
		
			[image: Hiking_Montana.jpg]
		

	
		
			Hiking Montana

			A Guide to the State’s Greatest Hikes

			Tenth Edition

			Bill Schneider and Russ Schneider

		

		
			[image: 4939.jpg]
		

	
		
			HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

			Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on.

			We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

			Globe Pequot Press

			Reader Response/Editorial Department

			P.O. Box 480

			Guilford, CT 06437

			Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@GlobePequot.com

			Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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			PREFACE

			This Book Has a History

			In 1979 Mike Sample, a Billings photographer who still publishes The Montana Calendar, and I started a book publishing company called Falcon Press. That same year we published our first book, this book, originally titled The Hiker’s Guide to Montana.

			Now, thirty-five years later, this book is still alive and well, which in the world of book publishing is unusual, if not mildly amazing. Most books have a much shorter life, starting strong and tailing off in sales until they go out of print in a few years. Hiking Montana has done the opposite. Sales have been fairly steady through the decades, and now, a third of a century later, it seems as popular as ever. Roughly 100,000 hikers have purchased this book through the years.

			Now, it’s just one of many FalconGuides—more than 800 titles and going up every year—together making Falcon the most recognizable brand in the outdoor recreation guidebook marketplace. I’m proud to say it all started with this book.

			I’m getting a little long in the tooth now, so sometime in the future, I won’t be able to do those 2,000-foot grinds or 20-mile days. Hopefully, though, the family will carry on with Hiking Montana for a few more decades.

			A family affair. Hiking Montana has always been a family affair. Our family has enjoyed many, many wonderful days on Montana’s trails. If you look carefully at the photos in past editions and this new revision, the book takes on the image of a family album.
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				Bill and grandson Alex in the Beartooths. Marnie Schneider
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				Bill’s primary hiking partner, Marnie, at Lion Lake in the East Pioneers. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Of special note was the cover of the first nine editions of this book. If you have one, check out that little guy leading the pack on the front cover—my son Russ on his first big backpacking trip at age six. Now Russ is forty-something and the co-author of the last three editions of this book—although in reality the byline should read “Marnie, Bill, Heidi, Greg, and Russ Schneider.”

			Normally the publisher likes to change the photo on the cover of guidebooks with each new edition, but as each edition of Hiking Montana came around, I appealed successfully to keep this photo for personal reasons. This time, I decided it was time for a new photo to go with the new generation, especially since I could use the cover photo we did, a stunning shot of Stanton Lake with mighty Great Northern looming in the background—and Casey and Josie, Russ’s children and two of my grandchildren. So, Hiking Montana is still a family affair, including the cover, but now you could also call it the “Grandfather’s Edition.”

			How fortunate can a man be, watching all his children and now all his grandchildren grow up to love wilderness and hiking and be part of Hiking Montana?

			Favorites. Through the years, the number one question I am asked when talking about hiking in Montana is, “What are your favorite hikes?” I’ve avoided answering it for two reasons. First, it’s a tough question with no easy answer—I like them all! Second, I didn’t want to “hot spot” and create overuse, but in recent years I have become less concerned about this problem. Hikers seem to really take care of the wilderness nowadays.

			So, here we go. For various personal reasons, these are my favorite hikes in this book: Northwest Peak, Valley of the Ancients, Great Northern, Three Passes, Boulder Pass, Crow Creek Falls, Crazy Mountains Crossing, Hilgard Basin, Snowcrest, Martin Lake Basin, Sky Rim, and Silver Run Plateau.
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				Bill, son Greg, and grandsons Alex (left) and Ryan in the Pintlers. Marnie Schneider
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				Russ and Casey on the summit of Great Northern. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Constantly changing. This, the tenth edition, has 110 hikes, plus options and side trips for most routes. The first edition, back in 1979, had only 80 hikes. With each edition we’ve added new routes and for various reasons removed others, but the size of the book has gradually grown. Hikes have been removed for two reasons: by request from land management agencies that thought having them in the book might cause some resource overuse, and, regrettably, because the hiking trails had been taken over by ATVs and turned into “troads.”

			Focus unchanged. Even though the book’s content changed with each edition, the guiding focus has remained the same. Montana has thousands of hiking trails, of course, and many world-famous hiking areas such as Glacier and Yellowstone National Parks, the Bob Marshall and the Absaroka-Beartooth Wildernesses, and others. Hiking Montana includes a few hikes in these famous areas, but the main focus is lesser-known, usually more-threatened wild areas such as the Pioneers, the Gallatin Range, Snowcrest, Crazies, Swan Range, Italian Peaks, Purcells, Big Belts, and many others.

			We have never attempted to comprehensively cover the trail system in any area. Instead, we have tried to introduce hikers to a new wild area with one or two choice hikes. If they like it, and they usually do, they can get a map and explore the rest of the area—and hopefully, when the time comes, support its protection.

			More than hiking. Since 1998 we’ve re-hiked almost all the routes in the book to check for accuracy and changing conditions. During this process it became clear that the book does not only offer a wilderness experience, it also allows hikers to experience Montana’s back roads, hidden valleys, and little communities far away from any freeway—places like Pony, where they have microbrew on tap and a sculpture of a woolly mammoth across the street; or Sula, where they sell handguns at gas stations; or Roscoe, home of the mighty Grizzly Burger; or York, the Cribbage Capital of the World; or Dell, Checkerboard, Mammoth, Yaak, Moore, Glendale, Melrose, Martin City, Polaris, McLeod, Savage Lake, Pray, Fishtail, Judith Gap, Wise River, and all the rest of Montana’s special, out-of-the-way communities. While researching this book, we enjoyed seeing this hidden Montana as much as the hiking. You might too.

			But you might need a new vehicle. In the old days we accessed most trailheads with a small, two-wheel-drive, low-clearance vehicle, but later upgraded to my trusty Toyota Tacoma—the second one, in fact. After driving to a lot of remote trailheads during the last decade, I’m not sure I could have made it in that little compact. It could be my imagination, but the roads seem to be getting worse in many cases, perhaps a result of steadily reducing agency budgets. So, read the “Finding the trailhead” sections carefully. We try to include information on road conditions because some vehicles probably can no longer make it to some trailheads.
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				Granddaughter Josie enjoying a hike in Glacier National Park. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			The soft sell. Through the years this book has helped me prove something to myself—and hopefully, to a few of my critics. Anybody who has read my books or commentaries knows I’m a staunch advocate of preserving our remaining wildlands, but through the years I’ve learned that the most effective way to convince people to support the protection of our last wilderness is to introduce them to it. And this book has helped introduce many thousands of people to the wildest places in Montana, most still unprotected, and I have no doubt that most of these people now vote for more wilderness whenever they get a chance.

			I’ve seen it happen many times. People who might not be so convinced we need any more wilderness take a hike into a remote wild area away from noise, lights, electronic gadgets, and the stress that plagues us all, and without even realizing it, the essence of wildness sneaks into that person’s psyche and takes root. Anybody who spends a night or two camped at a wilderness lake, watching trout dimple the surface as the moon rises and seeing the first rays of sun melting away the morning mist with loons serenading the event in the background, does not need any more convincing.

			No doubt in my mind, the soft sell works better than advocacy.

