

[image: cover-image]




[image: Image]


MONTANA & WYOMING


CARTER G. WALKER


[image: image]




[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]







	
[image: image]

	[image: image]




DISCOVER
Montana & Wyoming

Planning Your Trip

The 14-Day Greater Yellowstone Loop

WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE

Seven-Day Glacier Road Trip

NATIVE AMERICAN ROOTS

Cowboys, Hot Springs, and Wide Open Spaces

SMALL TOWN RODEOS: THE BIGGEST PARTIES IN THE WEST

[image: image]

The rocky landscapes of Montana and Wyoming—from soaring mountains to narrow valleys and sweeping plains—were carved over eons by water, wind, fire, and ice. The culture was also shaped by conflict: between those who were from here and those who were not; those who valued the land itself and those who sought only its riches. Although their distinct histories, both natural and cultural, are evident everywhere, not just tucked away in dusty museums, these states continue to define themselves. Wyoming’s Tetons thrust skyward at the rate of an inch or so each year. Montana’s blue-ribbon trout streams, tumbling and falling, etch themselves deeper into valleys. The populations are perpetually shifting too, bringing new ideas, new conflicts, and an evolving culture.
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Montana is as vast as the big sky that blankets it; rich with natural resources—fertile soil, coal, gold, forests, wind—and overflowing with beauty. From Glacier National Park to the Little Bighorn, its sites are enchanting, and sometimes haunting. Its communities are diverse too, with pioneer traditions embraced by new generations of transplants in cities like Bozeman, where ski bums and artists mingle with fifth-generation farmers. Then there are tiny towns like Loma, at the confluence of the Milk and Marias Rivers, where the headline is still that Lewis and Clark camped just south of town in 1805. Montana’s cities make us aware of the constant growth in the American West, while little dots on the map like Loma remind us of its almost magical timelessness.
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Embodied by the bucking bronc on its license plates, Wyoming is a child’s cowboy fantasy come to life, with rodeos aplenty and dude ranches where even city slickers try their hand at riding and roping. But what strikes people most about Wyoming is its authenticity. The harsh climate and isolation that make Wyoming the least populated state in the union result in an uncommon grace in its residents. It’s expressed not just in the weathered creases on their faces but in the way they do business and welcome visitors. There is glitz here too, in places like Jackson Hole, but it doesn’t detract from the essence of Wyoming. Those towns are simply a flash of silver, the shiny buckle on a well-worn belt.

Separated by history, culture, and even politics, Montana and Wyoming are still ideal neighbors, bound together by the forces of nature that make them so captivating.
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Planning Your Trip


  Where to Go



Billings and the Big Open

Beyond Billings, the state’s largest and most industrial city, much of eastern Montana is made up of small but tightly knit communities separated by vast swaths of wide open country. It’s also where four of the state’s seven Indian reservations can be found. The landscapes are varied and dramatic—from the rimrocks in Billings and the rolling hills around the Little Bighorn Battlefield to the badlands of Makoshika State Park outside Glendive.

Great Falls and the Rocky Mountain Front

The vast plains erupt into soaring peaks along the Rocky Mountain Front. The Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex is one of the most spectacular and isolated mountainous areas in the Lower 48. Tiny towns like Choteau and Fort Benton offer a charming sense of community, along with fascinating sites like dinosaur mecca Egg Mountain and lovely historic hotels. Straddling the division between mountains and plains, Great Falls boasts two of the state’s best museums: The C.M. Russell Museum and the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center.
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Glacier National Park

Known as the “Crown of the Continent,” Glacier National Park embodies the Montana you’ve always imagined: rugged mountains piercing the sky, crystalline lakes and plunging waterfalls, abundant wildlife, gravity-defying roads, and miles upon miles of trails. The park lays claim to 25 glaciers.

Missoula and Western Montana

Western Montana shows off with lush green mountain ranges and towering forests. In the far north, Whitefish is the ultimate mountain town, a skier’s paradise. Just south, glittering Flathead Lake is Montana’s Riviera, with sprawling mansions and luxe lodges at the water’s edge. The tiny hamlet of Bigfork serves up a surprisingly fine selection of both culture and cuisine, not to mention recreation. The scenic National Bison Range in Moiese can be visited en route to cultural hub Missoula, home of the University of Montana, great restaurants, and better bars. In the southwest corner of the state, the Bitterroot Valley combines a rich history with world-class fly-fishing.
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Massive mountains dwarf massive bison.



Butte, Helena, and Southwest Montana

This corner of the state wears its history like a badge of honor in mining towns like Bannack, Virginia City, and Nevada City. Some of the other towns that survived the dramatic boom-and-bust cycles include charming Victorian Philipsburg and Butte, and Helena, the venerable state capital. Then there is the sweeping Big Hole Valley, with picturesque ranches and hot springs resorts, and the Big Hole National Battlefield, one of the most haunting battle sites in the state.


Bozeman and the Gateway to Yellowstone


The communities surrounding Yellowstone offer a diverse range of experiences. From skiing, fishing, and an abundance of outdoor adventures in the mountain and college town of Bozeman to the art and culinary scenes just over the pass in Livingston, the area’s culture is as rich as its landscape. Big Sky and Red Lodge offer year-round resorts with huge swaths of skiable terrain and some terrific places to stay.

Yellowstone National Park

This magnificent park is constantly in motion; nothing here is static. See abundant wildlife, including bison, bears, and wolves; marvel at geothermal features like the legendary Old Faithful; and stay in marvelous historic lodges like the Old Faithful Inn and the rambling Lake Hotel. Perimeter communities, including West Yellowstone, Gardiner, and remote Cooke City, should not be missed.

Grand Teton National Park

Grand Teton packs a punch, particularly when it comes to mountain splendor. Twelve peaks in the Teton Range soar above 12,000 feet. While there are only 100 miles of roads in the park, there are twice as many miles of trails, leaving hikers endless options for adventure. Favorite landmarks include picturesque Jenny Lake, vast Jackson Lake, drive-to-the-summit Signal Mountain, and serene Oxbow Bend.
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  Wyoming’s Tetons are even dramatic in reflection.



Jackson Hole, Cody, and the Wind Rivers

Wyoming’s northwest corner is far more than a gateway to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. Jackson Hole is a destination in and of itself, with glitzy galleries and boutiques, gourmet eateries, luxe accommodations, and a sensational art scene in immediate proximity to world-class ski resorts and white-water rafting. The National Museum of Wildlife Art and the National Elk Refuge are major draws for animal enthusiasts. In Cody the cowboy is still king, and the sun rises and sets on the Buffalo Bill Center of the West and its five museums. Farther south, outdoor enthusiasts will find hot springs and mountain meccas.

Sheridan, Devils Tower, and Northeast Wyoming

Where the prairies meet the mountains, cowboy culture comes alive. This is where you’ll find dude ranches and Sheridan, one of the most charming and authentic Western towns in the state. The spectacular Cloud Peak Skyway Scenic Byway climbs into the mountains toward the pictograph-rich Medicine Lodge and the more mysterious Medicine Wheel. The isolated and enigmatic Devils Tower draws climbers, geologists, and Native Americans who consider it a sacred site.

Southern Wyoming

Southern Wyoming contains everything from sweeping deserts, sand dunes, and wild mustang herds to lush river valleys and green mountains. The southwest corner is noted for fabulous recreational opportunities along the Green River and in the Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area. It’s also home to three of the state’s largest cities: capital Cheyenne, synonymous with its legendary Frontier Days rodeo, college town Laramie, and onetime frontier town Casper.

When to Go

Summer is the easiest and busiest time to travel the roads, both front- and backcountry, in Montana and Wyoming. Thoughtful planning and advance reservations, particularly for hotels and campgrounds, are essential. Hotel rooms are particularly hard to find during local events such as Frontier Days in Cheyenne or the Fourth of July celebration in Livingston.

Rates for accommodations are generally lower and rooms more available when snow is on the ground, except around ski areas, but winter road travel can be challenging because of the inevitable storms and possible closures.

The shoulder seasons can be a delightful time to travel in both states. The national parks are heavenly and much less crowded in autumn, but keep in mind that winter comes very early at high elevations. There are also little-known ways to enjoy the parks by bicycle in the spring, before they open to cars. Opening and closing times for the parks can vary by year (weather and federal budget too), so make sure to check with the parks before travel.

Don’t try to see too much in too short a time. This cannot be overstated. Consider that the drive from Montana’s eastern border to its western border is 550 miles, about the same distance as from Chicago to New York. Don’t spend so much time on the road that you miss the small details—idyllic hikes, roadside burger joints, the local people who give small towns their true character—that make Montana and Wyoming what they are.


The 14-Day Greater Yellowstone Loop


With Yellowstone National Park at its heart, this generous two-week itinerary starts and ends in Bozeman, Montana, never exceeding 200 miles of travel in a single day. See and experience this breathtaking region without getting stuck behind the wheel.
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  Visitors travel the boardwalks around Yellowstone’s geothermal features.



Day 1: Bozeman

Start your trip in Bozeman, equal parts college town and mountain town. Fit in a trip to the Museum of the Rockies to see where dinosaur guru Jack Horner does much of his work. Throw in a hike up the M or Drinking Horse Mountain, just northeast of town, and end with a shopping stroll on historic Main Street. Enjoy a game of pool, a local brew, and an excellent meal at the popular Montana Ale Works. Bed down for the night practically across the street at the Magpie Guest House.

Day 2: Bozeman to Red Lodge (about 174 miles)

Start your morning with a quick jaunt up Peet’s Hill, then walk a few blocks for breakfast at the Western Café. Head east toward Red Lodge, a much smaller but equally historic ski town. Along the way, stop in Livingston to peruse art galleries, look for celebrities, or even fish or raft the Yellowstone. Continue on to Big Timber for a late lunch at the Grand Hotel. Arrive in Red Lodge in time for a quick meal at the Red Box Car and a downy bed at the historic Pollard Hotel.

Day 3: Red Lodge

After a leisurely breakfast, stroll by the shops up and down Broadway, and check out the critters at the Yellowstone Wildlife Sanctuary. Later, grab some picnic supplies at Café Regis and head out on a scenic hike in the Beartooths, perhaps the Basin Creek Lakes Trail. Back in town, enjoy a sumptuous meal at Bridge Creek Backcountry Kitchen and Wine Bar.


  
Where the Wild Things Are

[image: image]

The National Bison Range is one of the oldest animal refuges in the country.



Appreciating wildlife is as much a part of the culture as mountains are part of the landscape. The most obvious choice for prime wildlife viewing is Yellowstone National Park, where animals have the right of way; just try telling a herd of rutting bison that you have to be somewhere. Grand Teton and Glacier National Parks are also great bets, although the restricted roads and dense forests can limit visibility. Both states are packed with public lands and refuges (Wyoming has 7 national wildlife refuges, and Montana has 15) that offer prime habitat to any number of species.

MONTANA

• Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge is in fact two wildlife refuges and a wetland management district that host more birds than you could ever imagine.

• Located in Moiese between the Flathead and Missoula, the National Bison Range is home to 350-500 bison, along with white-tailed and mule deer, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope, and elk.

• About 30 miles south of Missoula in Stevensville, the Lee Metcalf National Wildlife Refuge provides habitat for migratory birds including ospreys, eagles, and hawks as well as larger animals including wolves, coyotes, black bears, and badgers.

• Near Lima, the Red Rock Lakes National Wildlife Refuge hosts more than 230 species of birds—including the once-endangered trumpeter swan—and other wildlife including bears, wolves, and moose.

WYOMING

• Just outside Jackson, the National Elk Refuge is home to more than 7,000 elk throughout the winter months.

• In Dubois, the National Bighorn Sheep Interpretive Center offers winter tours of the nearby Whiskey Mountain Habitat Area. Self-guided tours take visitors into prime sheep country, where waterfowl, raptors, and moose can often be seen as well.

• North of Green River, the wetland habitat of the Seedskadee National Wildlife Refuge hosts some 200 bird species, including Canada geese, great blue herons, and swans.

• Just north of Rock Springs, the White Mountains are home to 800-1,000 wild mustangs. Pronghorn, sage grouse, coyotes, and eagles also frequent the region.




Day 4: Red Lodge to Cody (about 114 miles)


Experience two of the most breathtaking drives in the region. Pack a picnic lunch and head up and over the Beartooth Highway (U.S. 212), and be sure to make plenty of stops along the way. Look for mountain goats at the summit. Consider an alpine hike: The Clay Butte Fire Lookout Tower, only a mile from the highway, puts you above 11,000 feet; the eight-mile scenic loop around Beartooth Lake offers level terrain with spectacular scenery. Stop in Cooke City if you need a shot of civilization (or espresso), or continue to the Chief Joseph Scenic Highway (Hwy. 296) south to Cody. Arrive in time for a fantastic dinner at Geyser Brewing Company and a cozy room at the Chamberlin Inn.

Day 5: Cody

After breakfast, head out on the hour-long Cody Trolley Tour, which can include tickets to the Buffalo Bill Center of the West. Spend most of the day exploring its five museums. Before dinner at the celebrated Irma Hotel, grab a cocktail and step outside to watch the Cody Gunfighters. After dinner, head over to the Cody Nite Rodeo for a two-hour action-packed show with local cowboys and cowgirls.

Day 6: Cody to Tower Junction (about 111 miles)

On your way out of town, stop by Old Trail Town and the Museum of the West. Then head farther west on the Buffalo Bill Scenic Byway toward the east entrance of Yellowstone National Park. Stop for a bite at Buffalo Bill Cody’s historic Pahaska Tepee resort. Once inside the park, check out the phenomenal Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and the wildlife-rich Hayden Valley on your way to Tower Junction and the classic Roosevelt Lodge. Arrive in time to ride horseback (or travel by covered wagon) to the Old West Cookout Dinner. Then retire to your rustic cabin under the stars.

