
E
ast of Rowena on the Oregon
shore and of Lyle in
Washington, there is little relief

from the dry-land habitat characteristic
of the east side of the Cascade
Mountains. Wetlands were largely lost
when The Dalles, John Day and
Umatilla dams were built. Highways
and railroads further confined the river,
creating ponds and sloughs in lieu of
riverbanks. Mitigation wetlands are far
upriver, east of Arlington, Oregon.

Riverfront Park in The Dalles is one
of the exceptions.

Located on the Oregon shore
immediately below The Dalles dam,
most of the park property is currently
undeveloped. Not unchanged... the park
is part of a superfund cleanup site... but
wild in its recovery.

The river, released from the dam,
enjoys a brief rush of freedom. It
doesn't compare to its historic surge
through "The Long Narrows" and
"Petroglyph Canyon," but it exits the
dam with enough energy to create
standing waves and a flush of current.
Rocky islands offshore from the park
edge the main current and shipping
channel, which skirt the Washington

Exploring the wilds ofRiverfront Park
Riverfront Park in
The Dalles is a green
oasis in a dry land

A buoy warns of shallow rocks as the setting sun casts its rays onto The Dalles bridge and dam in the
background.

shore. The current slows and eddies
back to the Oregon shore as it joins the
"Bonneville Pool," and the river's short
rush of freedom ends.

The park is, therefore, a
"backwater." Shallows extend well into
the river, and at low water wide
beaches of mud extend far offshore.
Most of the shoreline is heavily choked

with False Indigo, introduced to
stabilize the riverbanks. Himalayan
blackberrys surge inland, making off-
trail exploration difficult. Cottonwood
and other native trees have been
established in a few areas, and a paved
trail skirts the inland edge of the park,
next to Interstate 84.

Inland exploration

I
first began exploring the
undeveloped area of the park from
shore. Ten years ago, in the late

1990s, a nature trail skirted the edge of
the river. There were information
signs, not very accurate, and an
occasional bench. Several small sandy
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beaches could be
accessed, and two large
ponds almost guaranteed
encounters with
waterfowl. At one point,
seepage from the first
pond to the river created a
tiny creek, heavily used
by beaver and other
animals. The trail
officially ended at a pump
station accessed by a
utility road. The pump is
operated intermittently to
fill the ponds by the
Northern Wasco County
Park and Recreation
Department, which
manages the property, as
part of an agreement
made when the developed
portion of the park was
first created. Beyond the
pump access was wild
riverbank, with several

A songbird hunts for insects on the rootball of a downed tree along
the river edge. At right, a nature trail skirts the river edge. At top, the
undeveloped area of the park photographed from the east end.



inlets and channels.

Side trails were very rough. Tangles of vegetation choked the area, thorny
Russian Olive and the ever-present blackberry vines. Here and there trails were
carved out to access transient camps.

In recent years the signs have vanished and the trail itself has become virtually
impassable. The last time I tried it, I ended up wading around impenetrable thickets
of brush and berry vines. It was wild and it was fun, but it wasn't at all easy. The
main utility road is now a paved trail along the highway embankment, giving quick
and easy access to the river east of the pump station, part of the Riverfront Trail.
When completed, the trail will continue to The Dalles Dam.

Water exploration
The channels and islands offshore from the park make this area one of the best
canoe routes in the area. The riverbank, so difficult to access from land, becomes
an open book despite the occasional grounding on sandbars or shallow rocks.

Gulls croud onto a rocky island offshore. In the background is Soint
Peters Lanmark downtown The Dalles. At right, beaver have worn a
trail inland to one of the wetland ponds.



In late summer, hundreds of gulls gather on
the islands. They are joined by white pelicans,
cormorants, and osprey. Turkey vultures patrol
the islands from their night roosts at Columbia
Gorge Community College and Sorosis Park.
Shorebirds probe the muddy beaches and pick
among the rocks. Altogether they make a pretty
impressive racket. Some of the islands have
their own little inlets and bays, although none
of the islands are large. At the east end, two
channels open inland into substantial sloughs.

In winter, the area is much quieter. Great
blue herons remain year round, and waterfowl
and grebes are common. Bald eagles show up in
the fall and spend the winter months. Beaver
become more visible as they begin feeding
more heavily on the ample brush along the
shoreline. Songbirds are common, and flocks
gather in late fall prior to migrating. Mink track

Native American
gillnets owned by David
Sopowith dry on a park
lawn. While set in the
river the long salmon
nets pick up weed and
algae which dries and
flakes off in the sun.
Sopowith sets his nets
each year downstream
from the park. At right,
high water has pulled
the sand away from
these tree roots. Far
right, blackbirds gather
prior to migration.



the muddy banks at low water. Human paddlers, being rare, are encountered with
surprise.

Summer and winter, most of the area's boat traffic is confined to the main
channel north of the islands. The near shore area is just too shallow for
motorboats.

Access and conditions

R
iverfront Park is open from Memorial Day to October 31 , due to
restrictions imposed by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife. The
closure is to keep people from disturbing the local Canada goose

population during the spring nesting season. I have seen them on the winter lawns
eating grass and depositing lots of messy droppings, and on the river in early
spring with batches of goslings. The state has also tested goose birth control

methods on the islands... a love/hate dichotomy that doesn't make much sense,
but so far local attempts to increase access have failed. Paddlers can easily launch
on a pebbled "windsurf launch" beach or a sandy swimming beach. Portage from
parking to beach is minimal.

When the park is closed, access to that part of the river is from the adjacent
marina. A boat launch, currently free, is the simplest launch point.

The biggest restriction on paddling is the wind. If it isn't already blowing, it
will be. It generally increases throughout the day in the summer. These winds can
become very strong. Fall and winter the wind is much reduced, except when
active storms move through the area. Spring is a mixed bag, with calm days
interspersed with dangerous storms.

For detailed local weather and wind information, tune to NOAA weather radio,
broadcast locally on a frequency of 162.400 hertz, or on the web at
www.xxxxxxx.com.

Above, a gull wings low over the
river. Many of the birds are
likely from rookeries east of The
Dalles, near the mouth of the
Deschutes River downstream
from Biggs Junction. At left, a
canoe beached on one of the
islands after a winter
snowstorm.
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