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There is a grandness to Montana that surpasses mere size and encompasses something more of the spirit. With its soaring Rocky Mountain peaks rising above high plains carved by mighty rivers, Montana seems a place of legend, a marvel of vastness, wilderness, and epic history at the very crown of the continent. One might even say that Montana is more than a state—Montana is a state of mind.

For such a remote place, Montana has been a traveler’s destination for centuries. During summers, Native American hunting parties journeyed into Montana, returning to their mountain homes with stories of a rich, mysterious land full of buffalo and holy sites. Cattle drivers, following the seasons northward, summered in Montana and returned south with tales of abundant game, endless grasslands, and high adventure. Immigrant farmers and ranchers were drawn to the expanses of Montana and brought the newcomer’s conviction of fresh beginnings and wry aspirations. Nowadays, Montana attracts writers and artists who find in the state a “sense of place” both nurturing and challenging to the people who endure here.
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Clockwise from top left: cross-country skiing; red barn on a Montana ranch; goats in Glacier National Park.



Montana is often described as if it were two states—an eastern prairie and a western mountain range—but more than a common government links these regions. A visitor first notices the space: A sense of monumentality unites Montana, whether it’s the glaciated peaks of the west or the eroded badlands of the east. It’s called Big Sky Country; out here nature limbers up, stretches past the horizons, and takes up room.

But as much as space, the people define Montana. Today’s Montanans derive from many strains: immigrant farmer, sheepherder, Native American, miner, logger, shopkeeper, rancher. They were all people who came to a hard land and stayed, making from Montana a living only of sorts, but always a home. Montanans are self-reliant and quick to see humor, with personalities so expansive that so few really do fill the state.

History is not very old here. Montanans are still experiencing their past, not as Western history, but as Western ethic. We invite you to experience this: Stop to investigate Montana’s towns and cities, its streams and parks. Follow a hunch, dawdle along a side road. The land fairly explodes with small epiphanies of beauty. Take the long way around to a spot where a moment of history can be relived, where a lazy picnic can be shared, or where the obscure and the out-of-the-way can be found for its own sake.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Missoula and Northwestern Montana

Missoula is a friendly student-oriented city that’s home to the University of Montana, legions of writers, and a dynamic arts community. To the south, the narrow Bitterroot Valley is a recreational wonderland. The Bitterroot River is renowned for trout fishing. Overlooking the rugged Mission Mountains, the National Bison Range preserves a wild herd of the American bison, hunted nearly to extinction in other parts of the West. Flathead Lake is one of the state’s most popular destinations. This is an ideal place for a quiet vacation of water sports and fishing. Bigfork, on the lake’s east side, is one of the artsiest small towns in Montana, with some of the best restaurants in the state. Whitefish sits at the base of the large destination ski resort Whitefish Mountain Resort. The two combine to create a lively recreational scene, both in winter and summer.

Glacier National Park

The single most scenic destination in Montana, this park protects a wilderness of lakes, towering glacier-scarred peaks, and fragile alpine meadows. Lake McDonald glimmers at the base of the fantastically carved peaks. You’d be hard-pressed to find a more scenic drive in North America than Going-to-the-Sun Road, which climbs from the lake to cross the Continental Divide. Waterton Lakes National Park, adjoining Glacier Park in Canada, continues this wonderful mountain and lake scenery. It’s the backcountry that makes Glacier Park so thrilling. Be sure to get out of the car and explore.
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Going-to-the-Sun Road in Glacier National Park



Butte, Helena, and Southwestern Montana

This is the region of Montana’s first gold rush and its early mining history. Ghost towns such as Bannack and Virginia City tell the fascinating story of vigilantes and the early gold-mining frontier. Helena, the state capital, is a gold camp that managed to evolve into an endearing small city filled with fantastic period architecture. Butte, once known as the “Richest Hill on Earth,” has more history per square inch than anywhere else in Montana. For recreation and beauty it’s hard to beat the Big Hole Valley, and there’s history at the Big Hole Battlefield, where Chief Joseph and his Nez Perce held off the U.S. cavalry. Dillon is a charming town at the center of a huge ranching valley. Fishing is excellent, and there’s marvelous wildlife viewing at Red Rock Lakes, home to rare trumpeter swans.

The Missouri Headwaters

In this mountainous region, all roads lead to Yellowstone National Park. Three of the park’s entrances are in Montana. Be sure to stop and spend time in Bozeman, a lively university town filled with art galleries and great restaurants. Livingston is another well-preserved town that’s been transformed by its community of famous, cutting-edge visual and literary artists.

Big Sky, the state’s most upscale ski resort, and the ski area at Red Lodge make this a great winter destination. In summer, hikers take to the mountains in Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, which boasts Montana’s highest peaks and oddities, including grasshopper glaciers. Anglers come from around the world to toss a fly in the fabled trout waters of the Madison, Gallatin, and Yellowstone Rivers.
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Billings and Southeastern Montana

One absolute must-see in this part of the state is the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument. The clash of Custer’s troops with the warriors of the Sioux and Cheyenne Nations is one of those defining moments in history, and the battlefield is one of the West’s most haunted places. Miles City’s Range Riders Museum is one of the state’s best community museums. East of Billings, Pompey’s Pillar is a sandstone bluff with carvings made by members of the Lewis and Clark Expedition over 200 years ago. It’s a mandatory stop for fans of the Corps of Discovery. The Bighorn River, in the Crow Reservation, is one of Montana’s best trout-fishing rivers. You don’t have to be an angler to be amazed by the river’s mighty Bighorn Canyon and the Yellowtail Dam.
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headstones at the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument



The Judith Basin and Central Montana

Rolling prairies and isolated mountain ranges make this one of Montana’s most lovely, low-key destinations. Lewistown is a friendly spot with a beautiful old downtown little changed since the 1910s. In mid-August, the state’s premier cowboy poetry event is held here. Harlowton is another well-preserved railroad town along the Musselshell River, and Highway 12, one of the most scenic routes across the state. The Charles M. Bair Family Museum in Martinsdale preserves an eclectic, fascinating collection of art and antiques in a rambling ranch home—sort of a Little Versailles on the Prairie. White Sulphur Springs offers hot springs cures and mineral baths, and just down the valley the wild Smith River entices white-water rafters and anglers to explore a remote river canyon.

The Big Open and Northeastern Montana

As its name indicates, this part of Montana is full of wide-open spaces. If you’re looking for unadulterated Western experience, stop in little towns such as Malta or Jordan for an eyeful of cattle ranching culture.

If you’re passing through on a summer weekend, check to see if there’s a rodeo in the area. The Wolf Point Wild Horse Stampede is one of the state’s most famous. Massive Fort Peck Dam is one of the world’s largest, backing up the Missouri River for 150 miles. Surrounding it is the C. M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge, the largest in the contiguous United States and home to a wealth of fossils (these are some of the richest dinosaur digs in the world). Migratory birds make stopovers at Medicine Lake, a series of prairie wetlands in extreme northeast Montana. Fort Union Trading Post National Historic Site, near the confluence of the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers, is a wonderful re-creation of an 1840s fur-trading fort.


The Hi-Line and North-Central Montana


This mostly flat agricultural area brushes up against the front range of the Rocky Mountains. Great Falls is home to the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center, which retells the story of the Corps of Discovery’s 1804-1806 journey from St. Louis to the Pacific and back. Also in Great Falls, the C. M. Russell Museum preserves a large collection of this amazing artist’s works. Havre’s raucous pioneer days are revealed in the Havre Historical Underground Tours, which show the businesses and communities that thrived below the city’s streets in the 1890s. Near Choteau, Egg Mountain contains outcrops of fossilized dinosaur eggs. View these egg fossils at the Old Trail Museum and schedule a tour of a dino dig at the Two Medicine Dinosaur Center. Just west of Choteau, the Rocky Mountain Front rears up, a beautiful and remote area where the prairie meets the mountains.

When to Go

Most travelers come to Montana in the summertime, when it’s easy to get around and towns are busy with events such as rodeos, powwows, and arts fairs. Even at the peak of the summer season, crowds usually aren’t a big problem. Even if there are a lot of tourists, there’s even more Montana.

Skiers, both downhill and cross-country, should definitely consider traveling here in the winter. Of course, that’s when the ski towns are in full swing, but there are many pleasures to be had from a quiet winter visit on cross-country skis or snowshoes to Glacier National Park.
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  winter in Glacier National Park



Make note that fall is hunting season and that during the spring and early summer, many mountain roads and trails will still be blocked by snow.

Remember that Montana is a big state—it takes a good two days just to drive across it on the interstate—and allow yourself ample time to explore. A week will give you a good amount of time either to touch on a few areas of the state or to really explore one region.


Montana’s Best Road Trip


Montana is a big state, but for those who don’t mind doing some driving, it’s possible (indeed, exhilarating) to do a wide-ranging tour. Expect this Tour de Montana to take the better part of two weeks; if you keep to our schedule, you’ll complete this tour in nine days, but even so, you’ll feel rushed. If you really want to explore any particular area, add more time.

Day 1

Start your trip in Missoula, northwestern Montana’s cultural hub and an easy place to land. Spend the morning exploring downtown and walking along the Clark Fork River, which cuts right through downtown and is bordered by trails. When you’re ready to move on, head north up the Mission Valley, home of the Flathead Reservation to Flathead Lake, the largest freshwater lake in the West. Stop for a late lunch in bustling Bigfork, 100 miles from Missoula, then continue another 32 miles to Whitefish, the region’s recreational capital, for dinner and lodging.

Day 2

Eat a hearty breakfast at the Buffalo Cafe in Whitefish, then head 32 miles east to begin a tour of Glacier National Park. Your best bet (at least during the summer) is to drive through the park on the Going-to-the-Sun Road. Even a relatively deliberate drive along this 50-mile-long road can take all day, so plan to either spend at least one night in a park lodge or in the eastside border town of St. Mary.

Day 3

From Glacier National Park’s eastern edge just south of St. Mary, you can see the striking Rocky Mountain Front as you travel south along Highway 89. It’s about 140 miles from St. Mary to Great Falls, where visits to the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center and the C. M. Russell Museum will easily fill a day. Dive into another sort of Montana culture with an evening visit to the Sip ‘N’ Dip, where bar-goers are visited by mermaids.
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the Madison River in Yellowstone




Day 4


From Great Falls, it’s just over 100 miles east on Highway 87 to Lewistown, which is small enough to give you the flavor of eastern Montana life. Lewistown is surrounded by places to hike, fish, or explore (including ghost towns and the Missouri River badlands). It’s another 125 miles to Billings, where you can get a taste “big” city life in the Big Sky state. Spend the night (there’s a vibrant bar and brewpub scene here).

Day 5

The next morning drive about 60 miles southeast from Billings on I-90 to the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, where General Custer, along with many others, died. Head back to I-90 and venture west; at Laurel turn south on Highway 310 for about 10 miles, then southwest on Highway 212 for about 30 miles to Red Lodge (about 120 miles from the battlefield), at the base of the Beartooth Highway. Spend the night in Red Lodge, where there are plenty of restaurants and a good brewpub.

Day 6

Plan to spend a day driving the winding Beartooth Highway up to Yellowstone National Park, where you can stay as long as you like and never run out of places to explore. Though it’s only 120 miles from Red Lodge to Gardiner via the Beartooth Highway (Highway 212), it’s an all-day drive. When it’s time to leave Yellowstone, ease your transition by staying about 25 miles north of the park at Chico Hot Springs.

Day 7

After a morning soak and breakfast, travel north on Highway 89 for 25 miles to Livingston, which is a quirky hybrid of old and new West, with atmospheric old bars and high-end art galleries sharing Main Street. Just 26 miles west of Livingston on I-90 is Bozeman, home of Montana State University and the Museum of the Rockies (a dinosaur lover’s must-see).
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Livingston



Continue on I-90 west as far as Three Forks (30 miles west of Bozeman), where at the Missouri headwaters, Lewis and Clark had to make some tough travel-planning choices. (As do you—if you’re running short on time, take I-90 west 173 miles back to Missoula.) Tiny Three Forks has a lovely state park at the headwaters, and an equally lovely old inn, the Sacajawea Hotel.


Wildlife Hot Spots

Rare is the Montana traveler who leaves the state without having seen any wildlife. And although it’s impossible to guarantee that you’ll see particular animals in specific locations, there are a number of areas around the state where a patient visitor is likely to be rewarded with a glimpse of wildlife.

YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK

Yellowstone is famous for its wildlife: The Lamar Valley is the best place for an early-morning wolf-viewing; elk are commonly seen around the Mammoth Lodge; bison roam throughout much of the northern and western parts of the park, including the area near West Yellowstone, where lucky visitors will also see moose.

GLACIER NATIONAL PARK

Visitors to Glacier National Park will quickly learn about bears. Both black bears and grizzlies roam around Glacier; they’re both best viewed from a distance with the aid of binoculars or a spotting scope. Mountain goats are frequently spotted around Logan Pass.
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bear in Glacier National Park



NATIONAL BISON RANGE

The National Bison Range’s large herd of bison is usually visible from one of the loop drives; bighorn sheep, pronghorns, elk, deer, and mountain goats also live here.

CHARLES M. RUSSELL NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

The prairies and badlands at the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge are home to a wide range of native species, including mule deer, elk, bighorn sheep, pronghorn, sage grouse, burrowing owls, and more.

PINE BUTTE SWAMP PRESERVE

Near Choteau, the Pine Butte Swamp Preserve provides wetland habitat for over 150 species of birds as well as bighorn sheep, elk, mule deer, moose, mountain lions, and black and grizzly bears. This is one of the only places on the plains that supports grizzlies. Nearby Freezout Lake is a prime bird-watching area, especially in the fall when snow geese and tundra swans stop by.



Day 8

To continue an exploration of Montana’s heritage, head south 62 miles on Highway 87 to Virginia and Nevada Cities, where frontier-era buildings have been preserved, and there’s a visceral sense of the ruggedness of gold-rush towns. For a true ghost town that’s remarkably well preserved, don’t miss Bannack, just south of Highway 278, west of Dillon and about 80 miles from Virginia City, on the edge of the expansive Big Hole Valley. For the night’s lodgings, you could backtrack 25 miles to Dillon or continue 30 miles to the Big Hole town of Jackson, where Jackson Hot Springs is full of Western spirit.


Day 9


Follow Highways 278 and 43 west over Chief Joseph Pass, and stop along Highway 43 about 30 miles west of Jackson to visit the Big Hole National Battlefield, where the Nez Perce, fleeing their Oregon homeland, were attacked by the U.S. Army.