Day 7: Tower Junction to Paradise Valley (about 59 miles)

Early birds will delight in a sunrise drive through the famed Lamar Valley for amazing opportunities to spot wildlife, including wolves and bears. Consider a hike up to Trout Lake or maybe meander along the trout waters of Slough Creek. Turn around and head back north to Mammoth Hot Springs, where you can amble around the colorful geothermal features. For lunch, try the mini trout tacos at the Mammoth Hotel Dining Room and Terrace Grill, just below the geothermal terraces. On your way out of the park, perhaps you’ll want to soak in the Boiling River between Mammoth and Gardiner, or just wait until you arrive at Chico Hot Springs Resort to enjoy the naturally heated waters. After a gourmet dinner, settle in to Chico for the night and listen for Percy, the resident ghost.
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  Chico Hot Springs Resort is a classic Montana lodge with natural hot springs on site.



Day 8: Paradise Valley to Lake, Wyoming (about 91 miles)

Backtrack through the park’s northern entrance. River rats should take a morning raft trip on the Yellowstone River through Yankee Jim Canyon. Inside the park, head to Norris for another education in geology and supervolcanology. Then head to Canyon—check out the canyon or the falls from another angle, or even on a trail like Uncle Tom’s Trail, which will take you to the spectacular Lower Falls. Wind up your day with a cocktail on the porch and a relaxing dinner at the idyllic Lake Hotel.

Day 9: Lake to Jackson (about 95 miles)

After a morning stroll at water’s edge, head down to West Thumb Geyser Basin, an incredible selection of geothermal features. From there, continue south to Grand Teton National Park. You’ll pass this way again in two days, so don’t feel pressured to stop at every scenic turnout. Grab lunch along the way and try a hike along the gentle Lakeshore Trail at Colter Bay. Continue down to Jackson and settle in at the Anvil Motel. Walk just a few blocks for dinner at the Snake River Grill, and perhaps a nightcap at the famous Million Dollar Cowboy Bar.
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  Blue sky, yellow flowers, and white peaks signal the start of summer in the Northern Rockies.



Day 10: Jackson Hole

Hit the local favorite—The Bunnery—for a hearty breakfast. White-water enthusiasts will have no shortage of options on the Snake River. Mountain bikers and hikers can hit the alpine slopes at either Snow King in town or off the fabulous gondola at Jackson Hole Mountain Resort, or consider horseback riding. If you have the energy in the afternoon, visit the National Museum of Wildlife Art before grabbing a margarita and some Mexican fare at Pica’s. Wednesday and Saturday nights you can catch the Jackson Rodeo.

Day 11: Jackson to Old Faithful (about 98 miles)

After breakfast, head north toward Grand Teton and Yellowstone. Stop at Jenny Lake for a hike to Hidden Falls or Inspiration Point, a boat ride, or just a picnic. Continue north through Grand Teton, checking out the sights you missed on the way down. Once in Yellowstone, drive north and west to Old Faithful and stay at the Old Faithful Inn for the night. There are great trails along the way, including an easy jaunt to Lone Star Geyser. Explore the area before settling in for dinner and a bed at the inn. If you can keep your eyes open, Old Faithful eruptions in the moonlight are pretty unforgettable.

Day 12: Old Faithful to West Yellowstone (about 32 miles)

After a leisurely morning, head north and then west to the town of West Yellowstone. Enjoy this small but dense section of the park on your way out. Don’t miss the opportunity to swim in the thermally heated waters of the Firehole River. In West Yellowstone, check out the Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center and the adjacent Yellowstone IMAX Theatre. Grab a bison burger at Buckaroo Bill’s Ice Cream or a gourmet meal at Bar N Ranch before calling it a night in a cozy safari tent at Yellowstone Under Canvas.

Day 13: West Yellowstone to Big Sky (about 51 miles)

Head over to the Freeheel & Wheel to rent a bike and then hit the famous Rendezvous Trails, where Olympic Nordic skiers have trained. After lunch, continue north through the scenic Gallatin Canyon toward Big Sky Resort. There are countless hiking trails and fishing spots along the way. Plan on spending the night at Big Sky Resort; head to dinner in the dining room at the nearby Lone Mountain Ranch.
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  Trumpeter swans can be found in Yellowstone.



Day 14: Big Sky to Bozeman (about 44 miles)

Start your day with a short hike to scenic Ousel Falls and then jump in a Geyser Whitewater raft to white-knuckle it down the Gallatin River canyon. Then head back to Bozeman to enjoy the mountain vistas and toast your trip over a bison steak or burger at Ted’s Montana Grill or a rustic Italian meal at Blackbird Kitchen.

Seven-Day Glacier Road Trip

Start your tour of Montana’s magnificent northwest corner in Missoula, the hometown of A River Runs Through It author Norman Maclean and dozens of the state’s literary heroes. Although the city is surrounded by wilderness, the University of Montana community gives the town something of an urban vibe. Those who want to spend less time on the road could start and finish the journey in Kalispell. Because of the mountain terrain, the driving time is often much longer than the mileage suggests.

Day 1: Missoula to Bigfork (about 100 miles)

Arrive in Missoula; check out the shops on Higgins Avenue and the hip Missoula Art Museum, grab a pastry or sandwich from Bernice’s Bakery, and walk along the lovely riverfront trails. Next, head north toward Glacier country. At Ravalli, choose your direction—northwest toward the National Bison Range at Moiese or northeast to the historic mission at St. Ignatius. The forks come together again just south of Ronan, where you’ll continue north along the east shore of Flathead Lake to the waterfront village of Bigfork. Stop along the way to gorge yourself on Flathead cherries or just to stretch your legs and wet your toes in the lake. In Bigfork, settle in at the Mountain Lake Lodge for two restful nights.

Day 2: Bigfork

Try white-water rafting on the Flathead River or sea kayaking on the lake with the Flathead Raft Company, or rent your own craft at Bigfork Water Sports. Take an incredible hike—maybe to Black Lake or Twin Lakes—in the nearby Jewel Basin. Leave some time for browsing the cute shops around town, and reward yourself with a gourmet dinner at the eclectic Mosaic Restaurant.
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  Bigfork is a burst of color all summer long.



Day 3: Bigfork to Whitefish (about 34 miles)

Start your day at the Echo Lake Café before heading north toward Kalispell, where you can check out the contemporary art scene at the Hockaday Museum of Art. Consider a hike or bike ride at Whitefish Mountain Resort. Consider hiking the Danny On Trail, just 3.8 miles to the summit, and then a gondola ride down. For dinner, try Latitude 48 then wander the art galleries and boutiques. Settle in for the night at the Duck Inn.

Day 4: Whitefish to Many Glacier (about 94 miles)

Get a hearty breakfast and a mindblowingly good piece of pie at Loula’s Café before heading into Glacier National Park. Stop at Lake McDonald to soak in the majestic beauty and prepare yourself for the vistas still ahead on the Going-to-the-Sun Road. Stop for a hike; the Hidden Lake Overlook from Logan Pass is a stunner. Continue east out of the park through St. Mary and Babb, where you can treat yourself to dinner at Two Sisters Café before heading back into the phenomenal Many Glacier Valley to camp or stay at the historic Many Glacier Hotel.
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  The Going-to-the-Sun Road offers world-class engineering and unmatched natural architecture.



Day 5: Many Glacier

Plan to spend the day adventuring around Many Glacier. Possible activities include an endless number of hiking trails and canoeing, kayaking, or cruising on Swiftcurrent Lake. One option is to combine a scenic cruise with a hike to Grinnell Glacier. Other options include ranger-led hikes and Red Bus Tours. For dinner, try the fondue in the Ptarmigan Dining Room at the Many Glacier Hotel.
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  See Glacier National Park on one of the Red Bus Tours.



Day 6: Many Glacier to East Glacier (about 46 miles)

After a morning hike, head south toward East Glacier. Stop for recreation in St. Mary or continue farther south into the isolated Two Medicine Valley. Consider combining a 45-minute cruise on Two Medicine Lake, cutting six miles off the hike to Twin Falls. Another option is to cruise and then hike to No Name Lake. Finish the day in East Glacier with a hearty meal at the Glacier Village Café and a room at the historic Glacier Park Lodge.

Day 7: East Glacier to Missoula (about 222 miles)

This is the longest day by far in the car, but there is some magnificent scenery and plenty of places to stop along the way. From East Glacier, drive southwest on U.S. Highway 2 over Marias Pass, then north along the west side of Glacier National Park. As you enter Columbia Falls, turn south onto Highway 206 and continue on Highway 35 toward Creston. Take Highway 83, the Swan Highway, south through the scenic Seeley-Swan Valley. You’ll pass Swan and Seeley Lakes, among others. Time it right and you can stop for an incredible lunch and hike at Holland Lake Lodge. At Highway 200, continue west back to Missoula, where you can recall the highlights of your trip over a sustainably grown and inventive meal at Red Bird Restaurant.


  
    Native American Roots
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    Native Americans celebrating during a powwow

  

  The culture and lives of indigenous people have powerfully defined the identities of both Montana and Wyoming. Both states offer tremendous opportunities for those interested in learning about and experiencing Native American history, traditions, and contemporary life.

  Blackfeet Cultural History Tours

  Step-on guided trips of the Blackfeet Reservation take guests to buffalo jumps, tipi rings, and medicine lodges. Tours often include visits to the Museum of the Plains Indian.

  Big Hole National Battlefield

  This moving historic site bears witness to the battle between Chief Joseph’s band of Nez Perce and the U.S. Army.

  Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument

  This is where thousands of Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho warriors fought under such legendary figures as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and more than 200 men from his 7th Cavalry died in the brief battle. A wonderful way to explore the monument is by hiring a Native American guide through Apsalooke Tours.

  Crow Fair

  Held the third week in August every year since 1904, Crow Fair is considered the largest outdoor powwow in the world. More than 12,000 people camp out in more than 1,500 tipis erected on the banks of the Little Bighorn River.

  Medicine Wheel National Historic Landmark

  This mysterious carved stone wheel has spiritual but unexplained significance to many Native American tribes. Interpretive tours are offered by local Native American guides.

  Devils Tower

  This iconic rocky sentinel, the first national monument in the country, is considered sacred by numerous tribes, all of whom have unique origin stories for it. A voluntary climbing closure is in effect each June out of respect for various Native American ceremonies.

  Wind River Reservation

  Wyoming’s only reservation is home to about 5,000 Northern Arapaho and some 2,500 Eastern Shoshone Indians. Sights of interest include the Shoshone Tribal Cultural Center and the grave sites of the two most prominent Shoshone Indians, Chief Washakie and Lewis and Clark’s guide, Sacagawea.

  The best time to visit is during the annual three-day powwows. The largest Shoshone powwow is the Eastern Shoshone Indian Days Powwow and Rodeo, held the fourth weekend in June. The largest Arapaho powwow is the Ethete Powwow in late July.




Cowboys, Hot Springs, and Wide Open Spaces


Though it is not as large as Montana, Wyoming feels remarkably spacious. This 10-day road trip includes two tried-and-true cowboy towns, a geological wonder, an outdoors mecca, four days at a working ranch, and all the beautiful and historical sights in between. As is true of the other itineraries, the goal is to minimize driving time while maximizing the destinations.

Day 1: Sheridan

Ease into your cowboy experience with a visit to the Trail End State Historic Site. Check out the Western duds at the legendary King’s Saddlery, and don’t leave without a King Ropes baseball cap, which is de rigueur in the West. Wander around town, nosing into some of the shops and galleries along Main Street. On Friday or Saturday, enjoy dinner at the Sheridan Palace. Otherwise, head over to Wyoming’s Rib & Chop House. Wind things down at the classic Mint Bar and find a comfy bed at the Mill Inn.


  Small Town Rodeos: The Biggest Parties in the West

  With more than 100 annual events between May and November, it’s hard to drive through Montana and Wyoming without running into a rodeo. Sit on a sun-baked wooden bench with a beer in one hand and a bag of popcorn in the other in a small town like Livingston, Montana, or Ten Sleep, Wyoming, and enjoy the show.

  MONTANA

  Miles City Bucking Horse Sale (third full weekend in May)

  Since 1914, the country’s best bucking stock have been showcased at this world-famous event in Miles City. The party atmosphere follows the crowds from the rodeo into town and every bar throughout the long weekend for concerts, street dances, and a small-town parade. For horses, bulls, and riders, this is the event to get noticed.

  Gardiner Rodeo (Father’s Day weekend)

  Just outside Yellowstone’s north entrance, in the shadow of Electric Peak, the annual rodeo in tiny Gardiner includes all the standards—bull riding, saddle bronc riding, bareback bronc riding, steer wrestling, barrel racing, and breakaway roping—with a timeless small-town charm.

  Augusta American Legion Rodeo and Parade (last Sunday in June)

  Held in the hamlet of Augusta, at the edge of the spectacular Rocky Mountain Front, this is one of the biggest and oldest one-day rodeos in the state. The town throws its biggest party of the year with rodeo action, a barbecue, a street dance, and even an art show.

  Livingston Roundup (July 2-4)

  Offering the 10th-highest purse in the United States over the Fourth of July weekend, this festive event puts Livingston on the map with big-name rodeo action, a popular parade, nightly fireworks, and more than 10,000 spectators that flood this riverfront community.

  Wolf Point Wild Horse Stampede (second weekend in July)

  Montana’s oldest rodeo, the Wild Horse Stampede in Wolf Point, on the Fort Peck Indian Reservation, is a three-day event that includes professional rodeo, daily parades and a carnival, the famous wild horse race street dances, and a kids’ stick-horse rodeo.

