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May 2021:    Our 1st Muskegon River (Michigan) Canoe Trip        Detailed -Part 2 of 2:    by Rich Pierson / Jerry Bancuk 

 :   8-day / 7-night canoe trip of 140 river miles w/3 portages (3 dams) 

 :   Muskegon River is listed as being 216 miles long, we chose to do 140. 

               :  Launched 8 miles east of Marion, MI.  Canoe to Miliron Rd boat launch, Muskegon 

   (limited river pics due to phone immersion on day #1-sorry) 

               :  Questions:   E-mail Rich Pierson at rp5343@yahoo.com  

    ------------------------------------------------- 

Here is the 137 mile route we canoed in 8-days -- as traced along the Muskegon River on Google Earth®. 

  

Our 8-day canoe trip measured approximately 80 miles ‘as the crow flies’ -- direct line: 
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The Trip Details: 

Day 1:  Launch at 11:00 am:   Friday, May 21st, 2021:     From Church Bridge to Old Log Resort @ M-115  

16 river miles / 5 hours      

Day #1:   From Launch to Temple Forest campground past M-61;   From Temple Forest to M-115 Old Log Resort 

     

   

 



Page 3 of 23 
 

The launch site location:    8 miles east and south of Marion, MI 

  

 

Pic 1 of our 17’ canoe empty; Pics 2 + 3 of loaded canoe (pics not from this trip) with Jerry in the front:          
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Day #1, May 21st, 2021:    Having packed and fastened the canoe on top of the van the day prior, we departed 

at 7:45 am from Traverse City and drove 70 miles +/- to Marion, MI, then another 8 miles easterly and 

southerly to the launch site, at what is called “Church Bridge”, near the Consumers Energy plant, arriving at 

10:30 am. The launch site was not improved and was somewhat muddy due to rain the day before.  Weather 

was warm and sunny.  No bugs. 

The launch site: Pic 1: Loose gear on upper bank (we use the large swim noodles (connected together) in the 

bottom of the canoe to keep the gear above water accumulation, plus we insert smaller noodles in our 

backpack plastic bags to give them buoyancy should we ever capsize; Pic 2: preparing the canoe for launch:    
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Day #1 cont’d:    Warm and sunny, we left Church Bridge at 11:01 am and paddled liesurely, making good time, 

and by 1 pm (2 hours) we were at Duggan’s Canoe Livery on M-61.   The river was clean and moving swiftly and 

we had 6” or more of water clearance throughout most areas of the river.  We had a spatter of rain, then it 

cleared up again.  Lunch of packaged tuna and tortillas along the bank at Temple Forest Campground.  Nice 

sandy dune location at Temple Forest.   Rustic camping is permitted at this location.   Luckily, we had very few 

bugs or flies on Day #1 (hardly any the rest of the trip).  We did encounter one log jam in the morning, 

completely across the river (two trees), which required paddling near shore, stepping out in 3 feet of water, 
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and guiding the canoe through the branches.   This was the only log jam we encountered of any consequence.   

Unfortunately, Rich had forgot to put his phone in the waterproof bag, so the phone was kaput by nightfall.   

By 4 pm we had arrived at M-115 Bridge and our campsite at Old Log Resort.  Nice landing and easy access to  

camping sites 1-9 along the river, each with power, fire ring and picnic table.  We set up camp on Lot #1 ($30 

with reservation necessary; Heather was helpful with the reservation and Day 1 trip information).   

Unfortunately, we arrived the Friday a week before Memorial Day, and by 7 pm lots #2-9 were filled with cars, 

music, tents and noise that continued till at past midnight.  There is also intermittent traffic/truck noise across 

the M-115 bridge. The artesian well near the campsites provided easy access to clean water and the facilities 

were reasonably nice. (As we noted in Part 1 of 2, there is a lack of designated rustic river access camp sites 

along the Muskegon River which necessitated 4-nights in public RV-style campgrounds.)     