			Some people have criticized me for revealing some of Montana’s hidden treasures and then, the theory goes, ruining them. I’ve written an entire commentary about this issue later in this book, but for here, let’s just say that I’m proud to have helped send many thousands of people into Montana’s wilderness, helping them understand that it is one of our most precious and most threatened resources.

			Ahead of its time. Nowadays hikers diligently accept and practice zero-impact ethics. Now it’s actually rare to find even a gum wrapper or tissue along a wilderness trail. But such was not the case thirty-five years ago. Not hardly. In the early years I personally carried many backpacks full of trash out of the wilderness, everything from frying pans to discarded tents to worn-out hiking boots, and at least a ton of aluminum foil, but no more.

			This is one battle that has been won: Hikers now take care of the wilderness. And I believe Hiking Montana played a small, early part in winning that battle. From the first edition on, the book has advocated treating wilderness like a masterpiece of a great artist. We first called it “Touch the Land Lightly”; later it became “Zero Impact.” But the message didn’t change.
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				Bill and daughter Heidi on Triple Divide Pass in Glacier National Park. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			The big reward. I remember clearly the day about twenty years ago when my son Greg and I hiked into a remote lake in the Beartooths and came across another group of backpackers camped there, one of them sitting on a log reading Hiking Montana. I didn’t introduce myself, but I asked him what he thought of the book, and he described how he had made it his lifelong vacation planner and was in the process of hiking every hike in the book. Through the years I’ve heard the same from other people—all enjoying a lifetime of adventure because of this book. They could do it without the book, of course, but it made it easier somehow. From a guidebook author’s perspective, that’s the ultimate reward. Thank you to everybody who has used this book to enjoy Montana’s wild country.

			Something else happened. I do believe some trails became overused because they were featured in the original book, and through the years we removed a few of them from revised editions to lessen damage. But something else happened, and it was a big surprise to me. While re-hiking the trails in the book, we noticed a trend. During the past thirty-five years, timber cutting and road building have claimed many thousands of acres of roadless Montana, but without exception, the routes described in the original book have been spared.

			I sincerely hope that this guidebook helped bring more and more hikers into these unprotected areas, collectively creating a constituency for preserving the area and prompting the land-managing agencies to avoid developing it. If it’s true, well, on second thought, that would be my ultimate reward.

			Bill Schneider
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				Backpacking with Superman, aka Bill’s grandson Casey. Russ Schneider
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				Bill hiking up the Columbia Mountain Trail, which would’ve seemed flat back in 1978 when he wrote the first edition of Hiking Montana. Bill Schneider

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Although we still hear claims that only the young and the rich use wilderness, quite the reverse is true. Anybody who believes such claims hasn’t been out on the trails much, where everybody enjoys hiking and backpacking—all genders, ages, sizes, races, political persuasions, with no restriction on net worth. All that is needed is a small amount of physical conditioning and equipment—a minimal investment compared to almost any other form of outdoor recreation.

			Like any other sport, hiking can be expensive if you choose to make it so, but it doesn’t have to be. Day hiking requires little more than a pair of hiking shoes and minimal safety gear. You can even use spent running shoes and clothes you have in the closet. How many sports can you take up without at least one trip to the store to buy gear?

			Overnight trips cost more, but even this expense would qualify as a small investment. The price of a two-week vacation with motel stays and restaurant meals would be sufficient to outfit an entire family for backpacking with all the gear they need for decades. After that initial investment, you can see millions of acres of spectacular, roadless country without spending another penny on equipment. You would only need to spend a few dollars for food and for transportation to the trailheads, almost always less than one night in a motel.
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				The route to Davis Mountain from Northwest Peak. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Not only is hiking almost free in the economic sense, but it’s also almost free of the stress of modern America. Once on the trail, you can forget the tension of work, bills, noise, and the computer that doesn’t work. It’s all behind you for a few hours or days—especially if you do the right thing and leave all your electronic gadgets at home. You can’t even hear the bad news on the radio. Hiking gives you an escape—a chance to smell the fragrance of wildflowers, to hear the wind whistling through mature pines, to see the sunset reflected in a mountain lake, to taste the waters of a clear mountain stream, to feel the tug of a native trout at the end of your fly line.

			All this and more is there for the taking, and in Montana it’s available in abundance. After using Hiking Montana to get an introduction to a hiking area, you can find nearby trails on your own, or you can go from hike to hike in this book and get a taste of all major hiking areas in the state. But be forewarned: It could mean a lifetime of backcountry adventure.

			In this book we have included at least one hike in almost every roadless portion of Montana. We describe trails through well-known areas, such as Glacier and Yellowstone National Parks and the Absaroka-Beartooth and Bob Marshall Wildernesses. Yet we have been careful not to forget the many splendid areas that aren’t as famous but are just as beautiful. We have included hikes for all kinds of hikers—beginners, families, and seniors, as well as experienced backpackers. There is bound to be a hike just right for you and a trailhead nearby to begin your adventure.

		

		
			Hikes Near Your Town

			Libby: Northwest Peak, Valley of the Ancients, Fish Lakes Canyon, Baree and Bear Lakes, Cedar Lakes, Leigh Lake

			Eureka: Boulder Lakes, Ten Lakes

			Thompson Falls: Valley of the Ancients

			Whitefish/Kalispell/Columbia Falls/Bigfork: Jewel Basin, Crater Lake, Stanton Lake, Marion Lake, Great Northern, Granite Park, The Nyack Loop, Swan Crest, Akokala Lake, Thoma Lookout

			Seeley/Swan: Palisade Lake, Sapphire Lakes, Crescent Lake, Cold Lakes, Pyramid Lake

			Missoula: Stuart Peak, Welcome Creek, Peterson Lake, Boulder Lake

			Superior: Bonanza Lakes, Hub Lake, Heart Lake, Illinois Peak, The Great Burn

			Hamilton: Stony Lake, Canyon Lake, Blodgett Canyon, Blodgett Canyon Overlook

			Darby/Sula: Tin Cup Lake, Trapper Peak, Overwhich Falls, Blue Joint

			Deer Lodge: Trask Lakes, Dolus Lakes, Little Blackfoot Meadows

			Phillipsburg: Tamarack Lake, Heart of the Pintlers

			Anaconda/Butte: Humbug Spires, Hollow Top Lake, Curly Lake, Louise Lake

			Dillon: Snowcrest, Antone Peak, Grayling Lake, Torrey Lake, Sawtooth Lake, Bobcat Lakes, Selway Mountain, Italian Peaks

			Ennis: Helmet and Sphinx

			White Sulphur Springs: Castle Mountains

			West Yellowstone: Hilgard Basin, Coffin Lakes, Sky Rim

			Bozeman/Belgrade: Hyalite Lake, Emerald and Heather Lakes, Spanish Peaks, Sacajawea Peak

			Livingston: Pine Creek Lake, Cottonwood Lake

			Gardiner: Passage Falls, Elbow Lake, Black Canyon of the Yellowstone

			Cooke City: Lady of the Lake, Aero Lakes, Rock Island Lake, Pebble Creek

			Big Timber: Blue Lake, Crazy Mountains Crossing, West Boulder Meadows, Lake Plateau, Bridge Lake

			Townsend: Edith-Baldy Basin, Boulder Basin, Crow Creek Falls

			Three Forks: Bear Trap Canyon

			Lewistown: Big Snowies Crest, Sand Point

			Great Falls/Choteau/Augusta: Mount Wright, Our Lake, Devils Glen, Gateway Gorge

			Browning: Three Passes, Lake Isabel, Upper Two Medicine Lake, Triple Divide Pass, Iceberg Lake, Boulder Pass

			Lincoln: Heart Lake

			Helena: Mann Gulch, Hanging Valley, Trout Creek Canyon, Mount Helena Ridge, Bear Prairie

			Boulder: Elkhorn and Crow Peaks

			Billings/Red Lodge/Columbus: Sylvan Lake, Silver Run Plateau, Island Lake, Sundance Pass, Glacier Lake, Granite Peak, Martin Lake Basin

		

		
			Trail Finder

			The following section attempts to help hikers find special types of trips, but please keep in mind that no hike automatically falls into any category. A long backpacking trip could be a moderate day hike or an overnighter for some hikers, just as a moderate day hike could be an extended backpacking trip for others. Nonetheless, the following trail finder should help you choose your next adventure.