Once you reach the Bitterroot Valley, it’s an easy drive (about 100 miles north along Highway 93) back to Missoula.

Following Lewis and Clark

When Lewis and Clark led the Corps of Discovery across Montana, they had little idea what they’d find there. They hoped for an easy passage from the upper Missouri River to the Columbia River; they knew they would encounter Native Americans, and in fact were counting on help from the local tribes. They knew they’d see all sorts of unfamiliar flora and fauna, and they were trained to document and preserve these species. But they found geography that was much more convoluted than they’d imagined, Native Americans who provided more help than they’d thought would be needed, and a richness of plant and animal life that is reflected in almost every journal entry.

Lewis and Clark took five months—from April 25, 1805, to September 10, 1805—to cross Montana, but you’ll probably want to do it in a week or so. And while you may not need to report your discoveries to the president, as Lewis and Clark did, you’ll surely return home with plenty to share with family and friends.

Day 1

Start, as they did, in the eastern part of the state, along the Missouri River at Fort Union, a fascinating re-creation of an 1840s frontier trading post at the confluence of the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers, and head west along Highway 2, following the Missouri to Fort Peck, about 120 miles west of the North Dakota line. Spend the first night at Fort Peck, with its enormous reservoir, dinosaur museum, and 1930s New Deal architecture, including a well-preserved hotel from the town’s dam-building heyday.
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  Fort Union



Day 2

West and north of Fort Peck, Highway 2 follows the Milk River, named by Meriwether Lewis for the color of its water. From Fort Peck to Havre is about 160 miles, then it’s another 50 miles south on Highway 87 to Loma, where you’ll rejoin the Missouri and head about 25 miles south to Fort Benton. The trip from Loma to Fort Benton can either be on back roads or on Highway 87. A real highlight of a Lewis and Clark pilgrimage is to take a boat trip through the wild and scenic stretch of the Missouri where the corps saw “seens of visionary inchantment.” Spend the night in Fort Benton.

Day 3

The great waterfalls of the Missouri meant many days of portaging for the corps members; for travelers, Great Falls, 36 miles southwest of Fort Benton via Highway 87, is the site of the excellent Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center. Plan to spend the morning here.

From Great Falls, it’s 90 miles south on I-15 to Helena. East of town are the Upper Missouri Lakes, formed by a series of dams. Behind Holter Dam are the “remarkable clifts” that Lewis called Gates of the Mountains, which modern travelers can visit on guided boat tours. Helena is a good place to spend a night.

Day 4

From Helena, continue some 66 miles upstream (southeast on Highway 287) through Townsend to Three Forks, where the Madison, Jefferson, and Gallatin Rivers merge to form the Missouri. Perched on a bluff at Missouri Headwaters State Park, you’ll realize how difficult it was for the explorers to pick the correct stream to follow to the Continental Divide. (It was the Jefferson.)
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Missouri Headwaters State Park



The easiest way up the Jefferson now is to take I-90 about 30 miles west of Three Forks to Whitehall, then turn south and travel another 30 miles on Highway 41 to Twin Bridges. About 15 miles southwest of Twin Bridges, on Highway 41, you’ll see Beaverhead Rock, the landform that told Sacagawea that she was near the place where she’d grown up. Another 15 miles down Highway 41 is Dillon, a good base for exploring this part of the state.


Soak It Up: Hot Springs of Montana

Hot water gurgles up all over the state, and it’s exploited to one degree or another by a wide variety of resorts, from the rustic to the chic. Be sure to bring a swimsuit—these aren’t clothing-optional spots! A breakneck tour of the state’s hot springs can be done in a few days, but chances are you’d rather relax and make this into a weeklong trip.

NORTHWESTERN MONTANA

• Hot Springs: This little town is pretty down-home, so don’t look for luxury. Stay at the Symes Hot Springs Hotel, swim in the outdoor pool, and bathe in an old-fashioned tub filled with sulfurous water. Be sure to wander over to Big Medicine Hot Springs for a soak.

• Quinn’s Hot Springs Resort: The outdoor pool here is popular with families. Call ahead if you want to stay here; the cabins are popular.

• Lolo Hot Springs Resort: At this large Bitterroot Valley resort you can think of Lewis and Clark and their crew cleaning up here after months on the road.

• Lost Trail Hot Springs: At the southern end of the Bitterroot Valley, pretty much in the middle of nowhere, relax in the outdoor pool, indoor hot tub and saunas, lodge, cabins, and campground.

SOUTHWESTERN MONTANA

• Jackson Hot Springs Lodge: The main thing going in the Big Hole town of Jackson is the hot springs, and it’s a good place to spend a night.

• Elkhorn Hot Springs: This woodsy spot in Polaris is as rustic as it gets, but with cabins and a lodge.

• Fairmont Hot Springs: Stay at this large resort near Anaconda if you like the more luxurious (and crowded) style.

• Boulder Hot Springs: On I-15 between Butte and Helena, this huge and partially renovated old hotel has a nice outdoor pool and indoor plunges.

CENTRAL MONTANA

• Spa Hot Springs Motel: In the town of White Sulphur Springs, this motel has an outdoor swimming pool and indoor soaking pool.

SOUTH-CENTRAL MONTANA

• Chico Hot Springs: The state’s crown jewel of hot springs is home of a huge outdoor pool, a cool old lodge, and tons of atmosphere. Plan to stay here in the Paradise Valley for at least one night.

• Bozeman Hot Springs: Just west of town, these hot springs are a busy place with several pools.

• Norris Hot Springs: The charming wood-plank-lined pool here is filled with the “water of the gods.” Hit Norris on a Saturday night for live music.
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  soaking at Norris Hot Springs






Day 5


If you want to muddle around in the southwestern corner of the state for as long as the corps did, you really couldn’t find a lovelier place. A side trip along southwestern Montana’s back roads (try Highway 324, which joins I-15 about 20 miles south of Dillon) will take you to Horse Prairie Valley, where the corps met a band of Shoshone whose chief turned out to be Sacagawea’s brother, and to Lemhi Pass and the Continental Divide.

A more expeditious, but still highly scenic, route from Dillon follows the southern rim of the Big Hole Valley (I-15 south to Hwy. 278, then west on Hwy. 43 at Wisdom) 100 miles to the Bitterroot Valley. The Corps of Discovery struggled in the mountains here and ultimately headed north down the Bitterroot River to leave the area west of Lolo (present-day Highway 12). As you head north on Highway 93 through the 100-mile-long Bitterroot Valley, don’t miss Travelers’ Rest, south of Lolo, and the newly discovered corps latrine, which provides rare physical evidence (don’t worry, it’s not that graphic) of the explorers’ visit.

Exploring Glacier National Park

For many visitors, a trip to Glacier National Park means a drive along the Going-to-the-Sun Road and not much more. Although this drive is spectacular, and a number of good hikes can be accessed from it, there are several other sections of the park that deserve a visit. Rather than dashing across the “Crown of the Continent,” plan to spend the better part of a week exploring.

Day 1

Enter the park at West Glacier and find a campsite within a couple of miles of the entrance at Apgar or Fish Creek Campground (Fish Creek is about 2.5 miles north of Apgar; sites can be reserved in advance at Fish Creek). Orient yourself at the visitor information center near Apgar and hike from Fish Creek along the shoreline of Lake McDonald. Later in the day, rent a canoe or kayak at the Apgar dock and paddle on Lake McDonald. Stay up just late enough to catch an evening ranger talk at your campground.

Day 2

Drive 25 miles up Camas Creek Road and the Outside North Fork Road to the laid-back and off-the-grid hamlet of Polebridge, where you can pick up cinnamon rolls and muffins to fuel your adventures. From Polebridge, it’s a six-mile drive along a bumpy dirt road to stunningly beautiful Bowman Lake, where you’ll escape the crowds you may have found at Lake McDonald. (Most passenger cars can make this trip, but skip it if your car is low-slung or precious to you; trailers and big RVs aren’t advised.) At the lake, take a swim or paddle (rentals are available in Polebridge) or hike the lakeshore. When you’re able to tear yourself away, return to your previous night’s campground.



[image: Image]


near Polebridge




Best Outdoor Recreation

• Easy Mountain Biking: The Hiawatha Mountain Bike Trail is just off I-90 at the state’s far western edge. Ride 15 miles down a gentle grade over old railroad trestles and through long tunnels. Pay for a shuttle back to your car.

• Mountain Biking: The Whitefish Trail will get you out of town and onto looped mountain bike trails. If you need more of an adrenaline rush, head up to Whitefish Mountain and ride the lift up to careen downhill on your bike.

• Road Biking: In Great Falls, the River’s Edge Trail is a dedicated bike path along the Missouri River, A classic Montana group ride is the Tour of the Swan River Valley, held on a late May weekend every year since 1970.

• Hiking: Glacier National Park is one of the best places in the country for spectacular backpacking trips, but it’s equally good for day hiking. The scenery around the Continental Divide at Logan Pass is stunningly beautiful; Many Glacier is another good base with lots of trails.

• Fishing: There’s good fishing all over Montana, but no place is as devoted to fly-fishing as the town of Ennis, situated right on the most productive stretch of the Madison River. Unless it’s Fort Smith, just below the Yellowtail Dam, where a mountain river meets the prairies with stunning results.

• Horseback Riding: There are guest ranches across the state, but some of the best are near the Crazy Mountains near Harlowton in central Montana and along the Rocky Mountain Front, near Choteau and Augusta.

• Rafting: The Flathead River flows strong and fast in the area to the west of Glacier National Park. Sign on with an outfitter to float its Middle Fork. But the central part of the state offers its own adventures, particularly the Smith River near White Sulphur Springs, with a four- to six-day trip through a wilderness canyon.

• Canoeing: Follow in the paddle strokes of Lewis and Clark through the Upper Missouri River Breaks National Monument northeast of Fort Benton.
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canoeing the gentle waters of an eastern Montana river



• Swimming: It takes a while to warm up in the summer, but Flathead Lake is a good place to take a dip. The huge hot-springs pool at Chico Hot Springs is inviting year-round.

• Downhill Skiing: Big Sky, which is now the continent’s largest ski resort, can’t be beat for amount and variety of terrain.

• Cross-Country Skiing: The Izaak Walton Inn is known for its network of groomed cross-country ski trails and its accommodations in an old railroad hotel. Bonus: It’s easy to make day trips to ski in Glacier National Park.

• Motorcycle Touring: Fire up the Harley! The Beartooth Highway is exhilarating in any vehicle, but especially so on a motorcycle.

• Rockhounding: Moss agates in the Yellowstone valley, garnets at Red Rock Mine west of Virginia City, and sapphires west of Philipsburg are just a few of the rockhounding opportunities in Montana.

• Dinosaur Digging: Paleontologists from the Two Medicine Dinosaur Center in the little Rocky Mountain Front town of Bynum will teach you the basics of digging and take you out into the field to search for bones.




Day 3


Break camp and head east along the Going-to-the-Sun Road. Although the park itself is always open, the 50-mile-long Going-to-the-Sun Road is not fully open to traffic until plowing is completed, usually sometime in June (the road closes in September, and the central section is always limited to vehicles less than 21 feet long).

Take your time on this drive. Hike past thundering falls to the glacial Avalanche Lake (four miles round-trip); the trailhead is about 15 miles from Apgar. Skip Logan Pass for now but take another short hike about 10 miles east of the pass at Sun Point. Continue east to camp at Rising Sun (37 miles from Apgar) or St. Mary (50 miles, reservations available).

Day 4

Backtrack from your campsite to the Continental Divide and visit Logan Pass (about 20 miles west of St. Mary); it’s easiest to park here early in the morning, so don’t dawdle. Hike up to the Hidden Lake Overlook, then head back to the parking lot. Grab your lunch and cross the road to hike the Highline Trail. The first part of the trail has some scary parts; hang onto the cable when the trail narrows and you’ll be fine! You probably won’t want to hike the 7.6 miles to the Granite Park Chalet unless you have one of the coveted bunks there, but even a short out-and-back along this relatively level trail will give you an eyeful.
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Logan Pass



Day 5

Break camp, and from St. Mary, at the eastern end of the Going-to-the Sun Road, turn north and drive nine miles to the turnoff at Babb. Head west 12 miles to Many Glacier, one of the most spectacular areas of the park. The campground here is popular, so try to reserve a site in advance (available by 2016). If you’re ready for a night under a roof, the Swiss-style lodge here is our favorite of Glacier’s hotels. Once settled, take the two-part boat ride to the far end of Lake Josephine and hike about four miles up to view Grinnell Glacier.

Day 6

If it’s time to pack up and go home, you can easily head east from the town of St. Mary. To get back to the West Glacier area, head south on Highways 89 and 49 to East Glacier (stop to peek inside the grand lodge here) and catch Highway 2 around the southern edge of the park back to West Glacier. From Many Glacier, it’s about 125 miles, and the route is much faster than retracing the Going-to-the-Sun Road.
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Missoula and Northwestern Montana

HIGHLIGHTS

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Missoula

HISTORY

SIGHTS

RECREATION

NIGHTLIFE

BREWPUBS

EVENTS

SHOPPING

ACCOMMODATIONS

FOOD

INFORMATION

SERVICES

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

The Lower Clark Fork

ALONG I-90

THOMPSON FALLS

NORTH OF THOMPSON FALLS ON HIGHWAY 200

The Bitterroot Valley

HISTORY

RECREATION

THE LOWER BITTERROOT

THE UPPER BITTERROOT
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S University of Montana: Proclaimed by Rolling Stone Magazine as the “most beautiful campus in America,” the U of M, with its grassy oval beneath steep mountain slopes, is indeed a lovely place to explore (click here).

S Hiawatha Mountain Bike Trail: This 15-mile trail along a former railroad runs gently downhill from its start at Lookout Pass, and passes over trestles and through tunnels. Most riders catch a shuttle for the return trip (click here).

S St. Ignatius Mission: Built in 1854, the St. Ignatius Mission was the second Catholic mission in Montana. Inside the more modern (1891) brick church, lovely murals painted by the mission cook very sweetly illustrate scenes from the Bible (click here).
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S National Bison Range: Obviously bison are the main attraction, but come prepared to see bighorn sheep, pronghorn, elk, mule deer, white-tailed deer, and mountain goats as well. Even if all the animals are in hiding, the land, the sky, and the light are beautiful here (click here).

