
LOGAN PASS


This is the “high point” for many Glacier visitors.
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Known to the Blackfeet Indians as the Backbone of the World, the northern Rockies rise to 6,646 feet at Logan Pass, the destination of the relatively new Going-to-the-Sun Road, dedicated on July 15, 1933. On that day, at this majestic summit once known only to native peoples, members of the Blackfeet and Kootenai Indians gathered and used the ceremony to mend old wounds lingering from past territorial disputes. They pitched teepees over several acres surrounding the pass, and when a tally was made, it included such chiefs as Bird Rattler, Kusta, and Two-Guns White-Calf, “he of buffalo-nickel fame.” Five thousand other people also attended the dedication to include the governor of Montana and several U.S. senators.

Since that day, many park visitors have made their way up to Logan Pass and remember it as the high point of their visit. In his book about the pass, retired Ranger Jerry DeSanto said that the area is different from any place seen by 99 percent of park visitors. He wrote that the open meadow and the lush growth of plants are rarely duplicated elsewhere in Glacier. According to DeSanto, the open-ness may be partly due to the extensive excavations of bears searching for marmots and for the bulbs of the glacier lily.

He said Logan Pass contains billion-year-old rocks, making them among the world’s oldest. In summer they are interspersed with blossoms from about two hundred species of wildflowers. Stunted clumps of subalpine fir and a few specimens of whitebark pine and Engelmann Spruce round out the vegetative assemblage.

To safeguard the fragile environment, in 1971 the park constructed a wooden boardwalk. At the time, the structure was controversial, but it has succeeded in eliminating the hundreds of “spontaneous” trails visitors had been creating. Follow it for about a half mile to the contiguous snow trail and then on to the Hidden Lake Overlook, and you’ll walk through a landscape often teeming with wildlife and geological features such as small glacier-carved tarns.

“In beauty you will walk,” say various Native Americans, and it is little wonder the Blackfeet and Kootenai sought out this pass to heal the considerable wounds of past enmities.
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THE NAMESAKE SCULPTORS

Glaciers carved out the dramatic landscape, and remnants still remain.
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Though the encroachment of vast inland seas and massive geological upheavals wrote the park’s first chapters, glaciers wrote the last. Through the millennia, the region experienced four different ice ages, with the most recent ending about twelve thousand years ago. Though remnants from both the Ice Age, which peaked about 20,000 years ago, and from the Little Ice Age of 1,550 years ago linger yet, scientists believe all will soon disappear. Still, it will always be appropriate to call this 1.1-million-acre expanse of ice-carved land by its original and most symbolic name.

By weight and movement ice sculpted the park landscape, creating features we will always be able to see. Along the Highline Trail, Haystack Butte was created by two separate glaciers chipping and gouging until all that was left was a huge knife-edge ridge geologists call an “arete.” Hundreds of other glacier-carved features exist here and take the form of U-shaped valleys, cirques, lateral and terminal moraines; and the shallow lakes common to the park known as “tarns.” The last-chapter legacy, then, is absolute.

Nevertheless, it is true that early park explorers were awed by the area’s almost overwhelming mountains of ice, finding more than 150 expanses that not only moved but occupied twenty-five-plus acres, the two requirements for designation. At 5,337 acres Blackfoot Glacier was the largest, but by 1979 it had shrunk and was redesignated as two glaciers: one called Blackfoot the other Jackson. The reason for the shrinkage is global warming, and Dr. Dan Fagre, a park climatologist, believes that “the glaciers of Glacier National Park [are] excellent barometers of climate change.”

Other glaciers have also shrunk, and Grinnell Glacier dramatizes this best because of the ease with which it can be observed, studied, and photographed. Once, this massive and much crevassed ice sheet spread downward over a mile toward the Many Glacier Hotel, but today so little remains that it has been necessary to rename it Grinnell Lake. In fact, all glaciers have shrunk so much that park scientists say their days are numbered. Nevertheless, one can never forget the effects wrought by the region’s last chapter, and so the correct designation will always be Glacier National Park.
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ASPEN AND BEAVER

The golden glory of aspen in the fall and the industrious animals that depend on the tree for life are all here.
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Glacier contains some extraordinarily large beaver dams, essentially because of the healthy aspen groves located along the east side of the park. Hike from the old Lubec Ranger Station (near Marias Pass) along the trail toward Calf Robe Mountain and Firebrand Pass, and within a mile you encounter Coonsa Creek. Nearby, several beaver dams have, at times, towered ten to twelve feet high. The entire area, from the creek back to US 2, is all beaver and aspen country. So, too, are the park’s Belly River Country and the reservation country flanking the road from Babb, Montana, north to Chief Mountain Customs.


