 
(208) 382-4277
lakecascadesportmarine.com

Mile High Marina
(208) 634-8605
Milehighmarina.com

Mountain Meadow Adventure 
Rentals 
(208) 325-1500
Mountainmeadowrentals.com

Photo courtesy Melissa Shelby


