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Introduction

OF BEGINNINGS

A mid the jumble of peaks on the east side of Glacier National Park stands one that, though neither the tallest nor the most photogenic, may be the most symbolic. At barely eight thousand feet, Triple Divide Peak is lower than many of its neighbors, but a quirk of geography distinguishes it from the rest, for it is a central dividing point for North America. Rain and snowmelt run down its western slopes into Pacific Creek, from there into Nyack Creek and on out of the park, eventually to the Pacific Ocean. Water draining the east side of Triple Divide becomes Atlantic Creek, which flows into Cut Bank Creek, which leaves the park on its way to the Gulf Mexico. Water running to the north creates Hudson Bay Creek, whose ultimate destination is indicated by its name. The great naturalist and conservationist George Bird Grinnell didn’t have to know about Triple Divide Peak in order to justify calling this region “the Crown of the Continent,” but this one peak clinches the case beyond all doubt. Many things begin here.
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George Bird Grinnell

But a fine appreciation for the rooflike nature of the landscape existed long before Grinnell published his famous “Crown of the Continent” article in Century Magazine in 1901. The ancestors of the people now living on the Blackfeet Reservation, which borders Glacier National Park on the east, knew this country better than most of us could ever hope to, and they called these mountains “the Backbone.”

In some ways, the two thousand or so square miles of Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park have changed a lot since those names were applied, but most of the changes have been administrative; they show on the maps, but they don’t show on the land. The core of what eventually became Waterton Lakes National Park was first set aside as part of a forest reserve in 1895, then became a small park in 1911, after which its boundaries changed several times. Many of us hope that recent proposals to increase its boundaries by up to another one hundred thousand acres into the upper Flathead Valley will be realized soon.

The land that became Glacier National Park likewise changed hands, plans, and boundaries a number of times, being included in the Lewis and Clark Forest Reserve in 1897 and becoming essentially the size and shape it is now when declared a national park in 1910.

Then, in 1932, in a profound and enduring gesture of goodwill between Canada and the United States, the two parks were linked as Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park. That, too, was the beginning of many good things, including a growing awareness of the genuine global significance of these landscapes: both parks were honored as Biosphere Reserves by UNESCO, Glacier in 1976 and Waterton in 1979, and Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park was named a World Heritage Site in 1995.

For me, it began in 1974, when I first traveled through Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park as a young man traveling cheap in a world of fresh wonders. With no effort, I can still recall a remarkable number of moments from that first visit. Some were barely impressions, but they stuck and still form much of my mental image of the place.

From a distance, even on that first visit, I saw this land as a combination of landscape and skyscape, where dark peaks rose into towering storm clouds that seemed like ephemeral shifting ridges atop the more substantial stone ones. From the very edges of the parklands, I was and still am struck by the feeling of entering a different world. I find that is a common experience at many national parks—an unfortunate statement on how the parks have become islands of wildness in a sea of something else—but nowhere is the abrupt transition from one world to another more pronounced than here.
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Dipper

Once well into the parks, I moved in anticipation of the next bend in whatever creek, trail, or road I was traveling. Few landscapes I know, outside of the winding slickrock mazes of the American Southwest, are so quick to surprise with grand new scenes, and even fewer do it on the scale of these parks.

At the same time, I now see that first visit as an unrelieved series of small revelations in natural history. I first saw a dipper, a favorite bird of mine, “fly” underwater at Avalanche Lake. I got my first close look at a blue grouse by a rock wall on the Going-to-the-Sun Road. My first view of Red Rock Canyon—all those vivid strata just underneath the richly green, heavily flowered landscape—gave me a whole new appreciation for the term “buried treasure.” Less pleasantly, that first visit taught me about the fierce tenacity of a tick once it has gotten a good professional grip on you, and about the startling array of ineffective remedies that well-meaning bystanders will recommend to someone so afflicted.
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Red Rock Canyon

Other recollections usually only come back to me when I return to their source. There’s a little wetland not far from Apgar where on that first visit I saw a moose, and though I didn’t see another one there until 2008, I have always approached it with the reflexive thought, “Here’s a good place for moose.” I still can’t drive past St. Mary Campground without remembering a delicate little mayfly, freshly emerged from the nearby lake and swept over to my campsite by the evening breeze, that alighted on my hand as I prepared some grim and best-forgotten bachelor dinner. Every time I approach Coppermine Creek, no matter the season, I involuntarily look for a certain little slope of pale paintbrush that caught my eye that first time. So strongly do these memories resonate that today when I pass these spots, I sometimes fail to keep my exultations to myself. My spouse, Marsha, patiently, even cheerfully, endures them—perhaps because she knows as well as I do how exciting all these things can be.

Other memories from that first visit are just plain weird. One night at Sprague Creek Campground, I “camped” in my little Super Beetle, the passenger side of which I’d converted into a bunk. That night the car was just a trifle tilted, with my head lower than my feet and aimed toward the lake. In the middle of the night I awoke from a terrifying nightmare of my car coasting back, into the dark water—a memory firmly enshrined in my personal Hall of Great Moments of Panic.
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Cow and Calf Moose

I can’t really say why all these memories stay so fresh, especially considering the many hundreds of others that have been piled on top of them during subsequent visits. At the time I was hopelessly hooked on the magic of another mountain landscape—Yellowstone—but I knew immediately that this place was also worth a lifetime of attention and passion.