Aspen groves form one of the park’s vegetative communities, most specifically, quaking aspen. The name derives from the way the trees’ leaves, attached to their stems by long petioles, “quake” in even the slightest ofbreezes. The scientific name, Populus tremuloides, suggests this movement too.

Though aspen trees produce seeds, germination requires that conditions must be perfect, and such is generally not the case. As a result aspens reproduce from the sprouts of existing trees, meaning all in a grove share similar features, which also means they turn color at the exact same time. And because new trees sprout from the grove while others die, the aspen stands can claim a collective longevity that may exceed ten thousand years.

Aspens are not extensive in Glacier but they are conspicuous, particularly so in fall. At such times, reduced light slows the production of the green pigments of chlorophyll, unmasking the xanthophyll pigments that are responsible for those lovely golden hues so epitomized by autumn aspens.

Aspen provide the perfect food for beaver, and they will topple as many as two hundred trees a year so they can munch bark along a tree’s entire length. Though beaver may also feed on Cottonwood and willow, aspen has just the right density and thickness for dam construction.

But with the passage of time, perhaps fifty years or so, sediments fill in behind the dams, reducing the protective aspects of the beaver impoundment. The beaver move on to a new stand of aspen, and the story gets retold once again.
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THE SPIRIT OF THE MOUNTAIN

The mountain has tempted climbers for eons.


Weather patterns help make Chief Mountain—that giant monolith located along the park’s northeastern flanks—such an imposing and intriguing structure. On some days the mountain is back-dropped by robin-egg-blue skies, while on others it is shrouded in clouds, sometimes stationary and sometimes swirled by winds that screech like a predatory bird.

Despite its challenging appearance, many have climbed the mountain, the first being an Indian who was called to the mountain for his vision quest. Though he knew others before him had not returned, the warrior dragged himself and a bison skull to the Chief’s summit and began fasting.

He remained for four nights, using the skull for his pillow, pacing the rocky pinnacle, chanting warrior songs while attempting to make peace with the gods who were to decide his destiny.

The Spirit of the Mountain attempted to drive him off the peak but, at last, on the fourth night, it yielded. The Mountain Spirit assured the brave that no peril of battle or of the hunt could overcome him. He died of old age, the greatest of Flathead warriors. But just before his death he told the young men of the tribe the source of his powerful medicine.

No white man climbed the peak until 1892, when Henry L. Stimson (secretary of state under President Hoover and secretary of war under President Franklin Roosevelt) and two friends, one a full-blooded Blackfeet Indian, made the second documented ascent. Stimson found the weathered remains of an old bison skull, which he left on the very summit where his party found it, wedged among the rocks.

Today, many climb the mountain to follow in the path of an unknown Native guide; others are attracted by the immensity of geological time documented in these rocks. Whatever the motive, all must maintain a watchful eye on the weather, which can change as quickly as the flight of a predatory bird.
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HIS MAJESTY THE ELK

Cervus canadensis is the royalty of mountain and plain.


[image: image]


Each fall you can hear the stentorian calls of the bull elk—quite loudly and very clearly. The cries begin on a high note followed by an exclamatory low note that goes something like this: Eeee-Uh! Eeeee-Uh! Sometimes the notes are drawn out over a number of long seconds; sometimes not.

Though elk have been present in the Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park from time immemorial, since the fires of the 1980s, elk numbers have increased dramatically. In fact, wildlife enthusiasts now make annual September and October pilgrimages to the St. Mary Valley where each morning, before the sun rises, they gather by the dozens to watch and hear the elk bugle.

If you join these watchers, what you are witnessing is a pagan sort of ritual, males contesting for a harem, warning other males to stay clear of their harem or incur a fight that, in the extreme, may result in death.

As the curtain on this drama goes up, you can have a front row seat at many areas in the park. For those who wish to hike, try the Poia Lake Trail. Follow it for about three miles until you break out above the aspens.

After the breeding season, elk drift onto their winter ranges, some of which are in the Peace Park. Here’s where elk numbers can be easily tallied, and biologists have counted more than one thousand elk in Waterton, making them Waterton’s most abundant
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