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This is a business much easier planned than executed.

—Lt. John Armstrong

(1790s: exploring Missouri River)
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1: What’s It All About?
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Ability to see the cultural value of wilderness boils down, in the last analysis, to a question of intellectual humility.

—Aldo Leopold

If they don't have highpoints in Heaven, I'm not going.

—Jack Longacre

(Founder, Highpointers Club)
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Hello!  If you’re new to the Ameritrekking and Highpointing series of books and booklets, Welcome!  If you and I have met before, however indirectly, Welcome Back!
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I’ll explain what this booklet is about in just a moment but first I wish to be completely upfront and make the following ...

!!!!!  FULL DISCLOSURE  !!!!!

... which is that this short story is taken word for word from a full-length book entitled Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Finding the Lost River Range.  Therefore, if you already have that book, there is no need to buy this booklet.
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And now, here are quick explanations of Ameritrekking and highpointing.  What are those things?  What’s it all about?

Ameritrekking is a word I invented.  It began in 1995 when my employer required me to start using up months of accumulated vacation time.  Since they were making me go, I asked for three weeks off to see the country by car.  Along the way I realized that something more than a long vacation was happening.  That something I called Ameritrekking.  The first trip became the first book in the series, Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  The next year I took another three-week trip and a pattern was established.  It’s been over 20 years now and I’m still rolling around.  So far I’ve driven over 100,000 miles and been to all of the states in the Lower Forty-Eight.  I’ve spent over a year on the road.  After each trip I created an extensive report based on notes and pictures taken along the way.  Then I distilled those reports into what I hope are entertaining books about a beautiful country.

Highpointing is a word someone else invented.  A highpoint is defined as the highest natural geographic point in a state.  Each state has a highpoint, even Florida.  Every state is unique and so is every highpoint.  Some are mountains while some are not.  Some are accessible by wheelchair (once you drive to them) while some require a significant investment in mountaineering equipment and training even to attempt.  Trying to get there is highpointing.  I have been to 45 of the 50 highpoints.  I live in Florida within walking distance of saltwater, at an elevation of 13 feet above sea level, and have few illusions about my abilities.  I am not a mountaineer.  Nevertheless I managed to climb higher than I thought possible and maybe reading about my journey will inspire you.

In this booklet there is no highpointing because it is about visiting Missouri Headwaters State Park (which is in Montana, not Missouri).  However, I was getting ready to make an attempt on Borah Peak, the 12,662-foot-tall highpoint of Idaho.  Highpointing was on my mind, so it is useful to define it.  The word Ameritrekking comes before Highpointing in the titles of the main books because I spent more time driving and visiting than I did climbing.  Driving was necessary to get anywhere of interest and visiting parks was easier than climbing.

It’s now been more than two decades and looking back I can’t say that the highpointing was better than the Ameritrekking or the other way round.  They were both worth doing and today the recollections of each are warm and fuzzy in some vital but indescribable way.

They form a mental bank account on which we draw in leaner times.

—Edwin Way Teale

(on memories)

Chapter 2 in this booklet first appeared as Chapter 6 in the main book Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Finding the Lost River Range.  It is called “Neckwaters” because in my opinion the true headwater of the Missouri River is not in the park.  That was disappointing but I still enjoyed my visit.  Later I wrote what I actually saw, not what I thought I would see.  There are occasional references to things in the full-length book that may seem out of place here.  I left those references in so that you can see exactly what you’ll get in the main book.  The events described took place in 1997.  You may wonder how I can be so specific about a trip that happened many years ago.  The answer is simple: I wrote the important details down in a notebook at the time and when I returned home I wrote up a much more comprehensive report while the memories were still vivid.

There are probably better ways to visit Missouri Headwaters State Park than my way.  I should have given myself more time to appreciate the place, which is special even if it is not the true headwater.  But I was short on time.  If you read the main books you’ll see that this is a common problem in Ameritrekking.  America is bigger than my vacations were long, which is a nice problem to have, although it’s still a problem.  But a short visit is better than no visit.  I was learning by doing.  I’m still learning.  I hope you enjoy the story and if you ever visit the park, may you profit from my example.
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Who put their foot in the Missouri River first: Lewis or Clark?  Who cares!

—Buzz Aldrin

(second man on the Moon)
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About three hours later I woke up because it had gotten too cold in the car.  I decided to get back on the road, and at 0350 continued heading west on I-94.

Time 0530 hours: I entered the tenth state of the journey.

Oro y plata.

(Gold and silver.)

