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Glacier National Park is the undisputed “Crown of the Continent.” Its glaciers ascend steep arêtes where mountain goats walk like acrobats. Acres of lush green parkland plunge down jagged red pinnacles, exposing some of the world’s oldest stones. Waterfalls roar, ice cracks, and rockfall echoes in scenery still under the paintbrush of change.
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In this rugged one million acres, indigenous grizzly bears and wolves top the food chain. Wolverines romp in high glacial cirques. Bighorn sheep graze in alpine meadows while pikas shriek nearby. Only two animals present in Lewis and Clark’s day are missing: the woodland caribou and bison.

The Continental Divide splits Glacier into the west side and the east side—both different in character, yet wrought from the same geologic building blocks scraping the sky. Two Wild and Scenic Rivers splash along park boundaries, converging at 3,150 feet in elevation while six peaks surpass 10,000 feet. Mount Cleveland is the tallest, its north face one of the highest vertical walls in the United States.

[image: Image]

Slicing through the park’s heart, the historic Going-to-the-Sun Road twists and turns on a narrow cliff climb. Tunnels, arches, and bridges lead sightseers over precipices where seemingly no road could go. Visitors overlook glacially scooped ice-abraded valleys, thundering cascades, mammoth lakes, and serrated peaks.
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atop a peak in the Logan Pass area.



More than 700 miles of trails wind through Glacier’s remote wilderness. Hikers walk up verdant valleys, beneath frigid waterfalls, and over high passes. Peak panoramas and blue-green lakes are strung like pearls along trails in places of solitude.

Designated a Biosphere Reserve and World Heritage Site by UNESCO, Glacier hosts a rich diversity of wildlife and a wealth of natural attributes. The park has tremendous geological heritage, plus for centuries it was sacred land for Native Americans. Combined with Canada’s Waterton Lakes National Park, Glacier is the world’s first International Peace Park.

As the Crown of the Continent, the park’s glaciers fuel North America’s major rivers, with crystal-clear water tumbling to Hudson Bay, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Pacific. But those glaciers will soon meet their demise—a change that will repaint the scenery once again.

Glacier preserves some of the nation’s wildest country. Welcome to this rugged slice of nature’s best.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

West Glacier and Apgar

West Glacier and Apgar form the park’s western portal. Divided by a nationally designated Wild and Scenic River, the pair attracts a frenzy of visitors with white-water rafting, trail riding, fishing, kayaking, boating, hiking, and backpacking.

North Fork

Escape the crowds in the remote North Fork on Glacier’s west side. It has real rusticity, not just the look of it. Polebridge Mercantile and Northern Lights Saloon attract travelers who relish bumpy dirt roads, solitude at Bowman and Kintla Lakes, and wolf serenades.

Going-to-the-Sun Road

Glacier’s biggest attraction and the only road bisecting the park leads drivers on a skinny cliff shimmy into the craggy alpine. The National Historic Landmark crosses the Continental Divide at Logan Pass and accesses top-of-the-world trails.
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Free shuttles drive Going-to-the-Sun Road.



St. Mary and Many Glacier

Small seasonal St. Mary bustles as a hub of campgrounds, lodges, cabins, cafés, shops, and Going-to-the-Sun Road’s eastern portal while the grizzly bear haven at Many Glacier holds the historic Many Glacier Hotel and trails to sapphire lakes and high passes.

Two Medicine and East Glacier

In Glacier’s southeast corner, the historic Glacier Park Lodge greets travelers with its flowered walkway and huge lobby. Two Medicine Lake yields a quiet contrast for hikers, boaters, anglers, wildlife-watchers, and campers.
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Marias Pass and Essex


Pale next to Going-to-the-Sun Road’s drama, U.S. 2 crosses mile-high Marias Pass in the fastest route over the Continental Divide. The scenic drive squeezes between Glacier and the Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex.

Waterton

In Canada, Waterton Lakes National Park provides access to Glacier’s remote north end via boat across the international boundary to Goat Haunt, USA. Waterton Townsite bustles with boat tours, hiking, shopping, bicycling, dining, and camping.

Flathead Valley

Flathead Valley towns—Kalispell, Whitefish, Bigfork, and Columbia Falls—draw visitors for their unique personalities and outdoor reputation with boating, fishing, rafting, camping, biking, golf, swimming, hiking, and skiing.
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Sperry Chalet
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The historic Sinopah boat tours Two Medicine Lake.





When to Go

High Season (June-Sept.)

Summer attracts hordes when lodges, campgrounds, and trails are open. Barring deep snows, Going-to-the-Sun Road is open mid-June-mid-October, with peak visitation crammed into four weeks during midsummer. Snow buries some trails into July, when moderate weather rides in. Mosquitoes descend in early summer, wildflowers peak in late July, and huckleberries ripen in August.

Off Season (Oct.-May)

Although saddled with unpredictable weather, off-season offers less-hectic visits. Low-elevation trails are usually snow-free in late spring and early fall, but few commercial services are open. While Going-to-the-Sun Road is closed to vehicles, bikers and hikers tour it without cars in spring and fall.

In spring, May-June rains intersperse with cobalt-blue skies. In fall, warm bug-free days and cool nights usher in the larch and aspen turning gold. Peak-top snows descend by September’s end. In winter, snow closes most park roads, which become quiet snowshoeing and cross-country ski trails.


If You Want…

• Bicycling: For road cyclists, the coup is the incessant, but scenic climb of Going-to-the-Sun Road.

• Backpacking: Reserve a backcountry permit for the 54-mile North Circle Tour loop from Many Glacier, the 58-mile Northern Traverse, or the 35-mile Inside Trail from St. Mary to Two Medicine.

• Fishing: Cast a line for wild trout into the North Fork or Middle Fork of the Flathead River, which form boundaries of the park.

• Wildflowers: Alpine wildflowers burst into bloom on the meadows at Logan Pass in July and early August. They bloom earlier in July in lower elevations and on Many Glacier Road or Two Medicine Road.
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  St. Mary Lake



• Hiking: In summer, the most popular, and crowded, trails are located in Many Glacier—Iceberg Lake, Grinnell Lake, and Grinnell Glacier—and at Logan Pass on the Hidden Lake Overlook and Highline Trail. Two Medicine offers more solitude on the Dawson-Pitamakin Loop or Cobalt Lake trails.

• Horseback Riding: Hop on guided horse rides in Many Glacier, Apgar, West Glacier, and Lake McDonald with Swan Mountain Outfitters.

• Lakes: Going-to-the-Sun Road flanks the park’s two largest lakes—Lake McDonald and St. Mary Lake. Paved roads also terminate at smaller subalpine lakes at Two Medicine or Many Glacier, but to avoid crowds, head up the North Fork to the solitude of Kintla Lake or Bowman Lake.

• River Rafting: Four rafting companies based out of West Glacier guide white-water, scenic float, or overnight trips on the North Fork and Middle Fork of the Flathead River.




Before You Go


Park Fees and Passes

Entrance passes are valid for seven days. Vehicle entrance costs $30 ($20 winter); motorcyclists pay $25 ($15 winter); hikers and bikers pay $15 ($10 winter). Annual passes include the Glacier Park pass for $60 or the America the Beautiful National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Passes ($80, $10 for seniors, free for military and disabled). Free admission is on January’s Martin Luther King weekend, National Park Week in April, Get Outdoors Day in June, Public Lands Day in September, and Veterans Day (Nov. 11). (As this guide went to press, the National Park Service was proposing further fee increases. Check online at www.nps.gov/glac before planning a visit.)

Reservations

Advance reservations for all park environs lodgings are strongly recommended, especially for July and August. Since the 2014 changes in concession contracts, reservations for the historic lodges are under two different companies. Contact Xanterra (855/733-4522, www.glaciernationalparklodges.com) for most inside park lodging, including Many Glacier Hotel, Lake McDonald Lodge, and three smaller in-park motel and cabin complexes. Make reservations with Glacier Park, Inc. (406/892-2525, www.glacierparkinc.com) for Glacier Park Lodge in East Glacier and Prince of Wales Hotel in Waterton plus St. Mary Lodge and two small motels inside the park. For the Granite or Sperry backcountry chalets, make reservations in late October through Belton Chalets (406/387-5654 or 888/345-2649, www.sperrychalet.com, www.graniteparkchalet.com).

Most of Glacier’s 13 campgrounds are first-come, first-served. Reservations (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov) are accepted for Fish Creek (176 sites) and St. Mary (146 sites) up to six months in advance. In 2016, campers are to be able to make reservations for Many Glacier. If you want to backpack, secure an advance reservation for a backcountry permit ($30) starting mid-April or pick up a permit one day before your departure.


In-Park Lodging
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Entrance Stations


Glacier has eight entrance stations:

• West Glacier—from U.S. 2; west portal for Going-to-the-Sun Road and Lake McDonald (open year-round)

• St. Mary—on U.S. 89; east portal for Going-to-the-Sun Road (open May-Oct.)

• Many Glacier—from U.S. 89; access to Many Glacier and Swiftcurrent (open late May-early Nov.)

• Two Medicine—from MT 49; access to Two Medicine Lake (open late May-Oct.)

• Polebridge—via Outside North Fork Road; access to Bowman and Kintla Lakes (open June-Oct.)

• Camas—via Outside North Fork Road; connects to Apgar and West Glacier (open mid-May-Oct.)

• Cut Bank—from U.S. 89; dirt-road access to Cut Bank Campground and trailheads (open June-Sept.)

• Goat Haunt—by boat or trail from Waterton Lakes National Park (open late May-mid-Sept.)

In the Park

Visitors Centers

Glacier Park has tiny visitors centers. On Going-to-the-Sun Road, Apgar Visitor Center (open year-round, but weekends only in winter) sits at the west entrance and St. Mary Visitor Center (open late May-early Oct.) at the east entrance while Logan Pass Visitor Center (open mid-June-mid-Sept.) perches at the apex.

