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Welcome to Glacier!


[Note: Visitation numbers have surged in the last few years, and as of the 2023 summer season, you’ll need a vehicle reservation to access all entrances to Glacier National Park. These tickets must be purchased in advance. More information is available at recreation.gov.]


BABB

BABB IS YOUR SIGNPOST TO MANY GLACIER ROAD, WHICH TAKES YOU TO the park entrance along Lake Sherburn, down to the village of Many Glacier. It’s the only road into that area which is not connected to Going-to-the-Sun Road, and it’s closed in the winter. As gateways go, Babb is more of a missing board in the fence. It’s a pleasant enough area, but, as Gertrude Stein famously said, “There is no there there.” It’s the proverbial wide spot in the road, but people do love the area, and the few businesses there are notable.

For a lot of knowledgeable visitors, a trip to Glacier Park’s east side isn’t complete without a meal at the legendary Two Sisters Café just south of Babb proper. Chef Beth Higgins, New Orleans–trained, has been whipping up fresh, locally sourced dishes since she and her sister Susan opened the Café in 1993. It’s a big, rowdy, moderately priced restaurant that occupies an upper spot in Glacier Park’s gastronomical hierarchy.

The Cattle Baron Supper Club is another destination restaurant that happens to be located in Babb. It’s on the spendy side, but like Two Sisters, is a must-stop for many park visitors. It’s even worth the drive from Saint Mary, if you’re in the mood for a hubcap-sized steak and a frosty huckleberry margarita.

Babb is the outpost, the last chance for American commerce before you enter Canada, 10 miles due north at Piegan. As you approach the Piegan crossing, you’ll see a sculpture of a couple of tribal warriors, keeping watch over that entrance to the Blackfeet Nation. The herd of bison across the street serves as another reminder that this land has been occupied for thousands of years. For a more direct route to Waterton Peace Park (and a prettier drive), take MT 17 west to the Chief Mountain border station. Of course, a passport is required.

Accommodations-wise, there is the usual smattering of Vrbo and airbnb properties, and a couple of interesting options. One is the Chewing Black Bones Campground on the shore of St. Mary’s Lake, 3 miles south of Babb. Some may find the open-field campground loop off-putting, but its location on the lake makes for a great panorama. It’s a Native-owned, RV-oriented park with hookups, showers, and bathrooms, and a great day-use area with picnic shelters and a tipi village with a dozen or so traditional tipis.

The only other overnight option is Thronson’s Motel, right next door to Thronson’s General Store. It’s a throwback, a blockish, two-story affair that offers spare and comfortable rooms as well as a handful of rustic cabins. It’s the perfect kind of lodging for people who are more interested in a clean place to sleep, shower, and shave (really, who shaves on their vacation?) before spending every possible minute exploring the park, and don’t need their lodging to be a big part of the experience.




SAINT MARY

At the eastern terminus of Going-to-the-Sun Road, Saint Mary is one of the most stunning visual treats among Glacier’s gateway communities. The snow-painted peaks of Red Eagle, Mahtohtopa, and Little Chief Mountains seem to rise straight up out of the lake to the southwest. Directly across the water from St. Mary Village, Napi Rock and Single-shot Mountain dominate the skyline, dramatic evidence that the plains to the east have come to an end. The views are just one of the perks of the Village, which fills up quickly every summer. Its five-story lodge and outbuildings offer 127 guest rooms, and this tourist ecosystem has pretty much everything you’ll need—a restaurant, espresso shop, gift store, and outdoors gear shop. It really is a perfectly located hub for a multiday vacation in the park.

A wide variety of lodging can be had in or near Saint Mary, from a $20-a-night airbnb room to the luxury-soaked accommodations at the Great Bear Lodge in St. Mary Village. One interesting new development is the collection of tiny homes near the park entrance. These onecar-garage-sized dwellings have a surprising level of comfort packed into their clever, environmentally conscious designs. They’re not the cheapest, but one unit will sleep four people who need just a clean, comfortable place to crash between hiking and touring days.

One of the great finds in St. Mary is the Park Cafe and Grocery. Unlike the store in Babb, you can buy beer and wine at the grocery while you gas up, as well as odds and ends like auto supplies and some camping needs. Right next door the Park Cafe serves up decent diner fare, but the star of the show is their homemade pie. For 60 years they’ve been dishing up strawberry rhubarb, peach raspberry, and of course, huckleberry.

The historic Ranger Station at Saint Mary is another favorite among Glacier aficionados. Built in 1913, just 3 years after the park’s inception, the cabin is in the National Registry of Historic Places. Its design follows the National Park Rustic style that was initiated by architect Robert Reamer when he built the Old Faithful Inn in 1903. It’s the park’s first administrative building, harkening back to a simpler time in the park when its overseers had a smaller footprint—especially when compared to the grand visitor center nearby.