			Best Easy Day Hikes: Northwest Peak, Valley of the Ancients, Bonanza Lakes, Mann Gulch, Trout Creek Canyon, Blodgett Canyon Overlook, Upper Two Medicine Lake, Passage Falls, Devils Glen, Crow Creek Falls, Lady of the Lake.

			Long, Hard Day Hikes for the Fit and Experienced: Tin Cup Lake, Torrey Lake, Palisade Lake, Three Passes, Bear Prairie, Stuart Peak, Edith-Baldy Basin (loop option), Great Northern, Mount Wright, Silver Run Plateau, Sky Rim, Helmet and Sphinx, Snowcrest, Bridge Lake, Overwhich Falls.

			For That First Backpacking Trip: Fish Lakes Canyon, Ten Lakes, Hub Lake, Bonanza Lakes, Jewel Basin, Upper Two Medicine Lake, Devils Glen, Lady of the Lake.

			Moderate Overnighters: Cedar Lakes, Baree and Bear Lakes, Hub Lake, Peterson Lake, Bobcat Lakes, Grayling Lake, Louise Lake, Curly Lake, Hollow Top Lake, Bear Trap Canyon, Little Blackfoot Meadows, Our Lake, Granite Park, Crater Lake, Blue Lake, Pebble Creek, Sylvan Lake, Rock Island Lake, West Boulder Meadows.

			Extended Backpacking Trips: Boulder Pass, The Great Burn, Heart of the Pintlers, The Nyack Loop, Spanish Peaks, Hilgard Basin, Black Canyon of the Yellowstone, Lake Plateau, Aero Lakes, Martin Lake Basin, Crazy Mountains Crossing, Blue Joint.
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				Clarks Fork River at the trailhead. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Good Base Camp Hikes: Island Lake, Martin Lake Basin, Hilgard Basin, Blue Lake, Sapphire Lakes, Jewel Basin, Edith-Baldy Basin.

			For Trail Runners: Illinois Peak, Stuart Peak, Blodgett Canyon, Curly Lake, Trout Creek Canyon, Hanging Valley, Mount Helena Ridge, Pine Creek Lake, Sacajawea Peak, Castle Mountains, Sylvan Lake, Sundance Pass, Blue Joint (Divide Trail section only).

			For Peak Baggers: Northwest Peak, Illinois Peak, Trapper Peak, Hollow Top Lake, Antone Peak, Snowcrest, Elkhorn and Crow Peaks, Mount Wright, Great Northern, Thoma Lookout, Sacajawea Peak, Sky Rim, Granite Peak.

			For Hikers Who Want a Real Adventure: Valley of the Ancients (Sawtooth Mountain option), Boulder Pass, Lake Isabel, Snowcrest, Aero Lakes, Granite Peak, The Nyack Loop, Blue Joint.

			Hikes to Waterfalls: Fish Lakes Canyon, Crow Creek Falls, Overwhich Falls, Our Lake, Hyalite Lake, Passage Falls, Iceberg Lake, Upper Two Medicine Lake, Sapphire Lakes, Blue Lake, Crazy Mountains Crossing.

			Hikes You Can Do in May or June: Valley of the Ancients, Black Canyon of the Yellowstone, Bear Trap Canyon, Crow Creek Falls, Trout Creek Canyon, Bear Prairie, Mann Gulch.

			Hikes Where You’re Most Likely to See a Grizzly Bear: Boulder Pass, Iceberg Lake, Granite Park, Lake Isabel, The Nyack Loop, Triple Divide Pass, Three Passes, Sky Rim, Black Canyon of the Yellowstone, Pebble Creek.

		

		
			Using This Guidebook

			This guidebook won’t answer every question you have about your planned hike, but then most people don’t want to know everything before they go, lest they give up the thrill of making their own discoveries while exploring Montana’s wild country. This book does provide the basic information needed to plan a successful trip, and what follows here are some tips on better using this book to help you have a more pleasant trip.

			Types of Trips

			Suggested hikes have been split into the following categories:

			Out-and-back: Traveling to a specific destination, then retracing your steps back to the trailhead.

			Loop: Starts and finishes at the same trailhead, with no (or very little) retracing of your steps. Sometimes the definition of loop is stretched to include “lollipops” and trips that involve a short walk on a road at the end of the hike to get back to your vehicle.

			Shuttle: A point-to-point trip that requires two vehicles (one left at the other end of the trail) or a prearranged pickup at a designated time and place. One good way to manage the logistical problems of shuttles is to arrange for another party to start at the other end of the trail. The two parties meet at a predetermined point and trade keys. When finished with the hike, they drive each other’s vehicles home.

			Base camp: A point-to-point hike where you spend several nights at the same campsite, using the extra days for fishing, relaxing, or day hiking.

			Difficulty Ratings

			The original edition of this book listed a vast difference in the difficulty ratings from hike to hike. The good folks who helped put this book together had different levels of physical fitness and tolerance for hill climbing. We tried to standardize these ratings as much as possible for this edition.

			Easy trails are suitable for any hiker, including children and seniors. They feature little or no elevation gain, no serious trail hazards, and no off-trail or faint trail route-finding.

			Moderate trails are suitable for most hikers who have some experience and at least an average fitness level. These hikes may be suitable for children or seniors with above-average fitness levels. The hikes may have some short sections where the trail is difficult to follow and may include up to 1,500 feet in elevation gain.

			Strenuous trails are suitable for experienced hikers with above-average fitness levels. These trails may be difficult to follow or feature off-trail routes requiring serious map and compass skills. These hikes almost all have serious elevation gain and possibly dangerous river fords or other hazards.
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				Hiking down into Martin Lake Basin in the Beartooths. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Distances

			It’s almost impossible to get precisely accurate distances for most trails. The distances used in this guidebook are based on a combination of actual experience hiking the trails, distances stated on trail signs, databases provided by agencies, and estimates from topographic maps and GPS tracks. Keep in mind that distance is often less important than difficulty—a rough, 2-mile cross-country trek can take longer than 5 or 6 miles on a good trail. Also, keep mileage estimates in perspective because they’re almost always slightly off. Almost all trail signs, for example, use estimates in whole miles. You’ve probably seen a sign saying it’s 5 miles to a lake, but what’s the chance that it’s exactly 5 miles? Have you ever seen a sign saying it’s 5.34 miles to the lake? Should we fret about it?

