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571 miles later, Yellowstone river joins up with Missouri


By MARIAH DAVIS - 09/25/2008
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As the Yellowstone River neared the end of its dynamic odyssey, connecting mountains to prairie, meeting with the Missouri, so did we. On our final week, the slow-paced, life-sustaining water carried us through vast, wild country teeming with badlands. These unique formations were artistically layered in burnt orange, beige, grey and black, creating a haunting beauty.��Jasmine, my 4-year-old daughter, and I followed animal trails weaving through sagebrush and cactus into this seemingly abandoned, rugged terrain. While hiking we came across various animal bones, and discovered a distinct circle of rocks that appeared to be an old tipi ring.��As the river neared the end of its course, gravel bars were replaced with large sandy beaches. They created the kind of place that makes kids want to run. Wide open spaces must give them a sense of freedom.��On our last night, we camped in North Dakota on a train trestle that crossed the river. This historic bridge had recently been developed into a walking trail. We outsmarted the bugs below, and had a wonderful view of the river and animals, as well as an amazing perch to watch the moon rise over the sandstone bluffs. We fell asleep to a clear night while the moon shimmered on the river far beneath us.��The following morning, frigid upstream winds accompanied by heavy rain battered our small tent. On the white-capped water, the wind pushed us upstream as I struggled to head the other way. I was exhausted from rowing in such conditions, yet determined to finish our last nine miles to the confluence before nightfall. One mile from the uniting rivers, something miraculous happened. The wind and rain suddenly stopped, a small patch of grey clouds broke away from the stormy sky, and the sun peered through. A calm and peaceful mood swept over the Yellowstone, and the water lay glassy. It was as if the river granted us a pleasant farewell. Downstream we saw the Missouri River, her waters cloudy with silt. We were overjoyed to have finally arrived at our destination, and felt blessed to have experienced the wonders of a free-running river. We thanked the Yellowstone for allowing us safe passage down 571 miles of her river’s course, and tossed yellow flowers into the merging waters. Just as our raft touched the takeout at Fort Buford, Jasmine asked, “So when are we going to do it again?”��It’s reassuring to see you can take a child away from the modern world in which we live, and they are perfectly content spending a month in a wilderness setting. With a little imagination, nature provides driftwood jungle gyms, rock forts with small cave hideouts, and tree branch swings. As parents, educators or community members, I feel we should encourage kids to play outdoors. Children use all of their senses while discovering the natural world around them, which enhances learning and creativity. Additionally, this generation may be faced with more resource and environmental challenges than ever before. 


By spending time in nature, children can observe on a small scale, the delicate balance between humans and the ecosystem. Perhaps as adults, this understanding will assist in making choices that are productive, yet environmentally friendly.��Currently, Montana has found a balance between a natural and economically productive river, and has rejected immense industrial development. Therefore, Montana should be proud to be home of the longest remaining free-flowing river in the continental United States, the Yellowstone.��We would like to thank sponsors and contributors for this trip including Outdoor Kidfitter Co., Montana Outdoor Sports, Sportsman’s Warehouse, GoPro Cameras, Meadow Gold, and Vann’s Electronics. Many thanks also to our friends and family for their support durring our journey.��Mariah Davis is the founder of Adventures Unlimited, and has a degree in outdoor experiential education. 
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