We set up camp, built a fire with wood we were able to scrounge, and had our dinner of hotdogs, chili sauce, 

onions and mustard, which is our traditional 1st night fare, as after day #1 we rely on packaged 

MountainHouse® meals for breakfast and dinner, with lunch (stopping along the river) being tuna or salmon 

packets on tortillas.  Later that night it rained extremely hard for several hours and into the morning.    

Day #1 Pics:   Pic 1:  The Old Log Resort campsite sketch (from their website); we were in site #1.  The landing is 

on the right.  Pic 2:  Site 5 showing the river and M-115 bridge (from their website – not our tent): 
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Day #2:   Saturday, May 22nd, 2021:    From Old Log Cabin (M-115) to JJ’s Canoe Livery “take-out” point. 

20 river miles / 6.5 hours 

Day #2:   7 river miles to M-66 bridge, continue 14 more river miles past Evart to JJ River Run Takeout: 

 

Day #2:   It had continued to rain hard most of the night, and we rose just after 6 am and had coffee and 

MountainHouse® breakfast as it continued to rain on and off, so we waited a bit, then packed up wet and 

launched at 9:30, just as it quit raining.  We were generally heading south and west and were aided by a 

westerly wind.  The river was clear and clean, and although the morning started out cool, breezy and partly 

cloudy, by 11 am we had blue skies and warming weather.  We saw several small groups of kayakers as we 

stopped for lunch at Crawford Park at 11:30 am.    We passed several groups of houses and fisherman as well. 

From Crawford Park, we canoed through Evart, MI, past JJ’s Canoe Livery at the bridge, then continued an 

additional 3 river miles, reaching JJ’s Canoe Livery “take-out lot” just after 3 pm. Mr. John Wynia, JJ’s Canoe 

owner, Evart, MI, had provided us good information about the river prior to the trip, and allowed us to camp at 

his take-out lot along the river, where he was mowing and raking the site as we arrived.  We gladly paid $20 for 

the one-night stay at this remote, quiet location. It was a warm evening, with a hoot owl calling at dusk while 

we ate our MountainHouse® Beef Stroganoff and read books sitting along the river.  It was a great evening and 

clear, warm moonlit night.  Again, no bugs, which we attribute to the dry spring we had experienced. 

Day #2:  Pic 1 of JJ’s take-out (from his website);  Pic 2 our camp set-up at JJ’s (no facilities) 
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Day #3:    Sunday, May 23rd, 2021:     From JJ’s Canoe take-out lot to field south of Big Rapids: 

28 River miles / 9 hours 

Day 3:   19 miles to Paris Park;  then 9 additional miles to field campsite past Big Rapids 
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Day 3:    After a beautiful, quiet, moonlit night at JJ’s, we arose at 5:40 am, as we weren’t certain how far we 

would go on Day 3, as we had a choice of doing a “walk-in” at Paris Park Campground after 18 river miles, or 

continuing 10 additional miles to a gravel-pit just south of Big Rapids where we had permission to camp.   We 

had our breakfast, packed up, and were on the river by 8:30 am.   It was a beautiful morning, wearing shorts 

and t-shirts (sun-block applied appropriately) as we paddled downriver.   The river had shallowed out some, 

and we were scraping slightly on the rocky bottom in some areas, but nothing serious.  Again, past various 

clusters of homes and some fisherman. 

We made it to the town of Hersey by 11 am, as it began to cloud up and look like rain.   We didn’t stop for 

lunch hoping to make it to Paris Park before the rain set in.   We continued to scrape bottom more frequently 

on the gravel rock river bed.  We arrived at Paris Park just after 2 pm, where the landing was quite rocky and 

shallow.  The park is up on a bluff and we walked-in and asked to stay by the river or off to the side where 

there were no camper-trailers or RV’s.   We were told we had to stay at a registered site (next to the RV’s and 

Camping Trailers), and after looking them over, we decided to continue canoeing past Big Rapids, so we had a 

quick lunch of tuna on tortilla and re-launched at 3 pm.    

The river was now flowing southerly and we had a north wind that was aiding us as we headed for Big Rapids.  

