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    1 Hollow Top Lake


    A day hike or overnighter to a mountain lake bordered on three sides by the high peaks of the Tobacco Root Mountains

    


    Start: 55 miles west of Bozeman


    Distance: 12.5-mile loop


    Difficulty: Moderate


    Maps: USGS Pony and Potosie Peak; Beaverhead- Deerlodge National Forest Map (Central)


    Finding the trailhead: From the small rural community of Harrison on US 287, drive west 6 miles to Pony, an even smaller rural community. Drive through Pony (where the main street turns into FR 191) for 1 mile until the road forks; stay left until the road dead-ends at a trailhead loop about 2 miles from Pony. North Willow Creek Trail 6301 starts to the northwest, and Loop Park Trail 6302 returns from the southwest. Ample parking; no toilet or camping. GPS: N45 39.016' / W111 54.600'

  


  The Hike


  At the trailhead, you get a sense of the local interests. A large Forest Service sign welcomes ATVs and motorcycles, an ominous proclamation for hikers and backcountry horsemen, but it isn’t quite as bad as it sounds. After 1.5 miles, most ATVs turn off and head up to Albro Lake. A few motorcycles go to Hollow Top Lake, but not many, and if you hike this during the week, you probably won’t see any—and you’ll have a nice hike to a beautiful lake basin.


  From the trailhead, North Willow Creek Trail 6301 crosses a bridge and then gradually climbs along the north side of the creek. In the spring, watch for fuzzy blue pasqueflowers in the grassy meadows.


  For the first 1.5 miles, you must walk on an ATV road, but then the “troad” turns off to the left as Albro Lake Trail 6333 and heads up to Albro Lake. You stay right (west) at this junction and continue to follow Trail 6301, which turns into a single-track and continues along the north side of the creek through groves of spruce and fir and back into open meadows. You might see a few cows grazing in these meadows, and you go through a gate. Be sure to securely close it behind you.


  About 3.5 miles from the trailhead, the trail again crosses the creek. Pause here to filter water. At this point the trail heads away from the main creek. This stream crossing can be tricky during early summer runoff. Later in the summer you can cross the stream on jammed logs. Above the crossing the trail climbs more steeply to Hollow Top Lake, passing through some beautiful, sloping meadows with great views east into the Gallatin Valley and the Spanish Peaks.


  At about 4 miles, turn right (west) at the junction with Trail 6365. The last mile to the lake gets quite rocky and steep, which makes for rough walking but also makes it difficult for motorcycles to get to the lake.


  Hollow Top Lake (which has pan-size rainbow trout) is the source of the stream you’ve been following. Northwest of the lake is Hollowtop Mountain, at 10,604 feet the highest point in the Tobacco Roots. Mount Jefferson (10,513 feet) lies west of the lake, and to the south is Potosi Peak (10,125 feet), named by miners after a fabulous mine in the Andes. All three mountains are technically easy scrambles, but prepare for rough weather on the windswept alpine slopes.


  After Hollow Top Lake, you may wish to explore Deep Lake, the next lake up the drainage. Simply skirt Hollow Top Lake to the inlet on the northwest end and follow the trail found here about 0.25 mile to Deep Lake.


  Hollow Top Lake has lots of good campsites all around it. The flow from the outlet has been regulated with a small floodgate, which, regrettably, takes a nick out of the natural beauty of this mountain lake.


  You could, of course, retrace your steps, but I suggest you make a loop out of this trip by dropping a mile down from the lake to the junction with Potosi Peak Trail 6365 and turning right (south). This trail goes through a lodgepole forest for 1.5 miles until it joins Albro Lake Trail 6333. Turn left (east) here, and follow the ATV road for 1.5 miles to the junction with Loop Park Trail 6302. (Take a left at North Willow Creek Trail 6303 about 0.5 mile before Loop Park Trail 6302 junction.)


