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WHITEWATER FESTIVAL 

SCHEDULE
The 43rd annual Bigfork Whitewater Festival is 
May 25-27. Here’s a rundown of all of the week-
end’s races and other events around Bigfork:

5:30 p.m. – Boater Cross competition

6-9 p.m. – “Welcome Boaters” Pint Night at 
Flathead Lake Brewing Co. and Boater Cross awards

8:30-10 a.m. — Registration for kayak, stand-up 
paddleboard and raft races in front of the Garden Bar

10 a.m. — Lower Slalom Race. This beginner-
level race features kayaks, canoes and stand-up 
paddleboards navigating up to 10 gates through the 
calmer Class II and III rapids.

11 a.m. — Stand-up Paddleboard Race. A new 
competition this year, the race will be held on the flat 
water of Bigfork Bay and cover 1 1/4 miles.

12:30 p.m. — Upper Slalom Race. This expert-level 
competition forces boats to weave through 15-20 
gates in the midst of 250 yards of continuous Class IV 
whitewater rapids.

8-9 a.m. — Registration for rafts and triathlon 
competitors in front of the Garden Bar.

9 a.m. — Bigfork Whitewater Triathlon. Twenty-two 
miles of racing begins with 4-mile paddle, followed by 
a 14-mile bike ride and closing 4-mile run.

9 a.m. — Down River Race. This one’s all about 
speed on the Wild Mile, with canoes and decked 
kayaks racing through the Class IV rapids as quickly 
as possible with no gates to worry about.

11 a.m. — Head-to-Head Rafting Heats. Four-man 
boat teams will square off against each other in this 
International Rafting Association competition that is 
not open to amateurs.

11:30 a.m. — Giant Slalom Race. The final leg of the 
overall whitewater competition, this race combines 
the gates of the Upper Slalom with the rugged waters 
of the Wild Mile.

2:30 p.m. — Head-to-Head Rafting Finals. Heat 
winners from earlier in the day square off for the four-
person team rafting championship.

TBD — After all racing is complete, meet the 
competitors at the Garden Bar and stick around for an 
awards ceremony.
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explosives into the logjams, high tail it 
out of the area and watch, they hoped, 
as the water flowed freely once again. 
Those first raft trips in the direction 
of the Wild Mile would begin in a long-
standing love of floating and boating the 
Swan River for adventurous Montanans 
— people like Cliff Persons.

In the 1970s, he and a few friends 
traveled to a fast-flowing section of 
the Stillwater River near Billings and 
watched boaters race through the rush-
ing water. Persons and crew had just 
begun exploring the fledgling sport of 
kayaking, but the viewing experience 
would prove inspirational.

“I thought maybe we could do some-
thing like that on the Swan,” Persons 
said. “So we put up some gates on the 
river and started in.”

The first race, in 1975, brought 
together a modest field of seven or eight 
boaters from around the state to weave 
through gates and speed down the 
river, competing for a $100 pot offered 
up, according to legend, by Bigfork bar 
owner Fritz Groenke.

“It was a good time, we always looked 
forward to it,” Darwon Stoneman, who 
competed in the first 14 races, said. 
“Back then, we probably knew 80 per-
cent of the kayakers in the whole coun-
try and we were making our own boats 
and crashing them a lot.”

Eventually, the boaters and their 
boats got better, and large fields of com-
petitors would start descending on 

Bigfork from around the world. The fes-
tival became a stop on the Kayaking Pro 
Circuit along the way and was a must-
race event for anyone competing at the 
sport’s highest level.

But in the late 1990s, freestyle kay-
aking exploded in popularity and more 
accessible races in other states over-
ran the Bigfork competition, which was 
dropped from the professional circuit in 
1999. For the next decade-plus the festi-
val barely hung on but for the efforts of a 
handful of dedicated racers.

“During that time it was sort of a 
grassroots-style festival,” Jonny Mey-
ers, a Bigfork native and one-time pro-
fessional kayaker, said. “It was very 
loosely organized, things wouldn’t start 
on time … people lost interest in it and it 
had a negative impact on the town.”

The festival weekend became more 
synonymous with the raucous parties 
the kayakers threw and less with the 

actual racing.
“If you won the event you wouldn’t 

really win anything; there was no incen-
tive for people to actually try,” Meyers 
said. “It turned into one of those deals to 
‘win the party,’ which was fun for some 
people but it got a negative vibe about it.”

It was that scene that Meyers 
returned to in 2011 following a hor-
rific snowboarding injury that laid up 
the accomplished athlete and essen-
tially ended his professional kayaking 
career. Meyers had been racing in the 
Bigfork Whitewater Festival since he 
was 15 years old, and had introduced 
his younger brother, Dave, to the sport 
when he was even younger. The Meyers 
boys were passionate kayakers and reg-
ulars during the festival’s heyday.

“I was a little hurt that there was such 
negativity regarding the Bigfork White-
water Festival because it was where I 
was from and I grew up and I learned,” 

Kayakers make their way out 
of the Swan River after making 
their run down the ‘Wild Mile’ 
during the Whitewater Festival 
in Bigfork. 
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“ I WAS A LITTLE HURT THAT THERE WAS 
SUCH NEGATIVITY REGARDING THE BIGFORK 
WHITEWATER FESTIVAL BECAUSE IT WAS WHERE 
I WAS FROM AND I GREW UP AND I LEARNED. I 
WAS LIKE ‘THIS IS THE PERFECT VENUE FOR A 
WHITEWATER FESTIVAL AND WE HAD ONE THAT 
SUCKED’ JUST BECAUSE THERE WASN’T ANYONE 
THAT WAS SPEARHEADING IT.”

- JONNY MEYERS


