Oregon Coast Trail Backpack Trip: Bandon to Floras Lake
Tysen, Mary K. & Denise
October 9-10, 2017
Introduction (Tysen)
In 2010, I considered backpacking along a stretch of the Oregon Coast Trail. I was fascinated by
the stretch of beach south from Bandon toward Cape Blanco, just north of Port Orford. What
attracted me was the possibility of backpacking on stretches of beach without any houses in sight
and miles from the nearest highway. I did complete some preliminary planning using my topo
software.
This Fall, Mary K. decided to make a 3-day, 2-night backpacking trip on this stretch of the
Oregon Coast Trail. As a result, I updated the plans to go from Bandon (Face Rock Viewpoint)
to Cape Blanco. Denise and I joined her, and we agreed to do it the second week in October
2017.
DAY 1: Face Rock Viewpoint to New River (Tysen)
Mary and I drove up to Grants Pass to connect with Denise. From there, we drove via Brookings
to Cape Blanco. I commented to Mary, that this was probably the most well researched
backpacking trip that I have ever made. We found out, that there were still more things that we
had not considered despite our considerable experience of backpacking in the mountains.
We were also well prepared with respect to navigating on this trip. I had my trusty Garmin GPS
handheld receiver with waypoints for our trip, overlaid on a 1:25K USGS topo map. In addition,
I had printed out the planning maps that I had created with my National Geographic TOPO!
Software. Separately, I had my Motorola smartphone with the Gaia.gps topo software on it. Mary
also had her smartphone with the Gaia.gps topo software. She also had her Garmin InReach GPS
receiver with a satellite link to send periodic messages with our location to a few people,
including Diane.
Unlike backpacking in the mountains, we did not have to worry about climbing over mountain
passes. However, we did have to consider crossing several rivers, the tides, sneaker waves and
bad weather. Yes, sneaker waves. There actually was a sneaker wave alert for Bandon the day
before! The only major rivers that we would have to cross (Figure 1) were Fourmile Creek (at
the end of the first day) and the Sixes River (at the end of the third day).
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Figure 1 3-Day (23 mile) Backpack Trip: Bandon to Cape Blanco
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We parked Denise’s car in an overflow parking spot at the Cape Blanco Campground so that we
would not have to pay the full campsite fare. On the way back down to Highway 101, we took a
look at the Sixes River which we would have to cross the third day. While could not drive to the
mouth of the river, the river appeared fairly large and dangerous. We had been told to cross the
mouth of the river at low tide. I said to myself ‘ok,’ without too much enthusiasm.

Figure 2 View of the Sixes River from Cape Blanco, looking NW

Figure 3 Mouth of the Sixes River
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Figure 4 DAY 1: Bandon Face Rock Viewpoint to Fourmile Creek
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We arrived at the Face Rock Viewpoint, consumed our lunch and put on our backpacks. With my
backpack, boots, trekking poles and camera, I was carrying 40 lb of gear. It was 1:40 pm with
high tide expected at 3:20 pm. We weren’t concerned about the tide during the first day because
we were avoiding the narrow stretch of beach between the Bandon jetty to the north and Face
Rock. Our trip would take us for 6.7 miles south to a campsite on the other side of Fourmile
Creek.

Figure 5 Garmin InReach GPS location & message at Face Rock Viewpoint [Mary]

Figure 6 Denise, Mary and Tysen at the Face Rock Viewpoint Trailhead
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I turned on my Garmin GPS receiver so that it would track our progress. We did not have to
worry about the route that we would take today since we would head south along the beach till
we reached Fourmile Creek. After crossing it, we would look for a place to camp for the night.
Along the way, we would have to cross a number of smaller creeks.
As we walked down the stairs and ramp to the beach, the weather was partially sunny. The
temperature was probably in the low 60’s and there was an offshore breeze blowing at us.
Making our way south along the beach, we passed people enjoying the sea stacks and the beach.
After a couple of miles, we found ourselves alone on an ever wider stretch of beach. We crossed
a few small creeks near their mouth without much of a hassle. My boots were water-resistant.
Hence, I could walk through a 2-inch stream without getting my feet wet.
After a while, the scenery became a uniform pattern: the ocean on the right and the dunes on the
left. Periodically, this was interrupted by a small stream crossing or a piece of spectacular drift
wood.

Figure 7 Among the Sea Stacks below Face Rock Viewpoint
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Figure 8 Heading south among the Sea stacks

Figure 9 Approaching a Stream Crossing
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Figure 10 Another Stream Crossing
After about three hours, we encountered a larger stream that flowed into the ocean. We were
confused since we had not expected to find a stream of such size here. It did not fit our
recollection of what the mouth of Fourmile Creek should look like.