S Jewel Basin Hiking Area: Unlike in many wilderness areas, the trails here are relatively easy to reach and suitable for day hikes. Lakes stud the basin; the meadows are strewn with Indian paintbrush, bear grass, fireweed, and showy daisies; and there are great views of Flathead Lake (click here).

S Conrad Mansion: This 1895 Kalispell mansion is considered one of the best examples of late-19th-century Pacific Northwest architecture (click here).

S Summer at Whitefish Mountain: Even in summer, a gondola travels up and down Whitefish Mountain. But if you really want to take time to examine the wildflowers—and in late summer, pick huckleberries—hike the Danny On Trail from the base of the ski area to the top of the gondola. If that’s too tame, walk an elevated boardwalk through the treetops or ride a mountain bike (click here).



For many visitors, the state’s northwest corner is archetypal Montana; these beautiful lakes and soaring mountain peaks are what you came here for. Not only is it the gateway to Glacier National Park, but there are fishing areas, hiking trails, and public campgrounds galore, particularly in the national forests. This area is a recreationalist’s dream come true.

However, as you explore, you’ll find you’re not alone. The late 1990s and early 2000s saw burgeoning growth in this region, particularly in the Flathead Valley, so be prepared to share this corner of Montana with quite a few others.

Northwestern Montana’s topography is characterized by a series of forested mountain ranges (the Cabinets, Missions, Bitterroots, Flatheads, Salish, Whitefish, Purcells, and Swans), running generally northwest to southeast, and the valleys that separate them. Although this is a mountainous area, it’s not particularly high by Montana standards; Montana’s lowest spot (1,892 feet) is where the Clark Fork River enters Idaho near Troy in the state’s northwest corner.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Travelers entering the region from the west on I-90 should consider spending part of a day on the Hiawatha Mountain Bike Trail, at the far western edge of the state, just off I-90. Otherwise, Missoula makes a good formal jumping-off spot for a tour of northwest Montana. Plan to spend a couple of nights here, with one day devoted to both sightseeing and informal hanging-out in this pleasant town. It’s also possible to spend a full day touring the Bitterroot Valley, returning to Missoula for the night.

Once you’ve had your fill of Missoula, head north into the Mission Valley. If you’re in luck, it’ll be powwow time on the Flathead Reservation, but if not, there’s plenty of Native American history and culture in towns such as St. Ignatius. Plan to devote an early morning or an evening around sunset to watching wildlife at the National Bison Range. If birds are more your thing, check out the wetlands at the Ninepipe Refuge. The Mission Mountains have many good hiking trails and lovely lakes, but be sure to get a tribal recreation permit at any local store before setting out into the wilderness here.
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Even with some lingering along the way, Polson is an easy day’s drive from Missoula, and this town at the foot of Flathead Lake makes a good overnight base. It’s also the best place to find a boat tour of Flathead Lake.

For those who want a slower pace and the simplest, least glitzy spa experience imaginable, take a detour to the tiny town of Hot Springs and spend the day checking out various plunges and pools. It’s most relaxing if you just stay here for the night.

At the northern edge of Flathead Lake, Bigfork is as bustling as Hot Springs is laid-back. Remember, this is bustling in Montana terms—it’ll never be New York. This is the place to remember where you put that extra wad of cash because it’s easy to be tempted by shopping and restaurants. But even on a budget, Bigfork is still entertaining, with plenty of inexpensive camping and free hiking nearby. The Jewel Basin is a good place for a day hike in these parts.

In Kalispell you can stock up on supplies for a trip into nearby Glacier National Park. Although it seems at first glance to be an entirely utilitarian town, Kalispell’s Conrad Mansion and Hockaday Museum of Art are both worth visiting.

Just a few miles north, Whitefish is more of an upscale party and resort town. With Whitefish Mountain loaded with snow in the winter and huckleberries in the summer, this is a place for recreation. It’s worth noting that Amtrak stops in Whitefish, making it possible to ride the train to a ski vacation.

If you only have one day in the area, chances are you’ll be heading either across I-90 or along Highway 93. Either way, you’re bound to spend time in Missoula; if that’s not quite enough to fill your day, either make a short Lewis and Clark pilgrimage to Travelers’ Rest in the Bitterroot Valley, perhaps combined with a trip to Lolo Hot Springs or a hike to Peterson Lake, or head north into the Mission Valley for a hike in the Mission Mountain Tribal Wilderness Area.

Missoula

Missoula, tucked in a fertile valley and filled with students, loggers, truck drivers, and writers, is the hub of western Montana. The Missoula Valley has always been a crossroads, first for Native Americans, then for European settlers, and nowadays for Montana’s major highways. It remains a great focus and jumping-off point for the traveler.

The city (pop. 70,000, elev. 3,205 feet) takes its sense of confluence seriously. Practically within the city limits, the Clark Fork is joined by the Blackfoot and Bitterroot Rivers and several smaller streams. As home to the University of Montana, Missoula is a center of learning and one of the state’s major cultural centers; it has preserved much of its historic architectural character and offers good restaurants and a full-bodied nightlife. Missoula’s nickname, the Garden City, is apt. As a locale, it’s about as temperate, fertile, and hospitable as possible in Montana.

But Missoula is more than a picturesque university town. The university and artistic population are notoriously bohemian and political, while the working core of the city is, in Montana terms, decidedly blue-collar. Depending on the perspective, Missoula is either a working-class town with a radical university imposed on it or a liberal-arts college town infiltrated by the proletariat. But the juxtaposition works: Scratch a logger and find a poet.

For a traveler, Missoula is an agreeable home base for excursions into the wonders of western Montana. However, for a visitor with a little time and a taste for artistic and political ferment, Missoula can become addictive. The city’s saloons and salons are filled with testimonials of those who planned to pass through but have yet to leave.
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HISTORY


With five valleys nearly converging here, it’s no surprise that the area has long been used as a thoroughfare. Salish people from the Bitterroot and Mission Valleys traveled through Hell Gate Canyon to reach buffalo hunting grounds east of the mountains. They were regularly attacked by the Blackfeet as they entered the canyon, thus giving the passage a formidable reputation. In fact, Missoula is from a Salish word that has been variously translated as “by the cold chilling waters,” “river of awe,” or simply an exclamation of surprise and horror.

Early European settlers seemed to agree. As the story goes, French trappers were horrified when they came across the remains of all the Salish who never made it through the canyon, and called it Porte de l’Enfer, which became Hell Gate in English.

The first Easterners on record to explore the Missoula area were Meriwether Lewis and a brigade of his men on their return trip from the Pacific. Lewis and his group camped at the confluence of the Rattlesnake and Clark Fork Rivers in July 1806 and headed through Hell Gate Canyon without incident.

Missoula’s growth was spurred by the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railway in 1883. Timber was also important to the town’s development. In 1886, A. B. Hammond built what was reputedly the world’s largest lumber mill at Bonner, seven miles east of Missoula. It produced timbers for railroads and mines as well as construction lumber.

When other Montana cities vied for the state capital and prison, Missoula alone attempted to land the university. It was established as the University of Montana in Missoula in 1895. Since then it has become a major cultural force, as well as one of the city’s major employers.

SIGHTS

Most of Missoula’s historic downtown is located on the north side of the Clark Fork, though the south side of Higgins Avenue, across the river, has become known as the “Hip Strip.” The historic residential areas are south of the river, near the university.

Downtown

The old business district was located near the river, along the Mullan Road (now Front Street), where C. P. Higgins and Frank Worden built a sawmill, flour mill, and store along the banks of the Clark Fork. Most of the wooden buildings burned in 1884, and when the city rebuilt, the influence of the incoming Northern Pacific Railway pulled the downtown northward from the Clark Fork along Higgins Avenue.

Many historic buildings remain. The Missoula Mercantile Building, at the corner of Front and Higgins, was built between 1882 and 1891. The Merc, as it was known, was established in 1866 and stayed the city’s primary mercantile establishment for more than a century. Note the cast-iron facade along Higgins Avenue.

North on Higgins is the Higgins Block (1889), containing well-preserved late-19th-century commercial architecture. On the corner, beneath a prominent cupola, is a gingerbread bank in the Queen Anne style. Farther along the same block are other old stores, now housing trendy businesses. One vintage interior worth visiting, Butterfly Herbs, has an espresso bar in the back.

The County Courthouse (200 W. Broadway) was constructed in 1910. This large, three-story edifice is noteworthy for its murals. These scenes from Montana history were painted by Edgar Paxson, who was called Cot-lo-see (He Who Sees Everything) by admiring Native Americans.

Missoula’s two train stations are imposing and handsome. The Northern Pacific Depot was built in 1889 at the north end of Higgins Avenue. Missoula’s bustling Farmer’s Market takes place in the park in front of the depot on Saturday mornings and Tuesday evenings in summer—the market is a great spot for people-watching and loading up on coffee, baked goods, and the local bounty of fruit and vegetables. The Spanish-style Milwaukee Road Depot was built in 1910 under the Higgins Avenue Bridge on the south side of the Clark Fork. Neither station is in operation as a rail depot.

Carousel for Missoula

A major source of civic pride is the Carousel for Missoula (406/549-8382, http://carouselformissoula.com, 11am-7pm daily June-Aug., 11am-5:30pm daily Sept.-May, $2.25 adult, $0.75 child), which stands in Caras Park near the river just west of the Higgins Bridge. All the horses were hand-carved—making this the first hand-carved carousel assembled in the United States since the 1930s—and each horse has a highly personal, sometimes touching, story associated with it. The fundraising, carving, and construction process really hit a community chord, and almost any local will regale you with stories about the carousel and the meanings of each horse. Next to the carousel, the fantastic Dragon Hollow playground was also built by community volunteers.

Missoula Art Museum

The Missoula Art Museum (335 N. Pattee, 406/728-0447, www.missoulaartmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., free) has a fine home in the city’s old Carnegie Library. The museum houses an excellent small permanent collection featuring some top-notch Montana artists and displays traveling art exhibits.


S University of Montana


The University of Montana (406/243-0211, www.umt.edu) is on the south side of the Clark Fork, at the mouth of the river’s Hell Gate Canyon. A green and leafy campus built around a central oval, it’s a very pleasant place to explore, as is the university district, an area of grand and historic old homes.

The university, established by the Montana Legislature in 1895, has developed into an academically broad-based institution with a strong liberal-arts emphasis. Its schools of journalism and forestry are nationally recognized, as is its graduate program in creative writing.



[image: Image]


University of Montana campus



The earliest remaining building on campus is the University Hall, built in 1899. Besides containing the university president’s office, the building’s central tower houses a carillon. At noon each day, students are serenaded by a 15-minute recital of bell music.

Behind University Hall is Mansfield Library, named for one of Montana’s former senators, Mike Mansfield, and his wife, Maureen. Across a grassy mall from the library is the University Center (UC), a modern three-story building constructed around a central atrium. It’s a good place to hang out and watch student behavior. At the second-floor food court, a wide variety of quick and inexpensive food is available. On the ground floor is the UC Bookstore (406/243-4921), a good all-purpose bookstore and art-supply source.

One of the university’s newer additions is the Montana Theatre (406/243-4581), which houses two stages for live theater.

For a bird’s-eye, or rather a mountain-goat’s-eye, view of the university and the city, climb up Mt. Sentinel to the university’s big red-and-white M. It’s a 40-minute hike from the trailhead at the north end of the UC parking lot.

The University District

One of Missoula’s most pleasant neighborhoods, the university district contains some interesting architectural specimens. Some of the old homes have been turned into fraternity or sorority houses, but others remain private homes. None are open to the public, but a stroll or drive through the area is a pleasant way to learn that Missoula took its early-20th-century affluence seriously. The grandest homes face Gerald Avenue, parallel to and one block east of South Higgins. See especially the neoclassical mansion at 1005 Gerald (built 1902-1903), once the home of John R. Toole, a prominent early Montana politician and industrialist, and the university president’s house at 1325 Gerald, built around 1930.

South of the university, Missoula’s Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial is in a rose garden at Brooks and Franklin.

Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation

Hunters and other wildlife enthusiasts will want to stop by the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation (5705 Grant Creek Rd., 406/523-4500, www.rmef.org, 8am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun. May-Dec., 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat. Jan.-Apr., free). The large display area has a mix of wildlife art and mounted animals, including some truly impressive elk. There’s also a theater with wildlife films, a gift shop, and a nature trail. The elk foundation is a nonprofit organization, mostly composed of hunters concerned with wildlife habitat conservation. Along with their conservation work, they are strong proponents of responsible hunting and publish a good free brochure of tips for hunters.

Fort Missoula

When Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce retreated across Montana in 1877, Missoula citizens asked the federal government for protection from them, and Fort Missoula was hastily established just southwest of town. During World War II the fort was used as a detention center for Italian workers, including merchant sailors, World’s Fair employees, and the crew of an Italian luxury liner seized in the Panama Canal.

Two original buildings (a stone powder magazine and an officers’ quarters) remain from the 1877 fort site and are now part of the Fort Missoula Historical Museum (406/728-3476, www.fortmissoulamuseum.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun. Memorial Day-Labor Day, noon-5pm Tues.-Sun. Labor Day-Memorial Day, $3 adult, $2 senior, $1 student), which contains exhibits of local history. Other buildings of interest have been relocated to the fort, including an old church, a schoolhouse, and a Forest Service lookout tower. The wide boulevards, green lawns, and white military buildings now evoke a real sense of history. To get there, take Highway 93 south to Reserve Street, turn right, and follow signs at the junction with South Avenue.


The Unusual Evolution of Fort Missoula

Fort Missoula was built in 1877 in response to the flight of the Nez Perce from their homeland and settlers’ fear of the increasingly recalcitrant Flathead. However, the threat of Native American attack never really materialized, and troops at the fort saw real action only once, at the Battle of the Big Hole. There, troops from Fort Missoula attempted an ambush of Chief Joseph’s retreating Nez Perce and were disastrously defeated.

Thereafter, the story of Fort Missoula ceases to sound much like that of an embattled frontier outpost and begins to take on more curious dimensions. In 1888 the Twenty-fifth Infantry Corps, an all-African American regiment under the authority of Caucasian officers, was garrisoned at the fort. In 1896 bicycle enthusiast Lieutenant James Moss established the Twenty-fifth Infantry Bicycle Corps, which sought to test the potential of the bicycle as a military conveyance. The lieutenant, in comparing the bicycle to the horse, reasoned that the bike “doesn’t require as much care. It needs no forage; it moves much faster over fair roads, it is not as conspicuous.... It is noiseless and raises but little dust.”