  WYOMING

  Thermopolis Cowboy Rendezvous (weekend after Father’s Day)

  From tailgate parties and a Western dance to a pancake breakfast and parade, the small-town rodeo in Thermopolis ushers in the pro rodeo circuit for the Big Horn Basin with plenty of action and family fun.

  Buffalo Bill Cody Stampede (July 1-4)

  With all the showmanship one would expect from a town named after Buffalo Bill Cody, this professional rodeo lets the town shine with all of the classic events including bareback riding, roping, steer wrestling, barrel racing, saddle bronc, and bull riding. The rest of the summer, visitors can get a true sense of small-town rodeo at the Cody Nite Rodeo.

  Ten Sleep Fourth of July Rodeo (two days over the Fourth of July)

  With a rodeo history that dates back to 1903 and includes some of the biggest names in the sport, Ten Sleep boasts rodeo action throughout summer. Special events at the annual Fourth of July shindig include a Pony Express Ride from nearby Hyattville, Main Street parade, old-fashioned rodeo, fireworks, and a sometimes-bloody wild horse race.

  Sheridan WYO Rodeo (usually the second week in July)

  This is the biggest week of the year for Sheridan. There is a golf tournament, art show, rodeo royalty pageant, carnival, Indian relay races, parade, and street dance on top of four nights of pro-rodeo action.

  Platte River Rodeo Association Rodeo (second full weekend in July)

  Located at the arena in Saratoga, this small-town gem features amateur rodeo and plenty of kid’s events ranging from goat dressing and mutton bustin’ to steer riding.



Day 2: Sheridan to Thermopolis (160-205 miles)

To get from Sheridan to Thermopolis, there are a couple of starkly beautiful drives, both offering access to interesting sights and countless trails in the Bighorn National Forest.

The Big Horn Scenic Byway (about 205 miles) climbs up and over the mountains past such sights as the Connor Battlefield near Ranchester, the Medicine Wheel National Historic Landmark, and the Bighorn Canyon National Recreation Area, where mustangs can be spotted. This route follows Highway 14 to Lovell and then south toward Thermopolis.

The shorter route (about 160 miles) is higher but no less scenic. It heads south to Buffalo past the impressive Fort Phil Kearny, then over the Cloud Peak Skyway Scenic Byway through Ten Sleep to Worland and eventually south to Thermopolis.

As you pull into Thermopolis, head to the colorful and otherworldly Hot Springs State Park. Stroll along the Spirit Trail or stop into the historic State Bath House for a swim before checking into the Best Western Plaza Hotel. For dinner, try the schnitzel at Stones Throw Restaurant.
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  Thermopolis is a town built on thermal features.



Day 3: Thermopolis to Casper (about 134 miles)

Spend the day in Thermopolis, exploring the park and soaking in the medicinal waters. Arrange for a tour of the Wyoming Dinosaur Center and Dig Sites. You can even participate in their archaeological digs. Fill your belly at the Thermopolis Café before heading south through some of the oldest rock formations on the planet. Consider planning a white-water excursion with the Wind River Canyon Whitewater and Fly Fishing Outfitter, the only outfit licensed to operate on the Wind River Reservation. Keep your eyes peeled for bighorn sheep. At Shoshoni, head east toward Casper. After a gourmet burger at the Wyoming Burger Company, settle in for two nights at the Sunburst Lodge on Casper Mountain.
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  The Wind River Canyon offers a very a scenic drive.



Day 4: Casper

Wake up to wilderness on Casper Mountain. There are endless options for ways to enjoy it: Hike or bike the trails, or fish on the well-recovered North Platte River. For a more cultural experience, head to the Nicolaysen Art Museum and Discovery Center and the wonderful National Historic Trails Interpretive Center. Lunch at The Cottage Café and plan for dinner at Bosco’s. Baseball fans can get tickets to watch the collegiate league Casper Cutthroats. Back on the mountain, if the Crimson Dawn Museum is open, stop in to drink in the lore of the mountain.

Day 5: Casper to Buffalo (about 115 miles)

Head north on I-87, which runs parallel to the old Bozeman Trail. This is stark open country, with the Thunder Basin National Grassland sweeping out east of the highway. In Buffalo, belly up to the bar in the historic Occidental Hotel for a meal and a cozy room for the night. For a little exercise, hit the 13-mile Clear Creek Trail System. If you’re lucky, you’ll be able to catch the weekly Cowgirl Rodeo (Tuesday) or the Lion’s Club Rodeo (Friday).

Day 6: Buffalo to T-A Guest Ranch (about 23 miles)

Rise early and hightail it to the T-A Guest Ranch, south of Buffalo off Highway 196, where you’ll spend the next four days. This is where cowboy culture comes to life.

Days 7-9: T-A Guest Ranch

Spend the next three nights enjoying an authentic ranch experience. Activities range from riding to fly-fishing, hiking, biking, and golf. You’ll visit tipi rings and Bozeman Trail sites on the property, plus important battlefields nearby. Expect to work and play hard.

Day 10: T-A Guest Ranch to Sheridan (about 59 miles)

Trade your saddle for a bucket seat and head north to Sheridan. Consider a stop at Fort Phil Kearny State Historic Site and the tiny town of Big Horn to see the Bradford Brinton Memorial and Museum. Enjoy a last meal—Wyoming gourmet—at Frackleton’s on Main Street in Sheridan.
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  The clear waters of Jackson Lake are a stunning mirror for the Tetons.
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Eastern Montana is an amalgam of landscapes and cultures. From Billings’s rimrocks and urban vibe to the rolling hills of the Little Bighorn Battlefield and the stark yet startlingly beautiful terrain along the Missouri River Breaks, eastern Montana is a vibrant and colorful blend of past and present. Home to four of the state’s seven Indian reservations, the region is rich with history and culture.

Sometimes referred to as Montana east of the mountains, rather than eastern Montana (in truth, the region occupies more than a third of the state’s land mass), this region may not have the mountainous grandeur that most people expect when they visit Montana, but it has a sense of authenticity, a grittiness, that is not often duplicated elsewhere in the state. There are plenty of towns in eastern Montana that were founded by accident, when someone’s wagon broke down and options were limited. A day’s drive in this region gives visitors a true sense of the hardscrabble life in these parts, the unavoidable isolation and yet the incredible value placed on community. And there is beauty here that should not be overlooked. The often crumbling architecture of agriculture—leaning barns, lonely grain elevators, and rusted equipment—is as much a part of the landscape here as mountains are farther west. The tones of golden light are subtle but too plentiful to count. The clouds change their moods often and play tricks with the shadows.
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Though few and far between, the northern communities in this region—Malta, Scobey, Plentywood, and Wolf Point, to name a few—are strong and tightly knit. They have to be in the face of the Bakken oil boom—and all that comes with it—just over the border in North Dakota. The Fort Peck Indian Reservation is a hopeful study in relations between Native Americans and white settlers. In this part of Montana, the hunting ethos is as deeply rooted as the agricultural way of life. Farther south, bigger towns like Glendive and Miles City boast a strong cowboy culture and some surprisingly important art, and the Crow Indian Reservation is a carefully preserved piece of Western history. Billings, Montana’s largest city and frankly not known for its beauty, is not unpleasant in its size, modernity, and ease of access. Though decidedly industrial, the city is populated by fiercely loyal and proud residents, many of whom have been in the area for generations. Strong art, theater, and sports scenes are part of the city’s pulse.



HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Yellowstone Art Museum: Housed in an old jail, this art museum is renowned for its permanent collection of Montana artists, both historical and cutting-edge contemporary (click here).

M Pictograph Cave State Park: The caves in this state park contain evidence of human habitation dating back more than 4,500 years, including pictographs of people, animals, and even weapons (click here).

M Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument: This historic site is a moving tribute to one of the last armed battles in which Native Americans fought to preserve their land and way of life. An annual reenactment brings to life the terror and tragic meaning of the event (click here).

M Crow Fair: This five-day celebration on the Crow Indian Reservation features an all-Indian rodeo, daily parades, and horse racing (click here).

M WaterWorks Art Museum: Housed in a century-old waterworks building, this is a gem of a Western art museum (click here).

M Miles City Bucking Horse Sale: Held the third full weekend in May, this rodeo is packed with cowboy swagger (click here).

M Makoshika State Park: The colorful rock layers at Montana’s largest state park are a fascinating lesson in geological time travel (click here).

M Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge: Walk or drive through this stunning blend of glacial-drift prairie and shallow wetland to see hundreds of migrating birds (click here).

M Pioneer Town in Scobey: More than 35 buildings from Scobey’s past have been restored to their early 20th-century glory (click here).

M Fort Peck Dam: The dam’s interpretive center and museum chronicle not only the remarkable structure itself but the staggering number of fossils unearthed during its construction, local dinosaur finds, and Sioux and Assiniboine culture (click here).



Whether you see this region as the Big Sky, the Big Open, or just an obvious and easy access point, this is a part of the state that will enchant you with historical and geographic context for everything else Montana has to offer.

HISTORY

For thousands of years, the area along the Yellowstone River and its vicinity were hunting and gathering sites for prehistoric and modern Indians. At various times, the territory around modern-day Billings was sought after by the Sioux, Blackfeet, Cheyenne, and Crow Indians. The area up and down eastern Montana was critical in the conflicts between the U.S. Army and Native Americans. Perhaps no battlefield in the country is better known than the Battle of the Little Bighorn, where Custer made his infamous last stand. The Crow and Sioux tribes continue to have a strong presence in the region on both the Crow Reservation near Hardin and the Fort Peck Reservation in the northeast corner of the state.

Lewis and Clark traveled through eastern Montana on their journey back from the West Coast in 1806. They left the only physical sign of their entire journey—Clark’s signature and the date—on a 200-foot rocky outcropping that Clark named Pompeys Pillar, not far from Billings.

Coulson was the first town established in the area by white settlers, in 1877. When the Northern Pacific Railway was looking to extend its tracks, landowners in Coulson saw a quick way to make a lot of money and demanded exorbitant prices of the railroad. Rather than acquiesce to the requests, the railroad established a new town as the railhead for their western line, two miles southeast of Coulson, and named it after the Northern Pacific Railway’s president, Frederick Billings. Within six months the city was bustling with a population of 2,000. Its rapid growth gave rise to the city’s moniker, “the Magic City,” which stands today. The open prairie around the city continued to attract many homesteaders and their families. When the Yellowstone Valley was irrigated in 1879, hundreds of sugar beet fields popped up, and by 1906 a sugar refinery was built in Billings. Soon migrant labor (including Japanese, Russo-Germans, and Mexicans) arrived to work in the fields. During the 20th century, Billings grew and thrived as an industrial center with a diverse economy in agriculture (grains, sugar beets, beef, and dairy cattle), energy (coal, natural gas, and oil), and transportation (air, rail, and trucking). Today, Montana’s largest city is a major health care hub for eastern Montana, Wyoming, and the Dakotas and is home to the state’s second-busiest airport (it was overtaken by Bozeman’s airport in 2013).

The vast open stretches of eastern Montana, interrupted by small agricultural or railroad towns, were long home to massive herds of bison and the Native Americans who lived in pursuit of the animal. Miles City, which grew into a town in 1876 thanks to a handful of wayward civilians fired by Col. Nelson A. Miles from his nearby military encampment along the Tongue River, became one of the largest shipping points for bison hides. Other towns in the region—Glendive, Fort Peck, Plentywood, and Scobey, among others—sprang up as the result of the railroads, the Great Northern and the Northern Pacific, as well as the various homestead acts that lured settlers with the promise of plentiful land. Today, these communities continue to shift and change with the economic and social implications of the massive oil boom in North Dakota and its powerful impact on life in these parts.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

For travelers who are willing to take their time and let the state unfold slowly as opposed to the drama of the one-two mountain-sky knockout punch, eastern Montana is an ideal place to start a Montana road trip. There is subtlety here in the landscape and the light as well as a feeling of timelessness. When you drive on the prairie, it is not such a stretch to imagine the first travelers to this region. In fact, some Lewis and Clark buffs suggest that the only landscape the explorers would recognize today is Montana, simply because it hasn’t changed much. Even a stroll down Main Street can feel like a step back in time, with still-bustling and vital local hardware stores in every town, and instead of fast-food or chain restaurants there are real bakeries, doughnut shops, and cafés. Take your time in eastern Montana: Stop for pie, stop to chat, and just slow down and enjoy.
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Most visitors traveling by car from the east will arrive in Montana via either I-94 at Wibaux or I-90 near Wyola, just south of the Little Bighorn Battlefield.

Although “the Magic City” is the largest in Montana, and one of the easiest and least expensive to get to by air, Billings is not what its moniker suggests. Still, Billings has an authenticity and vitality that makes a visit worthwhile. It is also an excellent place to launch explorations of eastern and central Montana.

Driving in this region, and throughout Montana and Wyoming, can eat up entire days, but the journey itself can be incredibly worthwhile. In 2010, the state introduced a tongue-in-cheek, in-state marketing campaign with the slogan “Get Lost.” In eastern Montana getting lost—in wide-open spaces, vast wilderness refuges, and friendly little towns—is an absolutely enchanting experience.


Billings and Vicinity


Though not a tourist attraction per se, Billings (population 105,636, elevation 3,124 feet) is the largest city in the state and the hub for much of eastern Montana. The city is a center for industry, including oil refineries and stockyards, and serves much of eastern and central Montana with two major hospitals, three colleges, and significant shopping options. Billings used to be the place to buy a car, see a specialist doctor, or stock up at Costco. That has changed with growth across the state, but Billings still attracts a good number of visitors from around the state for both practical and decidedly more entertaining purposes.