  This 1.5-mile section is not much to write home about, but once you take a right (northeast) onto Park Trail 6302 and climb up to the top of a ridge into a huge meadow, you do have something to write about. This section of trail is closed to all motorized vehicles and is a real beauty. It goes along the open ridgeline for about 2 miles, and the scenery is outstanding. The mountains at the spine of the Tobacco Roots dominate the western horizon, and some fantastic old whitebark pines talk to you up close and personal as you hike by. Even midday you can usually see elk and deer on this stretch. It’s well worth enduring a short walk on the ATV road. It’s long and dry, though, so make sure you still have enough water in your bottles.


  Trail 6302 fades away in several places, but watch for well-placed cairns and fence posts to show the way. After a delightful trip along the ridge, the trail switchbacks another 1.5 miles down to the trailhead.
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  Miles and Directions


  
    
      	0.0

      	Trailhead.
    


    
      	1.5

      	Junction with Albro Lake Trail 6333; turn right.
    


    
      	4.0

      	Junction with Potosi Peak Trail 6365; turn right.
    


    
      	5.0

      	Hollow Top Lake. Turn around and retrace your steps.
    


    
      	6.0

      	Junction with Potosi Peak Trail 6365; turn right. (Option: Continue straight back to the trailhead for a 10-mile out and back hike.)
    


    
      	7.5

      	Junction with Trail 6333; turn left.
    


    
      	8.5

      	Junction with Trail 6303; turn left.
    


    
      	9.0

      	Junction with Trail 6302; turn right.
    


    
      	12.5

      	Trailhead.
    

  


  
    2 Curly Lake


    A day hike or overnighter to a popular subalpine lake in the Tobacco Root Mountains

    


    Start: 40 miles southeast of Butte


    Distance: 6.0-mile out-and-back


    Difficulty: Moderate


    Maps: USGS Manhead Mountain; Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest (Central)


    Finding the trailhead: From exit 256 in Cardwell (east of Butte on I-90), drive south on Highway 359 for 5 miles. Then turn right, heading south on South Boulder Road (FR 107). The pavement ends after 2.7 miles. Stay on the main road (FR 107), through Mammoth, for 13.6 miles. Curly Creek Trail 7151 starts on your right just before crossing Curly Creek, 2.1 miles past the little gathering of cabins called Mammoth. South Boulder Road 107 is rough and rocky in places but passable, barely, by a two-wheel-drive vehicle. The first 0.5 mile or so of the trail is on a private inholding, so be respectful. Limited parking; no toilet; no camping at trailhead but vehicle camping nearby. GPS: N45 38.266' / W112 1.949'

  


  The Hike


  Curly Creek Trail 7151 begins by switchbacking up a steep sidehill, quickly gaining elevation with views of the South Boulder Valley to the east. After about a mile, the trail flattens out and crosses a series of meadows along Curly Creek. These meadows have a wealth of wildflowers.


  After 2 miles, Curly Creek Trail climbs again through lodgepole pine forest. Many springs and seeps are found along this stretch. Next, the trail again levels out, crossing another hanging valley before a final climb to the Curly Lake basin.


  After 2.5 miles, stay right on Curly Lake Trail 7159 to the lake. There is really only one good water source along the way, a small stream at about 2 miles. The trail is in great shape and would be a good choice for trail runners. It’s a long 3 miles to the lake, which is on your right after the junction and past two smaller ponds.
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  Curly Lake sits in a subalpine basin at 8,800 feet below several unnamed 10,000-foot peaks. The lake is tucked in the timber north of the trail. While the fishless lake is not unduly spectacular, the alpine meadows and meandering creek south of the lake are beautiful, offering views of alpine peaks to the south end of the cirque. Mountain bikers like the Curly Lake area, so expect to see a few on your hike. The Curly Lake Trail is also open to motorcycles except from May 1 to July 15.
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  Miles and Directions


  
    
      	0.0

      	Trailhead.
    


    
      	2.5

      	Junction with Curly Lake Trail 7159; turn right.
    


    
      	3.0

      	Curly Lake.
    


    
      	6.0

      	Trailhead.
    

  


  Options: You could take Trail 7159 down to the road and then jog about 2 miles on the road back to your vehicle, a good option for trail runners.