			Trail Running

			Many hikes are rated according to suitability for trail running. In reality there is no real difference between a trail-running guidebook and a hiking guidebook, but the two criteria we used to recommend some routes for trail running were trail surface and bear awareness. If a trail was not too rocky and rough and went through country where the likelihood of surprising a bear was minimal, we recommended it for trail running—keeping in mind, of course, that you could run into a bear on any route in this book and that all trails have some rough sections.

			Special Regulations and Permits

			Land-managing agencies have special regulations for hikers and backcountry trail riders on many trails. In some cases the regulations apply throughout a large area, but in other cases they apply to ranger districts, specific trails, or even sections of trails. Check with the appropriate agency before you leave on your trip, and be sure to read and follow any special regulations posted on the information board at the trailhead. Agencies don’t come up with regulations to inconvenience backcountry visitors. Instead, the regulations are designed to promote sharing and preservation of the wilderness and make your trip as safe as possible.

			In Montana we’re lucky enough to not need permits in most areas. In this book, only hikes in Glacier and Yellowstone National Parks require you to get a permit, and then only for overnight trips. You can take a day hike in the parks without a permit.

		

		
			Best Time to Hike

			The best months to hike in Montana are usually July, August, and September. Snow lingers in the high country in most places until at least June and often into mid-July. The snow gives up some routes earlier in the year, however. Check the Trail Finder for these routes. Montana weather being what it is, however, you should be prepared for winter weather every day of the year and especially when hiking before and after the traditional July through September season.

			Maps

			USGS topographic quadrangles have contour lines of the landscape and identify landmarks and landscape features such as lakes, streams, and peaks. Most quadrangles usually have contour intervals of 40 feet, cover an area of approximately 9 miles by 7 miles, and are on a scale of 1:24,000—that is, 1 inch on the map is equivalent to 24,000 inches on the ground. Although they’re getting harder and harder to find with the advent of electronic mapping programs, you can still purchase topographic maps at some sporting goods stores, and you can order directly from the USGS.

			US Geological Survey

			Denver Federal Center

			Box 25286

			Denver, CO 80225

			(303) 202-4700

			www.usgs.gov

			Most hikers have switched over to electronic mapping programs or online mapping services, which offer extra services and are usually cheaper. Keep in mind, though, that most of these programs and websites still use the same USGS topographic data as a basis for their maps, and the USGS hasn’t updated many of these maps for fifty or more years.

			Some newer Forest Service maps have contour lines, but older maps do not and instead focus on roads, lakes, peaks, rivers, trails, and other major landmarks. They have trail and road numbers for all current Forest Service roads and trailheads, which are especially helpful in reaching the trailhead. (Beyond finding the trailhead, however, a topo map is better.) Forest Service maps are also the most up-to-date maps for hiking in Montana. They’re available at district offices, ranger stations, and most regional sporting goods stores.

			Also, check your local library for a collection of topographic and Forest Service maps. Photocopies of these maps are just as good as the originals if kept dry—and much easier on your budget.

			The maps in this guidebook were designed to assist in planning your hike, finding trailheads, and giving you a general idea of the route. They aren’t intended to be your only map, so before you head for the trailhead, make sure you have a topographic or other detailed map.
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				Fireweed always follows a forest fire. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Getting to the Trailhead

			Make sure your vehicle is in good condition and appropriate for the roads to the trailhead; check the “Finding the trailhead” section of each hike for vehicle recommendations. Have a full tank of gas and carry basic emergency equipment, such as a shovel, an ax, a saw, extra water, emergency food, and warm clothing. If you’re unsure about road conditions, check with the appropriate agency in advance.

			Elevation Profiles

			The hike descriptions in this book include elevation profiles. These charts represent the changes in elevation over the distance of the hike. The vertical axis shows the elevation in feet; the horizontal axis shows the distance in miles. Because these scales don’t vary from hike to hike, some profiles may show gradual hills to be steep and steep hills to be gradual. Instead of simply glancing at the profile and forming an opinion on how strenuous a hike might be, pay close attention to the vertical and horizontal scales, which give you a better understanding of the true difficulty of the hike. You can also compare the grade and distance to routes you’ve already hiked. Hikes without elevation charts have little or no elevation gain.

			Rating the Hills

			In the process of publishing dozens of hiking guides, FalconGuides has been trying to come up with a consistent rating system to help hikers determine how difficult those “big hills” really are. Such a system would help hikers decide how far they wanted to hike that day or even whether they wanted to take that trail at all. In the past, guidebook authors have described hills to the best of their ability, but subjectively. What is a big hill to one hiker might be a slight upgrade to the next.

			Also, it isn’t only going up that matters. Some hikers hate going down steep hills and the knee problems that go along with descending with a big pack. These “weak-kneed” hikers might want to avoid Category 1 and Category H hills.

			This new hill rating system combines the elevation gain and the length of that section of trail with a complicated mathematical formula to come up with a numerical hill rating similar to the system used by cyclists. The system only works for climbs of a half mile or longer, not short, steep hills.

			Here is a rough description of the categories, listed from easiest to hardest:

			Category 5: A slight upgrade. Hardly worth mention, and we usually don’t.

			Category 4: Usually within the capabilities of any hiker.

			Category 3: A well-conditioned hiker might describe a Category 3 climb as “gradual,” but a poorly conditioned hiker might complain about the steepness. It’s definitely not steep enough to deter you from hiking the trail, but these climbs will slow you down.

		

		
			Category 2: Most hikers would consider these “big hills,” steep enough, in some cases, to make hikers choose an alternative trail, but not the real lung-busting, calf-stretching hills.

			Category 1: These are among the steepest hills. If you have heart or breathing problems, or you simply dislike climbing big hills, you might look for an alternative trail.

			Category H: These are hills that make you wonder if the person who laid out the trail was on drugs. Any trail with a Category H hill is steeper than any trail should be. (Incidentally, H roughly translates as “Horrible.”)

			The hills in this book are rated according to the following chart. Some climbs are rated in the hike descriptions of this book, but if not included (or to use this formula in other hiking areas), get the mileage and elevation gain off the topo map and look them up on this chart.

			Following Faint Trails

			Trails that receive infrequent use often fade away in grassy meadows, on ridges, or through rocky sections. If the trail fades away before you, don’t panic. These sections are usually short, and you can often look ahead to see where the trail goes. Focus on the trail ahead and don’t worry about being off the trail for a short distance. Also watch for other indicators that you’re indeed on the right route, even if the trail isn’t clearly visible. Watch for cairns, blazes, downfall cut with saws, paths cleared through thick timber, and trees with the branches whacked off on one side. Nowadays land managers discourage the use of blazes, and rangers use small metal reflective markers instead. However, you can still see old blazes along many trails in Montana. If you rely on blazes to follow a faint trail, make sure you follow only official blazes, which are shaped like an upside-down exclamation point, instead of blazes made by hunters, outfitters, or other hikers.

			Sharing

			We all prefer our own wilderness area all to ourselves, but that happens only in our dreams. Lots of people use Montana’s trails, and to make everyone’s experience better, we all must work at politely sharing the wilderness. For example, hikers must share trails with trail riders. Both groups have every right to be on the trail, so please do not let it become a confrontation.

