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Discover the Ozark National Scenic Riverways: Your Ultimate Map Guide

When you think of the Ozarks, images of rolling hills, crystal �clear streams, and rugged wilderness come to mind. 

Yet, hidden within this picturesque landscape is one of the most beloved waterway systems in the United States: 

the Ozark National Scenic Riverways. Whether you’re a seasoned paddler, a curious hiker, or a family planning a 

weekend escape, the ozark national scenic riverways mapis your indispensable companion. This

comprehensive guide will walk you through every detail—history, geography, top attractions, practical tips, and how

to read the map—so you can explore this natural treasure with confidence and wonder.

What Makes the Ozark Riverways Special?

Designated as a National Scenic Riverway in 1972, the Ozark system protects two pristine rivers: the Current River

and the Buffalo National River. Spanning nearly 400 miles of clean water and surrounding 200,000 acres of forest,

these rivers offer a rare blend of ecological diversity and recreational opportunity. The area is home to:

•  Unique geological formations—from limestone bluffs to sandstone cliffs.

•  Rich biodiversity—over 300 species of fish, 200 species of birds, and numerous rare plant communities.

•  Cultural heritage—historic homesteads, old log cabins, and the legacy of early settlers.

•  Outdoor adventures—canoeing, kayaking, fishing, hiking, and wildlife viewing.

Because the riverways are protected, they maintain an unspoiled character that draws visitors from around the

globe. The map is essential for navigating this vast, varied terrain.

Understanding the Ozark National Scenic Riverways Map

Key Features of the Map

Modern riverway maps are more than just a list of roads; they incorporate layers of information that help you plan

safe, enjoyable trips. Look for the following elements:

1.  Topographic contours—showing elevation changes and potential rapids.

2.  Waterway routes—the exact path of the Current and Buffalo Rivers.

3.  Trailheads and campsites—marked with icons indicating amenities.

4.  Access points—parking lots, boat launch sites, and parking restrictions.

5.  Points of interest—historic sites, scenic overlooks, and wildlife viewing areas.

6.  Safety information—locations of ranger stations, medical facilities, and emergency contacts.

Reading the Map Like a Pro

To get the most out of your riverway adventure, you’ll need to interpret the map’s symbols and scale. Here’s a quick

cheat sheet:

•  Scale—typically 1:24,000 or 1:48,000. A smaller scale (1:48,000) gives a broader view, while 1:24,000 

provides more detail.

•  Legend—always read the legend first; it explains symbols for trails, water depths, and hazards.

•  Contour lines—closely spaced lines indicate steep terrain; widely spaced lines mean gentle slopes.



•  Color coding—blue often denotes water bodies, green for forested areas, and brown for dirt roads.

•  Navigation tools—use a compass and GPS coordinates for precise navigation, especially when the terrain is 

featureless.

Planning Your Riverways Adventure

Choosing the Right River

Both the Current River and Buffalo National River have unique characteristics:

•  Current River—known for its clear, cold water and gentle flow. Ideal for beginner paddlers and families.

•  Buffalo National River—offers a mix of calm stretches and more challenging rapids. Popular with experienced 

kayakers and anglers.

Seasonal Considerations

Timing can greatly affect your experience:

•  Spring (March–May)—water levels rise, creating mild rapids. Perfect for spotting wildlife like deer and birds.

•  Summer (June–August)—high temperatures, but the water remains cool. Ideal for swimming and fishing.

•  Fall (September–November)—mild weather and fewer crowds. A great time for hiking and scenic photography.

•  Winter (December–February)—cold temperatures; some areas may be closed. Adventurous travelers can 

experience snowshoeing and winter kayaking.

Gear Checklist

Pack wisely to ensure safety and comfort:

•  Paddles, life jackets, and a waterproof bag.

•  Backpack with rain cover, water bottles, and high �energy snacks.

•  First �aid kit, map, compass, and a fully charged phone.

•  Sun protection—hat, sunglasses, and sunscreen.

•  Insect repellent and a small flashlight or headlamp.

Top Attractions Highlighted on the Map

Historic Sites

The Ozarks have a rich past that is reflected in the riverways’ historic homesteads and ghost towns. Key locations

include:

•  Hobbs Creek—a well �preserved homestead with a log cabin and a small museum.

•  St. Johns Falls—a scenic waterfall accessible via a short hike.

•  Old Mill Town—a collection of restored mills and a charming 19th �century general store.

Natural Wonders

These natural landmarks are must �see destinations, as indicated on the riverways map:

•  Blue Spring—a clear, spring-fed pool ideal for swimming.

•  Silver Falls—a cascading series of falls that can be viewed from a nearby overlook.

•  Big Bend—a dramatic turn in the river offering panoramic views.

Recreational Spots

Whether you’re looking to fish, hike, or simply relax, the map points to:

•  Public campsites with fire pits and picnic tables.



•  Designated fishing zones with catch �and �release regulations.

•  Trailheads leading to scenic vistas and hidden caves.

How to Use the Map for a Seamless Trip

Step 1: Identify Your Starting Point

Locate the nearest access point on the map—often marked with a boat launch icon. From there, you can chart a

route that suits your skill level and desired experience.

Step 2: Plot Your Route

Use the river’s path on the map to determine how far you can travel within a day. Consider water depth, current

speed, and potential obstacles like fallen trees or shallow pools.

Step 3: Check for Hazards

Look for warning symbols indicating rapids, submerged rocks, or narrow channels. Plan to avoid these areas or

prepare accordingly with appropriate gear and training.

Step 4: Mark Stops and Campsites

Plan your overnight stays by noting campsites and rest stops. The map often shows distance markers between

sites, helping you estimate travel times and plan meals.

Step 5: Stay Informed About Conditions

Before you head out, check the latest updates from the National Park Service. Weather, water levels, and

maintenance closures can change quickly.

Practical Tips for a Safe and Enjoyable Experience

Respect the Environment

The Ozark Riverways are protected areas. Follow the Leave No Trace principles:

•  Pack out everything you bring in.

•  Stick to established trails and campsites.

•  Do not disturb wildlife or remove plants.

•  Use designated fire rings for campfires.

Maintain Safety on the Water

When paddling, always wear a life jacket and keep a safety whistle or signal device. Avoid alcohol and keep a

headlamp or flashlight on hand for night travel.

Plan for Emergencies

Carry a fully charged mobile phone with offline maps. Know the nearest ranger station and emergency contact

numbers. A GPS device with pre �loaded topographic maps can be invaluable in areas with poor reception.

Resources for Further Exploration

Official Websites

•  National Park Service – Ozark National Scenic Riverways (https://www.nps.gov/ozar/)

•  Ozark National Scenic Riverways Visitor Center (contact info and brochures)

Printable Maps and Guides



•  Download the latest ozark national scenic riverways map in PDF format from the NPS website.

•  Use the “River Guide” app for real �time navigation and hazard alerts.

Local Guides and Tours

Consider hiring a certified guide for a guided paddling or hiking tour. Local experts provide invaluable insights into

the best routes, hidden gems, and safety tips.

Conclusion

The Ozark National Scenic Riverways offer a living laboratory of natural beauty, cultural history, and adventure. 

Whether you’re charting a canoe trip, planning a multi �day hike, or simply exploring the riverbanks, the ozark 

national scenic riverways mapis your roadmap to discovery. By understanding the map’s features, respecting the

environment, and preparing for the elements, you can enjoy a memorable, safe, and enriching experience in one of

America’s most treasured landscapes.

Embark on your journey today—let the river guide you, the map inform you, and the Ozarks inspire you. Happy

travels!
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