It began to rain, then rained even harder, then continued to pour steadily.  We made the 7 river miles to Big 

Rapids in just over an hour when we came around a bend, saw some decent size rapids ahead, then we saw a 

sign on the far bank that caused panic, as it said “Portage Park” -- with a landing for exiting the river.   We 

weren’t sure what to do as the literature on the river hadn’t mentioned the need to portage at this location.  

We were fairly certain there were no dams but again, the lack of information about the river resulted in us 

deciding to paddle heavily across the swift current to the portage landing.   We got out, walked up to the park 
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(nice park), and again, the signage in the park was inconclusive as to whether we had to portage or whether it 

was safe to continue on the river.  It did say the portage (around the dam? Around the rapids? No delineation) 

was 1.5 mile in length.   

As it was now after 4 pm, we were damp (even with our rain gear), and a mile-long portage would take us well 

over an hour, and we were uncertain of the exact location of the gravel pit where we had planned to stay.   At 

this point a bicyclist came by in the rain (we had previously waived to him as we went under a bridge earlier) 

and we asked him about the need to portage.  He said there was no longer any dam and many kayakers run 

the rapids and he said the rapids we were adjacent to were the largest set of rapids.  We thanked him and 

decided to re-launch at the rapids and continue.   It was very difficult to wade out into the channel, get the 

canoe straight (while fighting the current), then jump into the canoe as we were “into” the rapids immediately.  

We did succeed to run the 1st set of rapids with a series of waves that were above the gunwales of the canoe.   

Had we not kept the canoe straight, or had there been rocks to dodge, we would not have made it.   We 

obviously made it, then continued through 5 or 6 more sets of rapids that were exciting, with each set of 

rapids less active than the first set.    

Meanwhile, we were still in intermittent hard rain, the north wind was cold, and we were even wetter now, 

even with our rain gear.  When we came to what we thought was the gravel pit for our camp set-up, the 

wooded embankments were steep, there was no trail up the embankment, there was poison ivy, and basically 

no flat ground to set up camp along the river.  After tramping around (in the rain) and trying to find a tent spot, 

we decided to continue down river and hope to find a camp site.   Luckily, after another mile of river through 

the southern part of the City of Big Rapids, we stopped at a sand embankment, climbed the 30 feet to find a 

deserted field where we set up camp in the rain with strong north winds and a continued drop in temperature.      

We set up a clothesline in a wooded area near the campsite, hung our wet clothes and gear (hoping for the 

best), made dinner and hunkered down for the night, with continued cold north winds and hard rains 

continuing through the night.   When Jerry awoke at 6:30 he yelled that the river had risen and the canoe was 

almost afloat, ready to be swept away by the muddy river that had risen at least 2 feet overnight!  Amazingly, 

as we scrambled down the embankment to find the overturned canoe half-submerged in the river, we found 

the paddles and items stowed in the upside-down canoe still in place.   It took almost an hour to clean the mud 

and silt out of the canoe!   What we surmise is that since we were camped 7 miles above Roger’s Dam Pond, 

the dam outflow had not been adjusted for yesterday’s heavy rains and the dam held back the water -- so the 

level had risen over 2 feet and was flowing angrily by our campsite.  We were very lucky we didn’t lose the 

canoe and/or the paddles, even though the night before we had pulled the canoe up the embankment away 

from the river by at least several feet in elevation.   Lessen learned, we will always “stake” our canoe at any 

campsite along the water’s edge. 

Day #3 pics:   Pic 1:   Northend Riverside “Portage” Park:  Showing 1st set of rapids and exit for portage; 

 Pic 2 position of canoe after rescuing it in the morning.  It had been upside down on the knoll of grass, initially 

perpendicular (shown in red) and at least 2 foot above the river, and had almost been taken away by the rising 

river.  This pic shows the canoe sitting upright after cleaning out river mud.    Pic 3, camp on the bluff, drying 

out our gear (Rich in the foreground). 
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Day #4:   Monday, May 24th, 2021:     Canoe 9 miles from Big Rapids bluff through Roger’s Pond to the Dam; 

Portage Roger’s Dam; Canoe partway on Hardy Pond to Davis Bridge boat launch/campsite. 