			Keep in mind that horses and mules are much less maneuverable than hikers, so it becomes the hiker’s responsibility to yield the right-of-way. All hikers should stand on the downhill side of the trail, well off-trail for safety’s sake, and quietly let the stock pass. Stand on the downside of the trail so if the horses spook, they’ll go uphill, which is safer for them, as opposed to taking the chance of spooking them downhill and perhaps tumbling down a steep grade.

			Another example of politely sharing the wilderness is choosing your campsite. If you get to a popular lake late in the day and all the good campsites are occupied, don’t crowd in on another camper. Doing so is aggravating to others, as these sites rightfully go on a first-come, first-served basis. If you’re late, you have the responsibility to move on or take a less desirable site a respectable distance away from other campers.

		

		
		
			Zero Impact

			Going into a national park or wilderness area is like visiting a famous museum. You wouldn’t leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If everybody going through the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would be quickly destroyed—and of what value is a big building full of trashed art? The same goes for a pristine wilderness, which is as magnificent as any masterpiece. If we all left just one little mark on the landscape, the wilderness would soon be despoiled.

			A wilderness can accommodate a lot of human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for everybody who follows. All wilderness users have a responsibility to know and follow the rules of zero-impact camping. You can find these guidelines and more, including the most updated research, in the FalconGuide called Leave No Trace. Another great source is www.lnt.org.

			Nowadays most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some aren’t aware that they have poor manners. Often their actions are dictated by the outdated habits of a past generation of campers who cut green boughs for evening shelters, built campfires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the 1950s these “camping rules” may have been acceptable. But they leave long-lasting scars, and today such behavior is unacceptable. The wilderness is shrinking, and the number of users is mushrooming. More and more camping areas show unsightly signs of heavy use.

			Consequently, a new code of ethics is growing out of the necessity of coping with the unending waves of people who want a perfect wilderness experience. Today we all must leave no clues that we have gone before. Canoeists can look behind the canoe and see no sign of their passing. Hikers—and all other outdoor recreationists for that matter—should have the same goal. Enjoy the wilderness, but make it a zero-impact visit.

			FalconGuides’ Zero-Impact Principles

			
					Leave with everything you brought in.

					Leave no sign of your visit.

					Leave the landscape as you found it.
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				Always set up a zero-impact camp. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the wilderness. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at the campsite. In addition to packing out everything you carried in, pick up any trash left by others.

			In addition, please follow this advice:

			
					Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail.

					Don’t pick up “souvenirs” such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them too, and collecting such souvenirs violates national park regulations.

					Avoid making loud noises that may disturb others. Remember, sound travels easily to the other side of a lake. Be courteous.

					Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep and pack out used toilet paper. Keep human waste at least 300 feet from any water source.

					Finally, and perhaps most important, strictly follow the pack-in/pack-out rule. If you carry something into the backcountry, consume it or carry it out.

			

			Leave no trace of your passing—then put your ear to the ground in the wilderness and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.
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				The campfire, always a bonus for the backpacker, but usually precluded by either regulations or zero-impact ethics.  Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Make It a Safe Trip

			Perhaps the best single piece of safety advice I can offer you is this: Be prepared! For starters, that means carrying survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, a compass or GPS unit, and topographic maps—and knowing how to use them.

			Perhaps the second-best piece of safety advice is to tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return. Pilots file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on a map should do the same. File your “flight plan” with a friend or relative before taking off.

			Close behind your flight plan and being prepared with proper equipment is physical conditioning. Being fit not only makes wilderness travel more fun, it also makes it safer.

			Here are a few more safety tips:

			
					Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude by a bad storm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations closely so that you don’t get stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.

					Avoid traveling alone in the wilderness.

					Keep your party together.

					Study basic survival and first-aid skills before leaving home.

					Don’t eat wild plants unless you have positively identified them and know they are safe to consume.

					Before you leave for the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially any potential hazards.

					Don’t exhaust yourself or other members of your party by traveling too far or too fast. Let the slowest person set the pace.

					Don’t wait until you’re confused to look at your maps. Follow them as you go along, from the moment you start moving up the trail, so you have a continual fix on your location, especially when hiking off-trail.

					If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down and relax for a few minutes while you carefully check your topo map and take a reading with your compass or GPS unit. Confidently plan your next move. It’s often smart to retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think it might lengthen your trip. Lots of people get temporarily lost in the wilderness and survive—usually by calmly and rationally dealing with the situation.

					Stay clear of all wild animals.

					Always carry both a first-aid kit and survival kit.

			

			Last but not least, don’t forget that the best defense against unexpected hazards is knowledge. Read up on the latest in wilderness safety information.

			Lightning: You Might Never Know What Hit You

			The high-altitude topography of the Northern Rockies is prone to sudden thunderstorms, especially in July and August. If a lightning storm catches you in the open, remember:

			
					Lightning can travel far ahead of a storm, so be sure to take cover before the storm hits.

					Don’t try to make it back to your vehicle ahead of the storm. It isn’t worth the risk. Instead, seek shelter even if it’s only a short distance back to the trailhead. Lightning storms usually don’t last long, and from a safe vantage point, you might enjoy the sights and sounds.

					Be especially careful not to get caught on a mountaintop or exposed ridge, under large solitary trees, in the open, or near standing water.

					Seek shelter in a low-lying area, ideally in a dense stand of small, uniformly sized trees.

					Stay away from anything that might attract lightning, such as metal tent poles, graphite fishing rods or trekking poles, or pack frames.

					Get in a crouch position and place both feet firmly on the ground.

					If you have a pack (without a metal frame) or a sleeping pad with you, put your feet on it for extra insulation against an electrical shock.

					When hiking with a group, don’t walk or huddle together. Instead, stay 50 feet or more from each other, so if somebody gets hit by lightning, others in your party can give first aid.

					If you’re in a tent, stay there, in your sleeping bag with your feet on your sleeping pad.
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				Hiking in the high-altitude Beartooths and watching the storm on the horizon. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Hypothermia: The Silent Killer

			Be aware of the danger of hypothermia—a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It can lead to mental and physical collapse and death.

			Hypothermia is caused by exposure to cold and is aggravated by wetness, wind, dehydration, and exhaustion. The moment you begin to lose heat faster than your body produces it, you’re suffering from exposure. Your body starts involuntary exercise, such as shivering, to stay warm and makes involuntary adjustments to preserve normal temperature in vital organs, restricting blood flow in the extremities. Both responses drain your energy reserves. The only way to stop the drain is to reduce the degree of exposure.

			Be wary of trendy “ultralight” backpacking ideas and equipment. To guard against hypothermia, you need a good tent (double-walled), rain gear, a sleeping bag, and a set of always-dry clothes.

			With full-blown hypothermia, as energy reserves are exhausted, cold reaches the brain, depriving you of good judgment and reasoning power. And you aren’t aware of what’s happening. You lose control of your hands. Your internal temperature slides downward. Without treatment this slide leads to stupor, collapse, and death.

			To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. When clothes get wet, they lose most of their insulating value. Wool loses relatively less heat; cotton, down, and some synthetics lose more. Choose rain clothes that cover the head, neck, body, and legs and provide good protection against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit, but hypothermia can also develop in warmer temperatures, especially if you become exhausted or dehydrated, or both.