  
    3 Louise Lake


    A nice family hike to a high lake deep in the Tobacco Root Mountains

    


    Start: Lost Cabin/Louise Lake Trailhead, 40 miles southeast of Butte


    Distance: 7.0-mile out-and-back


    Difficulty: Moderate


    Maps: USGS Waterloo; Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest (Central)


    Finding the trailhead: From exit 256 in Cardwell (east of Butte on I-90), drive south on Highway 359 for 5 miles. Then turn right, heading south on South Boulder Road (FR 107). The pavement ends after 2.7 miles. Stay on the main road (FR 107) through the small community of Mammoth for 14.7 miles. Stay right when the road forks, continuing on FR 107. After 15.7 miles, you reach Bismark Reservoir and the trailhead for both Louise Lake and Lost Cabin Lake. As you approach the trailhead, the road has some rough sections where you might want a high-clearance, four-wheel-drive vehicle. This trail starts on a private inholding, so be respectful. Ample parking and vehicle camping at the trailhead; undeveloped camping and toilet nearby at the junction of FR 107 and Trail 7154. GPS: N45 36.428' / W112 03.190'

  


  The Hike


  The Tobacco Roots offer many short hikes, such as the one to Louise Lake, suitable for families, but wait until at least mid-July for the snow to melt. We went in early July, and the lake was still partially frozen.


  From the Lost Cabin/Louise Lake Trailhead, Trail 7168 gradually climbs for 3.5 long miles, mostly on “mall walk” switchbacks, to the lake. You hardly notice the ascent on these nearly level switchbacks. Carry your drinking water, as there are only a few water sources along the way.


  Louise Lake sits in a cirque with massive, 10,353-foot Middle Mountain to the south. The lake has a small population of large cutthroat trout that can be very fussy about which fly they might take. If you find the fly that works, catch only enough for supper, leaving the rest for the next angler.
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  The Forest Service has recognized this route as a National Recreation Trail for its outstanding scenery and exceptional recreational opportunities. It is closed year-round to all motorized vehicles. It is, however, open to mountain bikes and horses, so be sure to courteously share the trail if you meet any.


  Miles and Directions


  
    
      	0.0

      	Lost Cabin/Louise Lake Trailhead.
    


    
      	3.5

      	Louise Lake.
    


    
      	7.0

      	Lost Cabin/Louise Lake Trailhead.
    

  


  Side Trips: Peak baggers might be tempted to scramble up Middle Mountain, a nontechnical climb.


  
    4 Snowcrest


    A long, super-scenic subalpine traverse along the apex of the Snowcrest Range, probably the nicest place in Montana that nobody knows about

    


    Start: 40 miles southeast of Dillon


    Distance: 23.0-mile lollipop loop


    Difficulty: Moderately strenuous


    Maps: USGS Antone Peak and Stonehouse Mountain; Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest (South)


    Finding the trailhead: Follow the business route of I-15 south through Dillon, past Western Montana College, and then turn left at Barrett Memorial Hospital. After 0.2 mile, turn left and head southeast on Blacktail Deer Road for 6.6 miles, where the paved road turns into a wide unpaved roadway. It’s easy to drive too fast on this excellent gravel road, so be careful and stay within your abilities. Washboarded sections can throw your vehicle into a spin, as can the loose gravel if you make a sudden correction. Continue straight on FR 1808 for 27 miles, then turn left and head east toward East Fork Blacktail Deer Creek Campground. After another 11.5 miles on a less-improved dirt road (but passable by two-wheel-drive vehicle), the road dead-ends in East Fork Blacktail Deer Creek Campground. The trailhead is at the end of this nice campground (managed by the Bureau of Land Management). Because of the extra-long drive, you may want to spend the night and get an early start the next day. Ample parking; toilet; vehicle camping. GPS: N44 50.183' / W112 11.567'

  