Where to Stay

The park houses 13 campgrounds. Apgar, Fish Creek, Sprague Creek, and Avalanche flank the Lake McDonald Valley on the west side of Going-to-the-Sun Road, while Rising Sun and St. Mary anchor the east side. On the park’s east side, three separate entrance roads terminate at Two Medicine, Cut Bank, and Many Glacier. In the remote North Fork Valley, smaller campgrounds are at Kintla Lake, Bowman Lake, Quartz Creek, and Logging Creek. Check fill times online (www.nps.gov/glac).

Getting Around

The free Glacier Park Shuttles (www.nps.gov/glac, July-early Sept.) transport visitors to 17 locations on Going-to-the-Sun Road, including Logan Pass, trailheads, campgrounds, and lodges. Shuttles outside the park are run for a fee by Glacier Park, Inc. (406/892-2525, www.glacierparkinc.com) and Xanterra (855/733-4522, www.glaciernationalparklodges.com). Historic red buses (855/733-4522, www.glaciernationalparklodges.com) and large-windowed Sun Tours coaches (406/226-9220, http://glaciersuntours.com) tour Going-to-the-Sun Road in summer.

Weather, rockfall, fire, snow, floods, and construction can close the Sun Road. Check on current conditions for driving all park roads (406/888-7800, www.nps.gov/glac).
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Best of Glacier National Park


While Glacier adventures can fill a lifetime, you can taste the best of its wild side in a week. Camp throughout the park to carry your adventure from the sun waking you up to sunset with roasting marshmallows on a fire, and even beyond with dark skies affording a star-filled night. If camping isn't your thing, you can also enjoy this week of outdoor fun by staying in motels or park lodges.

Day 1

Launch your week of adventures early by selecting a campsite in Two Medicine. Settle in, then put on the hiking boots to hike 5.2 miles to Cobalt Lake. You'll cross a swinging bridge and see Rockwell Falls en route. Those who want a shorter hike can turn around at the falls; those with extra gumption can climb past the lake to Two Medicine Pass. Spend the evening with binoculars watching bears, mountain goats, or bighorn sheep on Rising Wolf's slopes, and enjoy the quiet.

Day 2

In the morning, climb 3.1 miles to Scenic Point, an ascent seemingly to the top of the world where views encompass vast plains and countless mountains. Spot marmots and perhaps bighorn sheep. Then, drive north to St. Mary, where you made reservations for three nights. Attend the Two Medicine Singers and Dancers show at the St. Mary Visitor Center or a Native America Speaks program.

Day 3

Get an early start for Many Glacier. Hike 5.2 miles to Iceberg Lake for the novelty of seeing an ice-laden lake in August. Picnic at the lake while watching mountain goats on the surrounding cliffs. Swim with the icebergs, if you dare. After hiking, stop by the spotting scope in the Swiftcurrent parking lot to see bears.

Day 4

Return to Many Glacier for a lighter day of adventure. Hop on the tour boat across Swiftcurrent Lake and Lake Josephine. While you can add on a walk to Grinnell Lake or a more adventurous climb to Grinnell Glacier, those looking to relax can return to Many Glacier Hotel to rent a canoe or kayak for a leisurely paddle on Swiftcurrent Lake.

Day 5

Drive early up Going-to-the-Sun Road to Logan Pass. Opt for a shorter hike up to Hidden Lake Overlook or an all-day trek with a shuttle on the Highline Trail to The Loop. Keep your eyes open for marmots, pikas, ptarmigan, bighorn sheep, and bears, even though the views will threaten to steal all your attention. Continue west to Lake McDonald, where you have reservations for three nights.
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swimming in Lake McDonald



Day 6

Saddle up for an all-day trail ride from Lake McDonald Lodge to Sperry Chalet or a shorter forest tour on horseback. When you return to camp, a dip in the lake will wash the dust off.

Day 7

Top off your week with rafting. A full-day trip with any of the raft companies in West Glacier will start off with a relaxing float on the Middle Fork of the Flathead River before hitting the white water as a photographer captures you paddling through Bonecrusher Rapid.


Best in One Day

Hands down, the most stunning attraction is the 50-mile Going-to-the-Sun Road. A tour of the road over Logan Pass will give you a small taste of the park’s grandeur with waterfalls, hanging valleys, and sculpted peaks. Check the weather as conditions at Logan Pass can be very different from the valley floor. Pack a picnic lunch and depart early; the Logan Pass parking lot often fills by mid-morning.

LAKE MCDONALD

Enjoy the largest of the park’s lakes—the 10-mile-long Lake McDonald. Sun Road pullouts access several beaches, some with interpretive sites, and Lake McDonald Lodge is a National Historic Landmark.

AVALANCHE

Walk the one-mile Trail of the Cedars boardwalk and paved loop to tour through centuries-old cedar trees. The self-guided interpretive trail crosses Avalanche Creek at a stunning red-rock gorge.

THE LOOP

After driving through the West Side Tunnel, stop at The Loop to photograph Heavens Peak. Between The Loop and Logan Pass, use pullouts to admire the scenery: waterfalls, hanging valleys, U-shaped glacier carving, and chiseled peaks.

LOGAN PASS

At Logan Pass, nab a photo of the Continental Divide sign, tour the small visitors center to place your hand in a cast of a grizzly bear paw print, and walk the self-guided paved interpretive loop trails in the wildflower meadows.
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  Logan Pass visitors center



EAST SIDE

From the pass, descend less than one mile on the east side for a picnic lunch on the rock wall at Lunch Creek. Then enjoy the scenery of the St. Mary Valley, which includes the road’s namesake mountain—Going-to-the-Sun. Stop at Jackson Glacier Overlook to see the glacier (binoculars will help), or get a dramatic view of the Continental Divide peaks from Sun Point.

ST. MARY LAKE

Stop at the Wild Goose Island overlook of St. Mary Lake for one of the most photographed sites in the park. Then, head to Rising Sun to tour the lake by boat or catch the wildflowers in bloom along Two Dog Flats before completing the road tour at St. Mary.




Best Hikes


Glacier is a hiker's park, with more than 700 miles of trails. Shuttles running July-Labor Day help accommodate point-to-point hiking over Going-to-the-Sun Road.

Apgar Lookout

Located at Lake McDonald's foot, the trail climbs 3.6 miles to attain big view rewards. Gaze at miles of Lake McDonald’s blue water stretching toward the Continental Divide and a sweeping panorama of peaks.

Avalanche Lake

In McDonald Valley, a popular two-mile trail heads up a red-rock side canyon to an idyllic lake. Fed by unseen Sperry Glacier, waterfalls spew down cliffs rimming the lake. A rougher trail continues up-lake to better fishing and thinner crowds.

Highline Trail

Beginning at Logan Pass, the stunning 11.4-mile point-to-point goat walk tiptoes along the Continental Divide to historic Granite Park Chalet. Hikers often see mountain goats, bighorn sheep, bears, or wolverines.

Siyeh Pass

From Siyeh Bend on Going-to-the-Sun Road, this point-to-point trail circles 10 miles around Going-to-the-Sun Mountain. View glaciers and the colorful wildflowers in Preston Park en route.

Scenic Point

Three miles of switchbacks ascend a rocky slope with sparse vegetation to crest a windswept knoll. Views plummet down to Two Medicine Lake and shoot miles across the plains.

Dawson-Pitamakin Loop

This 19-mile loop crosses three passes—Dawson, Cut Bank, and Pitamakin—on a narrow top-of-the-world path. Subalpine lakes glisten like gems below this bighorn sheep summering range.
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Dawson Pass, one of three passes crossed by the Dawson-Pitamakin Loop




Iceberg Lake


To see icebergs in August, a 5.2-mile ascent in Many Glacier leads to one of the park’s most popular lakes tucked into a toothy cirque. The brave dive in for an icy swim.
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Iceberg Lake



Grinnell Glacier

The 5.5-mile path delights with wildflowers, bighorn sheep, grizzly bears, waterfalls, and turquoise Grinnell Lake. At the top, the glacier basin fills with crevassed ice and icebergs floating in Upper Grinnell Lake.

Ptarmigan Tunnel

From Swiftcurrent, the 5.7-mile trail climbs to a tunnel chiseled through a cliff wall. Creep through the dark, 183-foot-long tunnel to burst out its north side into a blaze of red.
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Ptarmigan Tunnel trail



Sperry Glacier

Accessible from Sperry Chalet, climb 3.5 miles through an upper basin of wildflowers, alpine lakes, and rock cairns to a stairway carved through the cliff entrance into the ice-scoured rock of Sperry Glacier basin.

Glacier Road Trip

Enjoy this week of touring the park by staying in motels, park lodges, or camping.

Day 1

Launch in West Glacier or Apgar. Check out the original park entrance, the historic Belton Bridge; walk across it to the interpretive site to see photos of the bridge surviving the 1964 flood. Explore shops in the villages of West Glacier and Apgar. Stroll along the shore of Lake McDonald or rent a kayak for paddling.

Day 2

Pack a picnic lunch to drive up the rugged North Fork Road. Stop at the Polebridge Mercantile for fresh-baked cookies before heading to Bowman Lake to enjoy its idyllic beach. Tour part of the Inside North Fork Road south toward Logging Ranger Station before returning to Polebridge for dinner at the Northern Lights Saloon.


Fun for Kids

The trick with kids in Glacier is to be prepared on hikes and adventures. Take along layers to don in case the weather sours. Have kids, even little ones, carry their own packs—even if they only tote a snack. Bring water and food; places to fuel kids up are few and far between.

• Stop at a ranger station or visitors center to pick up the Junior Ranger booklet, and complete five activities to receive a badge.

• Learn to fish on Lower McDonald Creek.
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  Take kids fishing on Lower McDonald Creek near Apgar.



• Visit the Discovery Cabin in Apgar for hands-on learning about wildlife and rocks in Glacier.

• Take a trail ride on horseback in Apgar, West Glacier, East Glacier, Many Glacier, and at Lake McDonald.

• Hike 1.5 miles from Logan Pass to Hidden Lake Overlook to walk across the Continental Divide. Sturdy hikers can add another 1.5 miles to swim in Hidden Lake.

• Hop the double boat ride across Swiftcurrent Lake and Lake Josephine in Many Glacier to hike one mile to Grinnell Lake, crossing a river on a swinging bridge.