9 river miles to Roger’s Dam; Portage; + 6 more river miles / 5½ hours incl portage 

     

The portage at Roger’s Dam (photo courtesy of Consumer’s energy):  1,000 feet 
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Day #4:   Upon waking up at 6:30 in Big Rapids to the scare of almost losing the canoe, with intermittent 

showers and still cold north wind, we cleaned out the canoe, had breakfast, and began packing up.   We got on 

the river just after 10 am (not sure how 3.5 hrs had gone by) and initially the river was fast and muddy with 

more intermittent hard rain showers.  We entered the still waters of Roger’s dam and luckily had a slight north 

wind behind us so we made good time.  We did the 6 miles to Roger’s Dam in 2.5 hours (12:45 pm) and began 

the portage just as the rain stopped and the sky began to clear, although it was still slightly cool.  We did the 
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portage without any difficulties and were back on the water by 1:30, and felt the wind shift to come from the 

south as the sun came out to warm us up and dry us out.   

We were now entering the Hardy Dam Impoundment, known as Hardy Pond, with little current and enjoyable 

beautiful wooded hills with no homes, as the land is owned by Consumer’s Energy.   We canoed liesurely under 

US-131 and the boat launch located there. It was a beautifully serene 6-mile paddle and we found a nice 

campsite at 3:30 pm just south of the Davis Bridge Park boat launch.  Even though it is not an actual 

campground, there is a wooded strip of ground south of the boat launch, along the edge of the river by the 

gravel pit with a nice westerly view over the water.  The fisherman’s trail where we camped led to the boat 

launch and toilet.   

We set up camp, hung a clothesline, and the sun came out and we sat and enjoyed the now warm evening 

(quiet once the gravel pit equipment quit work at 6 pm --not terribly noisy), had dinner and continued to enjoy 

dusk falling and the peacefulness of the site we had found.   There was minimal boat traffic and minimal noise 

on into the evening.    Again, we were amazingly not bothered by any bugs!   

Day #4:   Pic 1 of Davis Bridge Boat Launch (near Gravel Pit) + approximate location of our “campsite” in red: 
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Day #4:  Pic 2 of our campsite:   Drying out after swim in the river. 

   

Day #5:  Tuesday, May 25th, 2021:   From Davis Bridge boat launch on Hardy Pond to Oxbow Park on Hardy 

Pond. 

10 river / lake miles on Hardy Pond / 5 hours 
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Day #5:    As we were expecting a moderately easy day paddling Hardy Pond, we didn’t hurry the morning of 

Day #5.   It had been a warm pleasant evening and we awoke at 6:10 am, had coffee, breakfast, repacked our 

gear (now was all dry) and launched at 9:10 am.  Paddled leisurely down Hardy Pond but noticed the wind 

beginning to pick up as we made Brower Park at 11 am.   We walked around Brower, used the restrooms, then 

decided to skip lunch thinking we’d soon be at Oxbow Park where we had reservations.   Unfortunately, the 

wind continued to pick-up strength from the west to challenge our progress.   Coming south down Hardy Pond 

from Brower we were somewhat sheltered from the wind, but we broke out into the open water for a ½ mile 

westerly paddle into the wind before turning south for another third of a mile to Oxbow.   As we neared the 

point to turn southerly, the west winds were so strong that we could no longer canoe into the wind (to allow 

us to tack back), and as we tried to canoe southerly along the shore the waves began coming over the side of 

the canoe.   Fortunately, the bottom was sandy-gravel so we were able to walk the canoe along the shore the 

last ¼ mile to Oxbow.    