  Recommended itinerary: Although spectacular to see, this route is difficult to backpack. Because of the long, waterless center section, you’re left with three less-than-optimal options: (1) putting in a long (13- to 14-mile) day and two short days (4 to 5 miles each), (2) spending one night in a dry camp, or (3) dropping down into one of the side drainages off the crest to find water and then carrying your pack up to the divide again the next morning—and in the process tacking 3 to 4 miles onto the total distance. Of these three, I prefer the first option, keeping my pack as light as possible, getting up early on my second day, and enjoying a long day on the gorgeous Snowcrest Divide, stopping on the high points to sit and soak in the essence of this special place. Specifically, that means spending the first night along the East Fork below Honeymoon Park and the second night along Lawrence Creek about 5 miles from the trailhead. Or better yet, start at dawn and do it all in a very long, very rewarding day hike, which is what we did.


  The Hike


  When you hike hundreds of miles each summer, you sometimes go places that make you say, “I’ve already been here.” While it’s certainly true that every piece of wild nature is unique, that doesn’t keep some mountains and lakes and streams from looking similar. Then, once in a great while, surprise, the stars are all aligned, and you end up in a place that blows you away like a 100-mile-per-hour gust of wind and you say, “This is a truly special place.” Such is the Snowcrest Range.


  [image: Taking a break along the seldom-visited Snowcrest Divide. JACQUELYN CORDAY]


  The Snowcrest is probably the nicest hike in Montana that nobody goes on. In fact, when we hiked it in late August 2003, we ran into a trail crew who told us we were the first hikers they’d seen all summer, even though this route had been in my book Hiking Montana for twenty-five years. That’s incredible, because we were standing on a 9,500-foot ridge amid scenery as amazing as Glacier or Grand Teton National Park or the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, although different in nature—more gentle and peaceful and lonely.


  The Snowcrest Range stretches for 20 miles north to southwest of the Gravelleys in the far southwestern corner of Montana. Because of the high wildlife populations, Snowcrest is the domain of big-game hunters and outfitters, but after experiencing the area, I wonder why it isn’t more popular with hikers. The scenery is clearly world-class, and the heavy horse traffic during the hunting season keeps most trails nicely distinct all year.


  This route takes you on a delightful circuit that covers most of the southern portion of the range, including 11 miles of the spectacular ridgeline, the area’s namesake, mostly at elevations higher than 9,500 feet. Check in with the Forest Service about snow conditions if you’re attempting the hike before mid-July.


  The only problem with this hike is the confusing maze of trails and junctions (many without signs when we hiked it), and some trails visible only on the map. However, since we hiked it, the Forest Service has reconstructed some sections
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      	0.0

      	Trailhead at East Fork Blacktail Deer Campground.
    


    
      	0.7

      	Wet crossing of Blacktail Creek.
    


    
      	2.0

      	Junction with Lawrence Creek Trail 6669 (incorrectly marked 699); turn left.
    


    
      	5.5

      	Junction with Two Meadows Trail 6074; turn left.
    


    
      	7.5

      	Honeymoon Park and junction with Snowcrest Trail 6004; turn right.
    


    
      	8.0

      	Junction with Cook Headquarters Trail 6030; turn right.
    


    
      	9.0

      	Spur trail to the summit of Stonehouse Mountain; turn left.
    


    
      	10.5

      	Junction with Mount Carey Trail 612; turn right and stay on ridgetop.
    


    
      	11.5

      	Junction with Two Meadows Trail 6074; turn left and stay on ridgetop.
    


    
      	12.0

      	Junction with Corral Creek Trail 6417; turn right and stay on ridgetop.
    


    
      	13.5

      	Junction with Divide Trail 6061; go straight and stay on ridgetop.
    


    
      	16.5

      	Junction with Lawrence Creek Trail 6669 (incorrectly marked 699); turn right.
    


    
      	19.0

      	Junction with Lodgepole Trail 6073; turn left.
    


    
      	19.5

      	Junction with Divide Trail 6061; turn left.
    


    
      	21.0

      	Junction with East Fork Blacktail Deer Creek Trail 6069; turn left.
    


    
      	22.5

      	Cross Blacktail Deer Creek.
    


    
      	23.0

      	East Fork Blacktail Deer Creek Trailhead and Campground.
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