• Hike to Avalanche Lake for wading at its foot or fishing at its head.

• Rent a canoe or kayak for paddle fun on Lake McDonald, Swiftcurrent Lake in Many Glacier, Two Medicine Lake, or at Cameron Lake in Waterton.

• Pedal through the Waterton Townsite on a two-person surrey bike.

• Gaze at wildlife through the ranger spotting scope in the Swiftcurrent parking lot at Many Glacier.

• Drive through the Bison Paddock in Waterton to see buffalo that used to populate the plains.

• Raft the Middle Fork of the Flathead River with one of the companies in West Glacier. Do a float trip with young children; older kids will love the white water.

• Reward good hikers with ice cream at St. Mary Lodge and Resort or Bubba Luke’s in West Glacier.



Day 3

With an early start to beat the crowds and another picnic lunch, drive up Going-to-the-Sun Road. Stop to tour Lake McDonald Lodge and walk the Trail of the Cedars boardwalk at Avalanche. Continue to Logan Pass to explore the small visitors center, tour the interpretive paved walkways, and saunter up the boardwalk. Descend to Lunch Creek to picnic on the rock wall and stop at scenic east side road sites before overnighting in St. Mary or Many Glacier.

Day 4

At the St. Mary Visitor Center, tour the Native American exhibits before driving to Many Glacier. Visit the historic Many Glacier Hotel to lunch in its renovated dining room and scan surrounding slopes for bears and bighorn sheep. Walk around Swiftcurrent Lake and hop over the hill to Lake Josephine for glassy reflections of Salamander Glacier and Mount Gould.

Day 5

Drive to Canada for a day in Waterton Lakes National Park, part of the International Peace Park. Tour up Red Rock Parkway to loop the self-guided interpretive trail around Red Rock Canyon. Then aim for the Waterton Townsite to shop, eat lunch, and catch the afternoon tour boat over the border to Goat Haunt in Glacier Park.
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Waterton Lake spans both the United States and Canada.



Day 6

Head south from St. Mary toward Browning, the center of the Blackfeet culture. Tour the small Museum of the Plains Indians to get a glimpse into the Blackfeet history and culture. Lunch in East Glacier before driving to Two Medicine Lake, where you can tour the lake on foot or by boat. Stop to see Running Eagle Falls and overnight in Two Medicine or East Glacier.

Day 7

Depart for Marias Pass, checking out the interpretive site that commemorates its discovery. Enjoy the roar of the Middle Fork of the Flathead River, watch shaggy white goats at the Goat Lick, and stop at the historic Izaak Walton Inn for lunch. Follow the Middle Fork as it careens through scenic John Stevens Canyon back to West Glacier.


The Landscape


With some of North America's oldest exposed rock, a landscape created from moving earth, and the carving action of ice, Glacier Park fills one million acres with captivating scenery. Enjoy sinking into iconic Glacier landscapes by camping or staying in lodges, then don your hiking boots, for the best of Glacier’s features are seen up close from trails.

Rock Features

The geologic landscape of Glacier Park is like no other. From ancient, exposed seabed rock to glacial carving, the landscape reveals the tremendous forces that shaped it.

ANCIENT SEABED LAYERS

Discover Glacier's ancient, shallow inland Belt Sea origins by driving Going-to-the-Sun Road to Logan Pass. Hike 1.5 miles to Hidden Lake Overlook, examining the rocks alongside the trail. Ripple marks and mud cracks are evidence of the ancient sea that filled and dried up many times.

LEWIS OVERTHRUST

Drive to Marias Pass to see where geologists discovered the Lewis Overthrust, a shifting of the earth’s plates where the older rock from the Pacific Plate slid over the younger rock from the Continental Plate. Hike to Firebrand Pass to see the older mountains drop to the younger plains as you gain elevation.

ICE-SCULPTED ROCK

Ancient ice age glaciers followed by a smaller, shorter ice age shaped mountains and valleys throughout Glacier Park. Even though Two Medicine no longer has glaciers, you can see their footprints in the U-shaped valley, Pumpelly Pillar arête, and Flinsch Peak horn.


Wildlife-Watching Hot Spots

Glacier has 60 mammal species and more than 260 species of birds; bring the binoculars to aid in watching wildlife.

GOAT LICK

On U.S. 2, the natural mineral lick attracts mountain goats in early summer.

INSIDE NORTH FORK ROAD

Spot elusive gray wolves on this uncrowded dirt road at dawn or dusk.

MCGEE MEADOWS

The North Fork Valley houses 196 bird species. McGee Meadows bustles with snipes, soras, and red-tailed hawks.

LOGAN PASS

Mountain goats and bighorn sheep wander through the parking lot at Logan Pass and frequent the Hidden Lake Overlook trail.
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  Bighorn sheep frequent Logan Pass.



AVALANCHE CHUTES

In early spring, grizzly bears prowl for carcasses on avalanche slopes on Mount Cannon and the Glacier Wall on Going-to-the-Sun Road.

ST. MARY AND VIRGINIA FALLS

These two waterfalls create perfect habitat for dark, bobbing American dippers.

HENKEL AND ALTYN

Grizzly and black bears feed on huckleberries on these two peaks in Many Glacier in late summer.

SWIFTCURRENT VALLEY AND LOOKOUT

A gentle hike runs through moose country to Red Rock and Bullhead Lakes. The valley also teems with birds: white-crowned sparrows, loons, Clark’s nutcrackers, and golden eagles.

TWO DOG FLATS

In spring and late fall, elk feed in early morning at Two Dog Flats near Rising Sun while aspens attract woodpeckers, flickers, and owls.

BISON PADDOCK

The Waterton bison paddock houses a small herd of shaggy bovines that once roamed wild.

WATERTON LAKES

Waterton’s Maskinonge and Linnet Lakes wetlands abound with ospreys, swans, and kingfishers.

KOOTENAI LAKES

Hop the Waterton tour boat and hike to Glacier’s Kootenai Lakes to see moose and trumpeter swans.




Glacial Features


Glacier Park’s ice features are melting. But even though the glaciers are predicted to disappear by 2030, the landscape they shaped will remain.

BLACKFOOT AND JACKSON GLACIERS

From Going-to-the-Sun Road, Jackson Glacier Overlook and the next two pullouts east offer the best views of glaciers. Use binoculars to scope out the glacial basin across the valley or hike eight miles to get a closer look.

SPERRY GLACIER

From Sperry Chalet, climb up through tranquil lake shelves and the rock-hewn stairway at Comeau Pass into the scoured basin that houses Sperry Glacier. Follow rock cairns to the overlook of the ice—now reduced to about 200 acres.

PIEGAN AND SEXTON GLACIERS

From Siyeh Bend on Going-to-the-Sun Road, hike the Siyeh Pass Trail. The route offers views of Piegan Glacier while climbing to the pass and Sexton Glacier while descending.

GRINNELL GLACIER

From Many Glacier Hotel, hop the early hiker shuttle across Swiftcurrent Lake and Lake Josephine; then climb to Grinnell Glacier. Sit on the shore of the frigid iceberg-filled lake at the toe of the shrinking, fast-melting glacier.

Water Features

Glacier is one of the most water-filled parks in the nation. Water seems to pour from fissures, snowfields, and glaciers to run into 2,865 miles of streams and pool in 762 lakes.

DRIVE-TO LAKES

Take a boat tour on several of the park’s lakes: Lake McDonald, Two Medicine, or St. Mary. In Many Glacier, a double boat ride crosses Swiftcurrent Lake and Lake Josephine. For quiet paddling, escape up the North Fork to Bowman Lake or Kintla Lake.

HIKE-TO LAKES

To see the distinctive milky turquoise waters of glaciers, hike to Grinnell Lake or Cracker Lake. Backpack to fish for arctic grayling and rainbow trout in Elizabeth Lake or native cutthroat in Red Eagle Lake.


[image: Image]

Cracker Lake gets its milky turquoise color from the remnant of Siyeh Glacier.



RIVERS

Hike along McDonald Creek to soak up the roaring cascades. Fish the North Fork of the Flathead River. Top off any trip with rafting white water or floating a scenic section of the Middle Fork of the Flathead River.

INTERNATIONAL WATERS

In Waterton Lakes National Park, take a two-nation tour that crosses from Canada into the United States on Waterton Lake. Hike the Waterton Lakeshore Trail to cross the boundary to reach Goat Haunt or hop aboard the International tour boat.
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West Glacier and Apgar
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Highlights

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

S Belton Chalet: Enjoy a tribute to a bygone era of tourism in a chalet as old as the park. On chillier days, cuddle up at the stone fireplace; on warmer days, lounge at sunset on the deck with a local brew (click here).

S Robert Fire Rebirth: See a forest renewing itself after the 2003 fire on Apgar Mountain and Howe Ridge. The fire forced the evacuation of West Glacier, Apgar, and the McDonald Valley (click here).

S Lake McDonald: Leap into the park’s largest lake for a refreshing swim, or paddle its shoreline in a kayak or canoe. The clear waters lure boaters, anglers, scuba divers, photographers, and rock skippers (click here).
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S Apgar Lookout: Climb to where you can look down at Lake McDonald, West Glacier, and the North Fork. You’ll see a huge panorama of peaks from Canada to the park’s southern tip (click here).

S Huckleberry Lookout: Traipse along a top-of-the-world ridge walk where views stretch from Flathead Lake to Canada on this 12-mile round-trip hike (click here).

S Middle Fork of the Flathead River: Crash through white water on a raft. This Wild and Scenic River drops through rapids such as Screaming Right Turn, Bonecrusher, Jaws, and Could Be Trouble (click here).



Sitting just two miles apart, the communities of West Glacier and Apgar span Glacier Park’s southwestern boundary—the Middle Fork of the Flathead River. While West Glacier sprouted up outside the park along the Great Northern Railway’s line, early trapper and logger homesteads dug in a foothold at Apgar on Lake McDonald—the port to the park’s wild interior before Going-to-the-Sun Road was built. Connected by the “new bridge,” the park entrance road, and a two-mile paved bicycling and walking pathway, the pair are doorways for exploring Glacier’s western wilderness. As such, they throng with cars and visitors in summer; 60 percent of visitors access the park via this west entrance. The communities also launch sightseers in two different directions: to the untrammeled North Fork Valley and to Glacier’s crowning highway, Going-to-the-Sun Road.