Oxbow is a large facility and we entered on the northwesterly most part of the campground, hiked up the hill 

to the office, and found that our site (labeled rustic), was even further away from the canoe and all our gear; 

up through the park to the bluff overlooking the water with Hardy Dam in the distance.   Ideally, we would 

have canoed around the point and into the swim area (“1” in pic below) , then the walk up to the camp 

store/office and to our site (“2” in pic below) would have been much closer.   As it were, we left the canoe on 

the bank and hauled our gear up to the site.  It was marked “rustic” and each site had a cement pad with a 

picnic table, however, at night the super-bright street-lights came on and lit up the “rustic” camp sites way too 

bright.  The front office staff were helpful and hauled one-load to our campsite for us with their cart.     

The evening was continued strong gusty winds, although the rain had abated.  We explored the campground, 

bought ourselves an ice cream at the store, and sat on the bluff and read, although it was somewhat chilly with 

the strong winds.  We had dinner, then climbed into our sleeping bags early and listened to the wind blow 

through the trees. Throughout the night, the wind continued at 20 knots with gusts even higher until 2 am, 

with intermittent intense heavy rain.    Fortunately, our tent set-up is sound and we were dry inside. 

Day #5 Pic 1:   Oxbow Park, showing where we entered the park (northwest red dot), then hiked to the office 

and to our site.  If the winds had not been so strong, we could have canoed around to the swim area (“1”) and 

hiked up to our campsite (“2”).    
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Pic 2:  Looking south towards Hardy Dam from the “rustic” campsite area of Oxbow. 

   

Day #6:   Wednesday, May 26th, 2021:   Canoe 1  mile from Oxbow to Hardy Dam, portage, then 5 miles to 

Croton Township Park on Croton Pond.  

1.5 mile on Hardy Pond; Portage Hardy Dam; 5 miles on Croton Pond / 6 hours 
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Portage at Hardy Dam (not improved) – photo courtesy of Consumers Energy: 1,700 feet 

   

 

Croton Pond – short distance to Croton Township Park: 

   

 

Day #6:    We slept well in spite of the hard rain and strong winds that didn’t lighten-up until 2 am, and the 

winds were still present when we awakened at 6:10 am.   We decided to have coffee and skip breakfast, as we 

were concerned the winds would pick up during the day, plus we had to fetch the canoe from the 

northwesterly part of the park and haul our gear 900 feet down to the canoe.   We packed up and carried our 

gear 1000 feet to the swim area, then walked to the edge of the park and paddled the canoe around to the 

swim area.   Loaded and launched at 8 am.    
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We paddled the 1.5 mile to Hardy dam in 40 minutes with the wind not-too-bad.  The Hardy Dam portage is 

1700 feet and very steep.   We were able to drag the canoe down the long grassy slope (glad it wasn’t gravel), 

then carry it down the improved pathway to the relaunch area.  The relaunch area was not improved, was 

steep, slippery, with clay areas that dropped right into swift 3 foot deep current.   We managed to load the 

canoe on the shore (tilted) then slip it into the water and relaunch.   Not an easy portage.   Took 1 ½ hours. 

We paddled without difficulty across Croton Pond, with cooler winds that began to intensify as we reached 

Croton Township Park at noon.   We set up camp as the wind continued from the west, but it was tolerable.  

We had lunch and walked around the campground, full of campers and RV’s next to our single site on the 

water.   We read and lounged (where we could find sun due to the trees), and had a nice evening meal, then 

with the wind still fairly stong, we nestled into our sleeping bags early.  The full moon shone brightly and the 

temperature dropped (estimated 45-48 degrees) with the clear skies.    