			If your party is exposed to wind, cold, and wet, automatically start thinking hypothermia. Watch yourself and others for these symptoms: uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; immobile, fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or a lurching gait; drowsiness (to sleep is to die); apparent exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest. When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she may deny any problem. Believe the symptoms, not the victim. Even mild symptoms demand treatment, as follows:

			
					Get the victim out of the wind and rain.

					If the victim is only mildly impaired, give him or her warm drinks. Get the victim into warm clothes and a warm sleeping bag. Place well-wrapped water bottles filled with heated water close to the victim.

					If the victim is badly impaired, attempt to keep him or her awake. Put the victim in a sleeping bag with another person, trying for as much skin-to-skin contact as possible, especially in the torso area. If you have a double bag, put two warm people in with the victim.

			

		

		
			Fording Large Streams

			When done correctly and carefully, crossing a big stream or river can be safe, but you must know your limits. So be smart and cautious. There are cases where you simply should turn back. Even if only one member of your party (such as a child) might not be able to follow taller, stronger members, you still might not want to try a risky ford. Never be embarrassed about being overly cautious and turning back.

			One key to fording rivers safely is confidence. If you aren’t a strong swimmer, you should become one. Not only does being a strong swimmer allow you to safely get across a river that’s a little deeper and stronger than you thought, but it also gives you the confidence to avoid panic. Like getting lost, panic can easily make a bad situation worse.

			Another way to build confidence is to practice. Find a river near your home and carefully practice crossing it both with a pack and without one. You can also start with a smaller stream and work up to a major river. After you’ve become a strong swimmer, get used to swimming in the current.

			Here is some sound advice for safely fording rivers in the Northern Rockies:

			
					When you reach the ford, carefully assess the situation. Don’t automatically cross at the point where the trail comes to the stream and head on a straight line for the marker on the other side. A mountain river can reform itself every spring during high runoff, so a ford that was safe last year might be too deep this year. Study upstream and downstream and look for a place where the stream widens in a riffle and the water is not more than waist deep on the shortest member of your party. The inside of a meander sometimes makes a safe ford, but a long shallow section can be followed by a short deep section next to the outside of the bend where the current picks up speed and carves out a deep channel.

					Before starting any serious ford, make sure your matches, camera, billfold, clothes, sleeping bag, and other items you must keep dry are in watertight bags.

					In the Northern Rockies most streams are cold, so have dry clothes ready for when you reach the other bank to minimize the risk of hypothermia, especially on a cold, rainy day.

					Minimize the amount of time you spend in the water, but don’t rush. Go slowly and deliberately, taking one step at a time, being careful to get each foot securely planted before lifting the other foot.

					Take a 45-degree angle instead of going straight across, following a riffle line if possible.

					Don’t try a ford with bare feet. Wear hiking boots without socks, sneakers, or tightly strapped sandals.

					Stay sideways with the current. Turning upstream or downstream greatly increases the force of the current.

					In some cases two or three people can cross together, locking forearms, with the strongest person on the upstream side and the weakest on the downstream side.

					If you have a choice, ford in the early morning when the stream isn’t as deep. In the mountains, cool evening temperatures slow snowmelt and reduce the water flow into the rivers.

					On small streams a sturdy walking stick or trekking pole used on the upstream side for balance helps prevent a fall, but in a major river with a fast current, a stick or pole offers little help. If you use one, make sure you have both the stick and one foot firmly planted before lifting the other foot.

					Loosen the belt and straps on your pack. If you fall or get washed downstream, a waterlogged pack can lead to drowning by anchoring you to the bottom, so you must be able to easily get out of your pack. For a short period your pack might actually help you become buoyant and float across a deep channel, but in a minute or two, it could become an anchor.

					If you’re 6 feet 4 inches tall and a strong swimmer, you might feel secure crossing a big river, but you might have children or vertically challenged hikers in your party. In this case the strongest person can cross first and string a line across the river to aid those who follow. This line (with the help of a carabiner) can also be used to float packs across instead of taking a chance of a waterlogged pack dragging somebody under. (If you know about the ford in advance, you can pack along a lightweight rubber raft or inner tube for this purpose.) Depending on the size and strength of the stream, you might also want to carry children.

					Be prepared for the worst. Sometimes circumstances can arise where you simply must cross instead of going back, even though the ford looks dangerous. Also, you can underestimate the depth of the channel or the strength of the current, especially after a thunderstorm when a muddy river hides its true depth. In these cases, whether you like it or not, you might be swimming. It’s certainly recommended to avoid these situations, but if it happens, be prepared. Don’t panic. Try not to swim directly across. Instead, pick a long angle and gradually cross or swim to the other side, taking 100 yards or more to finally cross. If your pack starts to drag you down, get out of it immediately, even if you have to abandon it. If you lose control and get washed downstream, go feet first so that you don’t hit your head on rocks or logs.

					And finally, be sure to report any dangerous ford as soon as you finish your trip.

			

		

		
			Be Bear Aware

			They’re everywhere! Every hike in this book passes through bear country, and with the expansion of the grizzly population in recent years, that usually means both black bears and grizzlies, so always, on every hike, be bear aware.

			Here are some of the basics, excerpted from my book Bear Aware. If you want even more information, buy a copy of this little, “packable” guide to bear country behavior—it’s small enough to take with you.

			Hiking in Bear Country

			Nobody likes surprises, and bears dislike them too. The majority of bear maulings occur when a hiker surprises a bear, now called “defensive encounters.” Therefore it’s vital to do everything possible to avoid these surprise meetings. Perhaps the best way is to know the six-part system. If you follow these six rules, the chance of encountering a bear on the trail sinks to the slimmest possible margin.

			
					Be alert at all times.

					Watch the wind.

					Go with a group and stay together.

					Stay on the trail.

					Hike in the middle of the day.

					Make noise.
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				A sign at the Welcome Creek Trailhead, but it could be anywhere in western Montana, so always assume you’re in bear country. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			No substitute for alertness. As you hike, watch ahead and to the sides. Don’t fall into the all-too-common and particularly nasty habit of fixating on the trail 10 feet ahead. It’s especially easy to do when dragging a heavy pack up a long hill or when carefully watching your step on a rocky or heavily eroded trail.

			Using your knowledge of bear habitat and habits, be especially alert in areas most likely to be frequented by bears, such as avalanche chutes, berry patches, streambeds, and stands of whitebark pine.

			Watch carefully for bear signs and be especially watchful (and noisy) if you see any. If you see a track or a scat but it doesn’t look fresh, pretend it’s fresh. Bears obviously frequent this area.

			Watch the wind. The wind can be a friend or a foe. The strength and direction of the wind can make a significant difference in your chances of an encounter with a bear. When the wind is blowing at your back, your smell travels ahead of you, alerting any bear that might be on or near the trail ahead. Conversely, when the wind blows in your face, your chances of a surprise meeting with a bear increase, so make more noise and be more alert.

			A strong wind can also be noisy and limit a bear’s ability to hear you coming. If a bear can’t smell or hear you, the chances of an encounter greatly increase, so watch the wind and take extra precautions.

			Safety in numbers. There have been very few instances where a large group has had an encounter with a bear. On the other hand, a large percentage of hikers mauled by bears were hiking alone. Large groups naturally make more noise and put out more smell and probably appear more threatening to bears. In addition, if you’re hiking alone and get injured, there is nobody to go for help. For these reasons rangers often recommend parties of four or more hikers when going into bear country.

