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The essentials: Although several companies operate 
campgrounds and paddling excursions on the Niangua 

River, the Niangua River Oasis 18 miles west of Lebanon, 
Mo., drives a hard bargain. Choose from two-person canoes 
($40), four-person rafts ($80), six-person rafts ($120) or 
single-person kayaks ($25). Paddles and life jackets are 
provided, and two free nights of camping come with any 
rental, so outdoor enthusiasts on a budget can enjoy nature 
longer without any additional costs. The warm season  
really begins in April, but many of these campground and 
watercraft rental sites are open most of the year. NRO owner 
Bob Burns has seen eager rafters out on the water as early 
as February. Call 800-748-7249, or visit nrocanoe.com. 
Skeptical penny pinchers can compare these prices to other 
nearby campgrounds such as Fort Niangua River Resort 
(fortniangua.com/canoe.html) or Riverfront Campground 
and Canoe (riverfrontcampcanoe.com). The estimated cost of 
gas to drive there is $34 round trip.

9 a.m. Rally the troops, and get the gear. For an 
overnight stay, be sure everyone has camping essentials  

such as a sleeping bag, warm clothes and bug repellent. 

Bring a tent, cooler, ice, matches, radio and campfire-friendly 
grub (read: hot dogs, marshmallows and beer). Also plan 
for breakfast and lunch the next day. You’ll want items that 
require no prep, so think pre-packaged simplicity. After all 
of the necessities are loaded, humor the glamper (see Page 6) 
of the group by letting him or her chuck in a few superfluous 
items — just keep the creature comforts under control. For 
the day trip only: Save some time by hitting the road early. 
Pack some snacks, fishing poles, bait and inner tubes. 
 

10 a.m. Hit the road, Jack. Set the GPS for Cole 
Camp, and begin the journey by heading about 80 

miles southwest of Columbia. 

12 p.m. Pit stop for lunch in Cole Camp. The Dairy 
Bar has been offering soft-serve ice cream and 

plate-sized portions of tenderloins on a budget for years, 
guaranteeing that a customer has never walked away hungry.   
 

12:45 p.m. On the road again. Enter new 
coordinates, and travel approximately 50 

miles east to the Lake of the Ozarks.  

2 p.m. Follow signs to the Bagnell Dam lookout 
point. It won’t cost a thing to take in the sights at 

this enormous Missouri dam, which collects water from 
the Osage River and feeds into the Lake of the Ozarks. 
Through 12 floodgates and eight water wheel turbines, this 
2,500-foot-long powerhouse generates electricity for a large 
portion of the state. While enjoying the beauty, be on the 
lookout for local wildlife including ring-billed gulls, bald 
eagles and great blue herons. 

3 p.m. Carry on. The Niangua River Oasis campsite is 
nearly 50 miles south of the Lake. Once you’ve reached 

Lebanon, the route is fairly direct, and as you get closer, 
signs will point to the Niangua River Oasis camp. 
 

4:30 p.m. Check in at the Niangua River Oasis 
office. If you’re staying overnight, confirm canoe 

reservations for the next morning. Proceed to campsite to 
set up tent, and prepare a fire. 
 

5:30 p.m. See if the fish are biting, and go for a 
dip in the chilly waters. Pull out the inner tubes 

to float around; just don’t drift too far downstream.  

6:30 p.m. Return to campsite, and feed the 
flames. Pair roasted hot dogs and marshmallows 

with fireside chats.
 

7:30 p.m. If you can’t squeeze in an overnight 
stay, then pack up, and head back to Columbia. 

Otherwise, enjoy a night under the stars and away from the 
city bustle. 

Day two:

8 a.m. Up and at ’em. Pack up the tent and camping 
gear. Gather your supplies for the day, (a secure cooler, 

river-friendly food and drinks, sunscreen and swimsuits), and 
prepare for the 9 a.m. departure. 

9 a.m. Catch the free bus service at the Niangua 
River Oasis pickup site to head up river to launch your 

canoe or raft (provided with your booking). 

9:30 a.m. Hit the water for a full day of canoeing 
this 28-mile stretch of the Lake of the Ozarks. 

Boasting smooth, steady passageways, mild rapids and a 
plentiful population of trout and other fish, this stream 
attracts swarms of visitors each year. 

12:30 p.m. Paddle up to one of the many sandy 
shores for a lunch break, and dip in the water. 

1:30 p.m. Set off again to make it back to camp by 
nightfall. 

6 p.m. Paddle back to the buses, return to the shores 
of the campsite, dock your canoe, and head home.

With the promise of spring just around the corner and the sun lingering longer 
into the evening, Missouri’s collection of lazy lakes, crooked creeks and winding 
rivers are calling. Escaping to the great outdoors for a day or two means spending 
lots of time enjoying nature, one of life’s few free entertainment options.
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Grab an oar, and start splashing with area companies such as Niangua River Oasis. You and up to five friends can split the 
cost and paddle all day for wallet-friendly prices, which range from $25 to $120 per boat. File photo