EAST GLACIER

One of my favorite things about the East Glacier area is surely the least favorite of many visitors. If you’re traveling on MT 49 between Two Medicine Road and Saint Mary, Looking Glass Road appears to be the most direct route. On the map. In real life, it is a white-knuckle thrill ride. The road is paved, but it’s notoriously difficult to maintain, leaving it in various states of degradation. Asphalt patches look like a losing battle, as the potholes proliferate too quickly for the road crews to keep up. It’s a narrow, serpentine road full of hairpin turns and entire sections that seem to be finding their own level. It is quite a roller coaster ride, and the driver will have to keep their eyes glued to the ever-changing road surface. Of course, not everyone likes a roller coaster. But when the road swoops down into stands of quaking aspens here and there, with their leaves shimmering in the wind like thousands of tiny jazz hands, it’s a drive that has a charm all its own.

East Glacier is the first community you’ll encounter coming in from Browning, and it’s bisected by the Amtrak line. Many passengers will dis-embark the Empire Builder, cross the road, and check into the magnificent Glacier Park Lodge. It was built in 1913, one of the original Great Northern lodges constructed to serve rail passengers, mostly coming in from the eastern seaboard. Although the lodge sits a tantalizing 1.5 miles outside the park border, the East Entrance at Two Medicine is a 7.7-mile drive.
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East Glacier village is a fun mix of low-budget lodging, decent-to-great restaurants (including Serrano’s, perhaps the best food in the park), kitschy tourist attractions (handmade Harry Potter wands, anyone?) and a lovely hostel, Brownie’s. The hostel is situated above an outstanding bakery of the same name, which serves up killer treats like quiche, huckleberry muffins, and baked Amish oatmeal bars.

East Glacier west of the tracks feels pretty groovy, a funky little community with a hang-loose vibe like you might encounter at a ski village. Visitors are staying in motels, cabins, lodges, even tipis. From here you can access the park at the aforementioned Two Medicine entrance, or north on US 89 to St. Mary, and Many Glacier via Babb. Otherwise, to gain entrance to the park you’ll have to drive south around the lower end of the park on US 2 to West Glacier. It’s a gorgeous 60 miles, though, and it’s a worthy way to see a lot of the park without actually being in the park.




WEST GLACIER/CORAM/HUNGRY HORSE

This is a good time to ask, what constitutes a gateway community? While West Glacier is the most popular entrance, the community that serves the park is really a loose collection of small towns you’ll pass through if coming in from Kalispell or Whitefish to the west, or Bigfork or Polson from the south.

Just east of Columbia Falls is Hungry Horse, which came into being not so much to serve park visitors, but as the base of one of the largest dam projects in the Northwest. Its eponymous reservoir is created by a spectacular, 564-foot-high concrete arch dam on the South Fork of the Flathead River, completed in 1953. Hungry Horse offers plenty of lodging and tourist-oriented business, but it’s not all Glacier Park–themed. It’s more of a northwest Montana mix of huckleberry treats, ski and snowmobile rentals, and other outdoor pursuits like hunting and fishing. And in case you forget the town’s true origins, there’s the Dam Town Tavern as a reminder.

Martin City is a tiny burg up Badrock Canyon that served as a kind of bedroom community for workers on the Hungry Horse Dam. Its location at the edge of two Montana wilderness areas make it a great place to camp and see wildlife. Other than a couple of rough ’n rowdy western saloons (one of which hosts an annual barstool race down the snowy main street), there’s not much in the way of retail.

Coram, 15 miles south of West Glacier, is smack in the middle of the most family fun–oriented stretch of highway leading into the park. The first thing to trap tourists is the Amazing Fun Center, the name of which sounds like it was translated from a foreign language. The complex features a bumper boat pool, a two-story maze, an eighteen-hole miniature golf course, and a go-kart track. You want a zipline? Glacier Highline has you covered with dozens of treetop rope courses, Tarzan swings, and other attractions to keep the kids out of your hair for a few hours.

West Glacier has the commercial infrastructure to support the crowds you might imagine at the park’s busiest entrance. As with St. Mary, as soon as you enter the park you’ll be on Going-to-the-Sun Road (GTSR). Remember, as of the 2023 summer season, every main entrance to the park will require not only a park pass, but also a vehicle registration ticket. More information is available at recreation.gov.

At first blush, West Glacier seems to be a sea of RVs, and it definitely caters to the home-on-wheels crowd. But it’s a robust little town that feels more outdoors-oriented than its counterpart at Yellowstone. Fly shops, rafting trips, kayak rentals, golf, the list goes on. However you want to propel yourself around the area, regardless of the season, even if you want to hold down a couple of trees with a hammock, there is probably a West Glacier business that offers the gear and/or experience.