The MetraPark is popular as a venue for concerts, trade shows, and rodeos and serves as the fairgrounds and horse racing track. The Alberta Bair Theater for the Performing Arts is the largest of its kind between Minneapolis and Spokane. The Yellowstone Art Museum boasts an impressive collection of contemporary Montana art, in addition to past masters, and is well worth a visit. The rimrocks around the city offer wonderful perspectives—you can see five mountain ranges—and there is a great network of hiking and biking trails.

SIGHTS

Guided Tours

Billings is not as easily navigated on foot as Montana’s significantly smaller cities, but a number of tour companies offer opportunities to see the city’s high points. The Fun Express Bus (406/254-7180, www.montanafunadventures.com, 11:30am and 7pm Mon.-Fri. and 2pm Sat.-Sun. June-Labor Day, 2pm Sat.-Sun. Labor Day-May, $25 adults, $22 military, $15 children 7-15, free for children 6 and under) offers 90-minute historical tours that feature underground tunnels, creepy cemeteries, haunted hotels, and the venerable Moss Mansion. The Billings Trolley and Bus Company (406/252-1778 or 800/698-1778, www.mttotaltransportation.com) offers customized and lighthearted tours of Billings’s historic district; the Christmas Light Tour is a winner.

M Yellowstone Art Museum

The Yellowstone Art Museum (401 N. 27th St., 406/256-6804, www.artmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat., 10am-8pm Thurs., noon-5pm Sun. Memorial Day-Labor Day, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Sat., 10am-8pm Thurs.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sun. Labor Day-Memorial Day, $6 adults, $3 children 6-18 and students, $12 family, free for children under 6) is an important visual arts center for Montana. The Montana Collection is an impressive array of more than 2,000 works by the state’s most lauded contemporary artists, including Russell Chatham, Freeman Butts, Deborah Butterfield, and Theodore Waddell. The museum also houses a significant number of works by Will James and early Montana modernist Isabelle Johnson. The Visible Vault gives visitors a glimpse of how and where the museum stores their 7,300-object permanent collection.

Moss Mansion

For 87 years the family of fabulously successful entrepreneur Preston Boyd Moss lived happily in Billings’s Moss Mansion (914 Division St., 406/256-5100, www.mossmansion.com, tours 10am-3pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-3pm Sun. summer, 1pm-3pm Tues.-Sun. fall-spring, $10 adults, $7 seniors and military, $6 children 6-17. The 1903 home, designed by New York architect Henry Janeway Hardenbergh, who also designed New York City’s original Waldorf Astoria and Plaza Hotels, was lovingly maintained by the family and turned into a museum. It can only be seen on the one-hour tours, which offer a fascinating glimpse into the Moss family’s elegant lifestyle. Much of the original furnishings and art decorate the mansion today. Winter holiday tours are a special treat, when the mansion is decorated for Christmas.
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Western Heritage Center

Beautifully housed downtown in the former Parmly Billings Memorial Library, the Western Heritage Center (2282 Montana Ave., 406/256-6809, www.ywhc.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., $5 adults, $3 students and seniors, $1 children under 12) is an affiliate of the Smithsonian Institution and has an extensive collection that documents the history of the Yellowstone River Valley. There is also a sizable collection of works by artist J.K. Ralston. The museum is one of the few dedicated to recording and collecting oral histories of various regional Native American groups.

M Pictograph Cave State Park

Located southeast of Billings among the sandstone cliffs that form the rimrocks, Pictograph Cave State Park (3401 Coburn Rd., 406/254-7342, www.stateparks.mt.gov, 8am-8pm daily late May-early Sept., 10am-6pm daily Apr.-May and Sept., 10am-5pm daily Oct.-Mar., $5/vehicle nonresidents, free for Montana residents) contains three caves with evidence of human habitation that is more than 4,500 years old. Pictographs that date back 2,200 years can also be seen in one of the caves. Binoculars are helpful since visitors are kept some distance back in order to protect the ancient artwork. In 1936 a significant archaeological survey uncovered more than 30,000 artifacts from the site, including barbed harpoon points made from caribou horn. The park was vandalized in the 1950s and 1960s, when much of the artwork was covered with graffiti. Today it has been carefully restored, and in places, tracings from the initial archaeological study have been overlaid on the originals in order to make the vivid images more visible. A nice trail system winds through the park, and picnic facilities are available for day use only.
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Pompeys Pillar National Monument

Twenty-five miles east of Billings is Pompeys Pillar (I-94 exit 23 to 2nd St. S., 406/875-2400, www.pompeyspillar.org, 8am-8pm daily early May-Sept., pedestrians permitted dawn-dusk Oct.-Apr., $7/vehicle/day), an age-old landmark that bears the signature of Captain William Clark of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Named by Clark for Sacagawea’s son, Jean Baptiste Charbonneau, nicknamed “Pomp,” the sandstone pillar has a storied history both before and after Clark signed it on July 25, 1806: There were Indian pictographs on the 200-foot-tall rock when he first laid eyes on it. In 1873, Custer’s troops were camped opposite the pillar along the banks of the Yellowstone River when they were fired on by Sioux warriors. When the gate is locked, from October through April, pedestrians can park along the road and walk the mile from the gate to the pillar.

Every year on the last weekend in July, the Pompeys Pillar Historical Association host Clark Days (406/967-3281), a celebration of the pillar’s past with lively history lectures and presentations, nature walks, hot meals, and plenty of activities geared toward the whole family. It is the only night of the year that camping is allowed on the grounds of the pillar, and no admission fee is charged during the two-day festivities.
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The Moss Mansion is a mainstay of downtown Billings.



ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

The Arts

Billings offers a host of urban culture. There are numerous theatrical performances and concerts at the Alberta Bair Theater (2801 3rd Ave. N., 406/256-6052, www.albertabairtheater.org), including the Billings Symphony Orchestra and Chorale (406/256-3610, www.billingssymphony.org, Sept.-June) and the Rimrock Opera (406/671-2214, www.novabillings.org), known for their One Act Festival each summer and popular performances throughout the year. The Billings Studio Theatre (1500 Rimrock Rd., 406/248-1141, www.billingsstudiotheatre.com) also offers excellent theater with tremendous community support.

Festivals and Events

An excellent resource for finding specific events during your visit to Billings is www.Billings365.com, which highlights every sort of daily happening from concerts and food-related events to sports and recreation.

Few artificial objects enhance a skyline as spectacularly as a flock of hot-air balloons. Billings’s annual Magic City Hot Air Balloon Rally (Amend Park off King Ave. E., 406/671-3104, www.magiccityhotairballoonrally.com, $175 for a ride), held on a weekend in late July or early August, lights up the sky with early-morning flights, dusk Balloon Glows, and plenty of camaraderie.

Sponsored by the Yellowstone Art Museum, Summerfair (Veteran’s Park, corner of Poly Dr. and 13th St. W., 406/256-6804, ext. 239, www.artmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $2 adults, $1 students, $5 family) is the largest juried arts and crafts festival in the region. Typically held on a weekend in mid-late July, the fair includes more than 100 artist booths, loads of activities for kids, live entertainment, and a food court.

The state’s largest annual event, MontanaFair (MetraPark, 308 6th Ave. N., 406/256-2400 or 800/366-8538, www.montanafair.com, $8 adults, $5 seniors, $5 children 6-12, free for children 5 and under, call ahead for special deals and concert tickets), running for nine days starting the second week of August, is an agricultural fair in the classic tradition. In addition to arts and crafts competitions and displays in everything from pigs and tomato-growing to pickles and crochet, MontanaFair events include major concerts, motorsports, bull riding, rodeo, and a good old-fashioned carnival.

For beer lovers, Ales for Trails (at changing venues in downtown Billings, 406/281-1244, www.bikenet.org) in late September offers 40 microbrews, local food vendors, and great local music. The event benefits the Heritage Trail System’s 36-plus miles of pedestrian-friendly bike trails throughout Billings, which have earned Billings the “Green City” title in Organic Gardening magazine.

Growing like mad since its origins in 2001, the four-day Magic City Blues (downtown Billings, www.magiccityblues.com) music festival held in mid-August offers an impressive lineup of big-name artists in unique outdoor settings.
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Some of the pictographs at Pictograph Cave State Park are more than 2,200 years old.



For visitors looking to add a little Old West experience to their Billings stay, Pappy’s Cowboy Cookout (I-90 east to exit 462, south on Pryor Creek Road to the first gate on the right, 406/348-2048 or 406/672-5941, www.westernromancecompany.com, dawn-dusk May 1-Sept. 30, call for prices), 15 minutes southeast of downtown, offers a gourmet cowboy dinner under the big sky. Guests arrive at the chuckwagon camp in a covered wagon. Games like horseshoes and calf roping are available at the camp, and live country music rounds out the evening. Trail rides can be arranged separately.

SHOPPING

While Billings is more often thought of as a place for supplies rather than boutique shopping, there are a number of interesting shops worth visiting. The Meadowlark Gallery (118 N. 29th St., 406/294-8575, www.meadowlarkgallery.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., Sat. by appointment), specializing in Western and sporting fine art, is like a museum, with more than 500 works decorating the walls. The gallery includes a sporting and firearms room, a library with several of the owners’ books on Western artists, and an impressive collection of works by Bob Meyers, Richard E. Bishop, Bill Gollings, and German-born Wyoming artist Hans Klieber.

Oxford Antiques (2411 Montana Ave., 406/248-2094, 10:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat.) is Billings’s oldest single-owner antiques shop. The building is a 1908 Victorian Italianate and suits the inventory perfectly. In addition to two floors of furniture, the store has an endless assortment of Montana-related items and other collectibles.

A unique piece of Montana can be ordered at Reliable Tent & Tipi (501 N. 23rd St., 406/252-4689 or 800/544-1039, www.reliabletent.com), which has been family-owned since 1945. Their tents are designed for the often rugged hunting conditions in Montana, and their specialty Crow and Sioux tipis are designed by Native Americans according to family and tribal traditions. They also make a wonderful Backyard Tipi for kids.

The 80,000-square-foot Cabela’s (4550 King Ave. E., 406/373-7300, www.cabelas.com, 9am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.) offers a wealth of educational and entertaining displays—including a 7,000-gallon aquarium, indoor archery range, and museum-quality animal mounts—in addition to the company’s top-notch outdoor gear. There’s an express deli inside, as well as dog kennels and horse corrals, in case you plan to spend some time.

RECREATION

Under the shadow of the rimrocks, Dehler Park (2611 9th Ave. N., 406/252-1241, www.billingsmustangs.com), built in 2008 to accommodate 6,000 baseball fans in stadium seats, bleachers, and grassy picnic areas, is home to the Billings Mustangs. The stadium’s predecessor, Cobb Field, was built in 1948 and was home to the Pioneer League rookie affiliates for the Brooklyn Dodgers, the Pittsburgh Pirates, and the St. Louis Cardinals. Since 1974 the Mustangs have been affiliated with the Cincinnati Reds. George Brett is among the most well-known alumni of Cobb Field.

Horse racing fans can get their share of action with Yellowstone Downs (306 6th Ave. N., 406/869-5251, www.yellowstonedowns.com) at MetraPark mid-August-mid-September. When funding runs out, the horses do not run, so it’s best to call ahead.

There are a number of golf courses in Billings, perhaps because the winters here are milder than much of western Montana and the summers are longer. Briarwood Country Club’s 18-hole course (3429 Briarwood Blvd., 406/248-2702) is open to members and, reciprocally, to members of other private golf facilities in the United States. Eagle Rock Golf Course (5624 Larimer Ln., 406/655-4445, www.eaglerockgolfcourse.com) is an 18-hole public course, as are the challenging par-3 Exchange City Golf Course (19th St. W., 406/652-2553) and the Lake Hills Golf Club (1930 Clubhouse Way, 406/252-9244, www.lakehillsgolf.com). Built in 1992, Yegen Golf Club (1390 Zimmerman Tr., 406/656-8099, www.yegengolfclub.com) is a beautiful course.

Also known as Diamond X Disc Golf Course, Phipps Park (Molt Rd., 4 miles west of Billings) is ranked among the top five disc golf courses in Montana. The 350-acre city park offers 27 holes for disc golfers, panoramic views, and a network of rugged, challenging trails for both runners and mountain bikers. Right in town, Riverfront Park (S. Billings Ave.) has a nice pond with hungry ducks and geese, some nice walking trails, and undeveloped areas.

Hikers can find plenty of trails winding around the rimrocks, but there are some phenomenal mountain trails less than an hour from town. The Island Lake Trail (trailhead at Mystic Dam Power Station, end of W. Rosebud Rd.), 40 miles southwest of Billings in the Custer National Forest’s Beartooth Ranger District (406/446-2103, www.fs.fed.us/r1/custer), is a 12-mile out-and-back round-trip in the West Rosebud Valley. There are numerous trout-laden mountain lakes in the region, but the climb is significant, so allow ample time. Thirty-five miles southwest of Billings, Sylvan Lake is one of a few easily accessible golden trout lakes in the Beartooth Mountains. Accessed by Trail 13 (trailhead at East Rosebud Campground, off E. Rosebud Rd., 406/446-2103, www.fs.fed.us/r1/custer), it’s a challenging 10-mile out-and-back round-trip hike, but the views—and the fish—are phenomenal.

ACCOMMODATIONS

When it comes to combining luxury and historical grandeur, the only choice is the magnificently restored 1902 M Northern Hotel (19 N. Broadway, 406/867-6767, www.northernhotel.com, from $159 low season, $229 high season). Reopened in 2013 and part of the Preferred Hotel Group, it is indeed a Western boutique hotel, with 160 guest rooms and two excellent restaurants, including the elegant TEN. It is Billings’s only four-star hotel, and amenities include 24-hour room service, valet service, triple-sheeted beds, and piles of pillows.