Day #6 Pic 1:  Campsite at Croton Township Park, mid-afternoon (note the wind block for our cooking gear): 
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Day #7:   Thursday, May 27th, 2021:  From Croton Township Park 1 mile on Croton Pond, to Croton Dam, 

Portage, then 18 river miles to Salmon Run Campground: 

1 Mile on Croton Pond, Portage then 19 river miles / 6 hours 

    

Croton Dam Portage – photo courtesy of Consumers Energy: (550 feet): 
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18 river miles to Salmon Run Campground: 

 

 

Day #7:   Up at 6:10 am, coffee(s) + breakfast Southwest B’fast Skillet (Mountain House®), packed up, loaded 

and launched by 8 am, as we had a short paddle, then a portage, and 19 miles of unknown river ahead of us, 

and we were not sure what the wind would be doing.   We paddled ¾ mile to Croton Dam, did the 550 foot 

portage, and relaunched by 9:10 am.   Downstream of Croton the river is quite spectacular, clean, cold and 

swift, with a dozen or more groups of fisherman, a few boats, and friendly persons along the shore.  The sun 

came out but the wind from the north had a crispness about it that the weather forecast (a week ago) hadn’t 

predicted.   

By noon we were at Henning Park, had lunch, and although the sun was out, the air was cool.  We made 

Salmon Run Campground just after 2 pm.    We unloaded and pulled our canoe onto shore, and looked at the 

two “rustic” sites along the river, which were not mowed nor were they high enough to provide protection 

from heavy rain.   Also, there was a family of 3 around a fire, with their van full of their belongings at site #1 of 

2.   When we checked in at the office, the staff expressed concern that the family hadn’t checked out the day 

before as they were supposed to.   We opted to upgrade our site to the main camping area rather than 

displace the family on site #1, and hauled our canoe and gear to the higher part of the campground.    

The wind was blowing stronger from the north than before, and it was getting colder, even though it was mid-

afternoon.   We set up our tent facing away from the bluff and spent the afternoon huddled out of the wind, 

with some rain splatter occasionally.   Then, after supper (we again treated ourselves to ice cream from the 

store), as rain continued on and off, we retired early into the sleeping bags as the temperature continued to 

drop and the winds increased.   It rained hard much of the night along with the cold and wind.  Much colder 

than the overnight 50 + degrees that had been forecasted for the week.    
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Day #7   Pic 1 of the overlook from Salmon Run looking upstream (from their website): 

    

Pic 2:   Our campsite facing away from the bitter north winds (the bluff / river is behind the tent 75 yds +/-): 
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Day #8:   Friday, May 28th, 2021:   Memorial Day Weekend:    Canoe from Salmon Run to Miliron Rd, Muskegon: 

23 river miles / 6 hours 

 

 

Day #8:   At 6 am we woke to heavy rain and stayed in bed till 7 am when it let up slightly.   It was 40 degrees 

according to one of the campers.   Several tents/dining tarps had collapsed in the wind and rain.   We had 

coffee and skipped breakfast in order to get going, as we were unsure about the wind, rain and cold.   We 

launched at 9 am and although it did not rain again, the wind was cold.  Thankfully, it was from the north and 

we were heading southwesterly so we didn’t have it in our faces.  The river was fast and clean, and mile 

markers were visible for most of the morning.  Based on the mile markers, we were doing 5-6 mph on the river 

with the current and the favorable wind.   We made Chinook campground at noon, stopped and bought snacks 

and coffee, and Rich bought warm knit cap as the store had brought out their winter gear to sell to the 

campers.  We continued on through what appeared to be wilderness, as the last section of river before 

Muskegon is beautifully undeveloped.   We were concerned that had there been logjams or other obstacles, as 

the river was deep, swift and straight with the shoreline mostly unaccessible, we would have been challenged 

to get to shore and get passed any obtacles, so we were glad that nothing went awry the last 2-3 hours.   We 

did see what we believed was an albino mallard, quite beautiful and we watched it for a minute or more as we 

glided along.  We were also glad that it hadn’t rained anymore and that it had warmed up to approximately 50 

degrees.    

We made the Miliron Road Landing at 3 pm and Jerry’s wife was there with their granddaughter to pick us up.   

We loaded up and, had a warm shower, then homemade lasagna! 

Recap:   Great trip.   We are planning to do it again.   Now that we know what to expect the second trip should 

be even better.   It is a beautiful river and well worth the effort to paddle it.   We are hoping for less rain and 

warmer temperatures, but that’s what makes it an adventure. 

 