Of all the gateway communities surrounding Glacier Park, West Glacier seems to enjoy the most comfortable symbiosis. It’s all about the park here. It serves the upscale traveler as well as the vacationing family on a budget, but doesn’t feel like it belongs to any particular economic strata or social demographic. Kalispell, 33 miles away, has the closest major airport to the park, which brings a large segment of international visitors, and streams of tourists from both US coasts. It makes for a truly eclectic mix of people, and you’ll frequently find yourself hearing half a dozen foreign languages being spoken within earshot.

West Glacier is also full of the classic alpine architecture reminiscent of Swiss chalets, a nod to Glacier Park’s nickname, America’s Switzerland, an early marketing sobriquet applied by the Great Northern Railroad. Once you enter West Glacier, you feel like you’re already humming with that national park vibe.




POLEBRIDGE

Remote. Rustic. Rewarding. These are words used frequently to describe the park’s Northwest Entrance. As it’s not connected to Going-to-the-Sun Road, Polebridge has become more of a backup plan for those who want to see the park but didn’t score a ticket to its main attraction. Polebridge is not easy to get to. There is no gas station here. Large tour buses cannot negotiate the road. Cell service is nonexistent. There is no electricity.

But there’s also a negative side. There’s always a long line at Polebridge Mercantile, where people queue up all day every day to buy a huckleberry bear claw, the most famous pastry in all of Glacier Park.

Honestly, if you’re more geared to visitor centers and park villages, this is probably not the gateway community for you. First off, it is a relatively long and somewhat uncomfortable drive out of Columbia Falls. North Fork Road runs along the North Fork of the Flathead River (MT 486), and most of it is washboarded and perforated with kidney-bruising potholes. The 35-mile journey takes about an hour. By my calculation, I believe your average speed will be 35 mph. Once you get there you’re just a few miles from the check-in hut on Bowman Lake Road. Bowman Lake is one of the most beautiful lakes in the park and to its north is Kintla Lake, equally beautiful and maybe even less visited.

During the summer you’ll see a surprising number of vehicles in Polebridge, but it never gets as crowded as, say, Apgar Village near West Glacier, or St. Mary on the east side. It’s a there-and-back road, and with no gas station there, it obviously takes forethought and some commitment, and that alone cuts down on the crowds.

Ben Rover, a popular Forest Service cabin, typically is booked out a year in advance. It’s perfectly situated right on the river just a short walk from the Merc. It has no electricity or running water but there’s a well and a vault toilet outside, and propane lanterns and a wood stove inside. It sleeps up to eight people comfortably and just seems to be a perfect fit for the surrounding wilderness. It’s downright cushy compared to how the homesteaders had it at the time the area was settled.

Polebridge is a tiny, unincorporated area for people seeking independence and solitude. But when a local needs help, it becomes a community. Just under 200 people live there full-time, and during the hard winter months that number drops to maybe a dozen.

Among Glacier’s gateway communities, Polebridge is regarded with the affection reserved for three-legged dogs and winless football teams. It lacks the access and facilities of the other, sexier towns around the park, but people who continue coming back to Polebridge tend to love it as “their” spot, their own little corner of Glacier. The Merc has been standing for over 100 years, and hasn’t changed much in that time. They offer cabins for rent out back, and it sits next to the Northern Lights Saloon, which has a small restaurant and occasional live music. These joints offer a stop for tourists and a bit of a communal hub for the locals, but people don’t drive 35 miles up a crappy dirt road for a bear claw. Polebridge isn’t for everybody, and they kind of like it that way.
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Chasing the Plows on Going-to-the-Sun Road

EACH YEAR AROUND MID-APRIL, MONTANANS TURN THEIR THOUGHTS to … taxes. Sorry. Once that unpleasantness is out of the way, they start showing the symptoms of spring fever. Although there will likely be at least a couple more serious snow dumps, most ski areas have shut down for the season, snowmobilers have winterized and garaged their sleds, and plows get to work clearing away the snow on Going-to-the-Sun Road. The park receives anywhere from 10 to 15 feet of snow per winter, and as the snow melts off the mountains, the road acts like a gutter, piling up the white stuff so crews are typically pushing through 10- to 15-feet-high drifts. Sometimes it’s a bit more, as in 2018, when crews measured the Big Drift, just east of Logan Pass, at 80 feet of snow. Think about that next time you complain about having to shovel your driveway.

Cars aren’t allowed on the road until it’s completely clear, and that date is as unpredictable as the weather. In 2022, thanks to late storms and avalanches slowing the progress of the plows, GTSR had its latest opening on record, July 13. From then until Labor Day, bikes are forbidden from the road during peak hours—it’s just too narrow to share with motor vehicles. But until then, as long as the plows are still pushing toward Logan Pass, the asphalt belongs to bikes and hikers.