In order to prove to General Nelson Miles that the bicycle was a viable means of troop transport, Moss and 20 men left Missoula on bicycles the following year, bound for St. Louis—1,900 miles overland. The trip, made on mud trails and sandy paths, took only 41 days. The army higher-ups were not impressed, however, and the Bicycle Corps returned to Missoula by train.

During World War I the fort served as an army training center, and during the Depression it was the regional headquarters for the Civilian Conservation Corps. During World War II, 1,200 Italian sailors and 650 American men of Japanese descent were detained at the fort, and following the war it served as a prison for court-martialed military personnel.

Fort Missoula was closed as a military post in 1947. The fort presently houses government offices and a historical museum. Its grounds are used for such benign events as dog shows.



Smokejumpers Center

Undeniably unique to Missoula and a source of pride to natives is the Forest Service Smokejumpers Center (5765 W. Broadway, 406/329-4934, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri. Memorial Day-Labor Day, free). Here, firefighters are trained in the science of fighting forest fires as well as the art of parachuting into forest wildfires. The center features exhibits, films, a diorama, and a tour of the parachuting base. The center is a half mile west of the Missoula International Airport, south of Highway 93.

RECREATION

Hiking

Many of the in-town hikes are on paths shared by bicyclists. A casual walker can just wander down to the river and pick up the paths that run on either bank in the downtown area. Heading east, the Kim Williams Trail follows the south bank of the Clark Fork out of town.

For those who want more of a challenge, head over to the university and follow the zigzag trail up Mt. Sentinel to the M. It takes about 40 minutes, and a little huffing and puffing, to get there, but on a clear day there are great views of Missoula and Hell Gate Canyon.

Head north from I-90 on Van Buren, which quickly becomes Rattlesnake Drive, and travel about four miles to the Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness. Here you’ll find as much of a wilderness hike as you’re likely to in any city. Missoula’s outdoor stores sell trail maps.

The best hiking is outside of town; seven wilderness areas lie within 100 miles of Missoula.

Bicycling

Missoula is a great place to travel by bike, and bicycle tourists should definitely stop by the Adventure Cycling Association headquarters (150 E. Pine, 406/721-1776, www.adventurecycling.org). They distribute a small bicycle-touring map of Missoula as well as a host of other maps for routes stretching across the nation. Two major bike routes cross in Missoula: the north-south Great Parks Route and the east-west Transamerica Route. Adventure Cycling also operates bicycle tours and is a clearinghouse for information on cycle touring. There’s always the opportunity for casual or obsessive bike talk at their offices.

The Rattlesnake National Recreation Area, a corridor through the Rattlesnake Wilderness, is a mountain biker’s dream, but be sure to avoid cycling in the adjacent wilderness area; maps are available at local outdoor stores.

Mt. Sentinel’s summit can be reached by riding south on Pattee Canyon Drive to the unmarked, gated Crazy Canyon Road and climbing to the top of the 5,158-foot peak. A less strenuous fat-tire ride is on the path along the Clark Fork, perhaps venturing east of downtown into the Kim Williams Nature Area, named for the late National Public Radio commentator whose voice represented all things Missoulian to many listeners across the country.

Rent a bike at Missoula Bicycle Works (708 S. Higgins Ave., 406/721-6525, www.missoulabicycleworks.com).

Fishing

Fishing in Missoula can be as unpremeditated as throwing a line into the Clark Fork from a bridge in the middle of town. The Clark Fork, which was horribly polluted until cleanup measures were taken in the 1970s, is now home to trout.

Excellent fishing spots abound within an hour’s drive of town. The Clark Fork, Blackfoot, and Bitterroot Rivers harbor rainbow, brown, cutthroat, and bull trout. Like the Clark Fork, the Blackfoot has had some environmental hurdles to overcome in recent years, but it has largely rebounded. Rock Creek is reached by traveling 26 miles east of Missoula on I-90 to exit 126. Rock Creek has been designated a blue-ribbon trout stream, although it is not necessarily an easy stream to fish. Catch-and-release fishing is enforced along the middle stretch of the creek, and fishing with bait is prohibited, except by children.

Campsites along Rock Creek range from Ekstrom’s Stage Station (406/825-3183), a full-service tent and RV campground (complete with flush toilets, hot showers, a store, and swimming pool) 0.5 mile from I-90 on Rock Creek Road, to Siria (www.fs.usda.gov/lolo) a small bare-bones Forest Service campground with no drinking water, 29 bumpy miles up Rock Creek Road.

For fishing supplies, stop by Kingfisher Fly Shop (926 E. Broadway, 406/721-6141) or Grizzly Hackle (215 W. Front, 406/721-8996). Both shops run guide services; daylong trips start at about $450.


  Glacial Lake Missoula

  Glacial ice dammed the Clark Fork River in northern Idaho approximately 15,000 years ago, forming Glacial Lake Missoula, which filled the valleys of western Montana. River-water ultimately floated the ice dam like an ice cube in a glass of water, and the lake drained with spectacular force, coursing across eastern Washington and forming the Columbia River Gorge. The ice dam on the Clark Fork settled back down into the riverbed and once again plugged the outlet. The lake filled again, drained again, and was reformed at least 41 times over the course of about 2,500 years. Each cycle was shorter, and the lake didn’t fill as deep. The record of these successive fillings and drainings can still be seen as a series of faint, perfectly horizontal lines on the sides of Mt. Jumbo and Mt. Sentinel above Missoula.




Kayaking


The many rivers of western Montana offer wonderful opportunities for kayak and raft trips. Actually, you don’t even need to leave downtown Missoula to play in a kayak; check out the “play wave” that has been constructed in the Clark Fork River just downstream of the Higgins Avenue Bridge by Caras Park.

The friendly and experienced 10,000 Waves Raft and Kayak Adventures (8080 W. Riverside Dr., 406/549-6670 or 800/537-8315, www.10000-waves.com) is one of the best of the local outfitters and offers trips on the Bitterroot, Blackfoot, and Clark Fork through both Hell Gate Canyon and Alberton Gorge. Trips are available on regular inflatable rafts, hard-shell or inflatable kayaks, or “sit-on-tops.” Raft trips are the least expensive, and run around $70 for a half-day excursion; full-day trips, which include lunch, begin at $85. A variety of kayak lessons and clinics are also offered.

With headquarters west of Missoula in Alberton, Zoo Town Surfers (5077 Old Hwy. 10, Alberton, 406/370-4436, www.zootownsurfers.com) offers trips down the Alberton Gorge ($55 half day, $75 full day) as well as raft trips and paddling lessons in other local rivers and stand-up paddle trips on lakes in the Swan and Bitterroot Valleys.

Skiing

Montana Snowbowl (406/549-9777, www.montanasnowbowl.com) has more than 30 runs, reaching up to three miles long, and a 2,600-foot vertical drop. It’s about 12 miles out of town, reached by taking the Reserve Street exit from I-90 and driving north on Grant Creek Road to Snowbowl Road. Lift tickets at Snowbowl are $45 for adults, $19 for children, with student, senior, and half-day rates available. Both skis and snowboards can be rented, and lessons are available.

In the Garnet Range, east of Missoula, the Garnet Resource Area (406/329-3914, $5 adult) is a Bureau of Land Management (BLM)-operated ghost mining town with 55 miles of cross-country ski and snowmobile trails. From State Highway 200, about 30 miles east of Missoula, turn south between mile markers 22 and 23. Or follow I-90 to Bearmouth 26 miles and turn north five miles on Highway 10 to Bear Gulch Road. Follow the signs for Garnet.
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The Clark Fork River is flanked by trails on its path through downtown Missoula.



Closer to town, there’s challenging cross-country skiing up Pattee Canyon, and the Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness (RNRAW) has miles of trails; many are suitable for skiing. Consult the RNRAW map, available at outdoors stores, for possibilities.

Golfing

Nine-hole public golf courses include the Highlands Golf Club (102 Ben Hogan Dr., 406/728-7360), and the course on the University of Montana campus (406/728-8629). Larchmont Golf Course (3200 Old Fort Rd., 406/721-4416) has 18 holes. The area’s top 18-hole course is Canyon River Golf Club (1268 Bandmann Trail, 406/721-0222, http://canyonrivergolfclub.com) on a beautiful stretch of land overlooking the Clark Fork just east of Missoula.

Swimming

Missoula is a good place to get some exercise after a long car trip. The university’s indoor Grizzly Pool (406/243-2763) has regularly scheduled public hours and is a good option for lap swimmers. An indoor water park at McCormick Park (600 Cregg Ln., 406/721-7275), at the west end of the Orange Street Bridge, has two waterslides and places for both lap swimmers and water play. Splash Montana, at Playfair (3001 Bancroft, 406/542-9283, Memorial Day-Labor Day), behind Sentinel High School, is an outdoor pool with features for both kids and adults.

NIGHTLIFE

Nowhere does Missoula’s unique mix of population become more apparent than in its many bustling watering holes. Some bars are of interest because of their historic character; others because of the characters they attract. Remember that bar life in Montana is primarily social in nature. Bars are where people meet up. There is no stigma attached to not drinking alcohol. Even if you don’t care for a drink, go along for the friendly welcome. Be prepared, however, for lots of unrepentant gambling and a certain loss of ambience to the chattering of electronic gaming devices.

The downtown area is chockablock with curious old bars. The Missoula Club (139 W. Main, 406/728-3740) is a peanut-shells-on-the-floor, grill-in-the-back sports bar with fixtures unchanged since the 1940s. Don’t attempt to resist their grilled hamburgers. They are, in their simplicity, the stuff of legend.

Also legendary, but for different reasons, is the Oxford Club at Pine and North Higgins. Although not always edifying, it has character by the bottleful and a certain attraction for writers. Watch the creative writing students who eye the bar’s sullen denizens, waiting for epiphanies.

More standard youthful hangouts are the Rhino (158 Ryman, 406/721-6061); the Badlander (208 Ryman, 406/549-0235), with dancing a couple of nights a week; and the Top Hat (134 W. Front, 406/728-9865). The latter offers live music (blues, swing, funk) in an atmosphere heavy with Missoula’s peculiar indolent funkiness. The Union Club (208 E. Main, 406/728-7980) is another popular downtown spot for live music. If you want to go out and sample Missoula nightlife but aren’t into the bar scene, go to Break Espresso (432 N. Higgins, 406/728-7300), a coffee shop that stays open late and is a magnet for caffeine-propelled studying and hanging out.

BREWPUBS

The main thing to remember about visiting a Montana brewpub is this: go early. By law, brewpubs (i.e., places that brew on the premises) must close by 8pm or 9pm. Several Missoula establishments get around this restriction by brewing off-site. The brew scene in Missoula is both intense and abundant, with reportedly the second-greatest concentration of brewpubs per capita in the country. For a full listing of Missoula’s brewpubs, go to http://montanabrewers.org/breweries.

If you’d like to explore Missoula’s top brewpubs (and distillers) but don’t want to drive (your car), consider Thirst Gear (http://thirstgear.com), a bike trolley tour that lets up to 15 revelers pedal around to some of the city’s top drinking destinations. The tour takes place on a custom-built bike trolley and is captained by a (sober) tour guide who is in charge of guiding the vehicle through traffic. The tour lasts three hours and costs $20 per seat; reservations are required. Summer weekends are very busy, so reserve well in advance for those dates. Tours begin at 201 E. Front St.; participants must be 21 and older.

Some of Montana’s best beer is poured at the Kettlehouse (313 N. 1st St. W., 406/728-1660, noon-9pm Mon.-Sat.); their Double Haul IPA and Cold Smoke Scotch Ale are featured at a number of bars and restaurants around the state. Kettlehouse is sold in environmentally friendly cans at Worden’s Market (451 N. Higgins, 406/549-1293, 8am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 8am-midnight Fri.-Sat., 8am-10pm Sun.), a great place to buy beer and wine in downtown Missoula.

The German-style beers from Bayern Brewing (1507 Montana St., 406/721-1482, noon-8pm daily) are available at the Bayern tasting room and in grocery stores around the state. Look for the great bottle labels illustrated by local artist Monte Dolack.

The Flathead Lake Brewing Company (424 N. Higgins, 406/542-3847, 3pm-12:30am Sun.-Thurs., 11am-2am Fri.-Sat.) is exempt from the 8pm curfew because it doesn’t brew on-site; it’s more properly called a “microbrew bar,” featuring beers from Flathead Lake Brewing in Bigfork.

Another offshoot of a Flathead Lake-area brewery is Tamarack Brewing Company (231 W. Front St., 406/830-3113, 11am-midnight daily). This two-level pub is noisier downstairs, and a bit more refined up, where there is also a restaurant. During the winter, try the seasonal Old ‘Stache Whiskey Barrel Porter, aged in old Jim Beam barrels.

Despite its name, the popular Iron Horse Brew Pub (501 N. Higgins, 406/728-8866, 11am-2am daily) is really more of a typical college-town bar. Upstairs, the focus is more on cocktails than beer, and downstairs, the beer special may well be Pabst. The food here is pretty good.

EVENTS

Summertime Saturday mornings (and Tuesday evenings) bring the Farmer’s Market to the Circle Square, at the northern end of Higgins Avenue next to the old Northern Pacific rail depot.

A Native American powwow (www.umt.edu/kyiyo/powwow.htm, $5) is held annually, usually in mid-April, in the university field house.

Each May, Missoula hosts an excellent wildlife film festival (406/728-9380, www.wildlifefilms.org).

The 221-mile bicycle Tour of Swan River Valley is an annual springtime event, usually held in late May. Register well in advance for the TOSRV ride; this popular two-day ride is sponsored by Missoulians on Bicycles (406/250-7728, www.missoulabike.org).

The Missoula Marathon (www.missoulamarathon.org), held in mid-July, has grown into a major event—in fact, it’s now a qualifier for the Boston Marathon and has been named Runner’s World Magazine’s top marathon in the United States.

The Western Montana Fair and Rodeo (www.westernmontanafair.com) is held in Missoula during the third week of August. It’s time to take in a rodeo, a delectable Montalado (a Montana-style enchilada), the llama pavilion, and perhaps a few carnival rides.

SHOPPING

For many travelers, Missoula will either be one of the first or one of the last places visited in Montana. Missoula’s shops offer the visitor either a last chance to stock up on vital comestibles and to drink that final espresso, or the first opportunity in days to assuage deprivations incurred farther inland.

Butterfly Herbs (232 N. Higgins, 406/728-8780, www.butterflyherbs.com) offers tea, coffee, herbs, spices, soaps, and in fact a little of everything. The storefront is a well-preserved specimen from the end of the 19th century. The back of the store is a good espresso bar and café.