The Crowne Plaza (27 N. 27th St., 406/252-7400 or 800/588-7666, www.crowneplaza.com/billings, about $150) in downtown Billings is difficult to miss: It is a towering brick building that dwarfs its neighbors. The hotel was recently renovated, and the guest rooms are comfortable and plush. They offer a large assortment of amenities, including complimentary high-speed Internet. The Montana Sky restaurant is situated on the 20th floor with terrific views of the city.


The 24-Hour Bike Race

Located a 67-mile drive from Billings (via I-90 and Highway 306), Rapelje, Montana, has one post office, one church, one café, and a population of less than 100. So why would this diminutive farming and ranching community have its own sidebar in this guide? Because it’s host to the Rapelje 24-Hour Race, the state’s only 24-hour bike race. Rapelje demonstrates the remarkable spirit of community that keeps small towns like this from disappearing.

The history of this race is inextricably tied to a café and the goodwill of the town residents. As the story goes, Rapelje’s local bar was unable to turn a profit, finally forced to close in 1997. Realizing that it was essential the town have a place to gather, in 1998 a handful of individuals decided to buy the bar and reopen it as a community-owned nonprofit café. Only the chefs at the newly named Stockman Café received a salary; the rest of the staff worked as volunteers. When it became evident that even with these measures, the restaurant could not subsist solely on revenue from local patrons, the residents devised another means to keep the café afloat. The Rapelje 24-hour Race began in 2001 with about 30 participants and now annually draws some 200 riders with their friends and families in tow. For one weekend in late June, the town’s population practically quintuples.

A USA Cycling-sanctioned cross-country mountain bike race, the event takes place on the weekend closest to the summer solstice. The 12-15-mile course runs through wheat fields, cow paths, and rolling farmland. Participants can compete as individual riders or relay teams, and whoever completes the most laps in 24 hours walks away with the trophy. The Stockman Café serves as the hub of activity for the race, with a crew of volunteers feeding racers throughout the day. As the organizer of the event, Jason Frank, explained to The New York Times, “Here you have a café, a band, a pancake feed, and a pig feast after the race. Nobody else does that. It’s the town of Rapelje and the people who live here that make this race so unique.”



On the southwest side of town, the Billings Hotel and Convention Center (1223 Mullowney Ln., 406/248-7151, www.billingshotel.net, about $109) is another large facility with all the standard amenities. Some rooms are pet-friendly (for a charge), and kids will love the curly-cue waterslides in the indoor pool.

There are two Best Western options in Billings, both of which offer clean, comfortable, and pet-friendly accommodations. Located in the heart of downtown, Best Western Plus Clocktower Inn (2511 1st Ave. N., 406/259-5511 or 800/628-9081, www.bwclocktowerinn.com, $100-200) offers guests a “Key to the City,” which gives them 10 percent off at many area restaurants and bars within walking distance of the hotel. West of town, near the big box shopping stores, Best Western Kelly Inn & Suites (4915 Southgate Dr., 406/256-9400 or 800/528-1234, www.bwbillings.com, $100-250) offers immaculately clean and spacious rooms, cozy fireplace suites, and an ideal water playland for younger kids.

When it comes to water parks, however, Big Horn Resort (1801 Majestic Ln., 406/839-9300 or 877/995-8999, www.thebighornresort.com, about $150-250) is the real deal and a kid’s dream come true. Parents will appreciate the clean, comfortable, quiet rooms and grown-up amenities like free wireless Internet and jetted bath tubs, and kids will delight in the enormous and loud Reef Indoor Water Park (406/839-9283, www.thereefindoors.com, 9am-9pm Tues.-Sat., 9am-7pm Sun.-Mon. summer, 4pm-9pm Thurs.-Fri., 9am-9pm Sat., 9am-7pm Sun. winter, $16.95 all-day admission for anyone over 4 ft., $14.95 all-day admission under 4 ft., $10.95/swimmer after 4pm, $5 spectators, and free for children under 2). The state’s largest, this indoor facility includes three-story waterslides, a wave pool, interactive playhouse, basketball pool, 25-person hot tub, arcade, and café. There is outstanding dining just across the parking lot at the Rib & Chop House, so guests can leave the car parked during a stay here.

Additional large chain-hotel offerings worth looking at include the Country Inn & Suites (231 Main St., 406/245-9995 or 800/596-2375, www.countryinns.com, $120-220) and the Holiday Inn Grand (5500 Midland Rd., 406/248-7701 or 888/465-4329, $119-239).

Located in a 1912 historic home at the edge of downtown, The Josephine Bed and Breakfast (514 N. 29th St., 406/248-5898 or 800/552-5898, www.thejosephine.com, $95-115) offers a quiet stay in an intimate yet convenient setting. The inn provides airport pickup, free wireless Internet, passes to a 24-hour fitness center, and a gourmet breakfast.

A 15-minute drive from downtown Billings in Huntley is Somewhere in Time Bed & Breakfast (266 Hogan Rd., 406/348-2205, www.ourbedandbreakfast.com, $75-125), a lovely 1900 Victorian set in a ranch on Pryor Creek. Although the property is not handicapped-accessible, the rooms are comfortable and, unlike some Victorian establishments, not at all over-cluttered.

The Dude Rancher Lodge (415 N. 29th St., 406/259-5561 or 800/221-3302, www.duderancherlodge.com, $70-110 depending on season) is a unique, independently owned frontier hotel. It is within walking distance of downtown’s shops, restaurants, and nightlife and prides itself on offering Western hospitality. Each guest room is individually furnished, and some come with refrigerators and microwaves.

Other budget-friendly hotels you may want to consider are the Cherry Tree Inn (823 N. Broadway, 406/252-5603 or 800/237-5882, $50-75); The Rimview Inn (1025 N. 27th St., 406/248-2622, www.rimviewinn.com, $55-89), which is close to the airport and boasts one of the best vistas in town; and the Riversage Billings Inn (880 N. 29th St., 800/231-7782, $80-85), which is also pet-friendly.

CAMPING

Native Ways Primitive Campground (4055 High Trail Rd., 406/670-1209, May 15-Nov. 1, $50-70), four miles southeast of Billings, offers a unique take on camping: four tipis, both Crow and Sioux style, on 25 wooded acres. Each site has its own tipi, fully supplied with sleeping bags ($5) and other necessities, if you need them, plus a washbasin, water, a picnic table, a lantern, and a garbage can.

The Billings KOA (547 Garden Ave., 406/252-3104 or 800/562-8546, www.koa.com, Apr. 15-Oct. 31, from $34 tents, $45 RVs) is considered the world’s first KOA and offers 40 tent sites, many of them on the banks of the Yellowstone River, along with 135 RV sites, 11 cabins, and two lodges that accommodate up to six people with bathroom, kitchen, and linens provided. There is a swimming pool and a spa for campers to use, a barbecue, miniature golf, a playground, and broadband Wi-Fi. The campground is conveniently close to town and offers pancake breakfasts and barbecue dinners mid-June-mid-August.

FOOD

As Montana’s largest city, Billings has a lively dining scene and is a good place to splurge. Right downtown, Bin 119 (119 N. Broadway, 406/294-9119, 11am-10pm daily, bar until 2am) is a fairly new, European-influenced bistro and wine bar with 180 labels and more than 30 wines sold by the glass. Started by local students, it’s stylish but not at all pretentious. The food, primarily inspired by Spanish tapas, is geared toward appetizer-size dishes that average $12-15. An expanded menu of entrées includes everything from crispy-skin duck and braised short ribs to herb-roasted lamb chops, ranging $17-30.

M Walker’s American Grill and Tapas Bar (2700 1st Ave. N., 406/245-9291, www.walkersgrill.com, 5pm-close daily, $9-30) is big-city chic with excellent food and award-winning wine. The menu is cosmopolitan (warm duck confit salad) and entirely Montana (Yellowstone grass-fed petite tenderloin), and the ambience is elegant but vibrant; Sunday evenings May-September are enhanced by live jazz starting at 7pm.

Bistro Enzo (1502 Rehberg Ln., 406/651-0999, 5pm-close daily, $12-28) serves up hearty Mediterranean fare in a comfortable farmhouse. They import fresh fish from both coasts daily and cook many of the entrées on a wood-fired grill; the eclectic menu is a local favorite.

The Rex Restaurant & Bar (2401 Montana Ave., 406/245-7477, www.therexbillings.com, 11am-1am Mon.-Fri., 4:30pm-11pm Sat.-Sun., $10-15 on the patio, dining room entrées $30) was founded in 1919 by Alfred Heimer, the chef from Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show, and was originally known for its “cold beer and good German lunches.” Its storied past and award-winning preservation make the Rex one of the better-known establishments in town. The turn-of-the-20th-century interior suits the classic steak and seafood menu, and an outdoor patio is a splendid option on Billings’s warm summer evenings.

Located in the newly reopened Northern Hotel, TEN (19 N. Broadway, 406/867-6774, www.northernhotel.com/ten, 5pm-close daily, $25) offers guests a sophisticated dining experience that emphasizes fresh local produce and meat in decidedly creative ways. From the Ten Tequila Burger topped with a fried egg, tequila-roasted red pepper aioli, and manchego and harissa-scented fried Rocky Mountain oysters with micro greens on the bar menu to the bison short ribs with wild mushrooms and leek bread pudding, the red-hued restaurant offers an urban take on the Montana culinary scene.

Another elegant, and decidedly Western, choice for fine dining is The Granary (1500 Poly Dr., 406/259-3488, www.billings-granary.com, 11am-close Mon.-Fri., 4pm-close Sat.-Sun., $22), which has several dining rooms, an outdoor patio in summer, and fusion-inspired seasonal menus.

Billings has plenty of casual and entirely family-friendly options as well that are open for both lunch and dinner. The Windmill (3429 TransTech Way, 406/252-8100, www.windmillrestaurant.com, 11am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri., 4pm-10pm Sat., 4pm-9pm Sun., $15-40) offers an extensive seafood, steak, chicken, and ribs menu as well as a children’s menu. Their creekside patio can’t be beat when the weather is good. Not far away, and right across from The Reef Indoor Water Park, is Montana’s Rib & Chop House (1849 Majestic Ln., 406/839-9200, 11am-10pm daily, $7-20), an excellent chain with locations across Montana and Wyoming (and now Pennsylvania and Michigan too). The menu is packed (and usually so is the restaurant) with plenty of steaks, seafood, and ribs.

For breakfast and lunch, McCormick Café (2419 Montana Ave., 406/255-9555, www.mccormickcafe.com, 7am-3pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-3pm Sat., 8am-1pm Sun., breakfast $6, lunch $8) is another local favorite, offering everything from French crepes and wonderful pastries to savory sandwiches, wraps, and healthy salads.

Rocket Gourmet Wraps & Sodas (2809 1st Ave. N., 406/248-5231, www.rocketwraps.com, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sat., $8) is an excellent place for a fast and filling meal. The hot and cold wraps and burritos are made from fresh ingredients like roasted chicken, andouille sausage, and albacore tuna. There is an ample selection of salads and kids’ meals, and diners can wet their whistles with specialty coffees and Italian sodas.

Billings is not without healthy food options as well. The Good Earth Market (3024 2nd Ave. N., 406/259-2622, www.goodearthmarket.coop, 8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.) is a local co-op offering organic and local meats, cheese, and produce plus plenty of prepared foods. The organic soups, salads, sandwiches, and hot entrées served in the deli are mouthwateringly fresh and nutritious. The Fieldhouse Cafe (2601 Minnesota Ave., 406/534-2556, www.thefieldhousemt.com, 7:30am-3pm and 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., $8-15) offers breakfast, lunch, and light tapas-style dinner menus that change weekly and are based on the freshest local and organic ingredients. From quinoa salad and fish tacos to truffle fries and blue cheese mousse, you will want to lick your plate before you surrender it. Another phenomenal spot for from-scratch local cuisine like Rye Gnocci and Flat Iron Steaks is Lilac (2515 Montana Ave., 406/969-4959, www.lilacmt.com, 5pm-close Tues.-Sat., 10am-2pm Sun., $11-20).

Not exactly healthy—unless your body runs on cinnamon rolls, sour cream coffee cake, sugar cookies, or warm-from-the-oven bread—but completely homemade and utterly delicious, Stella’s Kitchen & Bakery (2525 1st Ave. N., 406/248-3060, 5:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-1pm Sun., $10-12) is an excellent choice for warm, doughy comfort food and all-day breakfast. Stella’s serves just breakfast items on Sunday.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The visitors center is located one floor below the Billings Chamber of Commerce (815 S. 27th St., 406/252-4016 or 800/735-2635, www.visitbillings.com, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun. Memorial Day-Labor Day, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri. Labor Day-Memorial Day).

The main post office (841 S. 26th St., 8am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri.) is located just behind the chamber of commerce. There is also a downtown post office (2602 1st Ave. N., 8am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri.), and one branch post office (724 15th St. W.) is open on Saturday (9am-1pm).

The Parmly Billings Library (510 N. Broadway, 406/657-8258, www.billings.lib.mt.us, 10am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-6pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat. year-round, 1pm-5pm Sun. summer) offers free use of computers with unfiltered Internet access.

You’ll find Wi-Fi at the Travel Café (313 N. Broadway, 406/259-0999, 7am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-noon Sat.). The 1st floor is a café, and the 2nd floor is a travel agency. The Starbucks (27 N. 27th St.) in the Crowne Plaza Hotel also offers wireless Internet.

Two conveniently located coin-op Laundromats are Speedy Wash (2505 6th Ave. N., 406/248-4177, 7am-9pm daily) and Skin Fresh Coin Laundry (3189 King Ave. W., Ste. 4, 406/652-2993, 7am-9pm daily).