Today, many concessionaires are headquartered in West Glacier, just outside the national park boundaries. The small town has evolved into a seasonal mecca for rafting, guided hiking and backpacking, guided fishing trips, trail rides, and helicopter tours. Along with the train station, campgrounds, restaurants, motels, shops, and even an espresso stand, West Glacier is a place to gas up the car one last time before seeking the park’s interior. On Lake McDonald’s shores and inside the park, Apgar is calm in comparison. Although its restaurant, lodging, camping, shopping, boat ramp, and tiny west-side visitors center swarm in high season, miles of lake sprawl with blue waters and enough shoreline to find a niche for solitude.

HISTORY

Native Americans

For the Ksanka or Standing Arrow people, known today as the Salish and Kootenai, whose lands are at Flathead Lake’s south end, Glacier’s Lake McDonald area held special significance. Ten thousand generations ago, legend says, the Ksanka were first given a ceremonial dance by the spirits at their winter camp near Apgar. Originally called the Blacktail Deer Dance, the ceremony became an annual event for the Ksanka, and the area became known as “the place where people dance.” Today, the annual dance—now called the Jump Dance—takes place on the Flathead Reservation, but rapids on McDonald Creek still hold the original name, Sacred Dancing Cascade.
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Early Tourism


When the Great Northern Railway completed its westbound track in 1891, early visitors jumped off the train in Belton (now West Glacier) to see the area. With no bridge across the Middle Fork of the Flathead, visitors rowed across the river and then saddled up for a horseback ride to Apgar. Finally, in 1895 a rough dirt road eased the two-mile journey, followed two years later by a bridge across the river.

As the railroad dropped visitors in Belton, Lake McDonald homesteaders leaped into the tourism business, offering cabins, meals, pack trips, boat rides, and guided tours. After Glacier became a national park in 1910, local landowners along the lake retained their property as inholdings. While private summer homes still exist within the park boundaries, to the envy of everyone, when sellers are ready, the National Park Service can purchase these properties at fair market value.

To coincide with Glacier’s first summer as a national park, the Great Northern Railway opened Belton Chalet in 1910 across from the depot.

Exploring West Glacier and Apgar

ENTRANCE STATION

Crossing the Middle Fork of the Flathead River on the West Glacier Bridge officially takes you into Glacier National Park. There’s even a pullout before the park entrance sign for those who photo-document their travels with park signs. The park entrance is usually staffed during daylight hours during summer and on weekends off-season. If you miss someone in the station, you can use the self-pay cash-only kiosk to purchase a pass. If you don’t have an annual pass, seven-day passes cost $30 per vehicle, $25 for motorcyclists, and $15 for hikers and bikers. Rates drop to $20, $15, and $10 in winter. Also, pick up a map and the summer or winter edition of the Waterton-Glacier Guide, the park’s newspaper.

You can also enter Apgar via the Camas entrance from the rough dirt Outside North Fork Road. There is an unstaffed entrance station at its northwest end, along with a self-pay cash-only kiosk.

VISITORS CENTERS

Apgar Visitor Center

In summer 2014, the Apgar Visitor Center (Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 406/888-7940, daily mid-May-early Oct., 8am-6pm daily mid-June-Aug., spring and fall hours shorten, weekends only in winter) moved from its tiny cramped house to the Apgar Transit Center building, located at the four-way intersection one mile north of the west entrance station. The larger, expanded parking area can accommodate big RVs, and the center can also be reached by paved biking and walking trails from Apgar Village and the Apgar Campground. This is the place to find maps, kids Junior Ranger Program activity guides, ranger-guided walk schedules, evening naturalist presentation schedules, trail and road conditions, fishing and boating information, and a Glacier National Park Conservancy bookstore (406/892-3250, http://glacierconservancy.org). In July and August on select days when weather cooperates, rangers set up a special solar viewing telescope in the afternoon and a night telescope for viewing stars in the late evening. The center also serves as a shuttle stop and pickup for concession-operated tours. Constructed in 2007, the building reflects green standards: restrooms with low-flow toilets, automatic lights, and indigenous flora landscaping. Outdoor interpretive signage highlights information for all major regions of the park.

The Apgar Backcountry Permit Office (406/888-7859 May-Oct., 406/888-7800 Nov.-Apr., 7am-4:30pm daily May-Sept., 8am-4pm daily Oct.) is opposite the old red schoolhouse in Apgar. This is the main office for acquiring permits for overnight backpacking or boating trips. Rush hour is the first 2-3 hours of each morning.
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Get permits for backpacking at the Apgar Backcountry Permit Office.



For some free, fun, hands-on activities for kids, stop by the Discovery Cabin in the woods across the street from Eddie’s Cafe and Gifts. With the help of interpretive rangers, learning stations teach about wildlife, geology, and natural history. Limited hours vary; consult the visitors center for the current schedule and ranger-led kids talks and walks.

Alberta Visitor Information Center

Located in West Glacier, the Alberta Visitor Information Center (125 Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 800/252-3782, www.travelalberta.com, 8am-7pm daily late May-early Sept., 8am-5pm daily early-late Sept.) is a building-size advertisement for Alberta, complete with dinosaur bones. For those heading on to Canada, the center is worth a stop to help with travel planning. The staff has plenty of brochures and maps to give away. You’ll also find big, clean public restrooms.
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West Glacier is home to the Alberta Visitor Information Center, rafting, restaurants, and motels.



Crown of the Continent Discovery Center

New in 2014, the Crown of the Continent Discovery Center (12000 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-4405, www.crowndiscoverycenter.com, 10am-7pm daily early May-mid-Oct.) is primarily used for booking horseback riding trips with Swan Mountain Outfitters, which operates the adjacent corral. But information is available on geotourism activities across 18 million acres that includes Glacier National Park, surrounding national forests and wilderness areas, World Heritage Sites, and Canadian national parks.
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SHUTTLES AND TOURS

Shuttles

From the Apgar Visitor Center, free shuttle buses depart for destinations along the Going-to-the-Sun Road (7am-7pm July-Labor Day). Some early morning shuttles go directly to Logan Pass; others go only to lower valley locations or stop at Lake McDonald Lodge, Avalanche, campgrounds, and trailheads. Check the shuttle destination before boarding to be sure it is going where you want to go. The last shuttle departs for Logan Pass at 4:15pm. Apgar has three places to catch the shuttles: the visitors center, the village, and the campground. Look for the interpretive signs marking the shuttle stops. Shuttles run every 15-30 minutes. The no-reservations, no-tickets shuttles are popular, so you may have to wait for a seat during the peak season. If you are heading toward Logan Pass, be sure to take a day pack with water, snacks, and extra clothing for fast-changing weather. The shuttles do not come with interpretive guides.

Running late May-late September, Xanterra (855/733-4522, www.glaciernationalparklodges.com) shuttles rail passengers between West Glacier’s Belton Depot and Apgar Village Inn (adults $6, children $3) or Lake McDonald Lodge (adults $10, children $5). Reservations are mandatory. The shuttle does not stop at campgrounds, but you can walk 10 minutes to them. Xanterra also runs a shuttle multiple times daily between several West Glacier locations and Apgar. Find schedules posted in hotels and restaurants, and pay $10 cash when you board.

Glacier Charters (406/892-3390 or 800/829-7039, www.glaciertransportation.com) runs shuttle buses by reservation between Glacier Park International Airport and West Glacier or Apgar ($50-55 one-way for first passenger, each additional rider $3). You can also call Country Taxi (406/250-8015, http://kountry.net) to reach West Glacier and Apgar.

Bus Tours

For those with oversize vehicles not permitted on Going-to-the-Sun Road, two companies offer the easiest way to tour Logan Pass when it is open.

Glacier Park’s fleet of red buses (855/733-4522, www.glaciernationalparklodges.com, daily mid-June-mid-Sept., adults $40-85, children half-price) are the best way to tour in historic style, with roll-back tops allowing for unobstructed peak views and au naturel air-conditioning. Make reservations a day in advance, especially in midsummer. Half-day, full-day, and evening tours are run from Lake McDonald Lodge but have pickups at West Glacier KOA, Village Inn in Apgar, and Apgar Transit Center. When Logan Pass is closed (mid-Sept.-mid-June), the red buses tour around Huckleberry Mountain. Rates do not include park entrance fees, meals, taxes, or driver tips.

With a pickup at the Alberta Visitor Information Center, Sun Tours (406/226-9220 or 800/786-9220, www.glaciersuntours.com, call for times and days, adults $40, under age 13 $20, park entrance fees not included) departs for four-hour tours to Logan Pass and back. The air-conditioned 25-passenger coaches are extremely comfortable, with extra-big windows enhancing the views. Native American guides give insight into the park’s rich Native American heritage—from the days of the buffalo to modern spirituality.

Helicopters

Two helicopter tour companies—both less than one mile west of the train depot—fly half-hour and one-hour tours over Glacier Park daily mid-May-September. Rates range $125-1,000 per person, based on the number of passengers and flight duration. Since tours are weather dependent, storms may force rescheduling. Make reservations a few days in advance, especially if you want to keep the cost down by sharing the ride with other passengers. Glacier Heli Tours (11950 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-4141 or 800/879-9310, www.glacierhelitours.com) flies two helicopters, seating four or six passengers. Kruger Helicop-Tours (11892 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-4565 or 800/220-6565, www.krugerhelicopters.com) carries four passengers per bird.

SERVICES

Gasoline is not available inside the park, on Going-to-the-Sun Road, or on U.S. 2 until East Glacier. The last chance for gas is West Glacier, where gas is available year-round with a credit card at Glacier Highland (across from the train depot) or in summer at West Glacier MRC Gasoline (across from the West Glacier Mercantile).

The West Glacier Laundromat (8am-10pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.) is behind the Alberta Visitor Information Center. If it is packed, both the West Glacier KOA and West Glacier Campground have launderettes. You can also get a hot shower ($5) at both campgrounds.