Local artist Monte Dolack’s whimsical nature-oriented paintings, posters, and cards have gained a wide following. A visit to the Monte Dolack Gallery (139 West Front, 406/549-3248) is worth the time.

The Bird’s Nest (219 N. Higgins, 406/721-1125) is a center for new and secondhand regional books, and Fact and Fiction (220 N. Higgins, 406/721-2881) is a good general bookstore.

Because of Missoula’s access to the outdoors, recreation stores are important to the visitor. A good source of equipment, for both sale and rent, is the Trail Head (221 E. Front St., 406/543-6966). The staff are usually able to offer good advice on local trails and conditions.

Find genuinely fashionable women’s clothing at Nolita (531 N. Higgins, 406/728-6556).

ACCOMMODATIONS

Because Missoula is a real crossroads, a great number and variety of lodgings are available. Unless there’s a big football game, graduation, or some other major event going on at the university, you’ll have little trouble finding something. There are many inexpensive and somewhat marginal motels along Broadway near downtown Missoula; be forewarned that many of these can be the sites of weekend parties. Also, no matter where you stay, bring earplugs; trains do run through town.

$50-100

On the east end of downtown, the Motel 6 Missoula University (630 E. Broadway, 406/549-2387, www.motel6missoula.com, $65-75) has been updated, allows pets, and offers an outdoor pool. It’s just across Broadway from one of the town’s top hotels and restaurants (the DoubleTree), and it’s an easy walk to downtown, the university, or the riverside paths. Just east, the Campus Inn (744 E. Broadway, 406/549-5134 or 800/232-8013, www.campusinnmissoula.com, $85-110) is reasonably well-maintained but not fancy. Just to the east is the Thunderbird Motel (1009 E. Broadway, 406/543-7251 or 800/952-2500, $70-85 and up), another good bet for visitors who aren’t looking for frills.

On the Highway 93 strip south of downtown, the standard Super 8 Brooks Street (3901 Brooks, 406/251-2255, $75-89) is a good launching pad for trips to the Bitterroot Valley.

Over $100

The sprawling Red Lion Inn (700 W. Broadway, 406/728-3300 or 800/733-5466, www.redlion.com, $109-129) is in a good location near downtown; it has a pool, a hot tub, a restaurant, and a meeting room. Rates include a good continental breakfast; pets are allowed.

The university district and downtown also have some of Missoula’s nicest and most expensive lodgings. The S DoubleTree Hotel Missoula/Edgewater (100 Madison St., 406/728-3100, www.missoulaedgewater.doubletree.com, $139-155) is right on the Clark Fork across from the university. This is a generally quiet place to stay (though very popular during football weekends), with a good restaurant and a pool.

The Comfort Inn (1021 E. Broadway, 406/549-7600, $119-144) is a relatively good deal for this close-to-the-university neighborhood, with new comfortable rooms. Pet-friendly.

Right downtown and also on the river is the S Holiday Inn Missoula Downtown at the Park (200 S. Pattee, 406/721-8550 or 800/315-2621, $129-147). Although the hotel is very comfortable and offers an indoor pool, hot tub, sauna, and fitness center, its main asset is its great location. Pets are permitted with a $20 fee, and there’s great dog-walking right out the door.

Once the home of the university’s second president, Goldsmith’s Inn (809 E. Front, 406/728-1585 or 866/666-9945, www.goldsmithsinn.com, $124-169) was relocated to the north bank of the Clark Fork and renovated to its original 1911 splendor. Of the seven rooms, four are suites with private sitting areas (one suite has a private deck and hot tub) and three are queen rooms. All rooms have private bathrooms and include breakfast.

The historic Gibson Mansion B&B (823 39th St., 406/251-1345 or 866/251-1345, www.gibsonmansion.com, $120-229), designed by the architect responsible for the Missoula County Courthouse and the Daly Mansion in the Bitterroot Valley, is located in a residential neighborhood about 1.5 miles from the university. It makes a very comfortable Missoula home base, with sumptuous breakfasts.

S Blossom’s B&B (1114 Poplar St., 406/721-4690, www.blossomsbnb.com, $110-195), a Prairie-style arts and crafts home located in the Lower Rattlesnake neighborhood with easy access to trails and not too far from downtown and the university, is that rare find—a dog-friendly B&B. The owners try to use organic foods as much as possible in the breakfasts, and the refrigerator is stocked with complimentary beer and wine.

Out at I-90 exit 101 (Reserve St.) are almost all of Missoula’s recently built hotels. Trouble is, these often massive lodging complexes are a long way from the sights and experiences that attracted you to Missoula in the first place. However, if you’re just blowing through on the freeway, by all means pull in at this exit—unless it’s homecoming weekend, you should be able to find a room without reservations. Of the more than half dozen lodgings clustered here, a good place to land with a car full of road-weary kids is the C’mon Inn (2775 Expo Pkwy., 406/543-4600 or 888/989-5569, www.cmoninn.com, $129-145), an attractive log-design motel with an indoor pool, waterfall, rustic decor lounge area, hot tubs, an exercise room, and a popular Ping-Pong table. At the business-class end of the scale, the Staybridge Suites (120 Expressway, 406/830-3900, $143-167), offers posh suite-style rooms, an indoor pool, fitness center, and a business center.

Although its airport location is far from central, the Wingate Inn (5252 Airway Blvd., 406/541-8000, www.wingatemissoula.com, $109-144) is popular with families because of the two waterslides that empty into its relatively large indoor pool.

Campgrounds

Missoula’s private campgrounds are all close to I-90. The sprawling Missoula KOA (3450 Tina Ave., 406/549-0881 or 800/562-5366, www.missoulakoa.com, all year, $43-47 RV, $32-42 tent, $68-80 cabin), complete with swimming pool and hot tub, is off I-90 at exit 101 (Reserve Street). Jim and Mary’s RV Park (9800 Hwy. 93 N., 406/549-4416, www.jimandmarys.com, all year, $40 RV) is a Good Sam campground with no tent sites; it’s on the way out of town toward the Flathead Valley and Glacier National Park. Yogi Bear’s Jellystone Park Camp (9900 Jellystone Ave., 406/543-9400 or 800/318-9644, www.jellystonemt.com, May-Oct., $40-45 RV, $33 tent, $64 cabin) is off I-90’s exit 96 and has big pull-through sites, a pool, a good play area, and a Yogi Bear theme.

The Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (406/542-5500, http://fwp.mt.gov) operates a couple of campgrounds a little farther from town. Chief Looking Glass (May-Nov., $12) is a popular fishing access area with campsites on the Bitterroot River 14 miles south of Missoula on Highway 93 (to milepost 77), then one mile east on the county road. Beavertail Hill State Park (May-Nov., $15 Montana residents, $23 nonresidents) is 0.25 mile south of the Beavertail Hill exit off I-90 (milepost 130, 26 miles southeast of Missoula).

FOOD

There are reasons to linger over Missoula’s abundance of good restaurants. For the traveler coming to Missoula from the east, this may be the first good salad seen in days. For the traveler heading into eastern Montana, Missoula may be the last place to enjoy a choice beyond fast food and steak. Every franchise imaginable is found along the Highway 93 strip. However, for those with a hankering for something local, Missoula shouldn’t disappoint.


Casual Meals


From downtown motels, it’s an easy walk across the Higgins Avenue Bridge for a morning muffin and coffee at Bernice’s Bakery (190 S. 3rd St. W., 406/728-1358, www.bernicesbakerymt.com, 6am-8pm daily). By your second visit (which may be for a lunchtime sandwich), you’ll feel like a local at this homey spot. Only a block away, Le Petit Outre (129 S. 4th St. W., 406/543-3311, www.lepetitoutre.com, 7am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-5pm Sat.) has only a couple of tables out front for seating, but offers a wonderful selection of brioche, panini, and European-style breads to go.

If it’s juice and coffee that you’re after, Butterfly Herbs (232 N. Higgins, 406/728-8780, www.butterflyherbs.com, 7am-7pm daily) houses a juice and espresso bar in an impressive old downtown storefront. It’s also a good place to buy tea and herbs in bulk.

S The Shack Cafe (222 W. Main, 406/549-9903, www.theshackcafe.com, 7am-3pm Mon.-Thurs., 7am-9pm Fri-Sun., breakfast and lunch $5-12, dinner $9-22) has been one of Missoula’s favorite breakfast and lunch stops since the 1950s. It’s going stronger than ever and is now open for dinner on weekends.

The retro-hip Hob Nob Cafe (531 S. Higgins Ave., 406/542-3188, www.hobnobonhiggins.com, 7am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-4pm Sat.-Sun., $6-8) is a good place for a big breakfast among friendly Missoulians. The food is largely organically grown and the breads homemade.

For a rollicking Italian American atmosphere that’s popular with families, Ciao Mambo (541 S. Higgins, 406/543-0377, 5pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., 5pm-9pm Sun. summer, 5pm-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 5am-10pm Fri.-Sat. winter, $10-19) can’t be beat. No reservations are accepted, so expect to stand in line for a while before settling in with a giant plate of spicy spaghetti arrabiata.

One of the biggest draws on the South Higgins “Hip Strip” is the fabulous S Big Dipper (631 S. Higgins, 406/543-5722, noon-10:30pm, $2-5), home of Montana’s best ice cream. Although you could go the choc-van-straw route, this is the place to branch out and taste cardamom or Irish whiskey ice cream.

Missoula’s best pizza and a bustling mix of students and locals can be found at Biga Pizza (241 W. Main St., 406/728-2579, www.bigapizza.com, 11am-3pm and 5pm-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-3pm and 5pm-10pm Fri., 5pm-10pm Sat., sandwich $9, pizza $12-18), where the ingredients are locally grown when possible, leading to some innovative (and delicious) pizzas, such as fennel marmalade with bacon and gouda cheese, and great salads.

At Caffe Dolce (500 Brooks, 406/830-3055, http://caffedolce.com, 7am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 7am-10pm Fri., 8am-9pm Sat., 8am-4pm Sun., lunch $7-15, dinner $12-30), find a bit of sunny Italian spirit in Missoula. The food here is excellent, and the atmosphere classy but casual. Grilled sandwiches and good salads anchor the lunch menu; pizza, authentically Italian pastas, and entrées such as a pork shank confit are featured at dinner. Don’t leave without some house-made gelato.

If you’re hungry, thirsty, or looking to gamble away your money any time of the day or night, the Oxford Club (337 N. Higgins, 406/549-0117, 24 hours, $4-13) is there to serve you. Although not for the fainthearted or the easily appalled, the Ox is a Missoula fixture. Late at night, this is local color at its most opaque.

The Good Food Store (1600 S. 3rd St. W., 406/541-3663, 7am-10pm daily) is Missoula’s best source for natural and health foods. The deli here is an excellent place to stock up for a picnic.

Fine Dining

A handful of restaurants on Higgins, none more than a couple of blocks from the river, offer great dinners. At S Scotty’s Table (131 S. Higgins, 406/549-2790, http://scottystable.net, 11am-2:30pm Tues.-Fri., brunch 9am-2pm Sat.-Sun, dinner 5pm-10pm nightly, entrées $24-33), in the basement of the historic Wilma Theater, a casual bistro-style ambience complements the rather sophisticated fresh seasonal food. Here you’ll find innovative twists on standard dishes and sauces, such as ravioli stuffed with braised lamb and date chutney or farro risotto served with candied lemons, walnuts, and garlic-parsley butter.

Another outstanding restaurant, S Red Bird (111 N. Higgins, 406/549-2906, http://redbirdrestaurant.com, 5pm-9:30pm Tues.-Sat., dinner entrées $24-32, wine bar $10-22, dinner reservations recommended), is right downtown tucked off the main lobby of the historic Florence Hotel. It also uses local ingredients whenever possible and buys whole animals to make tasty cured meats and sausages in-house. The food is great, and the restaurant’s architecture is stunning. Even if you’re not up for a full-production dinner, stop in at the restaurant’s wine bar and have a snack or a light dinner.

Somewhere between a wine bar and a fine-dining restaurant, S Plonk (322 N. Higgins Ave., 406/926-1791, http://plonkwine.com, 4pm-midnight Sun.-Mon., 11:30am-midnight Tues.-Sat., $10-35) offers a superlative selection of wines by the glass plus a temping menu of small plates, such as Dungeness crab empanadas and harissa-rubbed beef tenderloin skewers, in addition to full main courses such as grilled local pork chops with hazelnut pesto and grilled peaches. This handsome dining room in a downtown historic storefront is a very happening scene.

Eat tapas from around the world at The Silk Road (515 S. Higgins, 406/541-0752, www.silkroadcatering.com, 5pm-10pm nightly, $6-11). The mix can be a little odd—you can choose from wiener schnitzel, carne asada, Chinese meatballs, and an Ethiopian BBQ wrap—but the food is generally good and the place is quite popular.

Also delightful is the Pearl Café (211 E. Front St., 406/541-0231, http://pearlcafe.us, 5pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., $20-37), a sophisticated white-tablecloth restaurant with a gentle French influence on such dishes as duckling with pomegranate cherry sauce and rabbit baked in red wine mushroom sauce with crispy polenta.

Ask any local where to find Missoula’s top steaks, and the answer will be The Depot (201 Railroad St. W., 406/728-7007, www.depotmissoula.com, 5:30pm-10pm daily, $11-39), an atmospheric rail depot with excellent beef, seafood, chicken, and such specialties as a free-range veal chop.

INFORMATION

The Missoula Convention and Visitors Bureau (101 E. Main St., 406/532-3250 or 800/526-3465, www.missoulacvb.org) has racks brimming with brochures on Missoula and the surrounding area and a helpful website.

The regional U.S. Forest Service office (200 E. Broadway, 406/329-3511) sells national forest maps. This is also a good place for general information on hiking and camping in national forests.

The regional office of the Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (3201 Spurgin Rd., 406/542-5500, http://fwp.mt.gov) is a source of advice on fishing and hunting and can provide a list of public campgrounds.

The public library (406/721-2665) is at 301 E. Main Street. What you don’t find on their shelves may well be in the stacks of the university library (406/243-6860). Of particular interest there is the Mansfield Collection, located on the third level down. U.S. Senator Mike Mansfield left his papers to the University of Montana, and they’re housed here along with a great collection of regional history.

Listen to Montana Public Radio at 89.1 or 91.7 FM.

SERVICES

The police station (406/523-4777) is at 435 Ryman.