—Motto, state of Montana

Nickname: Treasure State

I continued west on I-94.

At 0645 I entered the small city of Glendive.  I also crossed the Yellowstone River.  It was still dark but there was enough light in the sky to tell that it was going to be a beautiful day.  There were almost no clouds. I hadn't gotten enough sleep and struggled to keep a grip until I was parked safely at a McDonald's that wasn't open yet.  The morning crew was inside, getting ready for breakfast.  Occasionally one of them looked at me, perhaps wondering what I was all about.

I fell asleep and woke up with the sun, feeling greatly refreshed.  Mickey Dee's was open by then and I went inside to enjoy a long leisurely breakfast.  I spent the time writing furiously in my little notebook so as to preserve the thoughts of last night about infinite infinities and how the peoples of prehistory are more gone than gone; they are so gone that they are Gone.

A local police officer, who seemed to know everyone in McDonald's except me, kept looking over as I scribbled away.  Maybe it looked strange, the scruffy stranger with a purple mechanical pencil attached to a little notebook with two feet of string.  After a few minutes he asked what I was doing, where I was going.  I told him I was on vacation, heading for Bozeman.  He said I could make Bozeman today.

I ate a $1.99 breakfast.  I finished writing down my thoughts on goneness, making them part of history.  They were not Gone; they were not even gone; they were Saved.
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On the way out of Glendive I crossed the Yellowstone River again.  Using the car's speed and counting seconds as I drove over, I estimated the river's width at 350 feet.

I got back on I-94 heading west.  At some point I crossed Whoop-Up Creek.  Insofar as accountants do any whooping at all, I whooped it up.

Interstate 94 in Montana was a fun drive.  There was almost no traffic, so it was easy to see what sort of landscape I was driving through.  It was a varied landscape.  There were low, grassy buttes.  I saw the first sagebrush of the journey, a sure sign of the American West.  The sage bushes pressed up against the occasional field of corn but other than that and the road itself, the hand of man seemed to have stayed away from Montana for the most part.

I drove past Crackerbox Road and then Bad Route Road.  Who takes the turn onto Bad Route Road?  Farther west, there was Diamond Ring Road and then Moon Creek Road.

I stopped in Rosebud, about a mile north of I-94, to make a scheduled call to work.  At first it looked like an industrial ghost town but then I saw evidence of current habitation, and then it looked like an industrial ghost town inhabited by zombies.  The only phone I found was in an old-style booth with two of its four glass walls broken.  It was a dreary place, Rosebud.

Everything at work was okay.  The computers were whirring, the phones were ringing, and the boss was a happy boss.  When I left the resort, two employees had been about to give birth, one in accounting where I worked and one in real estate.  Both were scheduled to have Caesareans.  On this call I learned that the lady in accounting had been delivered of a healthy baby girl.  Now it was the turn of the lady in the real estate office, Jeannie Quave by name.  I didn’t know it then but Jeannie’s soon-to-be-born baby would affect me almost twenty years later.

Traffic was fast, about 80 miles per hour.  This was just five under what the car's speedometer could show.  Around noon and near Billings, I-94 ended and I continued west on I-90.  The capital of Montana is Helena but the biggest city is Billings with about 80,000 people.  It is a good place to replenish supplies and I did so, also getting the first oil change of the trip

Time 1500 hours: I headed west out of Billings on I-90.  I crossed the Yellowstone River again.  I saw snow on the Beartooth Mountains!  This was the first time I had seen snow on the trip and it was a reminder, which I didn't need, that Borah Peak was in the future.  In fact, Idaho was the next state west.

Another sign informed Joe Driver that he was driving through the Absaroka Mountains.  They were beautiful and like the Beartooths still had snow on them despite the fact that it was late summer.  Winter never really leaves the mountains.  Absaroka is a native word that is often translated as Crow, referring to the Crow people, who have a large reservation here in Montana.  A better translation is "children of the large-beaked bird."  Years ago I read a book about this part of the world and in my mind I was pronouncing Absaroka with four syllables but about the time I had that version of the word fixed in my mind, the author said that locals pronounce it ab-SOAR-kuh, dropping a syllable and shifting the emphasis.

I crossed the Yellowstone River for the third time.

Around 1700 hours I entered Bozeman, population 22,660.  The temperature was 85.  Bozeman has two syllables: BOZE-man.  Recently a British podcaster asked her listeners to send in notes about where they were listening to the show.  She read one of these notes from a Montanan who said that he was jogging through the woods near, as she put it with
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