The post office is in West Glacier opposite the Alberta Visitor Information Center. ATMs are located in Apgar at Eddie’s Cafe and Gifts and in West Glacier near the MRC gas station.

Glacier Heli Tours (11950 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-4141 or 800/879-9310, www.glacierhelitours.com) rents a selection of sedans, minivans, and SUVs.

Cell Phones and Internet

Cell phone service is available in West Glacier and Apgar, but it is intermittent in adjacent canyons and in portions of Apgar Campground. Only a few hotels, private campgrounds, and businesses between West Glacier and Hungry Horse provide Internet access; if you don’t have access, head to Glacier Coffee House (12000 Hwy. 2 E., West Glacier, www.glaciercoffeehouse.com, late May-Sept.) or West Glacier Restaurant (200 Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 406/888-5359, www.glacierparkinc.com, mid-May-late Sept.) to hook up.

Shopping

West Glacier and Apgar each have several small gift shops with souvenirs, T-shirts, and books. In Apgar, stop by Montana House of Gifts (198 Apgar Loop Rd., 406/888-5393, year-round) for its locally made pottery, weaving, jewelry, crafts, and arts—some by Native Americans. In West Glacier next to the MRC gas station, Glacier Photolabs Inc. (205 Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 406/212-6497, www.glacierphoto.com, late May-Sept.) carries cameras and photography gear. The shop also leads photography workshops and rents camera lenses for wildlife photography.

For outdoor gear, you’ll find three options open during the summer season with limited inventories in West Glacier. Glacier Outdoor Center (11957 U.S. 2 E., 406/888-5454 or 800/235-6781, www.glacierraftco.com) specializes in fishing, camping, and rafting gear. Crown of the Continent Discovery Center (12000 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-4405, www.crowndiscoverycenter.com) carries gear for hiking, camping, and backpacking. Montana Raft Company/Glacier Guides (11970 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-5555 or 800/521-7238, www.glacierguides.com) sells hiking and rafting gear.

Located in the historic Belton Train Depot in West Glacier, the Glacier National Park Conservancy (GNPC, 406/892-3250, http://glacierconservancy.org, year-round) sells books, posters, and maps of Glacier. This is the place to go for all reference, natural history, centennial, hiking, and picture books on the park. GNPC also runs a tiny bookstore in the Apgar Visitor Center and at six other park locations. You can also order products from the GNPC website.

While you can find huckleberry products in any gift shop, the Huckleberry Patch (8868 Hwy. 2 E., Hungry Horse, 406/387-5000, www.huckleberrypatch.com, year-round) cannery specializes in local jams, jellies, syrups, pie filling, and preserves. They sell fresh-baked huckleberry pies too.

Newspapers and Magazines

Look for three daily newspapers: Kalispell’s Daily Interlake, The Missoulian from Missoula, and the Great Falls Tribune. For the scoop on park news, the weekly Hungry Horse News gives a good inside look. You can also find the free weekly Flathead Beacon (www.flatheadbeacon.com), covering Flathead Valley and park news.

Emergencies

For emergencies within park boundaries, contact a ranger or call 406/888-7800. Outside park boundaries, call 911. A seasonal urgent-care clinic operates in West Glacier (100 Rea Rd., 406/888-9224, 9am-4pm daily, Memorial Day-Labor Day). The nearest hospitals are in the Flathead Valley: Kalispell Regional Medical Center (310 Sunny View Ln., 406/752-5111) and North Valley Hospital (1600 Hospital Way, 406/863-3500 or 888/815-5528) in Whitefish.

The nearest ranger station inside the park is Glacier National Park Headquarters (406/888-7800), on Going-to-the-Sun Road just west of the park entrance station. Turn onto the well-signed side road and take the first right into the parking lot for the headquarters building. You can also get assistance at the Apgar Visitor Center.

For concerns with the Flathead River system or in Flathead National Forest, stop in Hungry Horse Ranger Station (10 Hungry Horse Dr., Hungry Horse, 406/387-3800, www.fs.fed.us/r1/flathead). Find it just south off U.S. 2 on the east end of town.


Wildfires

In an average summer, 13 wildfires burn in Glacier, altering 5,000 acres of forest landscape. Most are caused by lightning, with more than 80 percent of strikes hitting the park’s heavily timbered west side. Some are small and unseen while others send huge smoke plumes thousands of feet in the air.

Two large fire seasons have ripped through Glacier since 2000. In 2001 the Moose Fire burned 71,000 acres in the North Fork area, including Flathead National Forest. In 2003 an onslaught of lightning strikes burned nearly 150,000 acres in several separate fires, creating one of the largest fire seasons in the park’s history. You can see the evidence from Going-to-the-Sun Road across Lake McDonald and at The Loop. In 2006 the Red Eagle fire ate up 32,000 acres outside St. Mary. But even in these recent fire zones, plants and forests are already regenerating.

As flames eat up wood, ash falls to the ground, releasing nutrients. Similar to putting good fertilizer on a garden, the ash fosters energetic plant growth, especially with the open tree canopy permitting more sunlight to reach the ground. As a natural succession of greenery takes over, wildlife dependent on plant foraging finds improved habitat. In short, fires help maintain a natural balance. They also remove deadfall and insect infestations that can kill trees. Fires reduce the power of future fires and create forests that are more resistant to drought and nonnative plant invasions. Fire isn’t the end of a forest, but an ongoing process of succession in an ever-changing landscape.

Larch and ponderosa, with thick resinless bark and minimal low branches, survive fires. Some species even rely on fires for reproduction: The lodgepole pine’s serotinous cones require high heat to release their fast-growing seeds from the sticky resin. Ceanothus, hollyhock, and morel mushrooms flourish after fires.

Until 1968, federal policy suppressed all fires—resulting in excessive fuel buildup, bug infestations, and elimination of some floral species. Today, the National Park Service manages each fire individually. If fires threaten human life or structures, they are suppressed, but lightning fires ranging in the wilds are often just monitored, allowing for a natural cycle. Sometimes, park crews set intentional fires to reduce fuel buildup or protect a resource, such as a prairie, from invasion by other species.

Glacier’s wildfires used to be monitored from 17 different lookouts. Today, satellite and airplane surveys have reduced the need for staffed lookouts to Huckleberry, Scalplock, Numa, and Swiftcurrent.



DRIVING TOUR

Camas Road

Outside Apgar, the 11.3-mile summer-only Camas Road runs north across Lower McDonald Creek toward the North Fork of the Flathead River. Climbing along the base of the Apgar Range, the road traverses through the 2003 Robert Fire and the 2001 Moose Fire, which offer a contrast in forest succession after burns. Several pullouts en route are worth a stop: If you can stand the mosquitoes, grab binoculars to peruse McGee Meadows (at 5.5 miles) for moose, deer, and bear. Just west of the Camas entrance station, at 11.1 miles, a turnoff leads to Huckleberry Mountain Nature Trail, a 0.9-mile self-guided loop with views of the remote Livingston Range. After crossing the park boundary—the North Fork River—the Camas Road terminates at Outside North Fork Road. When bears frequent the Camas Road, you may see rangers hazing them away from the roadway. They are trying to condition the bears to steer clear of trafficked areas for their own safety.

SIGHTS

While most visitors head straight to Lake McDonald, the biggest attraction in the area, there’s plenty more to see in West Glacier and Apgar.

West Glacier

The town of West Glacier, originally known as Belton, was historically centered around the Belton Train Depot and Belton Chalet. Today, U.S. 2 divides the two, and West Glacier now has recreational concessions such as rafting, backpacking, hiking, helicopter tours, and fishing. To leave the highway bustle, drive through the railroad tunnel and enter a historic world preserved by the Lundgren family, operators for over 50 years of the West Glacier Mercantile Company until Glacier Park, Inc. purchased the company in 2014. The vintage, brown 1938 buildings house a bar, a restaurant, gift shops, a grocery, and a motel. Fall finds birch leaves covering the ground as shops board their windows, leaving the town’s 224 year-round residents to themselves.

S Belton Chalet

In 1910, Glacier became a national park, and the Belton Chalet opened its doors to guests arriving via the Great Northern Railway. The first in a series of Swiss-themed railroad-company chalets built in the park, the Belton served as the park gateway. Milkmaid-attired hostesses and flowered walkways greeted guests. In the Taproom, you can see its original look in the photo that includes the trellised walkway from the train depot to the chalet. Over the years, the chalet changed hands, serving as housing for Civilian Conservation Corps crews building Going-to-the-Sun Road as well as a pizza parlor and a bakery. After heavy snows destroyed roofs and floors in the late 1990s, owners from Bigfork restored the lodge and cabins to the tune of $1 million. In 2000, Belton Chalet was added to the National Register of Historic Places.
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The historic Belton Chalet was the first lodge built by the railroad around Glacier.




Historic Belton Bridge


Belton Bridge opened in 1920, allowing park visitors to drive across the Middle Fork of the Flathead River instead of rowing a boat. Ironically, this wood and cement bridge remained standing during the 1964 flood while torrents of water destroyed the new bridge downstream. For a time, this bridge was used again while the new bridge was being repaired. The National Park Service recently fixed up the “old bridge,” as locals call it, open now for foot traffic only. It accesses the Boundary Trail, Middle Fork fishing spots, and calm but deep, chilly pools for swimming. To find it, turn right in West Glacier onto Old Bridge Road and drive to the end.

Middle Fork of the Flathead River

The Middle Fork of the Flathead River collects its waters from deep within the Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex and Glacier National Park. Its north-shore high-water mark denotes the national park boundary. Designated a Wild and Scenic River, the Middle Fork—the shortened moniker most people use for the river—vacillates between raging rapids and mesmerizing meanders. Anglers and swimmers gravitate to its blue-green pools. Rafters and kayakers splash through rapids known as Bonecrusher and Jaws. Hikers tootle along its Boundary Trail.