The main Missoula post office (406/329-2200) is at 1100 W. Kent, but the downtown Hell Gate Station (200 E. Broadway, 406/329-2222) may prove to be more convenient.

St. Patrick’s Hospital (500 W. Broadway, 406/543-7271) is right downtown.

The First Interstate Bank (101 E. Front, 406/721-4200) is the main bank in town and the place to go to exchange foreign currency.

GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Air

Missoula International Airport (MSO) (5225 Hwy. 10 W., 406/728-4381, www.flymissoula.com) is just northwest of town. Alaska, Allegiant, Frontier, United, and Delta Airlines fly into Missoula. Shuttle service (406/543-9416) is available from the airport into town, and many hotels provide shuttles. Alamo, Hertz, Budget, National, Enterprise, and Avis all have rental cars at the airport. Nearby (with service to the airport), find Thrifty and Dollar.

Bus

Greyhound buses (1660 W. Broadway, 406/549-2339, www.greyhound.com) run three times daily along the interstate. Flathead Transport offers bus service between Missoula, Polson, Kalispell, and Whitefish; ticketing is through Greyhound.

Mountain Line Transit (406/721-3333, www.mountainline.com, Mon.-Sat. until early evening, $1) operates the city buses, which are all equipped with bike racks. Most buses leave from the downtown transit center, behind the courthouse on East Pine between Ryman and Woody Streets. There’s a nice indoor waiting area stocked with bus schedules and served by a Break Espresso outlet.

Taxi

Taxi service is provided by Yellow Cab (406/543-6644) and Green Taxi (406/728-8294), which uses hybrid vehicles.

The Lower Clark Fork

Forest-rimmed, hilly, and as wild as an interstate ever gets, I-90 follows the Clark Fork and St. Regis Rivers most of the way between the Idaho border and Missoula. From the state line east to Frenchtown, just west of Missoula, I-90 follows the Mullan Road, built by John Mullan and his crew in the 1860s as a military road from Fort Benton to Walla Walla, Washington.

It’s easy to rush through this western edge of Montana, and in truth there aren’t that many ways to penetrate this densely forested mountainous region. But a bike ride along the Hiawatha Trail, a dip in the pools at Quinn’s Hot Springs, or a sighting of mountain sheep outside Thompson Falls may prove to be a highlight of a trip to Montana.

ALONG I-90

The Idaho-Montana border straddles the crest of the Bitterroot Mountains at the 4,710-feet-high Lookout Pass (I-90 exit 0), where the Lookout Pass Ski Resort offers skiing in winter and in summer serves as an outfitter for bicyclists taking the Hiawatha Mountain Bike Trail.

Continuing east into Montana, pull off I-90 at Haugan (exit 16) to visit the much-hyped World Famous 50,000 Silver Dollar Bar (406/678-4242 or 800/531-1968), a bar that sits at the center of a dining, gift shop, lodging, and casino complex. At the least, you’ll want to poke your head into the bar to see all those silver dollars.

St. Regis, at exit 34, is where the St. Regis River flows into the Clark Fork (like De Borgia to the west, St. Regis was named for the Jesuit missionary St. Regis De Borgia). After the rivers join, the Clark Fork turns sharply to the north. Highway 135 follows it along 20 miles of lovely riverscapes to Highway 200 near village of Paradise.

Superior, at exit 47, was a mining boomtown. Gold was discovered on a stream called Cayuse Creek in 1869, and over the next year, 10,000 people swarmed to the mining camp. In some areas, such as the now ghost town of Louisville, Chinese miners moved into the abandoned shacks and gleaned the remaining gold. Mining booms came intermittently over the next few decades but pretty much ended in 1910, when a huge forest fire destroyed the Keystone Mine and most everything else for miles around.

Alberton, at exit 75, is alongside a notorious gorge in the Clark Fork River and was originally a railroad town. It was a division point for the Milwaukee Road, whose depot has been restored and is visible from I-90.


  The Mullan Road

  It took John Mullan and his crew from 1858 until 1862 to build a military wagon road from Fort Benton to Walla Walla, Washington. This was a particularly vital stretch of road because Fort Benton marked the farthest point that steamboats could travel up the Missouri River, and Walla Walla provided access to the Columbia River. His route has held up well; I-90 follows its course from Deer Lodge to the Idaho line.

  Mullan also has the distinction of having written the first travel guide to Montana. In 1865 he authored the Miners’ and Travelers’ Guide to Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming and Colorado. As may be expected, the Montana portion follows the Mullan Road.




S Hiawatha Mountain Bike Trail


A rails-to-trails project converted 15 miles of Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul Railroad track, tunnel, and trestle into the exhilarating Hiawatha Mountain Bike Trail (208/744-1301, www.ridethehiawatha.com, late May-early Oct., trail pass $10 adults, $6 children 6-13, free under 6). The centerpiece of the trail is the 8,771-foot Taft Tunnel, built in 1909 and cut through solid rock from the Montana side of Lookout Pass (the East Portal) through to Idaho (the West Portal). After emerging in Idaho, the track winds down through another eight tunnels and over nine wooden trestles before reaching the valley floor at the village of Pearson.

Bikers need headlights to traverse the trail, and hikers will want to bring along strong flashlights. Be prepared to get a little wet and chilly in the tunnel. Even though the grade never exceeds 1.7 percent, vertigo-inducing trestles stand along sheer cliffs and over steep rocky canyons. Whether you’re on foot or on a bike, you’ll have your heart in your mouth on several occasions.

To reach the beginning of the trail and Taft Tunnel, take exit 5 (Taft Area) from I-90. Turn south and follow Rainy Creek Road for two miles, and take the road toward East Portal at the Y junction. The parking area is immediately ahead, and just beyond is the gate to the tunnel.

A shuttle service ferries cyclists from the trail’s end at Pearson back up to the West Portal (both on the Idaho side, Fri.-Sun. only). From here, you traverse the Taft Tunnel once again to return to the car park at the East Portal. Plan a full day for this trip, and reserve a spot on the shuttle in advance by calling the Lookout Pass Ski Resort (208/744-1301, $9 adults, $6 children). Mountain bike rentals are available at the ski area (exit 0 from I-90) for $30-36; you can also rent a tagalong bike or a trailer for kids.

Other Recreation

Recreation at Lookout Pass, on the Montana-Idaho border, turns from biking to skiing in the winter, when an average of 400 inches of generally powdery snow falls at the Lookout Pass Ski Resort (208/744-1301, www.skilookout.com). Lookout has a small downhill ski area (with free lessons for kids!) with good cross-country trails. Adult lift tickets cost $38-40 for a full day, $35 after 12:30pm. Many special rates are available for seniors, college students, military, and juniors; kids under six are free.

Alberton Gorge (or Cyr Canyon) is a 20-mile stretch of white water on the Clark Fork River. There are plenty of fishing-access sites along the Clark Fork that can be used to put in and take out boats. It’s an especially challenging run when the river is high; only experienced paddlers should attempt it before August. Even when the water level drops, it’s not a trip for beginners, although Missoula-based Lewis and Clark Trail Adventures (406/728-7609 or 800/366-6246, www.trailadventures.com, half-day trip $55 adults, $45 children; full day with lunch $75 adults, $60 children) runs regular raft trips through Alberton Gorge. This outfitter also offers other rafting and hiking trips along the Lewis and Clark Trail; see the website for details. Another good rafting tour operator is 10,000 Waves (406/549-6670 or 800/537-8315, www.10000-waves.com, half-day trip $70 adults, $50 children 5-12; full day $85 adults, $65 children); both trips include lunch. In addition to trips through Alberton Gorge, 10,000 Waves offers guided raft and kayak trips along the Blackfoot River and through Missoula’s Hell Gate Canyon.

Those who aren’t tempted by the white water may choose to fish this section of the Clark Fork for brown, cutthroat, rainbow, and bull trout.

Accommodations

Most eastbound I-90 travelers press on to Missoula once they cross into the state, but there are several quite passable lodgings along the interstate.

Down the road from Lookout, there is a string of small towns with (mostly) small unremarkable motels. Part of the World Famous 50,000 Silver Dollar Bar complex is the Silver Inn (exit 16, 406/678-4242 or 800/531-1968, www.50000silverdollar.com, $79-89) with simple, clean rooms.

The highway-side but still quite woodsy Black Diamond Guest Ranch (121 E. Frontage Rd., 406/678-4000, www.blackdiamondguestranch.com, cabins $75 double) has lodging in 100-year-old cabins (rustic, but with bathrooms and basic kitchens), a campground for tents ($10) and RVs ($16-37), plus camping in large canvas-walled tents ($50 for up to 6 persons, showers extra). Trail rides start at $40 per hour. Pets are permitted.

In St. Regis, the Super 8 (exit 33, 406/649-2422, $69-84) is a reliable spot that permits pets. From St. Regis, follow Highway 135 20 miles northeast along the Clark Fork to find S Quinn’s Hot Springs Resort (190 Quinn’s Canyon Rd., 406/826-3150 or 888/646-9287, www.quinnshotsprings.com), in a woodsy area three miles south of Highway 200. This venerable resort has a clutch of attractive standard cabins ($165-225 for up to four, some are pet-friendly), luxury cabins ($235-295 double), suites ($270, sleeps five), a lodge ($135-145 adults only), and a good restaurant in a wooded glade. The temperature of the outdoor swimming pool is adjusted according to the weather; day use for walk-in guests is $10 weekday/$11 weekend per person (included for guests in lodging fee); children must be at least three years old and potty trained.


  [image: Image]

  Quinn’s Hot Springs has several pools as well as accommodations and a restaurant.



Back on I-90, in Superior, the Budget Host Big Sky Motel (exit 47, 406/822-4831 or 800/283-4678, www.bigskymotel.net, $69-83) has spacious rooms and is a good bet for a pleasant stay.

Camping

Several Lolo National Forest campgrounds (www.fs.usda.gov/lolo) are convenient to I-90. Cabin City Forest Service campground (Memorial Day-Labor Day, $7) is a little more than two miles off I-90 at exit 22, just east of De Borgia. Unless you hit a busy weekend, it’s relatively peaceful. The campsites are set in a lodgepole pine forest, and there’s a 0.75-mile nature hike down to Twelvemile Creek.

The Slowey (mid-May-late Sept., $10) campground is between exits 37 and 43. Quartz Flat (mid-May-late Sept., $10) is at the rest stop east of Superior, near mile marker 58. It’s convenient but exposed to I-90’s lights and noise.

THOMPSON FALLS

David Thompson, who established his Saleesh House here in 1809, is the namesake of Thompson Falls (pop. 1,345, elev. 2,463 feet). Thompson, an English-born explorer, astronomer, and geographer for both the Hudson’s Bay and North West Companies, traveled down the Kootenai River from Canada and into Montana in 1807. Over the next few years he set up trading posts along the Kootenai and Clark Fork Rivers and became the first European to travel the entire length of the Columbia River, which he mapped from mouth to source. Thompson spoke several Native American languages and won the trust and respect of local tribes.

The falls here were dammed in 1916, backing up a two-mile-long reservoir behind the dam. There are two more dams downstream from this one, making the Clark Fork more like a lake than a river for much of its course from Thompson Falls to the Idaho state line.


  Camels in the Rockies

  Camels in the Rockies? Well, why not? They’re strong, they don’t drink too much ... so thought the U.S. Army in the 1860s, when some innovative military man began importing camels to use as pack animals. Although perhaps more efficient than the customary mules, camels weren’t so easy to boss around. Apparently they were harder to recognize, too; several of the camels on the Mullan Road were shot after being mistaken for moose.



Sights

Island Park, across the footbridge at the foot of Gallatin Street, is a day-use park that’s closed to automobiles. The island straddles two separate areas of the eponymous falls in the Clark Fork (both dammed), and it’s full of bluffs and rocky rises and is a good place to hike around and watch birds, including the ospreys nesting on the bridge, and also salmon climbing up a fish ladder.

The Old Jail Museum (109 S. Madison St., 406/827-4002, noon-4pm Mon.-Fri. mid-May-Labor Day, $3 adults 18 and older, free 17 and younger) is indeed housed in the old jail, behind the police station.

About 10 miles east of Thompson Falls, the Clark Fork River trenches through a series of Precambrian shale deposits (cousins to the formations in Glacier National Park), resulting in cliffs up to 1,000 feet rising above the river, which are prime habitat for bighorn sheep. Amid this striking landscape, the KooKooSint Mountain Sheep Viewing Area is a roadside pullout with several informative signs. (KooKooSint is the name given to David Thompson by the local Native Americans. It means “Man Who Looks at Stars.”) Bighorn sheep were eaten by the Flathead and by Thompson, who found them a welcome addition to his sparse winter diet. You’re most likely to see sheep here in the spring, when they’re at lower elevations eating the new grass, or during late November or December, when they descend to feed in the valleys and mate. Open south-facing slopes provide a winter habitat. The lambs are born in early May on the high ridges, and the sheep summer in the mountains. Mountain sheep have spongy hooves with hard edges to lend traction and support, allowing them to traverse steep slopes easily and quickly.

Recreation

Several looped hiking trails lead to small lakes in the Lolo National Forest north of Thompson Falls. Reach the Four Lakes Creek trailhead by driving north on Thompson River Road (which intersects Highway 200 five miles east of town) about six miles, turn left onto the West Fork Thompson River Road, and follow it, bearing left as it becomes Four Lakes Creek Road (Forest Service Road 7669), some eight miles to the trailhead. A Lolo National Forest map will detail the trails.

Fishing access to the Thompson River is easy; the road runs along it almost the entire way from Highway 200 north to Highway 2. Expect to pull mostly rainbow trout, and perhaps some brown trout, from the stretch near Highway 200.

Accommodations

Only one motel is in Thompson Falls itself; the others are about a mile west, where Highway 200 bridges the Clark Fork.

The Falls Motel (112 Gallatin, 406/827-3559 or 800/521-2184, www.thompsonfallslodging.com, $70-150) is a friendly place downtown and near good strolling on Thompson Falls Island. This basic and well-maintained motel has a hot tub in a pleasant little solarium; dogs are permitted for a $10 fee. West of town above the bridge and set back from the highway, the spacious Rimrock Lodge (4946 Hwy. 200, 406/827-3536, http://rimrocklodgemontana.com, $85-115) has good views of the Clark Fork River, a popular restaurant and lounge, and a bowling alley. Ask at the desk about the nature trail looping the motel grounds. Pets are permitted.