Figure 11 Mouth of the New River (View South)
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We started to go east along this river and found ourselves scrambling along a steep narrow
shoreline of that river. Finally, we decided to return to the mouth of the river. It was time to
check our various mapping sources.
My paper USGS map, with our waypoints on it, confirmed that this could not be Fourmile Creek.
However, there was no other alternative. Mary checked both her smartphone Gaia.gps software
as well as her Garmin InReach satellite receiver. This showed that the stream might be the New
River.
Denise and Mary started across the mouth of the river, consisting of a narrow channel that they
were able to jump across. This was followed by a sandbar that was partially flooded since it was
just after high tide. At one point, after taking pictures of Mary and Denise crossing on the
sandbar (Figure 12), I joined them.

Figure 12 Denise and Mary Crossing the Mouth of the New River at High Tide
As we approached the other side of the sandbar, we encountered a second deeper channel and
scrambled through it. The water was probably about a foot deep since my boots and pants legs
got wet up to my calf. Mary and Denise also got their feet and boots wet. Off course, my boots
and socks were soaked. I changed into fresh pair of socks.
I had brought water booties which I could have changed into to avoid getting my boots wet. It
was probably too late to try to change into them on the sandbar. I was also tired from the three
hours of hiking and wasn’t thinking too clearly. I hoped that the warm air and dry sand would
help to dry my boots once we set up camp, since we were not prepared to make a campfire.
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As we continued on, we were rewarded with some beautiful log sculptures as shown in Figures
14 and 15.

Figure 13 Sand, Wind and Waves

Figure 14 Tysen framed by Drift Wood (View North, [Mary])
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Figure 15 Natural Artwork along the Beach
Finally, after another hour and no Fourmile Creek in sight, we decided to find a place to make
camp. It was now about 5:30 and we needed to find a campsite before the sun set at 6:44. Hence,
we turned east and crossed into the rolling dunes. After we crested the nearest one, we could see
the New River about a quarter mile to the east that was flowing parallel to the ocean shoreline.
We found some clear places in the dunes near the river and set up our tents. This required me to
use pieces of drift wood to anchor my tent so that the wind would not blow it away.
Denise went to the river and filtered a large container of the water. When she took a mouth full
of it, she had to spit it out. It was salty. The tide had backed up the New River for at least a mile
to where we were camped.
Well, that left us with no drinkable water other than the two liters that each of us had brought. I
had used nearly a liter before reaching this site, leaving me with slightly more than one liter for
tonight and the next day. At this point we did not know whether we would be able to filter any of
the water flowing into the ocean. Of course, we would be able to get drinking water at Floras
Lake, the next night.
It was going to be dry camping since we also needed water the next day. We were disappointed
about this situation, but we were happy to be camping in the dunes. According to my Garmin GPS
receiver, we had hiked 7.7 miles.
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Figure 16 Denise & Tysen setting up Tents in Dunes next to New River under Setting Sun
[Mary]

Figure 17 Campsite near New River in the Dunes
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Figure 18 Sunset on first day
I stuck my boots outside my tent, hoping that the night breezes would dry them out. I switched
from the damp socks (my second pair) that I had worn after crossing the New River into my third
pair of socks for the night. About 2 am in the morning, I realized that the nighttime dew might
make my boots wetter and hurriedly retrieved them. Too late, they had gotten wetter.
During the night, when I was not fully asleep, I thought about how to proceed the next few days.
Rain was expected the next afternoon and it would rain the following day. While we were
prepared to hike and camp in the rain, doing so with wet boots was a problem.
We had a car near Face Rock and another one (two days hike away) at Cape Blanco. I also
dreaded trying to cross the Sixes River to get to Cape Blanco. This might even be more
challenging when the rain increased the river volume. And there was no easy way to get around
the Sixes River. It would turn an 8-mile hike into a 16-mile hike, since we would have to hike all
the way back to Highway 101.
What if I offered to hike back to get my car near Face Rock while they continued on to Lake
Floras? I could then pick them up and they would have gotten at least a good overnight
backpacking trip out of the experience.
DAY 2: New River to Floras Lake
Tysen: I got up around 7 am. When I unzipped my tent, the rain fly was wet from the heavy dew
during the night. Now we would have to pack up a wet tent as well as possibly having to set up a
wet tent in the rain that night. Another reason to pursue the exit strategy that I had composed
during the night.
After we had completed our various morning preps, Denise offered me one of her homemade
biscotti for breakfast. It was delicious! Since we were conserving our drinking water, I did not
make coffee or prepare my instant oatmeal.
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I discussed our options for continuing the trip. When I suggested that I return to get my car and
pick them up, Denise’s reaction was that we should all stick together and return back to Face
Rock. They finally agreed for me to return to pick up my car and meet them at Floras Lake.
Before packing up, Mary filtered a little of the river water and tasted it. It was less salty,
probably because we were closer to low tide.
After packing up our wet tents, we walked back to the Beach and said good bye around 8:30 am.
I handed my GPS receiver to Mary so that she could continue to record the track to Floras Lake.