There aren’t many roads in the United States that can claim a spot in the National Register of Historic Places and have also been named a National Historic Civil Engineering Landmark, and the chance to bike up to the top of the Crown of the Continent draws hordes of cyclists to GTSR every year. What was once almost unknown outside of western Montana’s cycling community has bloomed into a popular event, thanks largely to the advent of e-bikes. Battery-powered cycles are rented from dozens of businesses in Glacier’s gateway communities, making the spring cycling adventure available to just about anyone. And that, according to many of the more experienced and capable cycling enthusiasts, is the problem.
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Coming in from the West Entrance, the distance from Apgar to Avalanche Lake trailhead is about 13 miles. From there it’s another 13 miles to Logan Pass, assuming the plows have cleared the entire road. While many bikers ride the first half, which is mostly flat road running along Lake McDonald, traffic can get congested on the weekends so most take advantage of one of the shuttles that run between the two points. Cars are not allowed past Avalanche during plowing season, so that’s where the real ride begins. How far up you can go depends on several factors: weather, snowpack, avalanche danger, and other environmental considerations. Coming up from St. Mary on the east side is less steep, but the west ascent is by far the more popular. It’s not a particularly difficult ride, more of a slow-motion gran fondo. Still, the last 12 miles are an uphill slog at a 6 percent grade. A cyclist must be in fairly good shape to do it. Well, until recently. More on that in a minute. The point is that a spring ride up GTSR is a unique event. It’s certainly not a race—this isn’t about beating a stopwatch, it’s about watching the scenery.

About a mile from Avalanche there’s a scenic pullout called Red Rock Point, offering a sweet overlook of the taupe- and rust-colored boulders crowding the rushing waters of McDonald Creek. The contrast between the rocks and the water, which is the color of avocado flesh due to the glacial silt it carries, is striking. Six miles beyond that is the west side tunnel, one of two tunnels on GTSR (the east side tunnel is on the other side of Logan Pass). The 192-foot-long tunnel will give riders a chill as they pass through, but after several miles of uphill pedaling on a clear spring day, this will probably be a welcome sensation. The “refrigerator effect” of the ambient temperature cooled by the surrounding snow isn’t an issue for most riders as they’re pumping uphill, generating heat and burning calories. The problem is riding through that cold on the way down at 30 mph or more. More accurately, the problem is people embarking on GTSR in the spring being unprepared for the conditions that they’ll face. On its face it might seem like a casual ride, especially with the help from an e-bike. But the reality is that the consequences of unforeseen events or conditions for an ill-equipped and unprepared cyclist could be deadly.
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Ed Stalling lives in western Montana, where he’s retired from a career that included several stints working for the Forest Service, and a handful of posts in a few national parks. He’s also been part of several search and rescue operations. His outdoor experience is extensive, and he still enjoys hiking, biking, and camping in national forests throughout the West, year-round. With his wife and partner in adventure Lori, he’s ridden up Going-to-the-Sun Road in the spring several times, seeing old friends each year from the cycling fraternity, sometimes even overnighting near the top on a full moon ride. But no more.

“I think what changed it is e-bikes,” he told me. While he welcomes the idea that the powered bikes open up access for people with different abilities, he’s turned off by the sudden appearance of massive throngs of neophytes making their way up a road that used to be uncrowded and mellow, and pretty much everyone who made the ride was an experienced cyclist and outdoors enthusiast who knew what they were doing. “It was always a Montana bike community thing,” he says. “It was like old home week. There was never a parking issue, there was never a crowd.” And it was never a closely guarded secret, he adds, although it was almost exclusively local riders who could keep an eye on developing weather and avalanche conditions and the progress of the plows, and then choose their time to go. In the last few years that’s all changed. Pandemic lockdowns and subsequent travel restrictions had many Americans turning their travel plans inward, swelling the crowds in the national parks. Still, it’s not the crowds that bother Stalling the most. It’s the inexperience of the riders creating more potential for disaster.

“You’re talking about being in the high country of Montana, above the treeline. And it’s a time of year when tourists think it’s summer or spring, say early June, but in the high country it’s still like February. People leave in shorts and a shirt, maybe a windbreaker, and get up there and a blizzard comes in and they’re like, ‘what the f***?’ I’ve literally recovered bodies of people who have died from hypothermia. I know how real it is. All they did was get wet when it was 34 degrees, and couldn’t get to warm clothes in time.”