More riverfront lodgings are on the west side of the bridge over the Clark Fork. Here you’ll find the attractive Riverfront Motel and Cabins (4907 Hwy. 200, 406/827-3460, www.riverfrontlodging.com, $85-95, $125-140 cabins for up to 4 persons), which also has spaces for RVs ($25).

Camping

Thompson Falls State Park (406/752-5501, http://fwp.mt.gov/parks, May-Sept., $15-23) is a mile west of Thompson Falls, just off Highway 200 on the Clark Fork. The riverside spots have running water but no other amenities. Copper King and Clark Memorial (www.fs.usda.gov/lolo, late May-late Sept., $5) are Forest Service campgrounds with no running water located up Thompson River Road (catch this road five miles east of town). Copper King is four miles off Highway 200; Clark Memorial is another 1.5 miles up the road.

Food

The Rimrock Lodge (406/427-3536, 6am-9pm daily, $8-15) has good river views, steaks and seafood, and if you get bored, you can opt for some bowling. Downtown, the Thompson Grill (611 Main St., 406/827-4900, 7:30am-9pm Mon.-Sat., $6-25) is a popular spot for burgers and good milk shakes. On Friday and Saturday nights, dinners are fancier and more leisurely. Minnie’s Montana Cafe (921 Main St., 406/827-3747, 7am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-8pm Sun., $7-18) is a classic small-town diner, with tasty American fare prepared home-style.

NORTH OF THOMPSON FALLS ON HIGHWAY 200

Highway 200 runs along the Clark Fork River north and west of Thompson Falls to the Idaho border; thanks to the 190-foot-high Noxon Dam, for a large part of this stretch the river is known as Noxon Reservoir. The towns of Trout Creek and Noxon each have a few places to stay.

If you’re in the mood to drive back roads, Vermillion Falls is 12 miles from Trout Creek on Vermillion River Road. A couple of miles farther along the road, find Willow Creek Campground, a small, free, and primitive (no water) Forest Service campground.

In Trout Creek, the Lakeside Motel (2957 Hwy. 200, 406/827-4458, www.lakeside-resort-motels.com, $85-115) has motel rooms and cabins. North Shore Campground (www.fs.usda.gov/kootenai, mid-Apr.-Nov., $7) is on Noxon Reservoir about two miles west of Trout Creek.

Although Noxon has a couple of budget motels, for something beyond a bed and a ceiling, try the S Bighorn Lodge B&B (406/847-4676 or 888/347-8477, www.bighornlodgemontana.com, $150-175). In addition to comfortable rooms and full breakfasts, the folks at the Bighorn provide guests with canoes, kayaks, and bikes, and can arrange guided horseback rides and fishing trips.

The Bitterroot Valley

Probably nowhere else in Montana provides such a diverse and satisfying unity of attractions as the Bitterroot Valley. First of all, let’s make it clear that the Bitterroot is stunningly beautiful. The Bitterroot River, flanked by groves of cottonwood, winds through a wide fertile valley of farms and pastureland. The heavily wooded humped arch of the west-lying Bitterroot Mountains rears back to reveal precipitous canyons and jagged peaks. The Sapphire Range to the east is characterized by relatively low forested peaks. Historic, quiet old towns slumber in a purposeful way: There are comings and goings, but not much commotion.

Opportunities for recreation are almost limitless. The Bitterroot River provides great fishing, and the streams flowing out of the Sapphire Mountains have better fishing than the Bitterroot drainages, which debouch from alpine lakes in rounded valleys scooped out by glaciers, then fall quickly through narrow canyons gashed through the resistant mylonite rock. The Bitterroot National Forest offers thousands of acres of wilderness, with more than 1,600 miles of maintained trails to dramatic peaks, pristine lakes, and wildlife viewing. Across the valley to the east the Sapphire Range offers gem hunting and more wildlife habitat. Proximity to Missoula lends sophistication to the services in the Bitterroot, but suburban sprawl also engulfs the lower valley with residential subdivisions.
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HISTORY

The Flathead came to the Bitterroot from the west, and although they took regular trips to the plains to hunt buffalo, they made ample use of the valley’s roots, huckleberries, and fish.

In 1805 Lewis and Clark passed down the Bitterroot Valley from the south, over Lost Trail Pass. The Corps of Discovery had already crossed the Continental Divide at Lemhi only to discover that although the Salmon River in Idaho flowed into the Columbia drainage, it did so as the aptly named “River of No Return.” The Salmon was hopelessly impassable. The corps climbed up into Montana again, this time to follow the Bitterroot down to the area near Lolo Creek, where they established a favorite camping spot called Travelers’ Rest. From here the corps followed Lolo Creek up and over Lolo Pass, and down more hospitable drainages to the Columbia. The following year they retraced their trail to Travelers’ Rest. Clark and half the corps returned up the Bitterroot to cross over Gibbons Pass into the Big Hole.

Lewis is responsible for the name of the plant that gives this valley its name. While local Native Americans found the roots of the bitterroot both tasty and fortifying, Lewis pronounced it bitter and nauseating. His name now identifies the plant in Latin: Lewisia rediviva.

The Bitterroot Valley, with its fertile bottomland and protected climate, attracted farmers from the beginning. The discovery of gold in nearby valleys and the establishment of mining boomtowns created a demand for foodstuffs. As farmers moved into the area, they began to pressure the government to remove the Flathead from the valley, and in 1872 James Garfield, who later became the 20th U.S. president, was sent to transfer them north to the Mission Valley.

Five years later the Nez Perce passed through the Bitterroot on their tragic flight across the Northwest. Under the leadership of Chief Joseph, the band of about 700 people and nearly 2,000 horses traveled from Idaho down Lolo Creek and up the Bitterroot toward Crow country, fleeing the army infantry. Chief Joseph vowed to the army and the Bitterroot settlers to march peaceably through the settled areas of the Bitterroot in return for unmolested passage. The offer was not accepted officially, and the Nez Perce simply skirted a hastily constructed barricade at Fort Fizzle and proceeded up the Bitterroot. No shots were fired as they passed through the valley. Once they had made it over the Continental Divide in the Big Hole, however, Col. John Gibbon and 183 men ambushed the Nez Perce at the Battle of the Big Hole.

Agriculture

Farming really took hold in the Bitterroot after the Northern Pacific extended a spur line to Hamilton. One of the largest enterprises in the valley was Marcus Daly’s Bitterroot Stock Farm. The copper magnate from Butte preferred the Bitterroot as a summer home, and he built a magnificent mansion on his 26,000-acre holding. Considering the fact that Daly modeled his farm on an Irish manor, it’s no surprise that racehorses were the most noted of the farm’s products.

In the early years of the 20th century the Bitterroot was home to an elaborate irrigation scheme that turned the valley into a huge apple orchard. The Big Ditch, as it was functionally named, provided water to the eastside benchland, which was divided into subdivisions of 10 acres each. At the height of apple euphoria, 22,000 acres of the Bitterroot were in fruit production. The soil and climate didn’t quite live up to the exaggerated promises of the developers, and by the 1950s apple production had ceased to be a significant element of the area’s economy.

While agriculture remains important in the Bitterroot, much of the farmland in the lower valley has now been subdivided into small “ranchettes.” This part of the valley has largely been converted into a bedroom community of Missoula.

RECREATION

The Bitterroot National Forest contains 1.6 million acres, with nearly 750,000 of these protected as wilderness. Forest Service roads provide entrance for mountain bikers or off-road vehicle enthusiasts, while 950 miles of maintained trails give hikers access to some of the most tortured geology and pristine landscapes in the Rockies.
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  Fish, camp, or just linger along the Bitterroot River.



Fishing

All the larger streams that feed into the Bitterroot River harbor rainbow, cutthroat, and brook trout, and some of the higher lakes in the Bitterroots, such as the Big Creek Lakes, are known for good fishing.

For the angler, though, the real news is the Bitterroot. The river seems largely untainted by the effects of a century’s worth of forestry, farming, suburban sprawl, and irrigation. In fact, even in the busy heart of the valley, the cottonwoods and willows that line the shore shield the angler from the realities of Bitterroot development. The trout here are both numerous and large. Rainbows and browns fill the majority of creeks, but cutthroat and the elusive bull are also apprehended. The lower part of the river near Missoula is where the lunkers are most likely lurking (and, rumor has it, largemouth bass), while farther south, up Connor way, is where the trout are thickest.

The state has established 10 fishing-access sites on the river, and there’s also easy access from bridges. At no place is the Bitterroot far from the road, although remember to ask for permission before crossing private land. Boat rentals are available in Hamilton, and organized float and fishing trips are offered by the region’s many outfitters.

THE LOWER BITTERROOT

From Hamilton (pop. About 4,500, elev. 3,600 feet) north to Missoula, the Bitterroot passes through the towns of Corvallis, Victor, Stevensville, Florence, and Lolo. Excluding the lodges of typically nomadic Native Americans, this part of the valley is the oldest continuously inhabited area in Montana, and it shows. Interesting old Victorian farmhouses are scattered among the fields, and isolated apple trees from once substantial orchards can still be seen in meadows. Main streets have changed little since they were built. Despite the crags of the Bitterroot Range rising to the west, here the Bitterroot feels lived-in and comfortable.

The visitor should leave Highway 93 as soon as possible (at Florence at the Missoula end and at Hamilton from the south) and instead take the East Side Highway, MT 269. While 93 is undeniably a faster road, it’s also very busy. The East Side Highway affords the best views of the Bitterroots and goes through the pretty towns of Corvallis and Stevensville.

Travelers’ Rest State Park

Although it had long been known that the Corps of Discovery camped in the Bitterroot Valley near present-day Lolo during their westward trip in 1805 and the following spring on their way east, the exact location of this campground was a matter of some speculation. In 2002, archaeologists were able to pin down the precise location of Travelers’ Rest (Hwy. 12, 406/273-4253, www.travelersrest.org, 8am-8pm daily June-Aug., 9am-6pm daily Apr.-May and Sept.-Oct., 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat. Nov.-March, $5 per vehicle non-Montana residents, visitors center typically closes one hour before the park itself), and the site was quickly developed as a state park. Although the area really just looks like a grassy field in a pretty rural setting, it is poignant to think of the Corps of Discovery resting here.

When they left this camp on July 2, 1806, Lewis and Clark parted ways, with Lewis and his small crew heading through Hell Gate Pass and into Blackfoot territory, and Clark and his group heading back to the Beaverhead, where their boats had been left the previous year, and down the Yellowstone River. The groups planned to meet up at the mouth of the Yellowstone but had no way of knowing whether that would actually happen.


  How Archaeologists Located Travelers’ Rest

  Before his great journey, Meriwether Lewis studied all the things an explorer must know, including a little bit of doctoring. His physician mentor was Dr. Benjamin Rush, who gave Lewis a stash of pills to use as a cure-all. Dr. Rush’s Thunderbolts were essentially very strong mercury-laced purgatives.

  While at Travelers’ Rest, a couple of the Corps of Discovery members fell ill (the journals report, “Goodrich and McNeal are both very unwell with the pox which they contracted last winter with the Chinnook women”) and were administered the pills. They presumably spent a good bit of their time at the camp latrine, relieving themselves of whatever had ailed them, along with a good dose of mercury. When archaeologists surveyed the area in 2002, they noted a trenchlike depression in the ground. They assayed the soil in and around the trench for mercury, which was present in the trench but not in surrounding areas.

  Researchers also located the corps’ camp kitchen, situated as military protocol would have it, 300 feet from the latrine. Here, using equipment that detects geological disruptions, archaeologists found changes in the magnetic properties of the soil. They also found fire-cracked rocks and traces of charcoal that would have resulted from large military-style cooking fires rather than the smaller fires used by the Native Americans who frequented the area.

  Travelers’ Rest has become one of the few sites in Montana with physical proof of Lewis and Clark’s visit.



St. Mary’s Mission and Fort Owen

In 1841 St. Mary’s Mission was founded in the Bitterroot Valley after repeated requests for Catholicism from the Flathead and Nez Perce of the area. Father Pierre-Jean De Smet, the missionary dispatched to found St. Mary’s, was also Montana’s first agriculturalist. He planted oats, wheat, and potatoes at the mission. This was probably also an initial attempt to make the Native Americans into farmers. Troubles arose between the missionaries and the Flathead, and in 1850 St. Mary’s was sold to John Owen, who turned it into a trading post.

St. Mary’s Mission (4th St., Stevensville, 406/777-5734, www.saintmarysmission.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat. mid-Apr.-mid-Oct., tours $5) at Stevensville was rebuilt in 1866 by Father Anthony Ravalli out of the original hewn logs of the 1841 structure. The interior of the one-room chapel, with its wood-burning stove and wainscoting, is pretty much as Father Ravalli left it. Also on the grounds are the mission pharmacy, Father Ravalli’s cabin, and a graveyard. While Father Ravalli’s grave is meant to be the draw here, more curious is the sign indicating INDIAN GRAVES before an open field.

What’s left of Fort Owen (Hwy. 269, Stevensville, 406/273-4253, http://stateparks.mt.gov/fort-owen, $5 per vehicle for nonresidents) is just east of Highway 93 between the highway and the town of Stevensville cutoff (follow signs for Fort Owen State Park). The original 1850 structure evolved from the log palisade of a frontier trader into an adobe-brick fortress with turrets and walkways after Owen became the federal Indian agent to the Flathead. Of the original buildings, one barracks remains and serves as a museum with interpretive exhibits.

Daly Mansion

Marcus Daly bought his Bitterroot Stock Farm in 1889 and built the Marcus Daly Mansion (406/363-6004, www.dalymansion.org, 10am-5pm daily Apr.-mid-Oct., $9 adults, $8 seniors, $6 youth 6-17) in 1897. After his death, the house was enlarged in 1910 to its present Georgian revival splendor. Built primarily as a summer home for the Daly family, Riverside, as the mansion was known, looks over the Bitterroot Valley to the rugged peaks in Blodgett Canyon that vie with the Bitterroots for splendor. The house remained in private hands until 1987, when it was acquired by the state.

Riverside is probably the most beautiful estate in Montana. A tree-lined boulevard leads to 50 acres of grounds, which contain an arboretum of specimen trees, a swimming pool, a playhouse, and a tennis court. The 24,213-square-foot mansion contains 42 rooms, 24 of which are bedrooms and 15 are baths. Some of the original furniture and most of the old fixtures remain. The grounds alone are worth a strolling tour.

The mansion is four miles south of Corvallis and two miles north of Hamilton on MT 269. After leaving the highway, follow a boulevard about one mile until you reach the grounds.