Apgar

Two miles from West Glacier, Apgar is on the shore of the park’s largest body of water, Lake McDonald. With Apgar Campground within walking distance and Fish Creek Campground a couple of miles away, Apgar is crowded in summer but still quiet compared to the West Glacier highway hubbub. It’s the quintessential national park community. The west-side visitors center, a restaurant, a camp store, two inns, Lake McDonald’s only boat ramp, swimming beaches, and picnic areas all cluster here at Lake McDonald’s foot. One local gift shop is in Apgar’s historic red schoolhouse. Like West Glacier, most of Apgar shuts down by October and opens again in May.
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S Robert Fire Rebirth

Summer 2003 unleashed some of the biggest fires in Glacier Park’s history. Raging winds shoved the Robert Fire over Apgar Mountain, burning 7,000 acres in four hours. Campers, motel guests, and park headquarters personnel evacuated from West Glacier and Apgar while helicopters doused the fire with water scooped from Lake McDonald. The fire burned 39,000 acres, 29 percent of the park’s forests. See postfire forest regeneration on the Camas Road, the Lake McDonald Trail starting at Fish Creek Campground, or from Apgar Lookout. Fast-growing new vegetation thriving on the fire’s ash and nutrient-rich soils prompted prolific flower blooms, and some tree species requiring fire to sprout, like lodgepoles, are gaining height.

S Lake McDonald

Catching water from Glacier’s longest river, Lake McDonald is 10 miles long and 1.5 miles wide—the largest lake in Glacier National Park. Squeezed between Mount Brown and Stanton Peak at its head, the lake is up to 472 feet deep—the deepest waters in the park. Resting in an ice-scoured trough, the 6,823-acre lake is buffered by larch forests that turn gold in fall. On the lake, visitors fish, boat, and swim in its quiet cold blue; Jet Skis are not allowed. Even waterskiing attracts a few wetsuited diehards. Access the lake’s shores via Fish Creek or Apgar Picnic Area, the Apgar boat ramp, or the many pullouts along Going-to-the-Sun Road.

Recreation

If Glacier has a recreation center, it’s West Glacier and Apgar. The communities offer hiking, biking, rafting, horseback riding, kayaking, boating, fishing, swimming, and golfing. West Glacier is the unofficial park headquarters for white-water rafting, with two Wild and Scenic Rivers (nationally designated rivers protected for their wilderness and beauty) a short step from the back door.
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HIKING

Hiking in Apgar improved substantially with the 2003 Robert Fire. Flames opened up views amid once-thick dark forests, and nutrient-enriched ash soils sprouted lush growth. Wildflowers now run amok on slopes that once had meager color. This also is the only park area where a trail permits dogs: The two-mile paved Apgar Bike Trail connecting West Glacier and Apgar is open to walkers, leashed dogs, and bicyclists. Glacier Outfitters (196 Apgar Loop Rd., 406/219-7466, www.goglacieroutfitters.com) rents pepper spray for bears for $5 per day.


  West Glacier and Apgar Hikes


  
  

	Tra­il
	Eff­ort
	Dis­tan­ce
	Dur­at­ion



	Roc­ky Poi­nt
	easy
	1.4 mi rt
	1 hr



	Ap­gar Look­out
	mod­er­ate
	7 mi rt
	4 hr



	Huc­kle­ber­ry Look­out
	str­enu­ous
	11.6 mi rt
	5-6 hr



	Lake Mc­Don­ald
	easy
	7 mi one-way
	3.5 hr



	Sou­th Boun­dary Tra­il
	easy
	11.6 mi rt
	5 hr






Rocky Point

Distance: 1.4 miles round-trip

Duration: 1 hour

Elevation gain: none

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Fish Creek Campground Loop D

Rocky Point is a short interpretive romp along Lake McDonald’s north shore through the 2003 Robert Fire and up a promontory. Places of heavy burn with slow regrowth alternate with lighter burn clogged now with lush greenery. Don’t forget your camera: The view from Rocky Point looks up the lake toward the Continental Divide and grabs grand shots of Mount Jackson and Mount Edwards to the south. If the lake is calm, you’ll get some stunning reflection photos. Snow leaves early and comes late to this trail, making it good for spring and fall hiking. You can loop back on the Lake McDonald Trail, and an alternate trailhead starts from the Inside North Fork Road.

S Apgar Lookout

Distance: 7 miles round-trip

Duration: 4 hours

Elevation gain: 1,868 feet

Effort: moderate

Trailhead: end of Glacier Institute Road, 1.9 miles from Going-to-the-Sun Road

Directions: Take the first left after the west entrance station at the Glacier Institute sign. At the first fork, follow the sign to the horse barn and veer left, crossing over Quarter Circle Bridge. Drive to the road’s terminus at the trailhead.

Beginning with a gentle walk, Apgar Lookout Trail soon climbs steeply uphill toward the first of three long switchbacks. As the trail ascends, large burned sentinels stand as relics from the 2003 Robert Fire. In 2010 more than 300 of the burned trees blew down, opening up the views of the Middle Fork drainage, Rubideau Basin, the railroad line, and West Glacier. Following the third switchback, the trail traverses the ridge—which has snow in June—to the rebuilt lookout. A panoramic view unfolds from Canada to the park’s southern sector, and you can see all six of the park’s peaks that are higher than 10,000 feet.
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Apgar Lookout overlooks Lake McDonald and Glacier’s peaks.



From this 5,236-foot aerie, you can see the path of the Robert Fire where it burned 7,000 acres in four hours. Prior to the fire, heavy timber and brush occluded views, but Apgar Lookout now ranks as one of the park’s most scenic hikes. While fire and blowdown improved the views, trees no longer shade the southwest-facing slope; hike in the morning on hot days. Park communication radio antennas clutter the summit, but at least they are clustered in one location at the lookout instead of spread out.
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S Huckleberry Lookout

Distance: 11.6 miles round-trip

Duration: 5-6 hours

Elevation gain: 2,725 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailhead: six miles up Camas Road from Apgar, just past McGee Meadows

Huckleberry Lookout Trail is aptly named, for huckleberries do abound in this area. Due to a heavy concentration of huckleberries attracting a significant bruin population in fall, check with the park service for closure information.
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The trail begins with a gentle walk through lodgepole forest. Soon the path climbs, steadily gaining elevation among larches until it emerges on steep-sloped meadows and reaches a saddle at 4.5 miles. In a short reprieve from the climb, the trail traverses a wide bowl until it crests the Apgar Range for the final ascent to the lookout at 6,593 feet. A spectacular view of the North Fork Valley and the park’s Livingston Range unfolds. During fire season, the lookout is staffed. Evidence of the 2001 Moose Fire clings to Huckleberry Mountain as well as Demers Ridge below and the North Fork Valley. Snow often packs the upper trail until mid-July.


[image: Image]

Huckleberry Lookout is staffed in summer.



Lake McDonald

Distance: 7 miles one-way

Duration: 3.5 hours

Elevation gain: none

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Fish Creek Campground Loop D or Inside North Fork Road southern entrance

While this year-round trail (use skis or snowshoes in winter) wanders mostly back in the trees paralleling the north shore of Lake McDonald, you can garner views of the peak-flanked lake when it pops out to the shoreline. The brushy trail also offers a study of postfire forest succession. Burned by the 2003 Robert Fire, the trail passes through lush new growth and stands of black or gray trunks. Most hikers opt to saunter out for a few miles to the backcountry campsite, perhaps drop a fishing line into the lake, and turn around again. With a car shuttle, you can hike the full length.

[image: Image]

South Boundary Trail

Distance: 11.6 miles round-trip to Lincoln Creek

Duration: 5 hours

Elevation gain: 400 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: behind park headquarters on Mather Drive’s south end

After parking at headquarters, walk through the housing area to the trailhead. (Starting at Belton Bridge cuts off one mile, but offers minimal parking.) Follow the old Glacier Park Entrance Road to the historic Belton Bridge, where the trail continues upstream. With gentle ascents and descents, the path hugs the north-shore hillside above the Wild and Scenic Middle Fork of the Flathead River.

This year-round trail won’t feel like wilderness: Noise from the railroad and highway competes with the river’s roaring white water. But it’s a great place to watch rafters shoot rapids, swim in deep pools, or fish. The trail descends to a fine rocky beach at Lincoln Creek, a stopping point for rafters before they hit the white water. From here, backpackers can opt to continue another 15 miles upriver to Coal Creek or turn 10.5 miles up Lincoln Creek to Lincoln Lake.

Guided Hikes

National Park Service naturalists guide hikes and walks around Apgar mid-June-mid-September. Days and times vary, and the hikes range from easy to strenuous. In winter, naturalists offers guided snowshoe trips to look for animal tracks. Grab a current copy of Ranger-led Activities at visitors centers to check the schedule. These guided hikes are the best price of all: free.

Glacier Guides (11970 U.S. 2 E., West Glacier, 406/387-5555 or 800/521-7238, www.glacierguides.com, mid-May-Sept.) leads day hikes, backpacking, and overnight chalet trips, but most destinations are outside the West Glacier-Apgar area. For day hiking, reservations are required, and rates include the guide service, a deli lunch, and transportation to the trailhead. Solo travelers can hook up with the day hikes (Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat. July-Aug., $85 pp). Custom day hikes cost $500 for 1-5 people. Backpacking trips depart every week for 3-6-day adventures; rates run around $165 per day and include the guide service, transportation to and from the trailhead, meals, and snacks. Overnight hikes to backcountry chalets run multiple times each summer for three days ($770) or six days ($1,970). Customized backpack and chalet trips cost more. Plan to tip your guide at least 15 percent for day hikes and 20 percent for overnights.

Rentals

Two companies in West Glacier offer rental gear for hikers, backpackers, and campers. Glacier Outdoor Center (11957 U.S. 2 E., 406/888-5454 or 800/235-6781, www.glacierraftco.com) carries the most extensive line of rental gear: day packs, backpacks, trekking poles, child carrier packs, ice axes, tents, sleeping bags, sleeping pads, cook stoves, and water purifiers. Each item rents for $3-12 per day. They also rent a full car-camping setup for four people ($60 per day). Glacier Guides (11970 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-5555 or 800/521-7238, www.glacierguides.com) rents a tent, backpack, sleeping bag, and pad for $20.