For emergency medical assistance, St. Vincent Healthcare (1233 N. 30th St., 406/657-7000, www.svh-mt.org) and Billings Clinic Hospital (2800 10th Ave. N., 406/238-2500 or 800/332-7156, www.billingsclinic.com) both have 24-hour ER service. For minor medical care, the Billings Clinic also has walk-in service at two branch locations: West (2675 Central Ave., in Lamplighter Square next to Target, 406/238-2575) and Heights (860 Wicks Ln., across from Walmart, 406/238-2900). Both clinics are open 7am-7:30pm Monday-Friday, 9am-5pm Saturday-Sunday.

GETTING THERE

Billings Logan International Airport (BIL, 406/657-8495, www.flybillings.com) is situated atop the rimrocks off I-90 at the 27th Street exit. Delta, United, Allegiant, Alaska Airlines, and Silver Airways offer regular flights.

If you arrive early at the airport or have some time to spare before you are picked up, visit the Peter Yegen Jr. Yellowstone County Museum (1950 Terminal Circle, 406/256-6811, www.pyjrycm.org, 10:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10:30am-3pm Sat., free). Once outside the terminal, follow the road around the west parking lot; the museum is on the right before the airport exit. The museum has artifacts and exhibits highlighting the history of the northern plains from early Native American influence through westward expansion and mining up to the 1950s. The museum’s deck provides a splendid view of the city below.

The Greyhound (2502 1st Ave. N., 406/245-5116, www.greyhound.com) bus terminal and ticket offices are open 24 hours a day year-round.

As the largest city in Montana, I-90 intersects Billings and I-94 begins just outside the town, making it an easy driving destination. It is 142 miles east of Bozeman, 81 miles east of Big Timber, 60 miles northeast of Red Lodge, and 46 miles west of Hardin. In Wyoming, Cody is 106 miles away, and it is 130 miles to Sheridan.

GETTING AROUND

At the Billings airport, Enterprise, Thrifty, Dollar, Hertz, Alamo, Avis, Budget and National have on-site car-rental counters.

There are two taxi services available: City Cab (406/252-8700) and Yellow Cab (406/245-3033). There is no taxi stand at the airport, so call ahead if you want to be picked up.

MET transit (406/657-8218, www.mettransit.com, 5:50am-6:40pm Mon.-Fri., 8:10am-5:45pm Sat., $1.25) offers bus service throughout Billings, and although there are marked bus stops around the city, you can also flag them down at any corner. Booklets with routes and schedules are available at most banks, convenience stores, grocery stores, the library, and government offices.

Crow and Northern Cheyenne Reservations

Southeastern Montana is a ruggedly beautiful part of the state, with vast prairies, dramatic canyons, and stark badlands. The land is dry and brittle in places, but the people here are tenacious, having been ordered to occupy this region in the aftermath of the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851. The two tribes in this part of the state—the Crow and the Northern Cheyenne—have managed to preserve their cultures and build remarkable, if struggling, communities with little more than steadfast determination. They have done much to showcase the people, places, and events that have impacted their own destinies and shaped and defined much of Montana and the West.

The story of the Crow Indian Reservation is all too familiar and tragic. The 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty recognized almost all of the Yellowstone Valley as Crow territory. Mining claims and a dramatic increase in the number of settlers traveling through the region led to conflict and a second treaty in 1868, which, even though the vast majority of Crow refused to sign it, significantly reduced the size of their territory. The discovery of gold on Crow land shortly after the second treaty led to a third treaty in 1873, which moved the Crow again to a much smaller reservation in central Montana’s Judith Basin. Neither the Crow nor the white cattlemen settling in the region were pleased with the arrangement, and after much debate in Washington, D.C., the Crow Reservation was moved farther east and further diminished in size.

Today the Crow Reservation occupies roughly 2.3 million acres of land and is home to some 12,000 Crow Indians, which accounts for 75 percent of the tribe’s enrolled members. Nearly 85 percent of those on the reservation speak Crow as their first language. The largest settlement by far and the county seat, Hardin (population 3,567, elevation 2,902 feet) is not on the reservation; communities on the reservation include Crow Agency, Fort Smith, Garryowen, Lodgegrass, Pryor, and Wyola.

Just east of the Crow Reservation is the much smaller Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation. The Northern Cheyenne are a division of the great Cheyenne tribe who once ranged across the Great Plains from South Dakota to Colorado. The first Cheyenne territory dictated by the U.S. government was in the region around what is now Denver. The Cheyenne were repeatedly attacked by the U.S. government and sustained enormous casualties, all while living according to law in the territory the government had put them on. Following the Battle of the Little Bighorn, in which the Cheyenne participated, the Army’s attempts to capture the Cheyenne increased in intensity. Several Cheyenne chiefs surrendered, expecting to be returned to Colorado, and were sent to the reservation for the Southern Cheyenne in Oklahoma.

After disease decimated the tribe and starvation threatened the survivors, fewer than 300 Northern Cheyenne slipped out of the reservation with the intent of going back north. Nearly 10,000 soldiers and 3,000 settlers chased the band for six weeks across Kansas and Nebraska. In the fall of 1878, the remaining Northern Cheyenne split into two groups: those who were willing to surrender with Dull Knife and live at Red Cloud Agency, and those under Little Wolf who wanted to continue fleeing. Dull Knife and his people were captured, brutalized, and ordered back to Oklahoma. Dull Knife refused and again made a daring attempt at escape. In the end, only nine of the people with Dull Knife survived. They were eventually allowed to go to Fort Keogh, near modern-day Miles City, Montana, where Little Wolf and his followers had ended up.

After assisting the Army in their pursuit of Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce, the Northern Cheyenne were given a reservation by the U.S. government in 1884. The reservation was established and still exists between Montana’s Tongue River and the Crow Reservation. Dull Knife and the survivors and descendants of the 1878 escape from Oklahoma moved to the Northern Cheyenne Reservation. In an atypical move, the government actually expanded the reservation in 1890.

Today, the Northern Cheyenne Reservation is home to roughly 5,500 people, more than 90 percent of whom are Native American. Of the 9,043 enrolled tribe members, 55 percent live on the 444,000-acre reservation. Lame Deer is the tribal and government agency headquarters; Busby is the other primary settlement on the reservation. Ashland and Birney are just outside the reservation.

SIGHTS

M Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument

The Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument (65 miles southeast of Billings, 15 miles southeast of Hardin, 1 mile east of I-90 on U.S. 212, 406/638-2621, www.nps.gov/libi, 8am-9pm daily Memorial Day-July, 8am-8pm daily Aug.-Labor Day, 8am-6pm daily Labor Day-mid-Oct. and Apr.-Memorial Day, 8am-4:30pm daily mid-Oct.-Mar., $10/vehicle, $5 pedestrians and motorcycles) is a desolate, somber, and terribly meaningful place, commemorating a tragic battle with no true victors, only bloodshed marking the end of an era. The monument memorializes the battlefield made famous by Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, more than 200 men from his 7th Cavalry, and the thousands of Native American warriors who fought under Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse for their very way of life against a foreign government that they perceived as dishonest, utterly unreliable, and tyrannical.

In early 1876, thousands of Native Americans from numerous tribes slipped away from their reservations, restless and disgruntled at having been repeatedly lied to and mistreated by the U.S. government. Countless skirmishes throughout the winter and spring reinvigorated the Army’s pursuit of the Native Americans, and four centuries of conflict between Native Americans and European Americans came to a head in June 1876 at the battle, when Custer and his men attacked an enormous force of Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho and were immediately surrounded. Custer’s infamous Last Stand actually lasted less than an hour, and every man under his command on that hill was killed.

The Little Bighorn Battlefield Visitor Center and Museum (8am-6pm daily Apr.-May, 8am-9pm daily June-July, 8am-6pm daily Aug.-Oct., 8am-4:30pm daily Nov.-Mar.) is a must for those visiting the site. The compact facility powerfully interprets the events leading up to and following the battle. Exhibited artifacts include weapons, photos of the key players, archaeological findings, and, during the off-season, a 25-minute video documentary. Rangers give frequent interpretive lectures, and bus tours of the site are available in summer.
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At Custer National Cemetery, stone markers tell the story of where Custer’s men fell.



Adjacent to the visitors center is the Custer National Cemetery for the military, which resembles Arlington National Cemetery on a much smaller scale. The actual monument on Last Stand Hill is on a paved trail within walking distance of the center, and a 4.5-mile road open to car traffic connects the Custer Battlefield with the Benteen Battlefield.

The granite memorial on Last Stand Hill was built in July 1881, and in 1890 marble markers replaced stakes that stood where each soldier had fallen. Starting in 1999, red granite markers were placed to honor the Native Americans who died in the battle, including Cheyenne warriors Lame White Man and Noisy Walking and Lakota warriors Long Road and Dog’s Back Bone. Another monument, titled “Peace Through Unity,” was dedicated in 2003 to honor the Indian participants who fought and died in the Battle of the Little Bighorn. For those wanting to do a bit of homework before arriving at the site, the Friends of the Little Bighorn Battlefield (www.friendslittlebighorn.com) maintain an excellent website.

A wonderful way to explore the monument, and the starkly beautiful windswept plains that surround it, is by hiring a Native American guide through Apsalooke Tours (406/638-3897, www.lbhc.cc.mt.us, daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, $10 adults, $8 seniors, $5 children), organized through the Little Big Horn College. The tours are extremely reasonably priced, and guides can also be hired for group and private tours and as step-on guides.

Big Horn County Historical Museum and Visitor Center

Located in Hardin, 15 miles north of the Battle of the Little Bighorn National Monument, the Big Horn County Historical Museum (1163 3rd St. E., Hardin, 406/665-1671, www.bighorncountymuseum.org, 8am-6pm daily May-Sept., 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri. Oct.-Apr., historic buildings closed Oct.-Apr., $5 adults, $4 seniors, $3 children 12 and over, free for children under 12) contains 26 historic buildings outfitted from the periods in which they originated—a 1922 schoolhouse, a 1917 Evangelical church built by German settlers, a 1906 depot, and buildings from a 1911 working farm. The museum offers excellent hands-on educational programs and a State of Montana visitor center.

Chief Plenty Coups State Park

For his bravery and leadership, Plenty Coups was made chief of the Crow Nation when he was only 28 years old. In 1884, he became one of the first Crow Indians to own and work a farm. Along with his wife, Strikes the Iron, Plenty Coups built a home, worked the land, and operated a general store on his 320-acre plot of land just east of Pryor. Upon his death in 1932, and according to the wishes of the chief and his wife, 195 acres of their land was turned into a public park known as Chief Plenty Coups State Park (1 mile west of Pryor, off Pryor Rd. or Pryor Creek Rd., 406/252-1289, www.fwp.mt.gov/parks, 8am-8pm daily May-Sept., day use $5/vehicle nonresidents). The park is home to a museum and visitor center (9am-5pm daily May-Sept., by appt. 10am-5pm Oct.-Apr., free) celebrating Crow culture and a gift shop, along with Chief Plenty Coups’s log cabin home, his general store, and his grave.
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  At Chief Plenty Coups State Park, visitors will find the homestead of Chief Plenty Coups.



St. Labre Mission and Cheyenne Indian Museum

St. Labre Mission (1000 Tongue River Rd., Ashland, 406/784-4500, www.stlabre.org, tours 8am-4:30pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, free) began as the St. Labre Indian School in 1884 under the guidance of the Ursuline Sisters. The school and mission were founded before the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation was officially set up by the U.S. government. George Yoakum, a former soldier and Roman Catholic from Miles City, requested that Montana’s Bishop John Brondel go to help the wandering Cheyenne who were congregating in the Tongue River Valley. Brondel purchased the land, and the St. Labre School was founded in March 1884.


PLENTY COUPS, VISIONARY CHIEF OF THE CROW

Born into the Crow Indian tribe in 1848, Chief Plenty Coups had a life that spanned two eras. As a young warrior, he rode across the plains hunting, fighting, and conquering. As a middle-aged leader, he embraced life on the reservation as a farmer, trader, and negotiator. He is considered the last of the great Crow war chiefs and had a tremendous influence on the tribe’s relations with white settlers.

Plenty Coups was considered special even as a young child. His grandfather foresaw his role as a chief and named him Alaxchiiaahush, meaning “many accomplishments” or “plenty coups.” During his early years he had a vision that seemed not only to foretell the future but also dictate the path the Crow would have to follow in order to survive.

When he was 11, Plenty Coups went into the mountains on a vision quest. He was gone for three days, and when he returned he shared his dream with the group’s elders. He claimed he had seen large herds of buffalo disappearing across the plains and a new strange animal arriving to take their place. He described seeing all the trees in the forest blow over with a great gust of wind until only one remained standing straight and tall. The elders declared that his dream was a vision of the future and that it meant the buffalo would disappear and be replaced by the white men’s cattle. They believed the forest represented all the Plains Indian tribes, and the white men, like the wind, would tear through their land and way of life. The fallen trees were interpreted as the tribes that resisted and fought the settlers. The sole tree standing represented the Crow; they would survive because they would work with, rather than against, the whites. The Crow used this dream as a guide for the next several years, and when it came time to fight, they joined the side of the whites and fought against other tribes.

Plenty Coups earned several “coups” as a valiant and skilled warrior. He had a reputation for being intelligent and fearless and was believed to have had at least 80 feathers on his coup stick, each representing an act of bravery. In addition, he proved to be an eloquent and moving orator. When the Crow people were transferred to their reservation, Plenty Coups advocated that they ought to do their best to adapt to this new way of life. He led by example, cultivating his individual allotment of land, opening a general store, and building a log cabin in which to live. Plenty Coups was also a great promoter of education, reminding his people that “with education you will be the white man’s equal; without it you will be the white man’s victim.” A persuasive advocate for his people, Plenty Coups negotiated a railroad line through the reservation and made several journeys to Washington, D.C., to represent Native American interests. In turn, Washington recognized him as an important American leader. In 1921 he was invited to speak at the dedication of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, which was attended by other important international figures.

