DISCOVER

Where the

Buffalo
Flows

Soak up the wonders
hidden away in the Ozarks
along Arkansas’ scenic
national river.
BY LORI VANOVER

Peer over the trees for
a stunning view of the
Buffalo National River as
it curves near Tyler Bend.
PHOTO BY
TERRY DONNELLY
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It sounded like a great
idea when I booked my
trip: I would visit the
Ozarks in Arkansas and
paddle along the scenic
Buffalo National River.
But now, I stood at Buffalo River Outfitters in St. Joe
as guides loaded boats, paddles and life jackets into
a van, and my nerves kicked into overdrive.
What in the world was I thinking? I had never sat
in a canoe or a kayak before, let alone paddled down
a river. It took all my willpower not to beg a ride back
to my cabin.
But I’m no quitter, and I couldn’t wait to spend a
picture-perfect afternoon on the water under brilliant
blue skies. As we stood by, watching, I chatted with a
fellow writer and more experienced outdoorswoman,
Danielle Taylor, who recommended we share a canoe.
Now that really sounded like a great idea!
Owner Ben Milburn drove us to the Tyler Bend
access point. He told us we’d be paddling 4 miles to
Baker Ford, through a tranquil section of the river’s
middle district that is known for wooded hillsides and
high limestone bluffs dotted with caves.
Ben said, “I learned to paddle before I was kneehigh to a grasshopper.” So I felt confident I was in
good hands.

I’m happy to report I had a delightful experience.
On this late September day, the river water was fairly
shallow and crystal-clear, and the first hints of fall
color decorated trees along the shoreline. Along the
way, I spotted a bald eagle, herons and lots of turtles.
I did get tired a few times, but the water’s gentle pace
allowed me to rest when I needed a breather or
wanted to take pictures.
Depending on whom you ask, the Buffalo River is
named for bison that roamed the area centuries ago
or for buffalo trout. Free-flowing for 135 miles, it is the
country’s first national river, earning the designation
on March 1, 1972. The National Park Service protection
ensured that the river would not be dammed, making
it ideal for recreation.
Around 1.6 million visitors canoe or kayak here
annually, mostly between Memorial Day and Labor
Day. Water levels are highest during spring or after
a heavy rainfall. In early autumn, conditions are still
ideal for a visit, though a few degrees cooler.
While there are 11 designated campgrounds along
the river, I stayed in one of Buffalo River Outfitters’
cabins. Nestled in the woods, I was grateful for a break
from traffic and technology for a night. I slept extra
soundly after my canoeing adventure.
The next morning, I rose early and headed to the
Tyler Bend Visitor Center. From here, it was a 1.5-mile

Limestone cliffs line the river (left). Visit the Collier
Homestead (above) for an authentic look back at an
Ozarks family farm. My cabin was in a woodland retreat.

LORI VANOVER (5)

After selecting our
canoes and kayaks,
we spent a splendid
afternoon on the water.
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drive off U.S. Highway 65 to reach a hiking trail that
leads to the historic Collier Homestead. I took a short
stroll through an oak and hickory forest that opens into
a clearing with a barn, log house, smokehouse and a
cistern for water.
Park ranger Joyce Umbach explained that this was
one of the last pieces of property in the area acquired
under the 1862 Homestead Act. In 1931, Solomon
“Sod” and Ida Mae Collier made an application for
40 acres in Tyler Bend. From 1932 to 1937, they farmed
and made the required improvements to the land. Over
the next 24 years, they raised hogs, corn, oats, fruit
trees and vegetables.
When the NPS took over management of the property in 1978, efforts to preserve the structures began.
Today the homestead offers visitors an authentic look
back at life in the rural Ozarks during the early 20th
century. Half a mile further along the trail, beyond the
homestead clearing, is a scenic river overlook framed
by cedar, shortleaf pine and Ozark Chinquapin trees.

The Arkansas Ozarks are a nature lover’s paradise.
Because of the wide range of soil types and elevations
ranging from 375 to 2,385 feet, species found in America’s Southwest, Northeast and Southeast coexist in
the park.
The land around the river is home to 1,500 species
of plants, 74 species of fish, 200 species of birds and,
in the caves, three species of endangered bats. Other
wildlife sightings include armadillos, beavers, black
bears, bobcats and otters.
A herd of around 500 elk lives in the Boxley Valley
near Ponca. Eastern elk were once common in this
area, and the Arkansas Game and Fish Commission
reintroduced Rocky Mountain elk with success here in
the 1980s. Visitors have the highest chance of seeing
them during the autumn rutting season.
I’m so glad I took a chance on this Arkansas adventure and explored some of the marvels tucked away in
the Ozarks along the Buffalo National River, which is
truly one of our country’s most splendid treasures.
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Float Along the Buffalo River

3. TYLER BEND
VISITOR CENTER

The main national park
visitor center, open
year-round, includes
useful information on
outdoor recreation, the
history of the park and
local plants and wildlife.
nps.gov/buff

There are many treasures on Arkansas’ wonderful waterway.
Here are a few sources to help you plan your trip:
Buffalo National River nps.gov/buff
Buffalo River Outfitters buffaloriveroutfitters.com
Ponca Elk Education Center buffaloriverchamber.com
Buffalo Outdoor Center buffaloriver.com
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Early spring bloomer
rue anemone

2
1

3
4
1. BOXLEY VALLEY

This is the best spot to observe
Arkansas’ elk herd. Rutting season
extends from mid-September until
about mid-November. At its peak, bull
elk bugle during mornings and evenings.
buffaloriverchamber.com

This 2.2-mile round-trip trail is popular
and scenic in all seasons. Look for
wildflowers such as rue anemone (top)
in the spring, and don’t miss Eden
Falls, which cascades over cliffs and
then flows down into a cave.
buffaloriver.com
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4. COLLIER HOMESTEAD

MAP: SCOTT SCHILLER; PHOTOS (3): LORI VANOVER

2. LOST VALLEY TRAIL

FLOWERS, ELK: TIM ERNST; WATERFALL: MARY LIZ AUSTIN

Paddlers of all
experience levels will
adore the river.

Step back in time at this restored
40-acre farm near Tyler Bend that
provides a glimpse of rural life in
the Ozarks during the 1930s.
nps.gov/buff

5. BUFFALO POINT
CONCESSION

The only restaurant within the
park boundaries offers dine-in and
takeout meals. Favorites include
peanut butter pie and catfish.
buffalopoint.net
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