As the ride occurs during spring melt, the road is going to be wet, and not just at the obvious spots like the Weeping Wall or other roadside waterfalls. Mountain ranges tend to have their own weather systems, and the jagged peaks of Glacier are certainly no exception. What starts out as a beautiful spring morning with temps in the 50s or 60s near Lake McDonald could quickly change to a cold, wet afternoon that could drench riders who are near the top of GTSR, with water coming from the road and the sky. Avalanches are another real threat, and it seems every year there are cyclists who get stranded on the wrong side of a slide that blocks the road, trapping them, sometimes necessitating rescue by helicopter. The exploding popularity of the spring ride coupled with its participants’ lack of experience and backcountry knowledge will surely result in an increase in the number of dangerous situations, Stalling feels. As with everything else in our post-COVID world, there aren’t enough workers to keep up. Rangers don’t patrol GTSR in great numbers as it is, and they will become spread even thinner as the biking hordes continue to grow in size. It’s a recipe for disaster that will result in more tragic accidents, or perhaps the Park Service will severely limit access to the road, or end this spring ride altogether. As it is, riders aren’t allowed beyond the Loop, 8 miles up from the Avalanche trailhead, until late into the season, even as the road above has been cleared away. Avalanche danger is usually given as the reason, but it could also be that rangers are trying to keep riders safe from themselves.
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Caroline Keys, a teacher and musician from Missoula who considers herself a casual biker, has made the trek a few times and, like Stalling, she worries about the safety of those who are lulled into a sense of protection by riding an e-bike. On her most recent ascent, in 2022, she estimated that as many as 85 percent of the riders were on a powered bike. It’s not as if people are riding scooters up the hill. The Park Service allows only pedal-assist bikes—not fully powered rigs—with motors no bigger than 750 watts, or one horsepower. Still, the advent of e-bikes has completely changed the face of the spring ride up GTSR. “I’m super happy that technology makes such a beautiful thing accessible for people of more abilities,” she said, “but when you’re huffing and puffing [on a regular bike] and somebody goes by with a milkshake in their cupholder … I can see that argument.”

Keys spent several seasons working for the Glacier Boat Company, giving tours of the park’s breathtaking bodies of water, ferrying visitors between hotels and trailheads. Her love of the park is obvious, and her knowledge of its terrain has been earned over decades of exploring. She adores the spring ride up GTSR. “The e-bike thing can be a real polarizing deal,” she admits, but she’s also glad more people are given the chance to enjoy such a unique experience that provides an entirely different perspective on Glacier than touring in a car. “It’s nice to have the whole road to yourself, without automobiles. Part of the glory and luxury of it is, wow, there’s no cars. You can just ride all over the place.” Also, by the time bikes are allowed to start pushing up the road as far as the plows have gone, the days are starting to get longer. “You can just dilly dally as much as you want because you’re never going to have to worry about sharing the road with traffic. You could take all 14 to 16 hours of daylight to do that ride if you want to. It’s just great.”

Another bonus of moseying, she adds, is the opportunity to stop frequently and inspect some points of interest in detail, something you can’t do with hundreds of vehicles rolling past within inches of you. One of her favorites is the clusters of stromatolites visible just outside the eastern end of the west side tunnel. These fossils of blue-green algae are from some of the earliest life forms on Earth, dating back billions of years. To climb off your bike and get up close and personal with something like that, well, it’s one of the endless experiences that make Glacier Park special.

Another Glacier feature encountered by many cyclists is, of course, bears. Grizzlies and black bears are just starting to come out from their winter dens about the time the road opens to cyclists, so riders must be prepared. Bear spray is a must, and it’s important to maintain a safe distance, although a lot of the time a bear will pop out of the underbrush and step onto the road, close enough to a biker that they can smell each other. “Bear encounters are an entirely different thing when you’re on a bike than in a car,” says Keys with a laugh. “That’s always interesting.”

Preparation and knowledge will help cyclists avoid many of the pitfalls that can occur on the spring GTSR ride. While most take their time going up, stopping for snacks and rests while enjoying the panoramic beauty at a relaxed pace, the descent is a different story altogether. And it’s where many riders can be ambushed by hypothermia or frostbite. As mentioned earlier, the road is wet. Not a big deal when you’re crawling uphill in low gear, but when riders go whipping down that grade at 30 miles an hour and the afternoon air has grown chilly, it’s a serious situation. Keys shared a story of a friend who rode up wearing sandals, and in a desperate attempt to keep their toes from freezing off on the way down, wrapped their feet in aluminum foil from the sandwich they’d had for lunch at the top.

Even on a warm, sunny morning, bikers who tackle GTSR in the spring must be prepared for anything. Stalling, who has pretty much seen every scenario in his years making the ride, points out that there aren’t any pre-ride inspections going on at Avalanche or Apgar, so it’s up to the cyclists to be prepared. “You get a flat tire, your derailleur breaks, your chain breaks—any mountain biker knows how to fix a chain in the woods, otherwise you’re not going to get home.” He also hates to see riders surprised by getting drenched on the way down. “Anybody who bikes in Montana in the spring knows that you have extra clothes for the descent.”
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Word is out on the plow-chasing ride up GTSR in the spring, and one can only hope that its fast-growing popularity won’t ultimately lead to its demise. Veterans of many ascents and full moon rides come down on both sides of the e-bike controversy, but everyone can agree that the ride will never be the same. It’s impossible to predict what the future holds for this one-of-a-kind experience as the National Park Service (NPS) navigates the challenges presented by the expanding crowds drawn in by the advent of power-assisted bikes. The fact remains that for cyclists, whether pumping a mountain bike up the hill, snaking their way around the hairpin turns on a sleek road bike, or leading a family of all ages astride rented e-bikes, the chance to traverse the Crown of the Continent on one of America’s most breathtaking roads without the presence of cars can provide endless memories and stories. Some sober preparation and thorough planning can help ensure that all the stories are happy ones.
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The Phoenix of Glacier Park