Daly’s most famous racehorse was Tammany. In keeping with the Daly tradition, Tammany did not simply have a stable, but a brick edifice called Tammany Castle. To see what upscale horses lived in at the end of the 19th century, go one mile east of Hamilton on MT 269, and look to the south about 100 yards. The stable is not open to the public.


A Bit About the Bitterroot

While the bitterroot lily, Montana’s state flower, grows throughout most of the western part of the state, the Bitterroot Valley is, unsurprisingly, a good place to plan a sighting.

Legend holds that the plant sprang from the tears of a Flathead mother whose family was starving. The sun, hearing the mother’s sorrow, sent a bird as a messenger to turn her tears into a plant whose roots were nutritious (albeit as bitter as the mother’s sorrow) but whose beauty would reflect the devotion of the grieving woman.

The roots of these beautiful light-pink flowers were a staple of the Native American diet. They were eaten fresh in season and also dried for use in the winter or when traveling. The Flathead boiled or steamed the roots, then mixed them with berries, marrow, or meat. Although the snow-white meat of the roots can be bitter to the point of causing nausea, the Flathead found that if they were gathered before flowering, or dried sufficiently, the bitterness was much reduced.

Elaborate rituals accompanied the bitterroot’s harvest. Among the Flathead, one old woman led other female gatherers out in the search. When the party reached the first bitterroot, the leader would stick her elk-horn digger at the base of the plant. After the others planted their diggers, a prayer was offered, and the first plant was uprooted. Only after the prayer was offered was the season open; to dig before the ceremony was to invite a small harvest. The following day the first root was given to the chief, and a daylong feast ensued.



Hamilton

Hamilton is unique because it didn’t just spring up as opportunity (or the railroad) allowed. Rather, it sprang fully formed from the brow of copper magnate Marcus Daly, who, after designing his model Irish manor, decided to establish a model town nearby. In 1890 Daly brought in planners who laid down a city complete with free plots for churches, ready-designed banks, shops, schools, and rather glorious homes. As a result, Hamilton wears its age gracefully. Stop to picnic or let the kids loose in one of its parks. An easy stop for either activity is a small playground only one block west of Highway 93 on Bedford, two blocks south of Main. There’s a more substantial park where Madison Street bumps up against the Bitterroot River.

Hamilton contains several handsome old homes and public buildings. The Ravalli County Museum and Historical Society (205 Bedford St., 406/363-3338, http://brvhsmuseum.org, 10am-4pm Tues., Wed., and Fri., 9am-8pm Thurs., 9am-1pm Sat., $3) is housed in the Old Ravalli County Court House, built in 1900. This stone-and-brick landmark bears a resemblance to the University of Montana’s Main Hall. The museum has a good collection of Flathead artifacts, pioneer-era memorabilia, and an exhibit on wood ticks. Like the courthouse, the City Hall (175 S. 3rd) is on the National Register of Historic Places.

Hiking

Any creek worth mentioning in the Bitterroots has a trail up it, and nearly all are worth considering for a hike. But if you have only a day to spend in the lower Bitterroots, consider one of the following.

A largely overlooked long day hike (or unstressful overnight trip) that’s close to Missoula leads up the Sweeney Creek drainage to Peterson Lake. Forest Service roads (turn west on Forest Service Road 1315 two miles south of Florence) will take the hiker most of the way up the canyon wall to a trailhead. After a couple of miles of easy traversing, the trail drops to alpine lakes, with the car having done most of the climbing.

The Kootenai Creek Trail stays pretty close to this rushing creek as it heads up a narrow canyon to a series of lakes. Although the lakes are nine miles up the trail, shorter hikes along the creek are good day-hike options. Find the trailhead at the end of Kootenai Creek Road, which heads west from Highway 93 about a mile north of the Stevensville junction.

A popular ascent of intermediate challenge involves climbing St. Mary’s Peak. Again, this hike boasts a trailhead midway up the mountain, and one of the great views that the peak affords is onto the local lookout tower. From Highway 93, go two miles south of the Stevensville turnoff. A brown sign promising St. Mary’s Peak points up the switchbacks of Forest Service Road 739. The trailhead is about 10 miles from the highway, and it’s a 4.5-mile hike to the lookout.

Between Victor and Hamilton, at the crossroads hamlet of Corvallis, turn west to reach the Mill Creek trail. It’s about three miles in along a great path to a waterfall; if you want to make a backpacking trip out of it, keep going for another 11 miles to a high mountain lake. This trail was damaged by the 2000 fires but has had lots of work since then.

Also damaged by the massive 2000 Bitterroot fires was the trail up lovely Blodgett Canyon, west of Hamilton. It’s now a good place to see wildlife and regenerating plantlife. Hike the 1.5-mile (one-way) Blodgett Overlook Trail for an overview. There are also good views of the valley on the drive to the trailhead. From Hamilton, head west on Main Street to Blodgett Creek Road (Forest Rd. 736), then turn left onto Forest Road 735; the trailhead is about five miles from town. To hike up the canyon itself, follow Blodgett Camp Road and make a right onto Forest Road 746; follow the trail 1.5 miles to a nice pool or eight miles to Blodgett Lake.

The Lee Metcalf National Wildlife Refuge is a good place for short hikes along the Bitterroot River. This riverside refuge is full of ospreys, eagles, and whatever migrating birds need a place to spend the night. White-tailed deer and coyotes also live here. In the summer, after nesting season, a two-mile loop trail is open through the refuge. Two shorter trails are open year-round, and picnics are encouraged. From the East Side Highway (Hwy. 269), watch for the binocular signs indicating a sanctioned wildlife-viewing area, either just south of Florence or just north of Stevensville.

Other Recreation

Take a dip in the big outdoor pool at Lolo Hot Springs Resort (38500 W Hwy. 12, 406/273-2290, www.lolohotsprings.com 10am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sun. in summer, 10-am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat. winter, $7 adults, $6 seniors 55 and over, $5 children 12 and under), on Highway 12 about 12 miles northeast of the state line, or about 25 miles west of Highway 93. Lewis and Clark camped and bathed here. Nowadays, these hot springs are popular with skiers returning from a long day in cross-country heaven at Lolo Pass.

A paved bike path between Lolo and Florence parallels Highway 93 and is a grand alternative to cycling on the busy highway.

There are public golf courses in Stevensville and Hamilton. The Whitetail Golf Course (406/777-3636), just north of Stevensville on Wildfowl Lane, has nine holes; the Hamilton Golf Club (406/363-4251), on Golf Course Road southeast of town, has an 18-hole course.

Cross-country skiing is pretty much the order of the season after snowfall and is as casual as just parking the car and putting on your skis. All of the Bitterroot canyons are good bets, and they are even more pleasant covered with snow, as they tend to be pretty rocky and rugged in summer. The real treasure for cross-country skiers, though, is Lolo Pass. Snow simply dumps along the pass all winter, but the Highway Department keeps the road open. Lolo Pass is 37 miles east of Lolo on Highway 12. It’s very popular, but it’s still possible to strike out and get away from the crowds.

Outfitters

Highway 93 has nearly as many fly shops as mini-marts, and store personnel will, in the way of cagey anglers, offer a few tips. In Florence, the River Otter Fly Shop (5516 Old Hwy. 93, Florence, 406/273-4858 or 866/800-4858, www.riverotterflyfishing.com) can set you up with equipment and a guide. Chuck Stranahan’s Flies & Guides (109 Main St., Hamilton, 406/363-4197, www.chuck-stranahan.com) offers similar services just east of the Highway 93-First Street intersection in Hamilton.

Accommodations

Toward the north end of the valley, a little ways off Highway 93 in downtown Stevensville, the old community hospital has been turned into the attractive S Stevensville Hotel (107 E. 3rd St., 406/777-3087 or 888/816-2875, www.stevensvillehotel.com, $90-150). The rooms are decorated with antique furniture and art from the owners’ travels in the South Pacific (they spent many years living and traveling on their sailboat). A sister property, the newly constructed Fifth Street Motel (105 E. 5th St., same contact as above, $65-90) is a couple of blocks from the main hotel and includes rooms with kitchens. Pets are permitted in a few rooms here.
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  The Stevensville Hotel used to be the local hospital.



Hamilton has the largest choice of motels in the Bitterroot Valley, where the best choice for budget lodging is the City Center Motel (415 W. Main St., 406/363-1651, www.remlcsportsmanslodging.com, $65-85), at the quiet end of Main Street. Pets can be accommodated here, and some rooms have full kitchens.

The Motel 6 Hamilton Inn (409 1st St., 406/363-2142, $56-86) offers clean, standard rooms. If you’re looking for a lodging with an adjacent casino and restaurant, head to the TownHouse Inn (1113 N. 1st St., 406/363-6600 or 800/442-4667, www.townhouseinnhamilton.com, $69-99). The pet-friendly Bitterroot River Inn and Convention Center (139 Bitterroot Plaza Dr., 406/375-2525 or 877/274-8274, www.bitterrootriverinn.com, $119-149) is the newest lodging in Hamilton, and has all the standard amenities, including an indoor pool, hot tub, sauna, and fitness room. It’s at the north end of town and just a short walk from the river.

For a different twist in lodging, consider staying at the rustic Lolo Hot Springs Resort (38500 Hwy. 12 W., 406/273-2294 or 877/541-5117, www.lolohotsprings.com, $40 and up economy cabins, $90 and up deluxe cabins, $16 tents, $24 RVs), which is 25 miles up Highway 12 along Lolo Creek. The economy cabins don’t have bathrooms or sheets, and the deluxe cabins are only comparatively so. The adjacent Lodge at Lolo Hot Springs (38600 Hwy. 12 W., 406/273-2201, www.lololodge.com, $89-149 and up) is more up-to-date; accommodations are in comfortable log lodges or more modest motel rooms with log furniture but without phones (or reliable cell or TV service).

A well-run Bitterroot Valley B&B is Deer Crossing B&B (396 Hayes Creek Rd., 406/363-2232 or 800/763-2232, www.deercrossingmontana.com, $100-149), south of Hamilton. Rooms are in a large log house or one of two cabins; dogs are permitted with advance notice, and there’s room for traveling horses as well.

Camping

The U.S. Forest Service maintains several campsites in the Bitterroots. Most require a fair amount of determination to make use of. Some are essentially trailheads into Bitterroot canyons, and others demand long dusty drives on county roads. Still, some are handy enough for the more casual traveler to consider.

Lolo Creek Campground (www.fs.usda.gov/lolo, late May-Sept., $10) is 15 miles west of Lolo on Highway 12, and for the angler, right on Lolo Creek. An even more enticing fishing and camping site is the state’s Chief Looking Glass Fishing-Access Site (http://fwp.mt.gov, May-Nov., $12), which is a developed campsite as well. Look for the fishing-access sign on Highway 93 at milepost 77, about midway between Lolo and Stevensville. Then turn east one mile to the river.

Charles Waters (www.fs.usda.gov/bitterroot, Apr.-Oct., $10) is a developed site at the trailhead up Bass Creek, with access to hiking up the canyon and fishing in the stream. Watch for the Forest Service sign for Bass Creek Trail four miles south of Florence or four miles north of Stevensville on Highway 93. It’s about three miles in to the campsite.

There are more amenities at some of the area’s private campgrounds. One of the best, Angler’s Roost (406/363-1268, $18 tent, $30 RV full hookup), is three miles south of Hamilton on the river and caters especially to anglers.

Food

Some Missoulians claim that their city’s best restaurant is actually in Lolo: S Lolo Creek Steakhouse (6600 Hwy. 12, 406/273-2622, 5pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 5pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., 4:30pm-9pm Sun., $12-40, reservations not accepted) is at the very northern edge of the Bitterroot Valley, practically in the Missoula suburbs. Be prepared to wait for a while to be seated, admiring the beautiful log building, which was constructed with 135- to 150-year-old logs, many felled and bucked by the restaurant’s original owner. The steaks are cooked over an open-pit wood fire, and those who haven’t been dreaming of the perfect Montana steak can satisfy themselves with fish, chicken, or pork.

Glen’s Cafe (157 Long Ave., Florence, 406/273-2534, 9am-3pm daily, lunch $5-11), a little log building right on Highway 93, is known for its extraordinary pastries. Not that the rest of the menu is lacking (Glen’s raises its own beef), but the pies are reckoned to be the best in the area.

Although there are a few cafés in downtown Stevensville, the most notable business serves beer: the Blacksmith Brewing Company (114 Main St., 406/777-0680, http://blacksmithbrewing.com, 2pm-8pm Sun.-Thurs., noon-8pm Fri.-Sat.). A local barbecue joint brings food in on Thursday and Saturday evenings, and there’s often live music on Wednesday and Saturday. It’s a fun place to hang out and drink some good beer.

In Victor, eat your beef at the Victor Steakhouse (2426 Meridian Rd., 406/642-3300, 11am-8pm daily, $8-20). Atmosphere is provided by the mounted animal heads observing you devour the steaks. Also in Victor, Cowboy Troy’s (2356 Hwy. 93 N., 406/642-3380, www.cowboytroys.com, $11-16) has the area’s best thin-crust pizza.

The Bitterroot’s best burgers are in Hamilton at down-home Nap’s (220 N. 2nd St., 406/363-0136, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-4pm Sun., $5-16). Steak and chicken platters are also available. At S The Spice of Life (163 S. 2nd St., 406/363-4433, 11am-2pm Mon.-Fri. and 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., $9-27), you’ll find good salads, an eclectic dinner menu with often-spicy Caribbean, Thai, Japanese, and Italian influences, and a homey bistro setting.

Bradley O’s (1831 Hwy. 93 S., 406/375-1110, 4:30pm-9pm Wed.-Sun, $11-30), six miles south of Hamilton, is the sort of restaurant that the Bitterroot does best: steak (certified Angus) and seafood in a simple setting.

Taste some good local beer at Bitterroot Brewing (101 Marcus St., 406/363-7468, 11:30am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 11:30am-8pm Sun., $2-10). Tasty English-style ales and pub food such as fish tacos are the specialty at this friendly microbrewery across the railroad tracks and behind the Safeway.

Information and Services

The Bitterroot Valley Chamber of Commerce (105 E. Main St., 406/363-2400, http://bitterrootchamber.com) is just east of the stoplight in Hamilton.

The Bitterroot National Forest Headquarters (1801 N. 1st St., 406/363-7100, www.fs.usda.gov/bitterroot) is in Hamilton. The Stevensville Ranger District Office (406/777-5461) is at 88 Main Street.
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