Figure 19 Morning near New River

Figure 20 Saying Good Bye near our Campsite as they continue on to Floras Lake
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Figure 21 Tysen ready to head back to Face Rock
Mary: Denise, Tysen and I parted company at 8:40 AM. Tysen headed north back to the Face
Rock Viewpoint while Denise and I hiked south to Floras Lake. There was no river crossing of
the mouth of 4 Mile Creek, so we didn’t encounter the creek at all. Hence, we were vindicated in
our choice of campsite in the dunes instead of hiking further to the supposed mouth of the creek
to camp.
Although Bonnie Henderson’s guide to the Coast Trail warned of very difficult hiking between
the mouth of the New River and Floras Lake because the beach was covered in small gravel, we
had no problems. Our feet did sink in a little into the gravelly sand, but we made it to Floras
Lake in about 4 hours from our camp location—about at a 2-mph pace.
Denise and I came across the established
backpack site on the dunes, marked by a
large info sign on the dunes. The site was
just a flat spot tucked into the dunes next to
a small sign, like where we had camped last
night. During the Snowy Plover nesting time
(March 15-Sept 15) this would have been
the only allowable campsite between
Bandon and Floras Lake.
Figure 22 Snowy Plover [Mike Baird]
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Figure 23 More Log Sculptures [Denise]

Figure 24 New River [Mary]
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Figure 25 Footsteps in the Sand [Mary]

Figure 26 Denise with Rain Cover on Pack approaching Floras Lake [Mary]
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Figure 27 Denise trucking along [Mary]
We had questions about the turn-off to the bridge we needed to cross over the New River by
Floras Lake. The New River would not be crossable unless we hit the right feeder trail east to
Floras Lake. The description in the Henderson book was vague—something like look for the
obvious offshore rock escarpment then turn to the east. (“When you see Blacklock Point, look
for a break in the dunes”) However, the “break” in the dunes was not discernible—we found the
right trail by observing the convergence of footprints from the beach up to the dunes.
We quickly got to the bridge over the New River. The trail was easy to follow over to the bridge
near Floras Lake. The Boyce-Cope campground, by Floras Lake, was above us on a road that
wound down to a picnic table where we rested to wait for Tysen. He arrived with great timing a
few minutes later. There had been no rain even though the forecast had predicted rain by that
time (12:30 PM). The total trip was about 15 miles along, according to the Garmin GPS receiver.

Figure 28 Bridge across New River near Floras Lake [Mary]
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Figure 29 Mary and Denise at Floras Lake, Boyce-Cope State Park

Figure 30 Floras Lake (View South)
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After loading up, we headed back east to Highway 101. We drove to Port Orford, where we
stopped at the Crazy Norwegian Café for lunch. Maria Geigel had recommended it.

Figure 31 Lunch at the Crazy Norwegian’s in Port Orford
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In Retrospect [Tysen]
When I returned home, I downloaded the GPS track for the two days of hiking. Normally, I just
download this onto the USGS topo maps, as shown in blue in Figure 32. However, I discovered
that I could also download it onto a Google Earth satellite image as shown in red in Figure 33.
In Figure 32, the place where we almost ended up going along the east shore of New River, is a
small jog in our track (yellow circle). There clearly is no river there based on that topo map. The
same jog is seen in Figure 33 (yellow circle). However, it is offset a short distance from the
image of the mouth of the New River (dotted orange circle). Hence, while the satellite image is
more accurate, even it does not accurately reflect the current location of the mouth of the New
River, based on our GPS track.

Figure 32 DAY 1: GPS Track on Topo Map
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Figure 34 GPS Track near Campsite

Figure 36 DAY 2: GPS Track on Satellite Map

Figure 35 GPS InReach Campsite Location

Figure 37 Local Map
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Examining the location of our campsite (the M-shaped jog), we were very close to our intended
destination based on the topo map of Figure 32. The only thing was that the river had changed.
Figure 34 provides a close-up of our campsite area while Figure 35 provides the Garmin InReach
location of our campsite.
When Mary and Denise continued south on the beach, they never did encounter another stream
flowing into the ocean. Hence, the InReach image of Figure 35 is also inaccurate.
So, what did we learn? We learned that rivers can change their locations significantly along the
coast. This probably arises from the fact that storms and tides can influence the location of their
entry to the ocean. Also, the path of the rivers near the beach are only held in place by sand
dunes.
We learned that a river does not necessarily provide drinking water. You can filter dirty water.
You can’t filter saline water. I guess if we had gone a little further upstream, we might have been
able to get non-saline water.
So, would I do this trip again? Maybe? We sure got some great pictures out of the trip. The next
time, however, we would have to bring extra water for the first night. We might also try to exit at
the abandoned Flores Lake airport, permitting a three-day trip.
Overall, I think it was a memorable adventure!
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