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NEAR CROSS LAKE DAM

A STATE WATER TRAIL GUIDE TO THE PINE RIVER

The river holds a variety of secrets just waiting for 
you to explore. Bring your binoculars, a field guide
or just your curiosity and enjoy the river’s magic.

The Pine River
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Most of the river flows through essentially 
undeveloped, natural forested “Jack Pine Hills,” 
interrupted occasionally by swampy areas, such 
as Ding Pot Swamp or open, quiet water such as 
Norway Lake. The City of Pine River and the 
Whitefish Chain are the only areas where 
concentrated development occurs.

 Lake and hill country is prevalent throughout 
most of the river, illustrating some of the more 
classic glacial landforms. The stream itself is 
mainly gravel bottomed with occasional boulders. 
Good for swimming, the water is clear 
throughout most of its length.

 Water level generally peaks in mid-to-late 
May and falls during the summer until September 
and October when the river has an increase, 
peaking again in mid-October. The river is 
generally runnable below the Cross Lake Dam 
throughout the summer.

 From Norway Lake to the Mississippi River 
the Pine drops 85 feet, an average of 2.3 feet per 
mile. However, large drops occur at the dams at 

Pine River and Cross 
Lake.

 Rapids are rated 
Class I at most water 
levels (see “Rating 
White Water”). Caution 
should be used when 
there are windy 
conditions and/or boat 
traffic in the Whitefish 
Chain of Lakes. It is 
best to follow the 
shores.

Dakota Indians were 
common in the Pine River area until the Ojibway 
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began moving into the region in the early 1700s. 
By the early 1800s, the Ojibway controlled lands 
west of the Mississippi and north of the Crow 
Wing River, just to the south of the Pine.

 Fur traders began entering the region in the 
early 1700s, exploiting the fur-bearing species of 
the area.  The Northwest Company was the 
predominant trading company in the area during 
the late 1700s and early 1800s.

 Red River trails that travelled through the 
area, between St. Paul and Winnipeg, started to 
open trade in the area. Lumbering became 
important in the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
which gave way to an agricultural economy that 
exists today. This region is also an important 
resort area for Minnesota.

Wildlife

 Various songbirds, waterfowl of many types, 
white-tailed deer. An occasional bald eagle or 
osprey may be sighted as well as beaver, muskrat 
and mink.

Fishing

 A great diversity of 
species are found along 
the route. Walleye, 
northern pike, bass, 
crappies, sunfish and 
whitefish in the Whitefish 
Chain. Northern pike, 
walleye, large and 
smallmouth bass are in the 
lower Pine River (below Cross Lake). Lake trout 
may also be caught in Big Trout Lake (on the 
northeast end of the Whitefish Chain).
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Planning A Safe River Trip

A successful river trip is safe. To enjoy a safe 
journey, you should be prepared by doing the 
following:

• Get acquainted with your route. Plan your trip
with a map before you depart and advise
someone of your plans including planned
departure and arrival times.

• Travel with a companion or group.

• Choose a distance that is comfortable for you,
most people paddle two to three river miles
per hour.

• Wear a U. S. Coast Guard approved personal
flotation device that state law requires be on
board the boat for each person.

• Bring a first aid kit that includes waterproof
matches.

• Bring an extra paddle in your canoe.

• Be cautious of river obstructions, such as
overhanging and dead trees in the river.

• You must pack out all trash.

• Leave only footprints; take only photographs!

Water levels can speed or slow you down. You
can get information about water levels from the 
regional DNR office, or check the DNR website, 
or the DNR Information Center.  Remember that 
much of the shorelands are privately owned.  
Respect and protect the water and shorelands.

Boating Information

• Register your watercraft.
All watercraft more than 9
feet in length, including
nonmotorized canoes and
kayaks, must be registered in
Minnesota or your state of
residence.

• Not all portions of this
water trail are suitable for
motor use.

Canoeing on Large Rivers

The wide variety of waters can provide an equally 
wide variety of hazards to canoeists. Although the 
river is often very placid, the current can be quick 
and powerful when the river is near or at flood 
stage. But most dangers can be anticipated and 
avoided. Start your trip with the proper safety 
equipment. Coast Guard approved personal 
floatation devices (PFD) should be worn at all 
times.

The wind can often be deceiving. Waves on open 
stretches can easily fill or flip an open canoe.

Hypothermia, a rapid loss of body heat, has killed 
many people who have swamped or tipped. 
Swimming soon becomes impossible in freezing 
water. Wear a PFD and stay close to shore if there 
is a possibility that your craft will swamp. Don't 
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overload your canoe. Snag-ridden waters often 
are trickier to negotiate than whitewater. 
Underwater obstacles can easily tip a canoe. 
Watch carefully.
Rating Whitewater 

 Rivers and rapids are rated according to the 
International Scale of River Difficulty. Ratings 
are estimates based on observations at low or 
moderate water levels or on secondhand reports.

CLASS I. Easy rapids with small waves and few  
obstructions.
CLASS II. Rapids with waves up to three feet  
high. Some maneuvering is required. 

 The following classes are not found on the 
Pine River, and are only here for reference.

CLASS III. Difficult rapids with high, irregular  
waves capable of swamping an open   canoe. 
Narrow chutes may require extensive 
maneuvering. Usually considered the limit for an 
experienced paddler in an open canoe. 
CLASS IV. Long, turbulent rapids with high,  
irregular waves, constricted passages, and blind 
drops. Decked canoes and kayaks only; open 
canoes should be portaged. 
CLASS V.  Long, violent rapids with complex  
routes and steep drops or waterfalls.  Hazard to 
life in the event of a mishap. Runnable only by 
experts in decked boats. 
CLASS  VI. Cannot be attempted without great 
risk to life.

Rest Areas and Camping Sites

• Public rest areas are available along the route
to rest, picnic and explore.

• Camp only in designated campsites, which
are available on a first-come, first-served
basis.

• Bring drinking water. It is only available at a
limited number of rest areas. Drinking river

water is not recommended, but if you do it  
must be treated.

• Respect private property. Stop only at
designated 
sites;
much of
the
shoreland
is private
property.

• Be
sanitary!
Use
designated 
toilet
facilities
or bury
human
waste
away from
the river.
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Sustainable Ecosystems
 Outdoor recreation is dependent on a healthy 
and attractive natural environment.  Sustainable 
outdoor recreation enables people to enjoy the 
outdoors without negative impacts on the 
environment. 
 Communities working together can improve 
water resources by promoting environmentally 
sensitive land use practices along rivers and 
throughout watersheds. 
 Natural shoreline buffers improve water 
quality by filtering out pollutants and sediments.  
Healthy and diverse native shoreline plant 
communities are attractive and provide important 
shoreline habitat for birds and wildlife.

Natural 
Shorelands

40% evaporation

10% runoff

50% infiltration

Altered Shorelands

30% evaporation

55% runoff
15% infiltration

STATE WATER TRAIL MAP