CYCLING

Bicycling Glacier National Park is not for everyone. Narrow, shoulderless roads are packed with curves, and most trails prohibit bikes. However, the West Glacier-Apgar area does provide off-road options. Pick up rentals at Eddie’s (1 Fish Creek Rd., 406/888-5361) or Glacier Outfitters (196 Apgar Loop Rd., 406/219-7466, www.goglacieroutfitters.com). Bike rentals cost $5-7 per hour or $20-40 per day. Helmets are included.

Cycling Trails

A level, paved bicycle trail connects West Glacier with Apgar. Approximately two miles long, the Apgar Bike Trail begins on the north side of the West Glacier Bridge. After dropping through the woods, it crosses through the National Park Service employee housing area before entering the forest again, where it continues on to Apgar, connecting finally with the campground. Be cautious at two road crossings en route. The short dirt Fish Creek bike trail provides a shortcut between Apgar and Fish Creek. Bike trails permit dogs on leashes, and they are good flat riding for kids.


[image: Image]

The Apgar Bike Trail is a paved, dog-friendly, family-friendly biking and walking trail.



The 10-mile round-trip Old Flathead Ranger Station ride tours a combination of dirt road and trail that was once a road. It terminates at the confluence of the Flathead River’s North and Middle Forks. Access the route from midway between West Glacier and Apgar on the Apgar Bike Trail, turning west onto the dirt Glacier Institute Road. At the first junction, follow the sign to the horse barn; at the second, hang a left toward Quarter Circle Bridge. About 0.5 mile past the bridge, the Old Flathead Ranger Station Trail begins. Turn left, biking 3.4 miles to the confluence.

Bicycle Road Tours

Several roads offer bike-tour options. From Apgar, you can climb up the paved Camas Road or explore the dirt Inside North Fork Road in the North Fork Valley.

For a longer mountain-bike tour (about 37 miles, 4 hours) on a mix of dirt and paved roads, the Apgar Mountain Loop starts in West Glacier and heads west over Belton Stage and Blankenship Roads to connect with Outside North Fork Road. From here, ride north, parallel with the North Fork River to the Camas Road entrance and back into the park. Follow the rolling, paved Camas Road back to the Apgar Bike Trail. The scenic loop is well worth a ride, especially in late spring before Going-to-the-Sun Road is open, but be prepared to suck serious dust on the dirt sections during dry spells and to battle mosquitoes and dodge bears along Camas Road.

Apgar is also the launch point for those cycling Going-to-the-Sun Road.

HORSEBACK RIDING

Swan Mountain Outfitters (406/387-4405 or 877/888-5557, www.swanmountainoutfitters.com, late May-early Sept.) operates two corral locations: one in Apgar and one in West Glacier. Located on Glacier Institute Road northeast of the park entrance station, the Apgar Corral (summer 406/888-5010, $40-115) leads daily trail rides to three destinations in Glacier. An easy one-hour saunter to McDonald Meadows and a popular two-hour ride along the C. M. Russell Trail depart several times each day. The half-day ride to Apgar Lookout, which requires a minimum of four people, departs at 7:45am.

At Crown of the Continent Discovery Center, the West Glacier Corral (12000 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-5005, $35-160) offers horseback tours through the lodgepole foothills of Flathead National Forest. One- and two-hour tours amble through the forest while the half-day and full-day rides climb to viewpoints. Overnight trips ($300) as well as combination saddle-paddles and ride-and-dine trips offer more horseback riding experiences.

For trail riding, be sure to wear long pants; you’ll be a lot less sore afterward. For safety, wear sturdy shoes or hiking boots, not sandals. Reservations are strongly advised. Swan Mountain Outfitters does not take children under age seven or riders weighing over 250 pounds.

RAFTING

Two Wild and Scenic-designated rivers form the west and southwest boundaries of Glacier National Park. The Middle Fork and North Fork of the Flathead River offer scenery, wilderness, float sections, and white water. Together the rivers provide 219 miles of recreation. The rafting season runs May-September, with high water usually peaking in late May. Rafters should purchase the Three Forks of the Flathead Float Guide ($13), available through Glacier National Park Conservancy (406/892-3250, http://glacierconservancy.org) for locations of rapids and public lands for camping. Flathead National Forest manages both rivers; consult the Hungry Horse Ranger Station (10 Hungry Horse Dr., Hungry Horse, 406/387-3800, www.fs.fed.us/r1/flathead), nine miles west of West Glacier, for assistance in planning a self-guided overnight trip. Toilet systems and fire pans are required for overnight trips.

S Middle Fork of the Flathead River

Bordering Glacier’s southern boundary, the Middle Fork of the Flathead has scenic float sections interrupted by raging white water. The river’s headwaters are deep within the Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex, and it drains Glacier’s immense southern valleys.

While the white water here cannot compete with the Grand Canyon’s monster rapids, the Middle Fork is a fun, splashy place where rapids named Screaming Right Turn, Jaws, and Pinball provide the fun. It’s easy enough for kids and a good introductory paddle for a first-time river trip. White-water trips begin at Moccasin Creek and end in West Glacier; scenic float trips begin in West Glacier and end at Blankenship.

The Middle Fork offers several river accesses easily reached along U.S. 2. Different sections are appropriate for overnights, day trips, fishing, and short floats. While a few rapids at certain water levels are rated Class IV, the river along Glacier’s boundary is primarily Class II and III. No permits are required. However, all camping must be done on the south shore; no camping is permitted on Glacier’s shoreline. Since private property abuts some of the south shore, you’ll need to be knowledgeable about where you can camp.

Mountain Photography (www.mountainphotography.net) shoots photos of commercial and private rafts in Bonecrusher Rapid.

North Fork of the Flathead River

From Canada, the North Fork of the Flathead flows 59 miles through the remote North Fork Valley. As the river enters the United States, it forms the western boundary of Glacier. Accessed via the bumpy, dirt Outside North Fork Road, the Class II-III river provides multiday float trips, day rafting, and fishing. Those looking for tamer water can take out at Big Creek before the Upper Fool Hen Rapids. River accesses flank the North Fork Road. No permits are required, but campsites must all be set up on the western shore; no camping is permitted on Glacier’s bank except by permit at Round Prairie. The river ends at the confluence with the Middle Fork at the Blankenship River Access, a 10-minute drive west of West Glacier.

Guides

The commercial rafting season runs May-September, with high water usually peaking in late May-early June. Four West Glacier rafting companies lead half-day and full-day trips on the Middle Fork as well as scenic, dinner, barbecue, and evening floats. They also do saddle-paddle combinations that put you on a horse and a boat the same day. Each company launches 4-5 half-day raft trips daily through the white-water section and guides overnight and multiday trips. Children should be at least six years old for white water.

If you’re comparing rates among companies (they’re all very similar in cost), be sure to ask if the 7 percent service fee is included in the rate or added on. Also, ask about the size of the raft and the number of people it carries. Smaller rafts have a more exciting ride. Expect to pay (not including service fees) around $55 per adult for a half-day raft trip or $90 for a full day; kids run about $10-25 cheaper. For more fun, tackle the white water in a small sport raft with more kick or on an inflatable kayak, otherwise known as a rubber ducky. Both run around $65-80 per person for a half-day trip; rates include helmets. Paddles and life jackets are included in all rates, but some companies charge additional fees for wetsuits and booties. Clarify the costs when you make your reservation. Plan on tipping the guide about 15 percent.

Overnight rafting trips range 2-5 days; longer trips are usually paired with hiking, horseback riding, or backpacking. Expect to pay around $185 per adult per day for an overnight rafting trip; rates for children run less. Specialty trips with cabin stays, horseback riding, or flights will cost more. Plan to tip your guide 20 percent. When making reservations, clarify what you’ll need to bring for your overnight. The companies can provide tents, sleeping bags, sleeping pads, and dry bags for your gear.

Glacier Raft Company (6 Going-to-the-Sun Rd., West Glacier, 406/888-5454 or 800/235-6781, www.glacierraftco.com) is right in West Glacier village adjacent to the river—close enough to the takeout that white-water rafters debark at the Middle Fork Bridge to walk two blocks back to the office. Specialty combo packages include half-day white-water rafting with half-day horseback riding or fly-fishing. The company offers 2-4-day overnights and is the only local company permitted to guide trips on the Class III-IV Upper Middle Fork of the Flathead River in the Great Bear Wilderness. Access requires a flight to a remote put-in near the headwaters for the four-day trip ($1,530).

Located one mile west of downtown West Glacier, Great Northern Whitewater (12127 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-5340 or 800/735-7897, www.greatnorthernresort.com) is the one company that offers river instruction through Glacier River School courses. The company also runs 2-3-day custom floats on the Middle Fork.

Just off the highway 1.5 miles west of West Glacier, Montana Raft Company (11970 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-5555 or 800/521-7238, www.glacierguides.com) is the only company that can combine guided hiking in Glacier National Park with raft trips. An extensive menu of hike-raft or backpack-raft combos can fill a day or a week. The overnight river trips float the Middle Fork or the North Fork of the Flathead River. One series of North Fork overnight trips includes cabin stays.

Also located 1.5 miles west of West Glacier, Wild River Adventures (11900 U.S. 2 E., 406/387-9453 or 800/700-7056, (www.riverwild.com), the smallest company, adds a paddle-saddle combo trip that includes a four-day campout adventure.

Rentals and Shuttles

Got the river savvy to guide yourself? If so, you can do a self-guided raft or inflatable-kayak trip with rentals available in West Glacier. Glacier Raft Company (11957 U.S. 2 E., West Glacier, 406/888-5454 or 800/235-6781, www.glacierraftco.com) will outfit you with raft, paddles, helmets, life jackets, and a bit of instruction from an experienced guide for a trip from West Glacier down 10 miles of Class I-II river ($60-220). The guide will also help set up your shuttle. The company also offers shuttles for all locations on the Middle and North Forks of the Flathead River using your vehicle ($40-140) or in their rigs ($50-450). Rafts and inflatable kayaks ($45-145) are available and include paddles and life jackets. Individual items such as dry bags, toilet systems, and wetsuits range $3-12. Montana Raft Company (11970 U.S. 2 E., West Glacier, 406/387-5555 or 800/521-7238, www.glacierguides.com) also rents raft gear for comparable rates.