In 1928, four years before his death, Plenty Coups decided to dedicate a portion of his land as a memorial to the Crow Nation, stating, “It is given as a token of my friendship for all people, both red and white.” Today it is a 195-acre state park located on the Crow Reservation called Chief Plenty Coups State Park (406/252-1289, 8am-8pm daily May-Sept., day use $5/vehicle nonresidents) and houses a museum of Crow culture (10am-5pm daily May-Sept.), a visitors center, and a gift shop along with Chief Plenty Coups’s log cabin home, general store, and grave.



The original three-room cabin, of which there is a replica today, served as the church, the school, and the dormitory for both students and nuns. The school has always blended Cheyenne culture with Roman Catholicism; in 1970 the Cheyenne language was added to the elementary curriculum because many of the children had never learned it. The course was so well received that a night course was added for adults. Today, the St. Labre Indian School educates nearly 700 Northern Cheyenne and Crow students from kindergarten through high school on three campuses.

A 1971 church on the site was constructed in tipi form, with a cross as the center pole. The Cheyenne Indian Museum (8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., free) offers an opportunity to see various Plains Indian artifacts as well as a short documentary film on the St. Labre School. The museum is also open on Saturday on Memorial Day and Independence Day weekends (9am-3pm), and all weekend over Labor Day (9am-3pm).

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

M Crow Fair

Crow Fair (406/638-3808 or 406/638-3708, www.crow-fair.com) is an annual powwow held on the Crow Indian Reservation the third week in August to celebrate the past, present, and future of the Crow people. The event is awash in vibrant color, sound, and taste and is certainly one of the best times to visit the reservation; it’s called the “tipi capital of the world” for the more than 1,200 tipis that are erected at the site. Crow Fair is a major event not only for Crow Indians but also for Native Americans across the United States, who come to participate in the competitive dancing and drumming and what is considered to be the largest all-Indian rodeo in the country. There are daily parades, evening grand entries, horse racing of many varieties, and rodeo in addition to nonstop food and music. The festivities take place mainly at the fairgrounds in Crow Agency, 60 miles southeast of Billings off I-90.

Little Big Horn Days and the Last Stand Reenactment

Little Big Horn Days (Hardin, 406/665-1672 or 888/450-3577, www.custerslaststand.org) entails four days of celebrations in mid- to late June—some festive, others sober—commemorating the region’s history and, in particular, its proximity to the Battle of the Little Bighorn. The festivities include a quilt show, a book fair, and a historical dance—the 1876 Grand Ball—as well as arts and crafts sales, a symposium, and a parade, all culminating in the dramatic and well-attended Custer’s Last Stand Reenactment. The reenactment requires more than 200 actors and is performed from the Indian perspective in a script written by historian Joe Medicine Crow. The event takes place on a ranch six miles west of Hardin, not far from the actual battlefield, and tickets ($20 adults, $10 children 6-16, free for children under 6) can be purchased online or by phone.

Powwows on the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation

There are two powwows held annually on the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation. The largest celebration for the tribe is the Fourth of July Chief’s Powwow and Rodeo (Kenneth Beartusk Memorial Powwow Grounds, 3 miles south of Lame Deer, 406/477-8222, www.cheyennenation.com, camping permitted), which happens over the course of four days around July 4. There are princess contests for princesses from all tribes, open dance and drum competitions, parades, grand entries, and daily gourd dancing. Traditional Native American food is available. Guests are welcome, and photography is allowed.

The Ashland Labor Day Powwow (at the arbor between St. Labre and Ashland, 0.5 mile off U.S. 212, 406/784-2883, www.cheyennenation.com) happens every year for four days over Labor Day weekend. Drummers and dancers from tribes across the country participate in the festivities. The flag-raising occurs each morning at 9am, and the dancing concludes each night at midnight. The powwow welcomes visitors and provides an excellent opportunity to learn about and celebrate Northern Cheyenne culture.

FISHING AND OUTDOOR RECREATION

The fishing on the Bighorn River is legendary, and there is no shortage of fly shops and outfitters available to help visitors find big, beautiful trout. The Bighorn is known for trout that are plentiful in both size and number: browns in this river average 15 inches and rainbows average 16 inches. Dry-fly fishing is almost always an option, but nymphing and streamer fishing are useful under certain water conditions as well. Trout fishing on the Bighorn is generally best the 13 river miles below the Yellowtail Dam, and estimates put the fish population between 3,000 and 5,000 fish per mile. Although fishing is certainly more popular during the temperate season, the Bighorn is a tailwater fishery—thanks to the Yellowtail Dam—meaning that the river never freezes in winter and stays fishable year-round.



CROW FAIR: THE TIPI CAPITAL OF THE WORLD
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Crow Fair is indeed the tipi capital of the world.



Held annually since 1904 during the third week of August, Crow Fair is considered the largest outdoor powwow in the world. The five-day celebration was introduced to the Crow people—their traditional name is Apsáalooke, which means “children of the large-beaked bird” but was misinterpreted to mean “crow”—by S. C. Reynolds, an Indian Affairs agent assigned to the reservation around the turn of the 20th century. His goal was to encourage the nomadic Crow to become more settled and agrarian on the reservation, which was neither their traditional homeland nor particularly well suited for farming. He modeled the concept for the fair after the county fairs that were popular around the country at the time. The tribe’s initial reaction was purportedly less than enthusiastic. In an effort to increase their willingness to participate, Reynolds relaxed the strict ban on “Indian doings” for the days of the Crow Fair, giving the Crow their only legal opportunity to dance, sing, and speak in their traditional ways. Recognizing it as an opportunity to openly pass on Crow culture to younger generations, the tribe eagerly accepted the opportunity, and Crow Fair has been held annually ever since, except during the world wars and the Great Depression. Today, close to 85 percent of the tribe speak Crow as their first language, a much higher percentage than among other Native American groups in the state.

The celebration itself is lively and colorful, with some 12,000 people camping out in more than 1,500 tipis erected on the banks of the Little Bighorn River. Native Americans from various tribes around the country and visitors from around the world come to participate or just witness the competitive dancing and drumming, the all-Indian Championship Rodeo, the pari-mutuel horse racing, and the family reunion-like camaraderie that pervades this time-honored event. The hot, dusty late-summer air is thick with smells—Indian fry bread and Indian tacos—and with the bullhorn whine of the camp-crier and the jingling of the tobacco lids that decorate the elaborate costumes of some of the dancers. Crow Fair is a feast for the senses and a wonderful way to appreciate the traditions and culture of some of the people who were here long before the Europeans.
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Anglers flock to the Bighorn River for abundant big trout.



The area’s original fly shop and outfitter, Bighorn Angler (577 Parksdale Ct., Fort Smith, 406/666-2233, www.bighornangler.com) offers complete outfitting services with everything from simple but nice motel rooms ($75-100) and river cabins ($400) to experienced guides, boat rentals, and quality tackle. Stop in for the best advice on where the fish are biting and what they’re eating.

Established by Congress in 1966 after the completion of the Yellowtail Dam, the Bighorn Canyon National Recreation Area (north entrance via Hwy. 313, Fort Smith, headquarters 406/666-2414, visitor information 307/548-5406, www.nps.gov/bica, $5 per vehicle, $30 annual vehicle pass) includes 71 miles of Bighorn Lake in a spectacular 55-mile canyon. Fishing can be done from shore or in a boat either in the river or on Bighorn Lake—home to brown, rainbow, and lake trout as well as walleye, smallmouth bass, channel catfish, and even ling and shovelnose sturgeon. The recreation area itself straddles the Montana-Wyoming border and offers excellent boating, fishing, bird and wildlife watching, swimming, and picnicking. There are 27 miles of hiking on 13 separate trails. Hiking guides and other information are available at the Yellowtail Dam Visitor Center (off Hwy. 313 near the top of the dam, 406/666-2412 or 406/666-3218, www.nps.gov/bica, 9am-5pm daily Memorial Day-Sept.). Pontoon boats can be rented from the Ok-A-Beh Marina (Hardin, 406/666-2349, 8am-6:30pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day). There are numerous free campgrounds within the boundaries of the recreation area, many of which are open all year.

On the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation, Cheyenne Trailriders (N. Tongue River Rd. and Robinson Ln., Ashland, 406/784-6150 or 406/679-0285, www.cheyennetrailriders.com) affords visitors an opportunity to explore the reservation on horseback. In order to increase awareness and appreciation of Cheyenne history and culture, they offer workshops on history, culture, and ethnobotany. Guides are also happy to teach you about gourd dancing, intertribal hand games, round dancing, and Indian sign language around an evening campfire. There are storytellers and flute players to entertain riders, and wagon trips are available for non-riders. Custom overnight trips, with lodging in a tipi, can be arranged for riders as young as eight years old.

ACCOMMODATIONS

Lodging in this part of the state can be sparse, so day trips from Billings are not a bad idea unless you are an angler and need to be on the river from dusk until dawn. The closest town to the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument and easiest place to find accommodations in the area is Hardin. Safe bets include the Super 8 (201 14th St., 406/665-1700 or 800/800-8000, www.hardinsuper8.com, from $76) and Rodeway Inn (1324 N. Crawford St., 406/665-1870, www.choicehotels.com, from $80). Both have clean and comfortable guest rooms; the kids will flip for the two-story waterslide that dominates the outdoor pool at the Rodeway Inn. The Lariat Motel (709 N. Center Ave., 406/665-2683, $49-69) is clean and pet-friendly.

A historical and worthwhile place to stay in Hardin is the Kendrick House Inn (206 N. Custer Ave., 406/665-3035, from $99), a 1915 Edwardian boardinghouse. There are five guest rooms and a couple of suites with private baths, all meticulously decorated with period furniture.

Just three miles south of Hardin, the Orvis-endorsed Eagle Nest Lodge (3100 Eagle Nest Rd., Hardin, 406/665-3711 or 866/258-3474, www.eaglenestlodge.com, packages from $1,700 for 3 nights) is a beautiful and traditional log lodge ideally suited for fishing and bird hunting. The lodge has seven well-appointed guest rooms, all with private baths, and the meals—breakfast, field lunch, and dinner—are superb. There are guides on-site, and owners John and Rebecca are exceedingly gracious and always available to point guests in the right direction. Call for information on packages related to fishing, hunting, or cast-and-blast.

Among the many (but still never enough) accommodations for anglers in the Fort Smith area are the modern Absaraka Fishing Bear Cabins (528 Fishing Bear Rd., 406/666-2304 or 877/506-4676, www.bighornfishingbearlodge.com, $95-250). When the fishing is good, you’ll need to have booked well in advance.

CAMPING

Immediately adjacent to the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument and not far from Crow Fair, 7th Ranch (Reno Creek Rd., Garryowen, 800/371-7963, www.historicwest.com, $28-41) offers a great location and plenty of amenities including free Internet, cowboy cabins, horse stalls, and a tipi. Historical tours can be arranged.

FOOD

In much of Montana, especially in eastern Montana and on the Indian reservations, dining options are few and far between. You have to be willing to look hard, and take a risk now and again. There are some good places to be found.

Immediately off the highway near the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument is the Custer Battlefield Trading Post and Café (406/638-2270, 8am-9pm daily summer, 9am-5pm daily winter, $6-12), a tourist shop and restaurant that obviously appeals to locals. There is quite a selection of Crow Indian handicrafts in the shop, and the restaurant offers Indian tacos, buffalo burgers, and plenty of variations on Montana beef.

In Hardin, you’ll find a fantastic little pizza place called 3 Brothers Pizza & Sandwich Company (316 N. Center Ave., 406/665-4246, 11am-9pm Mon.-Sat. summer, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat. winter), which offers a menu of pizza, sandwiches, and giant burgers. They also have fresh salads, homemade pasta, and delicious desserts including bread pudding. Right next to the movie theater (meals can be taken to go), this place is small but cool.

In Ashland, you can try the Hitching Post Café (206 Main St., 406/784-2779, 7am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-3pm Sat.-Sun.). Hours are subject to change seasonally. In Lame Deer, check out the Dull Knife Café (1 College Dr., 406/477-3179, 8am-3pm Mon.-Fri.) inside the college. Hours here can change daily, according to the number of customers.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

In some ways, visiting Native American reservations can be a bit like exploring another country. The tribes have worked fiercely to protect their culture and preserve their history. They also live according to their own values rather than any imposed on them. One result is that time can take on a different meaning: Few things happen precisely when it is stated they will. Travelers should adjust accordingly and learn to be more spontaneous. In addition, the technology that many of us reply on is not nearly as critical to some Native Americans; you may not get an answer the first few times you call someone. And there is no voicemail. Persistence pays off, and patience serves travelers well.

The Crow Tribal Council Headquarters is a good source of local information (P.O. Box 159, Crow Agency, MT 59022, 406/638-3715, www.crowtribe.com). The Tourism Office and Visitors Center can be reached at 406/638-7272.

The Northern Cheyenne Tribal Office can be reached at 406/477-6284. The Northern Cheyenne Chamber of Commerce (U.S. 212, Lame Deer, 406/477-8844) is another source of information on the reservation.

GETTING THERE

The Crow Indian Reservation is easily accessed from I-90, which runs the length of the reservation. The Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation is accessed by U.S. Highway 212, which runs east-west, or by Highways 39 or 314, both of which run north-south.