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE SPLENDID AUGUST DAYS IN GLACIER, IF YOU LIKE it warm. The Northern Rockies were baking in a stretch of hot, dry days that flirted with the 90-degree mark. The only flaw was the wild-fire smoke. Late summer in Montana usually means smoke, and the air was hazy and gray as the particulate-laden smoke from forest fires across Idaho, Oregon, and California blanketed the West. Montana was under a Stage II fire restriction, and Glacier had already seen its share of fires as it did every summer. Most of these blazes burned in remote wilderness that was too rugged to access, and unless they were threatening any structures, they usually were left to run their course. Stewards of Glacier’s million acres of wilderness understand the role of fire in regenerating the forests.

On this Thursday in 2017, darkening clouds stacked up as the day wore on, and late that afternoon a massive thunderstorm rolled across the park, zapping the mountains and forests with more than 150 lightning strikes, igniting dozens of fires. That in itself wasn’t unusual, but because of the persistent heat, most of the rain evaporated before it reached the ground. The fuels in Glacier’s tamarack and lodgepole pine forests were bone dry ready to burn with the smallest spark.

One of the fires reported was a 100-acre blaze burning in the Sprague Creek and Camas Creek drainages, in the western part of the park near Lake McDonald. Spot fires were popping up along Sprague Creek Trail, the most popular route to Sperry Chalet. While park authorities did not consider the historic chalet to be threatened at the time, the trail itself was the main supply line to the backcountry lodge. Out of caution, the forty-two guests staying there were asked to evacuate. A post on Sperry’s “What’s Happening” blog from August 12 lauds the guests for their efforts: “On Friday we successfully evacuated all guests from Sperry Chalet, most of them departing via the Gunsight Pass Trail. And I gotta say, I am really impressed with the wherewithal of Sperry Chalet guests. Can I just brag a little about the incredible effort this group made, crossing two mountain passes and the continental divide on a long and strenuous evacuation route. Well done!” The blog entry closes with a hopeful note. “We are currently optimistic that Sperry Chalet may have an opportunity to re-open this summer. For now we have to wait and see what this fire does. As with all endeavors in the wilderness, Mother Nature is making the rules up as she goes along.”

By August 18 the Sprague Fire, now roaring across the face of Brown Mountain, was becoming a problem. Mother Nature was flexing her muscles, and the fire had grown to more than 500 acres, demanding the attention of fire crews. Firefighters worked to save the historic Mount Brown Fire Lookout tower by wrapping the wood structure with fire-protective material. Within 3 days the fire expanded to 1,189 acres and was racing across Lincoln Ridge just south of the Sperry Chalet complex.

One hundred firefighters worked to protect the Sperry Chalet with sprinklers, a portable pond, and a helicopter providing water drops on the hot spots. Several trails in the area had already been closed, and the Sprague Fire continued to grow. Crews hoped that the thinner vegetation along the ridge, along with the cooling weather, would help slow the pace of the blaze. The reality was that it probably would burn until the first snowstorm of the season arrived to smother it.

Lake McDonald Lodge closed on August 28, as smoke conditions had reached the point of being unhealthy for workers and visitors. Crews continued to control spot fires and thin out fuels from the path of the Sprague Creek fire, but high winds and dry conditions pumped the inferno to over 2,000 acres. By August 31, four helicopters were dropping water on the raging fire as determined firefighters worked to protect the chalet. When the fire swept into old-growth areas to the north and east of Sperry Chalet the blaze doubled in size to 4,000 acres, nearly surrounding the property. Just after 6:00 p.m. firefighters saw smoke coming from underneath the eaves of the chalet. They hit the
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roof with hoses, but the windows blew out, spewing smoke and flames. The fire had reached the building.

Glacier Park’s Sperry Chalet, a National Historic Landmark which had stood for more than 100 years, was consumed by fire. All that was left standing were a smoking pile of embers and the scorched rock walls at either end of the building.
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Sperry Chalet was built over two seasons, beginning in 1912, just 2 years after Glacier National Park was established. Northern Pacific Railway president Louis Hill decided to create a series of nine chalets and lodges that would be scattered through the park, each about a day’s horseback ride from the next. First to be completed was the Belton Chalet, conveniently located across the street from the West Glacier Depot where visitors debarked from Great Northern’s new passenger line. The Glacier Park Hotel Company, a subsidiary of the railroad, enlisted architects Cutter and Malmgren to design a set of lodges that would resemble Swiss chalets, in keeping with Great Northern’s marketing image for Glacier: America’s Switzerland. Sperry was completed in 1914. The main hotel building was a commanding, two-story dormitory made from rubble obtained from a nearby quarry and pine trees harvested from the surrounding forest. The huge, coarse rocks gave the building a rustic feel, and fulfilled the desire of the burgeoning National Parks system to give their structures the appearance of belonging in the settings in which they were built. Sperry Chalet’s design and location are so natural and unobtrusive that some say it appears to have risen out of the earth. A large set of letters crafted from narrow logs that read “GNRy” was attached to the building beneath the gable. It stood for Great Northern Railway—perhaps the lowercase y was added to head off any confusion that this might be a remote hideaway for Guns N’ Roses.