WHITE-WATER KAYAKING

White-water kayakers drop into the Middle Fork of the Flathead River, which churns up Class II-III rapids. Kayakers play in the froth between Moccasin Creek and West Glacier, surfing the rapids on Tunnel Rapid. Some eliminate the flat water before and after the rapids by using railroad accesses. To locate rapids and ascertain their difficulty, consult Three Forks of the Flathead Float Guide ($13), available through the Glacier Natural History Association (406/888-5756, www.glacierassociation.org). Bring your own kayak with you, as no rentals are available in West Glacier.

Glacier Kayak School (12127 U.S. 2 E., West Glacier, 406/387-5340 or 800/735-7897, www.greatnorthernresort.com, $100-250) teaches white-water kayaking to introduce beginners to paddling fundamentals and rolling. Experienced kayakers can hire a guide to lead them down the lines of the Middle Fork.

BOATING

With its vast water acreage, Lake McDonald attracts boaters, but it’s never crowded—usually just a few quiet anglers in the early morning followed by a few die-hard water-skiers, sightseers, and kayakers touring the shoreline. Because the frigid waters inhibit most water-skiers and Jet Skis are not permitted, the lake never has a frenzied hubbub of noise. In fact, national park regulations enforce a maximum noise level of 82 decibels. Similar to many of the park’s lakes, you’ll rarely see a sailboat or sailboard: unpredictable swirling winds on Lake McDonald make other lakes outside the park more appealing. Located adjacent to Village Inn, Apgar’s boat launch provides the lake’s only public ramp access.

Boaters must get permits ($10 for 7-day motorized permit, $40 for annual motorized permit, free for nonmotorized boats) and show that their boats have been cleaned, drained, and dried to avoid bringing aquatic invasive species into park lakes. Permits are available at the Backcountry Office or park headquarters, as directed by the orange sign at the west-side entrance station.

Rentals

For boating and fishing on Lake McDonald, Glacier Park Boat Company (406/257-2426, www.glacierparkboats.com, daily June-Labor Day) rents rowboats, canoes, kayaks, and small motorboats for $18-25 per hour from the Apgar boat dock next to Village Inn. Paddles, life jackets, and fishing regulations are included in the rates. Several of the West Glacier raft companies rent paddleboards.

Regulations

Two shoreline closures affect boaters: from the Apgar boat ramp north to the lake’s outlet, and between the Apgar Amphitheater and Going-to-the-Sun Road. To protect swimmers, boaters must stay 300 feet off the shoreline and are not permitted to beach. Watch for additional temporary wildlife closures marked with buoys, especially where bald eagles nest at the lake’s east end. For a complete list of boating regulations, check with visitors centers or Glacier’s website (www.nps.gov/glac).

CANOEING, KAYAKING, AND PADDLEBOARDING

With its monstrous shoreline, Lake McDonald is a treat for canoeing and kayaking, but watch for winds whipping up large whitecaps. When glassy calm waters prevail, you’d be hard-pressed to beat it at sunrise or sunset. Touring the shoreline, you may encounter wildlife closures, especially for nesting bald eagles at the lake’s head. Paddlers must pick up free permits to launch on any park lake. Get them at the Backcountry Office or park headquarters, as directed by the orange sign near the west-side entrance station. Paddlers can also camp overnight at the Lake McDonald backcountry campground, a five-mile paddle from Apgar that is only accessible by trail or water. An overnight permit is required, just like for backpackers.

Two rivers offer options for paddlers. The Middle Fork of the Flathead River is gentle enough for canoeing and kayaking from West Glacier downriver to Blankenship, but the section includes one challenging rapid that can be portaged. A one-hour paddle, the scenic Lower McDonald Creek starts north of the Apgar boat launch on Lake McDonald and floats past beaver dams to Quarter Circle Bridge.
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  Lake McDonald is a paddler’s paradise.



Gear rentals are available in Apgar at three locations. All rentals ($10-18 per hour) come with life jackets and paddles. On the lake, Glacier Park Boat Company (406/257-2426, www.glacierparkboats.com) rents canoes and plastic double kayaks. Eddie’s (1 Fish Creek Rd., 406/888-5361) rents paddleboards. Glacier Outfitters (196 Apgar Loop Rd., 406/219-7466, www.goglacieroutfitters.com) rents paddleboards and kayaks.

FISHING

Lake McDonald, the park’s biggest lake, has a reputation for mediocre fishing. Boats work best to troll for lake trout. For catch-and-release fly-fishing, Lower McDonald Creek from the lake to Quarter Circle Bridge works, but it’s also heavily fished because of its easy access. For several miles in both directions from West Glacier, the Middle Fork of the Flathead presents good fishing, but be ready to contend with rafters and fishing outfitters. Because of the concentration of visitors in the West Glacier-Apgar area during high season, you may not feel like you’re off in the wilderness when you toss in a line, but you just might pull in native trout. Good fishing usually starts near the end of June when the water clears.

Park Regulations

Fishing inside Glacier Park does not require a license, but waters here have some restrictions, such as a ban on lead lures. Lake McDonald has no limit on lake trout or whitefish, but westslope cutthroat are catch-and-release only. Lower McDonald Creek from the lake outlet to Quarter Circle Bridge has been catch-and-release only, but check with the rangers as nonnative-species rules may change. Despite its name, Fish Creek is closed to fishing. Lake McDonald is open to fishing all year, but stream fishing in and outside the park runs from the third Saturday in May through November 30.

Licenses and Rentals

Fishing outside Glacier on Flathead River drainages requires a Montana fishing license. You can pick one up at Glacier Outdoor Center (11957 U.S. 2 E., West Glacier, 406/888-5454 or 800/235-6781, www.glacierraftco.com). New fees for residents (currently $13 2-day, $26 season) and nonresidents (currently $25-54, $60 season) are slated to be in place by spring 2015. Check for new fees, regulations, and discounts for children and seniors at http://fwp.mt.gov/fishing. Glacier Outdoor Center also sells fishing gear and rents rods ($12-15 per day), waders, and float tubes.


  Fishing in Glacier

  With 27,023 acres of lakes, 563 streams, and 22 species of fish, Glacier is a place where no angler should sit with a slack line. Only a scant 10 percent of park visitors fish, so those who do typically enjoy calm vistas and a few native trout. While weather and skill variables influence success, a few tips for Glacier’s waters can help.

  FISHING TIPS

  • Avoid a long hike to a remote lake to fish—unless you go for the sake of the journey. While many anglers find more success in waters away from roads, remoteness doesn’t mean good fishing. Waterfalls prevent fish from reaching some streams and lakes.

  • Since arrival at a high mountain lake will most likely be midday, when fishing is lackluster, stay overnight in the backcountry or at a nearby lodge. Then fish in the morning or evening, when fish feed, for best results. Overcast days also produce better fishing than sunny days.

  • During early summer runoff, when river waters cloud with sediments, fish hang out on the bottom to feed; try lures that mimic insect larvae. Alternatively, fish in lakes instead.

  • When streams run clear, fly-fishing is the most productive. Try to match a prominent hatch, but traditional high-floating attractor patterns will also move fish.

  • At lakes, look for inlets and outlets to fish, but be considerate of heavily trafficked areas.

  • Trolling from a motorboat (where allowed) or canoe is the most effective way to fish for lake trout.

  FISHING IN BEAR COUNTRY

  • Bears pose special considerations. Since smells attract bears that travel waterways, lessen your bear encounter chances by keeping fishy scents away from clothing. Catch-and-release fishing minimizes attracting bears.

  • For cleaning fish in the front country, dispose of the entrails in bear-resistant garbage cans. In the backcountry, do not bury or burn the innards, as that may attract bears. Instead, go at least 200 feet away from a campsite or trail, puncture the air bladder, and throw the entrails into deep water. Keep only what you can eat, and eat it as soon as you can.
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Location Frice  Season Amenities
Apgar tentsites, unserviced
Campground  Apgar $20 Apr-Nov. RV sites
Fish Creek tent sites, unserviced
Campground  Apgar $23 June-early Sept. RV sites
Apgar Village
Lodge Apgar 95310 lateMay-lateSept.  motel rooms, cabins
Village Inn Apgar $146-265 _late May-mid-Sept. __guest rooms
Logging Creek
Campground North Fork 510 July-Sept. tent sites
Quartz Creek
Campground North Fork 510 July-Sept. tent sites
Bowman Lake
Campground North Fork 15 late May-mid-Sept. tentsites
Kintla Lake
Campground __ North Fork $15 late May-mid-Sept. ___tentsites
Avalanche Going-to-the-Sun tent sites, unserviced
Campground Road 520 mid-June-early Sept. RV sites
Rising Sun Going-to-the-Sun. tentsites, unserviced
Campground Road 520 late May-mid-Sept. RV sites
SpragueCreek  Going-to-the-Sun tentsites, unserviced
Campground Road 520 mid-June-mid-Sept. RV sites

hostel rooms, main

lodge rooms, cottage
LakeMcDonald  Going-to-the-Sun rooms, suites,
Lodge Road $81-330 lateMay-lateSept. _restaurants
Rising Sun Motor Going-to-the-Sun cabins, motel rooms,
Inn Road $132145 _ mid-June-mid-Sept. _restaurant
Motel Lake Going-to-the-Sun.
McDonald Road $150 June-Sept. motel rooms
St.Mary tentsites, unserviced
Campground _ St.Mary $23 mid-May-mid-Sept. RV sites
Many Glacier tent sites, unserviced
Campground  Many Glacier $2023 lateMay-mid-Sept. RVsites
Swiftcurrent cabins, motel rooms,
Motorinn Many Glacier $83-145 _early June-lateSept. _restaurant
Many Glacier hotel rooms, suites,
Hotel Many Glacier $164-330 _mid-June-mid-Sept. _restaurant
CutBank tent sites, unserviced
Campground  TwoMedicine $10 early June-earlySept. _RVsites
Two Medicine tent sites, unserviced
Campground  Two Medicine $20 late May-late Sept. RV sites
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