			If the large party splits up, the advantage goes away, so stay together. If you’re on a family hike, keep the kids from running ahead. If you’re in a large group, keep the stronger members from going ahead or weaker members from lagging behind. The best way to prevent this natural separation is to ask one of the slowest members of the group to lead. This tactic keeps everybody together.

			Stay on the trail. Although bears use trails, they don’t often travel on them during midday when hikers commonly use them. Through generations of associating trails with people, bears probably expect to find hikers on trails, especially during midday.

			On the other hand, bears probably don’t expect to find hikers off trails. Bears rarely settle down in a day bed right along a heavily used trail. However, if you wander around in thickets off the trail, you’re more likely to stumble into an occupied day bed or cross paths with a traveling bear.
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				Recently recycled huckleberries, a sure sign you’re in bear country. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Sleep late. Bears—and most other wildlife—usually aren’t active during midday, especially on a hot summer day. Wild animals are most active around dawn and dusk. Therefore, hiking early in the morning or late in the afternoon increases your chances of seeing wildlife, including bears. Likewise, hiking during the middle of a hot August day greatly reduces the chance of an encounter.

			Be noisy. Perhaps the best way to avoid a surprise meeting with a bear is to make sure the bear knows you’re coming, so make lots of noise. Some experts think metallic noise is superior to human voices, which can be muffled by natural conditions, but the important point is to make lots of noise, regardless of what kind. One research project found snapping twigs scared bears more than any other sound; clapping or smacking a stick against trailside trees and rocks roughly resembles the sound of branches breaking.

			In addition to the aforementioned six rules, there are other precautions you can take to avoid an encounter.

			Running. Many avid runners like to get off paved roads and running tracks and onto backcountry trails. But running on trails in bear country can be seriously hazardous to your health. Bears can’t hear you coming and you approach them faster than expected, and, of course, it’s nearly impossible to be fully alert when you have to watch the trail closely to keep from falling.

			Leave the night to the bears. Like running on trails, hiking at night also can be very risky. Bears are more active after dark, and you can’t see them until it’s too late. If you’re caught out at night, be sure to make lots and lots of noise, and remember that bears commonly travel on hiking trails at night.

			You can be dead meat too. If you see or smell a carcass of a dead animal when hiking, immediately vacate the area. Don’t let your curiosity keep you near the carcass a second longer than necessary. Bears commonly hang around a carcass, guarding it and feeding on it for days until it’s completely consumed. A bear can easily interpret your presence as a threat to its food supply, which can result in an attack.

			If you see a carcass ahead of you on the trail, don’t go any closer. Instead, abandon your hike and return to the trailhead. If the carcass is between you and the trailhead, take a very long detour around it, upwind from the carcass, making lots of noise. Be sure to report the carcass to the local ranger. Doing so might prompt a temporary trail closure or special warnings and prevent injury to other hikers. Rangers will, in some cases, go in and drag the carcass away from the trail.

			Cute, cuddly, and lethal. If you see a bear cub, don’t go even one inch closer to it. It might seem abandoned, but it isn’t. Mother bear is close by, and female bears fiercely defend their young.

			Bear pepper spray doesn’t do you any good in your pack. Always carry bear pepper spray and know how to use it, but don’t bury it in your pack. Such protection won’t do you any good if you can’t have it ready to fire in one or two seconds. Keep it as accessible as possible. Most bear spray comes in a holster or conveniently attaches to your belt or pack. Before hitting the trail, read the directions carefully and test fire the spray.

			“But I didn’t see any bears.” You know how to be safe: Walk up the trail constantly clanging two metal pans together, and you almost certainly won’t see any bears. But you probably won’t enjoy your “wilderness experience” either. Didn’t you leave the city to get away from noise and stress? Yes, you can be very safe, but how safe do you want to be and still be able to enjoy your trip? It’s a balancing act. First, be knowledgeable, and then decide how far you want to go. Everybody has to make his or her own personal choice.

			Here’s another conflict. If you do everything listed here, you most likely will not see any bears—or any deer, moose, eagles, or any other wildlife. Again, you make the choice. If you want to be as safe as possible, follow the rules of bear awareness religiously. If you want to see wildlife, including bears, take all of this advice in reverse, but then you’re increasing your chances of an encounter instead of decreasing it.
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				Hanging food and garbage between two trees.
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				Hanging food and garbage over a tree branch.
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				Hanging food and garbage over a leaning tree.

			

		

		
			Camping in Bear Country

			Staying overnight in bear country is not dangerous, but it adds a slight additional risk to your trip. The main difference is the presence of more food, cooking, and garbage. Plus, you’re in bear country at night when bears are usually most active. Once again, however, following a few basic rules greatly minimizes this risk.

			Storing food and garbage. If the campsite doesn’t have a bearproof storage box or bear pole, be sure to set one up or at least locate one before it gets dark. It’s not only difficult to store food at night, but also easier to overlook a juicy morsel on the ground. Store food in airtight, waterproof bags to prevent food odors from circulating throughout the forest. For double protection, put food and garbage in securely closed ziplock bags and then seal tightly in a larger plastic bag.

			The illustrations in this chapter depict three popular methods for hanging food and garbage. In all cases, try to get food and garbage at least 10 feet off the ground.

			Special equipment. It’s not really that special, but one piece of equipment you definitely need is a good supply of zip-locked bags. This handy invention is perfect for keeping food smell to a minimum and helps keep food from spilling on your pack, clothing, or other gear.

			Take a special bag for storing food. The bag must be sturdy and waterproof. You can get “dry” bags at most outdoor specialty stores, but you can get by with a trash compactor bag. Regular garbage bags can break and leave your food spread on the ground.

			You also need 50 feet of nylon cord to hang food and garbage. Go light; parachute cord will usually suffice unless you plan to hang large quantities of food and gear (which might be the case on a long backpacking excursion with a large group).

			You can also buy a small pulley system to make hoisting a heavy load easier, but it’s only necessary if you have a massive load to hang.

			What to hang. To be as safe as possible, store everything that has any food smell. This includes cooking gear, eating utensils, bags used to keep food in your pack, all garbage, toiletries, even clothes with food smells on them. If you spilled something on your clothes, change into other clothes for sleeping and hang clothes with food smells with the food and garbage. If you take these items into the tent, you aren’t separating your sleeping area from food smells. Try to keep food odors off your pack, but if you can’t, put the food bag inside and hang the pack.

			What to keep in your tent. You can’t be too careful in keeping food smells out of the tent. In rare cases where a bear has become accustomed to coming into a campsite looking for food, it’s vital to keep all food smells out of the tent. This often includes your pack, which is hard to keep odor-free. Usually only take valuables (like cameras and binoculars), clothing, flashlight, bear pepper spray, and sleeping gear into the tent.

			The campfire. In many areas, regulations prohibit campfires, but if you’re in an area where fires are allowed, treat yourself. Besides adding nightly entertainment, the fire might make your camp safer from bears.
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				Many campsites now have food storage facilities; be sure to use them. Courtesy of NPS

			

		

		
			A campfire provides the best possible way to get rid of food smells. Build a small but hot fire and thoroughly burn everything that smells of food—garbage, leftovers, fish entrails, everything. If you brought food in cans or other incombustible containers, burn those too. You can even dump extra water from cooking or dishwater on the edge of the fire to erase the smell.