As Sperry was unreachable by road, all other materials, supplies, and equipment were brought in by horses and mules. Its location on the lip of a glacial cirque provided a stunning, panoramic view into the heart of Glacier Park. By the 1920s automobile travel began to bring more visitors to the national parks, and Sperry Chalet soon took its place as the most enchanting of Glacier’s backcountry chalets. Its history includes several evacuations due to encroaching forest fires, and it was closed during both the world wars. The Great Depression also took its toll on visitor traffic. In 1932 only 112 guests stayed at Sperry the entire season.

The chalet has seen several improvements and renovations over the years. The deck and balconies were replaced in 1978-79, and the entire complex underwent a complete restoration in 1996. A restroom building with plumbed sinks was added in 2008, making it easier for guests to wash up.

Karl Olson happened to be at the chalet in 2017 just a couple of weeks before it was destroyed in the Sprague Fire. He was back home in Missoula, still enjoying the afterglow from his trip when he learned the beloved chalet had burned. “We were having post-Sperry dinner and drinks in Missoula, debriefing when we heard the news,” he said. Fires to the northeast had already prompted the closure of the trail from Jackson Glacier Overlook on Going-to-the-Sun Road while he and his friends were there. Although particulate from the smoke is plainly visible in his vacation photos, Olson said his party wasn’t too concerned about the fire. “They got it under control while we were at Sperry. When they opened the Jackson trail we thought it would be fine for the rest of the summer.” He had made his first visit to Sperry Chalet 20 years earlier, when he and his partner enjoyed a memorable adventure. “It was easy to get rooms then,” he said. “We fell in love with it.”

He is only one of thousands of Glacier Park visitors who have fallen under the spell of Sperry Chalet during its century of use. Some believe it is the ultimate experience not just in Glacier, but in all the country’s sixty-three national parks.

It’s not surprising, then, to know that even before the Sprague Fire was brought under control, plans were set in motion to rebuild the cherished chalet. The four other structures at Sperry had been saved, including a kitchen and dining hall, a maintenance building, and the restroom building. By mid-September, the Glacier National Park Conservancy, the park’s fundraising arm, had received a huge outpouring of support from individuals asking what they could do to help. The secretary of the interior announced that rebuilding the chalet would be a priority, and by October an environmental assessment had been completed and helicopters were bringing in construction materials. The scorched but solid stone walls were being shored up as the husk was being prepared to survive the winter. In 2 years, the chalet was rebuilt around the original stone walls to meet current building codes with modern techniques and construction methods, while preserving the look and feel of the original building. The interior features cedar tongue-in-groove paneling in keeping with the surroundings, and the original propane-powered kitchen and lanterns were replaced with electric versions powered by solar panels. Sperry Chalet was back, and welcoming visitors by the 2020 season.

As glorious and popular as it is, Sperry Chalet is not for everyone. Some national park visitors require more creature comforts than the spartan chalet offers. Rooms are ski lodge spare, with bunks for two to four people, and visitors must be prepared to make a short jaunt across the grounds to the restroom building during the, um, wee hours. While the new chalet does feature some electricity supplied by roof-mounted solar panels, power is used mainly for the kitchen. Flashlights for each guest are highly recommended. Check the website to get full information on accommodations. It’s important to note that there are no wall outlets for charging devices, and no Wi-Fi, TV, or phones. A hike up nearby Lincoln Ridge will put you into cell range, but there are many who find the lack of connectivity at the chalet a big fat addition to the plus column.

The “lifeboat mentality” is one of the unique elements of a stay at Sperry. During their time at the chalet, each day’s group of guests forms a natural camaraderie. “Sperry Chalet is one of those places where it just feels different because everyone who stays there is a community,” Minnesotan Kate Minor told a Great Falls reporter upon hearing the news of the tragic fire in 2017. She and her husband Karl had spent one night of their honeymoon there in 2010. “It felt unlike any other place we’ve stayed before,” she said. “Partly because you have to hike to get there so it’s kind of exclusive and attracts a different breed of people.” That sense of shared isolation is one of the common feelings people mention in their memories of their Sperry Chalet stay. There’s an atmosphere of awe, a humbling reverence toward being surrounded by the majestic beauty of the glacier-carved peaks and alpine forests, away from the noise and congestion of vehicles and rowdy tourists. Alpine-loving mountain goats inhabit the rugged mountain faces of the area, and routinely wander in and out of the complex, providing an extra bit of wildlife experience. On rainy days folks will sit inside the rustic dining hall and read, write, chat, or just sit quietly, absorbing the wonder of their surroundings. A coffee hour after each dinner provides an easygoing opportunity for guests to intermingle. As they drift out onto the balcony to take in a beautiful Glacier sunset, perhaps they’ll share some wine from a bota bag that someone has packed in. The civility and friendliness is nearly universal among the guests on any given day at Sperry.