In 1971, when I first applied for work as a seasonal park ranger, I had to fill out a form listing my preferred choices among the parks. Though I have never regretted for a minute that I was hired by Yellowstone, it amuses me to remember that I listed Glacier as my first choice and Yellowstone as my second. At the time I’d only been to Yellowstone twice and had never even seen Glacier. But somehow Glacier just sounded better, perhaps because I figured it would be less crowded. I can’t imagine how the years would have gone if Glacier had hired me rather than Yellowstone, but I imagine that Glacier would have given me just as good a start. It is, after all, very good at starting things.
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Sacked-out Author

Though I sometimes think that it was for the best that I made that first trip by myself—as if all those precious little discoveries were somehow better for making them solo—I never went back alone. That seems important to me whenever I reminisce about many later companionable experiences in the parks with friends and especially when I think of all the times that Marsha and I have shared in Waterton-Glacier in the past fifteen years. Already feeling spectacularly lucky to have discovered each other, we have been amazed at what a joy it is to discover—again and again, something new each time— Waterton-Glacier together.
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Working Artist

Marsha was already a national park veteran when we met in 1988. Her first two years as a “parkie” were spent in Denali, followed by assignments and details in Yellowstone, Denver, Hawaii, Mount Rushmore, Washington, D.C., and the Everglades. With that rich and varied exposure to wild landscapes and cultural treasures, she couldn’t have been better prepared for Waterton-Glacier. With her passion for art and mine for writing, each of us seems always to be feeding the other’s sense of the place, jumping at opportunities on each other’s behalf. It’s a great way to travel, and I see our two enterprises—my words and her art—telling two concurrent, overlapping, and complementary stories.
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Geraniums

In that way, this book is much like the landscape it celebrates: lots of things happened to make it what it is, and the stories can be told in many ways. For each new visitor in each new generation, the first visit to Waterton-Glacier is another beginning in the adventure we share in this high, wild country. [image: images]
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CHAPTER ONE

A Realm of Passes

THRUSTS, FAULTS, AND OTHER
GEOLOGICAL ACROBATICS

STONES

I have a habit in Waterton-Glacier that I have nowhere else. I pick up little rocks, study them for a minute, then look up to the mountains to find the parent of whatever little piece I hold in my hand. This leads me to consider all manner of connections and processes.

If I happen to be high on a dry slope at the time, the rock will be sharp and jagged—a freshly fallen, randomly faceted, coarse-surfaced little thing whose shape my mental processes of organization involuntarily attempt to recognize—an arrowhead, a cashew, a guitar pick, a badge. If it’s flat (and most are flatter along one plane or another) I reflexively fit it into the curve between my thumb and forefinger, testing its heft and promise as a skipping stone, though I may be miles from open water.

If I happen to be loafing on the shore of a lake—let’s say one of the long, deep ones that radiate out from the central mountain spines of the park—I find a whole different class of rocks. They have the same general assortment of shapes, usually flattened rather than round, and they come in the same colors, made much brighter by being wet. But their contours are softer. There are no sharp angles and edges, no fresh fractures, no raspy friction against the thumb. Again I look up to the mountains, to see if I can figure out where each piece started.
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Rocks on Their Way Down

I’m rarely sure I can tell. The sheer mountain faces two thousand or three thousand feet above me are splotchy, weathered, lichen-coated, and often deceptively lighted; none of them bear a lot of resemblance to the smooth, wetly shining little rock I hold in my hand. But I keep trying, and I suspect I make the right guess fairly often. That dark horizontal band there, about two-thirds of the way up, that the geology guidebooks would call green but looks to me like a kind of muddy slate; that’s probably where this little rock came from.

Geology is a pretty hard sell for most people, because it demands so many leaps of faith. The geologist tells a story of biblical proportions, an epic tale of continent-sized plates of earth crust, moving with a speed that makes glaciers seem like cheetahs, ponderously slamming around the planet’s surface, grinding into each other and setting off all kinds of titanic “lesser actions” on their surface—mountain building, volcanism, seas ebbing and flowing, and all the other side effects that we blink-of-an-eye mortals regard as a pretty big deal. It’s hard to think of the Rocky Mountains, or even some individual mountain, as being merely minor consequences of bigger events, so by the time the geologist gets down to explaining what happened in a specific place, such as these two parks, we’re so overwhelmed by the cosmic magnitude of the big picture that we can barely comprehend the local neighborhood.

But we’re interested and almost pathetically eager to understand. So we follow the geologists and their guidebooks as they point at various spots on the landscape and give us a biography of the past billion or so years, confident that the visible proof of their explanation will be obvious to anyone with the sense God gave a goose. We listen intently. We nod our heads trustingly. But we reserve some doubt, and feel a little foolish asking them questions like, “Yes, but where did this little rock come from?”

No matter how often I read or hear the geological story, those small questions linger in my mind. Why is this rock green in the first place? How long does it take a rock to get from the top to the bottom? Do the rocks usually start out as big ones and break up on the way down? Do the ones breaking off today stand a chance of reaching the lake, now that there are so many other rocks piled up in the way? How much of the smoothing is done while the rock is on its way down, and how much is done after it comes to rest in the lake and is sloshed around with other rocks by a few thousand years of waves? And what happens next? Will all these rocks go somewhere else later?
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Hoary Marmot

THE LONG STORY

I don’t blame the geologists for my bewilderment about geology, any more than I blame General Motors
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