			Be very sure you have the fire hot enough to completely burn everything. If you leave partially burned food scraps in the fire, you are setting up a dangerous situation for the next camper who uses this site.

			Before leaving camp the next morning, dig out the fire pit and pack out anything that has not completely burned, even if you believe it no longer carries food smells. For example, many foods like dried soup or hot chocolate come in foil packages that might seem like they burn, but they really don’t. Pack out the scorched foil and cans (now with very minor food smells). Also pack out foil and cans left by other campers.

			Types of food. Perhaps the safest option is freeze-dried food. It carries very little smell, and it comes in convenient envelopes that allow you to “cook it” by merely adding boiled water. This means you don’t have cooking pans to wash or store. Freeze-dried food is expensive, however. Many backpackers don’t use it, but they still safely enjoy bear country.

			Dry, pre-packed meals (often pasta- or rice-based) offer an affordable compromise to freeze-dried foods. Also, take your favorite high-energy snack. Avoid fresh fruit and canned meats and fish.

			The key point is this: What food you have along is much less critical than how you handle it, cook it, and store it. An open can of tuna has a strong smell, but if you eat all of it in one meal, don’t spill it on the ground or on your clothes, and burn the can later, it can be quite safe.

			Hanging food at night is not the only storage issue. Make sure you place food correctly in your pack. Use airtight packages as much as possible. Store food in the containers it came in or, when opened, in zip-locked bags. Doing so helps keep food smells out of your pack and off your camping gear and clothes.

			How to cook. The overriding philosophy of cooking in bear country is to create as little odor as possible. Keep it simple. Use as few pans and dishes as you can.
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				Many Montana trails are a paradise for wildflower lovers. Bill Schneider

			

		

		
			Unless it’s a weather emergency, don’t cook in the tent. If you like winter backpacking, you might cook in the tent, but you should have a different tent for summer backpacking.

			If you can have a campfire and decide to cook fish, try cooking it in aluminum foil envelopes instead of frying. Then, after removing the cooked fish, quickly and completely burn the fish scraps off the foil. Using foil means you don’t have to wash a pan.

			Be careful not to spill on yourself while cooking. If you do, change clothes and hang the clothes with food odor with the food and garbage. Wash your hands thoroughly before retiring to the tent.

			Don’t cook too much food, so then you don’t have to deal with leftovers. If you do end up with extra food, however, you have only two choices: carry it out or burn it. Don’t bury it or throw it in a lake or leave it anywhere in bear country. A bear will find and dig up any buried food or garbage.

			Taking out the garbage. In bear country, you have only two choices: burn garbage or carry it out. Prepare for garbage problems before you leave home. Bring along airtight zip-locked bags to store garbage. Be sure to hang your garbage at night along with your food. Also, carry in as little garbage as possible by discarding excess packaging while packing.

			Washing dishes. This can be a problem, but there is one easy solution: If you don’t dirty dishes, you don’t have to wash them. So try to minimize food smells by using as few dishes and pans as possible. If you follow the principles of zero-impact camping, you’re probably doing as much as you can to reduce food smells from dishes.

			If you brought paper towels, use one to carefully remove food scraps from pans and dishes before washing them. Then, when you wash dishes, you have much less food smell. Burn the dirty towels or store them in zip-locked bags with other garbage. Put pans and dishes in zip-locked bags before putting them back in your pack.

			If you end up with lots of food scraps in the dishwater, drain out the scraps and store them in zip-locked bags with other garbage or burn them. You can bring a lightweight screen to filter out food scraps from dishwater, but be sure to store the screen with the food and garbage. If you have a campfire, pour the dishwater around the edge of the fire. If you don’t have a fire, take the dishwater at least 200 feet downwind and downhill from camp and pour it on the ground or in a small hole. Don’t put dishwater or food scraps in a lake or stream.

			Although possibly counter to accepted rules of cleanliness for many people, you can skip washing dishes altogether on the last night of your trip. Instead, simply use the paper towels to clean the dirty dishes as much as possible. You can wash them when you get home. Pack dirty dishes in zip-locked bags before putting them back in your pack.
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				The mostly off-trail side trip to Kerlee Lake. Jacquelyn Corday

			

		

		
			Finally, don’t put it off. Do dishes immediately after eating so that a minimum of food smell lingers in the area.

			Selecting a campsite. Bears and people often like the same places, which makes selecting a campsite a key decision. Sometimes you have little choice about where you camp. If you’re backpacking in a national park, regulations probably require that you stay in a designated campsite reserved in advance.

			When you get to your campsite, immediately think bears. Look for bear sign. If you see fresh sign, move on to another site with no signs of bear activity. If you see a bear in or near the campsite, don’t camp there—even if you’re in a national park and you have reserved this campsite. If you have time before nightfall, return to the trailhead and report the incident to a ranger. If it’s getting late, you have little choice but to camp at an undesignated site and report it to the ranger after you finish the hike. Safety always prevails over regulations.

			Don’t get yourself in a situation where you have to hike or set up camp in the dark. Plan your hike so you aren’t setting up camp a half hour before nightfall, because this won’t leave enough time to move to another campsite if necessary. If you set up camp in the dark, you have little chance to check around for bear sign or signs of previous campers who might have left food and garbage around.

			Key features of a good campsite. One key feature of a good campsite in bear country is a place to store food. Most designated sites in national parks and in some national forests have a food-storage device like a metal box or “bear pole.” However, in most national forests and in some national parks, you’re on your own, so scout the campsite for trees that can serve as a food-storage device. You need a tree at least 100 yards from your tent with a large branch, or two trees close enough to suspend your food between them on a rope. You can also use a tree that has partially fallen but is still leaning securely on other
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				Food must be actively attended while transporting, preparing, and eating it.

				All attractants must be stored in a locked bear-resistant container or a closed vehicle constructed of solid, non-pliable material or

				Suspended at least 10 feet clear of the ground at all points and 4 feet horizontally from supporting tree or pole.

		
	
			
			
				Camping within 0.5 mile of any animal carcass or within 100 yards of any acceptably stored animal carcass.

				Leaving an animal carcass unless it is (a) at least 0.5 mile from any sleeping area, trail, or recreation site or (b) at least 100 yards from any sleeping area, trail, or recreation area and acceptably stored or (c) being eaten, being prepared for eating, or being transported.

		
	
			
		

		
			
			
				Knowledge is the best defense.

				There is no substitute for alertness.

				Hike with a large group and stay together.

				Don’t hike alone.

				Stay on the trail.

				Hike in the middle of the day.

				Make lots of noise while hiking.

				Never approach a bear.

				Females with cubs are very dangerous.

				Stay away from carcasses.

				Carry bear pepper spray and know how to use it.

				Choose a safe campsite.

				Camp below timberline.

				Separate sleeping and cooking areas.

				Sleep in a tent.

				Cook just the right amount of food and eat it all.

				Store food and garbage out of reach of bears.

				Never feed bears.

				Keep food odor out of the tent.

				Leave the campsite cleaner than you found it.

				Leave no food rewards for bears.

		

		

		
			
			
			
			
			
					Travel with a friend or group. There’s safety in numbers, so stay together.

					Don’t let small children wander away by themselves.

					Don’t let pets run unleashed.

					Avoid hiking at dawn or dusk—the times mountain lions are most active.

					Know how to behave if you encounter a mountain lion.
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