The original chalet may have been reduced to ash, but its replacement more than lives up to its predecessor. Thanks to the efforts of the National Park Service and an army of supporters, this legacy of Louis Hill, a railroad king who balanced a keen business sense with a healthy appreciation of Glacier’s wild beauty, lives on. As of this writing a night at the chalet runs about $250 per person—for an outpost that requires its guests to pack in every single bit of creature comforts for their stay, it may seem a little steep, like much of the trail that leads there. For those who pony up, though, the Sperry Chalet’s charms are worth every nickel.
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What Happened to the Whitehead Brothers?

IN THE SUMMER OF 1924, THE CITY OF CHICAGO WAS IN THE DOLDRUMS. Citizens were horrified by a shocking kidnapping and murder committed by a pair of university frat boys named Nathaniel Leopold and Richard Loeb, who wanted to demonstrate their superior intellect by abducting and killing someone, believing they could get away with the perfect crime. They murdered a 14-year-old boy, dumped his body in a culvert 25 miles south of Chicago, and began sending ransom notes to the victim’s parents. Their plan unraveled, and within 2 weeks the pair were caught, confessed to the crime, and were sentenced to life plus 99 years in prison. The chill produced that summer by the “crime of the century” wasn’t as cold as the icy winter winds that blow across the city from Lake Michigan, but it was close.

Chicago baseball fans had another shadow cast over their summer as their beloved White Sox were on their way to finishing at the absolute bottom of the American League for the first time in their history. Comiskey Park was more like a funeral parlor than a major-league stadium. Just when everybody could use a stiff drink, Prohibition had driven alcohol consumption underground, and Chicago was struggling in the bloody grip of organized crime.

Was it any wonder that a hard-working young man like Joseph Whitehead wanted to get out of town for a couple weeks? The clean-cut, 29-year-old engineer had a good job at the Universal Battery Company—his $400 a month salary enabled him to support his newly widowed mother, his sister, and younger brother William, 22, who was attending MIT in Boston. Perhaps Joe was feeling the weight of his responsibilities, and the hot, grim Chicago summer spurred the need to recharge his own batteries. A few days of fresh air and hiking through Glacier National Park must have been just the tonic he needed. Young William probably jumped at the chance to get a bit of adventure with his big brother before returning to campus for his final year. The Whitehead brothers packed their gear, kissed their mother and sister goodbye, and left Union Station aboard the Great Northern Railroad’s newly refurbished Oriental Limited in mid-August.

When the boys failed to return on September 1, Dora Whitehead immediately contacted park authorities and reported her sons missing. Chief Ranger James P. Brooks took charge of the case, which would eventually lead to the biggest manhunt in National Park Service history. Everyone from park rangers and veteran trappers to J. Edgar Hoover and President Calvin Coolidge wanted to find out what happened to the Whitehead brothers.
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Joe and Bill had gotten off the train at East Glacier on August 17 and checked into their room at the Glacier Park Lodge. “Arrived O.K.,” Bill wrote in a letter home. “Had a fine trip, somewhat dusty but not bad. The food was good and the prices reasonable.” Joe’s reputation as a meticulous planner was borne out in their 2-week itinerary, copies of which were left with
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JOSEPH and WILLIAM WHITEHEAD

Brothers disappeared Sunday, August 24, on the trail between Granite Park
Chalets and the Lewis Hotel in Glacie: National Park, Montana.

JOSEPH H. WHITEHEAD WILLIAM A. WHITEHEAD
Age 29. Age, 22.
Height, 5 ft. 11 in. Height, 5 ft. 11% in.
Weight, 175 lbs. Weight, 155 Ibs.
Gray eyes. Brown eyes.
Dark brown hair. Dark brown hair.
Ruddy complexion. Dark complexion.
Wore glasses with dark rims. Wore glasses with dark rims.
Both wore hiking clothes: gray knickers, gray wool «l h, tan laced hiking

shoes, soft felt hats. Carried light packs. Both wore sweaters: one gray, the other

tan,
Sons of Mrs. Dora B. Whitchead, 3040 Warren Avenue, Chicago.

Notify: Charles J. Kraebel, Supt. Glacier National Park, Belton, Montana.
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