Miles City

Miles City (population 8,409, elevation 2,369 feet) has always been a cowboy town. After the 1876 campaign against the Indians, including the Battle of the Little Bighorn, the 5th Infantry established camp at the confluence of the Tongue and Yellowstone Rivers under the leadership of Col. Nelson A. Miles. In 1881 the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railway ensured the longevity of the settlement, and in 1884 the Montana Stockgrowers Association was formed, creating an important and long-lasting link to the cattle market. The brick buildings that line Main Street today are much as they were when this town boomed in the late 1800s and early 1900s.

The biggest event in Miles City, and its claim to fame today, is the annual Miles City Bucking Horse Sale, which at least doubles the population of the town and reflects its heritage and openness in all its glory. A Montana Mardi Gras with cowboys and chaps, the weekend celebration is probably one of the five best events in the state.

While Miles City has never shed its rough and weathered exterior or its boom-and-bust sensibility, there is something of a subtle renaissance happening. On top of its cowboy culture—stop in any diner before 8am to see the town’s old guard—there is a youthful exuberance to the city that is evident in new cutting-edge art galleries, the vitality of the Range Riders Museum, a plan for greenways throughout the city, and excellent recreation facilities. Indeed, surrounded by badlands and prairie, Miles City unites the best of Montana past and present.

SIGHTS

Range Riders Museum

The fabulous Range Riders Museum (435 L. P. Anderson Rd., 406/232-6146, 8am-5pm daily Apr. 1-Oct. 31, or by appointment, $7.50 adults, $5 seniors, $3 students, $1 junior and elementary) is a gem. Plan to spend some time, and don’t be bashful about striking up a conversation with caretaker-curator Bunny Miller or her husband, Gary. Bunny’s parents, Bob and Betty Ann Barthelmess, were the heart and soul of the Range Riders from 1976 until they were well in their 80s. Sadly, Bob passed away, but Bunny and Gary have kept his passion and spirit very much alive at the Range Riders.
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  The Range Riders Museum was founded in 1939.



The museum was founded in 1939 by a group of locals dedicated to preserving their heritage. Today it has 13 buildings and thousands of artifacts that include old saddles and clothing, machinery, dinosaur bones, phenomenal photographs by L. A. Huffman and Christian Barthelmess (Bunny’s great-grandfather, an Army photographer born in Germany), and 400 antique firearms in the Bert Clark Gun Collection. Bob commandeered a team of volunteers to build four spectacular dioramas of the 1877 Battle of Lame Deer, Fort Keogh, the Milwaukee Railroad Roundhouse, and the famed L.O. Ranch, once southeast Montana’s largest ranch. An almost life-size replica of Main Street in Miles City circa 1877 is another can’t-miss exhibit. Pioneer Day, usually held in June, fills the museum with activities, reenactments, food, and entertainment. This museum has been a labor of love for so many, and it captures the spirit of this frontier town.

M WaterWorks Art Museum

Quite a contrast to the Range Riders Museum but just as compelling is the WaterWorks Art Museum (Waterplant Rd., 406/234-0635, www.waterworksgallery.org, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun. May.-Sept., 1pm-5pm Tues.-Sun., Oct.-April, closed January, free). Creatively housed in the 10,000-square-foot concrete basins of the 1910 waterworks that provided the city’s drinking water for more than 60 years, the award-winning museum specializes in contemporary Montana artists but has regional and national changing shows. Part museum, part gallery, WaterWorks also owns the state’s largest public collection of works by photographer L. A. Huffman in addition to photos by Lady Evelyn Cameron, E. S. Curtis, and Christian Barthelmess. Interesting local art, pottery, photos, and books are available in the gift shop. The museum hosts a series of design shows every year or two, focusing on everything from artisanal pieces like handmade fiddles and furniture to industrial design in iconic cars and motorcycles.
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Just outside the museum, which is located on the Yellowstone River, is a gorgeous park, the ideal spot for a shaded picnic. Century-old cottonwoods tower over a beautifully manicured lawn with picnic benches and a modest playground. If nothing else, this is a perfect spot to stretch your legs.

ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

Shakespeare in the Parks (406/994-3901, www.shakespeareintheparks.org) performs at least one engagement every summer in Miles City at the Pumping Plant Park of the WaterWorks Art Museum (406/234-0635, www.waterworksgallery.org). And Miles City’s own Barn Players (406/951-0560) is one of the oldest theater groups in the state, producing a couple of small performances each year.

The annual Eastern Montana Fair (406/421-5419 or 406/234-2890) in late August brings Custer County together with five others for four days of nonstop entertainment, rodeo, concerts, fireworks, exhibits, and a carnival.

In September, as the fields turn golden and there is a crispness to the air, the small Miles City Bluegrass Festival (406/234-2480 or 406/853-1678) brings people together. The event is held at the Eastern Montana Fairgrounds every third weekend in September and features bands from across the country. The concerts are held indoors, and limited outdoor camping is available.
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Miles City’s WaterWorks Art Museum is located in a renovated 1910 building.



M Miles City Bucking Horse Sale

Held annually the third full weekend in May, the Miles City Bucking Horse Sale (406/874-2825 or 406/234-2890, www.buckinghorsesale.com) is in many ways the granddaddy of all rodeos. Simply stated, it is where the top rodeo contractors come to get their stock, but it has defined Miles City and given it serious swagger since 1914. The image of a headstrong cowboy hitch-hiking a lonely highway with nothing in hand but his trusty saddle and the shirt on his back is realized here year after year—they come to ride the best broncs in the business.

In addition to the central bronc sale, the event is rounded out by concerts, bull riding, pari-mutuel horse racing, street dances each night, and a good old-fashioned parade on Saturday morning. The whole affair can be slightly bawdy, and it’s true that the town’s many bars take out all their furniture to make room for thirsty cowboys. If you arrive Monday morning after the Bucking Horse Sale, you’ll see what a hungover town looks like.

SHOPPING

While much of the shopping done in Miles City involves livestock, there are a few shops well worth poking your head into. Located in an old church listed on the National Register of Historic Places, Pleasantries (1720 Main St., 406/234-5644, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat.) is a unique little gift shop with great home accessories and everything from purses and jewelry to toiletries. They also carry a few local items, including Montana agate chimes, made of stones from the Yellowstone River.

In business since 1909, Miles City Saddlery (808 Main St., 406/232-2512, www.milescitysaddlery.com, 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat.) is famous for having originated the Coggshall Saddle. The shop is a step back in time with exceptional custom saddles, clothing, boots and belts, hats, tack, and gifts.

FISHING AND OUTDOOR RECREATION

For outdoor recreation, one need not travel too far from town. There are fishing accesses (and in some cases boat launches) on the Yellowstone River at Roche Jaune (Truscott St. and N. 6th St.), Kinsey Bridge (10 miles east of Miles City, on a gravel road intersecting Valley Dr. E.), and Pirogue Island State Park (3 miles northeast of Miles City, www.fwp.mt.gov/parks), where Lewis and Clark camped on their cross-country journey. The 269-acre park is a haven for waterfowl, bald eagles, and white-tailed and mule deer. Spotted Eagle Recreation Area (just south of the Eastern Montana Fairgrounds) is a quiet place for walks, picnics, and fishing in the small artificial lake. Disabled-accessible fishing access and picnic benches have been added. Other fishing access sites can be found through Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (406/234-0900, www.fwp.mt.gov).

Avid golfers can hit the links in Miles City at the nine-hole Town & Country Club (4th St. and Eagle St., 406/234-1600, $16-32), which runs along the Tongue River. There is a driving range and a number of open tournaments during the season.


ACCOMMODATIONS


Although there are a number of larger chain hotels on the way into Miles City (Best Western War Bonnet Inn, Comfort Inn, EconoLodge, Holiday Inn Express, Motel 6, and Sleep Inn & Suites) the Historic Olive Hotel (501 Main St., 406/234-2450, $50-75) is a wonderful place to stay. The rooms are hardly fancy or grand, but they are clean and accommodating, and the location is unbeatable. There’s also a ghost to be reckoned with—but don’t worry, she’s friendly.

Another historical gem in the heart of Miles City is M Horton House Bed & Breakfast (1918 Main St., 406/234-4422, www.hortonhousebandb.com, $119-139) a stunning property with rooms dedicated to local historical figures including artist Charlie Russell and photographer Evelyn Cameron.

Fifteen miles south of Miles City on the banks of the Tongue River is the Helm River Bend Bed & Breakfast (101 Helm Scenic Circle, 406/421-5594, www.huntmontanafree.com, $120 and up), which is very much geared to hunters of everything from gophers (which is encouraged in summer) and birds to deer and other game that frequent the ranch. In addition to guest rooms in the home, there are some modern trailers on the property as well. Rates here vary depending on hunting options and number of guests per room. Call for more information.

Among the chain hotel offerings, one of the newer additions is the pet-friendly GuestHouse Inn & Suites (3111 Steel St., 406/232-3661 or 800/214-8378, www.guesthouseintl.com, $115), which has 61 rooms, free Wi-Fi, and a complimentary hot breakfast.

The Cross M Ranch (406/557-2667 or 877/557-2667, www.crossmranch.com, May-Sept., $1,500 and up/week) in nearby Cohagen is a working ranch, not a dude ranch, and as such caters more to adult travelers. Guests are expected to participate in the day-to-day operations of running cow-calf pairs on 10,000 acres, which includes checking for strays, doctoring cattle, moving and sorting livestock, checking water, and mending fences. The accommodations are comfortable and traditional in a bunkhouse with four private rooms, and the price includes meals and activities. The maximum capacity is eight guests. The ranch offers branding specials in early May, an incredible and authentic experience, which can be timed around the Bucking Horse Sale.

CAMPING

There are a few campgrounds in and around Miles City. The Miles City KOA (1 Palmer St., 406/232-3991 or 800/562-3909, www.koa.com, $18-21 tents, $25-34 RVs, $38-50 cabins) is tucked in the cottonwood trees on the banks of the Tongue River just six blocks from downtown. Free wireless Internet is provided, along with an outdoor swimming pool and bicycle rentals.

Big Sky Camp and RV Park (1294 U.S. Hwy. 12, 406/234-1511, www.bigskycampandrvpark.com, mid-April-Oct., $15-25) offers standard amenities, including Wi-Fi, in a beautiful grassy setting alongside impressive rock formations.

FOOD

True to its cow-town status, Miles City is a meat-and-potatoes mecca. The 600 Café (600 Main St., 406/234-3860, 5am-2pm daily) is the place for breakfast in town. Relatively unchanged since 1946, the café serves hearty breakfasts and lunches, including hand-cut steaks and hamburgers processed on-site daily—no frozen patties here—along with homemade soups, gravy, country sausage, pie, and more. The historical photos on the wall give visitors an excellent introduction to the spirit of Miles City.

The Iron Horse Supper Club (420 Pacific, 406/234-6987, 11am-10pm daily summer, 11am-10pm Mon.-Sat. winter, from $15) is a favorite steak house-saloon (and casino) that also specializes in seafood and is decidedly family-friendly. The sour cream and chive-spiced fries taste supremely better than they sound.

Although there are a handful of these across Montana and Wyoming, Montana’s Rib & Chop House (3020 Stower St., 406/234-9200, www.ribandchophouse.com, $19) is wildly popular with locals. From pulled pork sandwiches to New York strip and cedar-plank salmon, the Rib & Chop House does simple, hearty Western cuisine very well.

A trip to Miles City would not be complete without a drink at the Montana Bar (612 Main St., 406/234-5809, noon-2am daily). The bar has been serving thirsty patrons since 1902 and has managed to keep its incredible original back bar in beautiful shape all these years. The expansive leather booths, beveled leaded glass, and marble tile floors are all original. The bar stools and the jukebox are just about the only additions in the last century. It is a remarkable place to sip a cold drink and reflect on just how much things haven’t changed in little pockets like this across the West. The dining room here is open 5pm-9pm daily.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The Miles City Area Chamber of Commerce (511 Pleasant St., 406/234-2890, www.milescitychamber.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) is a block from Main Street and has maps, brochures for local businesses, restaurant and hotel listings, museum information, and very friendly staff.

The main post office is at 106 North 7th Street (8am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-noon Sat.).

The historic 1902 Miles City Library (1 S. 10th St., 406/234-1496, www.milescitypubliclibrary.org, 10am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat.) is at Main and 10th Streets; computers with Internet access are available.

The Mudds n’ Suds Laundromat (918 Bridge St., 406/234-9076, open 24-7) also houses an espresso bar (7am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-noon Sat.), which allows you to enjoy a hot cappuccino, smoothie, or cream soda while your clothes rinse and spin.

Holy Rosary Health Care (2600 Wilson St., 406/233-2600, www.holyrosaryhealthcare.org) has a 24-hour emergency room as well as a walk-in clinic (8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri.) and urgent care on the weekends (noon-6pm Fri.-Mon.).

GETTING THERE

After a few years of scrambling to keep commercial flights to Denver, and then Billings, Miles City lost all commercial service in May 2013, which means the nearest commercial airport is 140 miles away in Billings.

I-94 runs through Miles City, making it an easy destination by car. It is 140 miles east of Billings and 78 miles southwest of Glendive.

Bus service to Miles City is provided by Jefferson Lines (800/451-5333, www.jeffersonlines.com), which leaves from the Town Pump at 1210 South Haynes (406/232-2582).

Miles City to Medicine Lake

The stretch of road from Miles City to Medicine Lake is sparsely populated and subtly beautiful. This is cattle country and the beginning of the badlands. The Yellowstone River cuts through the rugged country as it flows northeast to the North Dakota border. I-94 parallels the river, echoing the Yellowstone’s onetime importance as a means of transportation and shipping. This area was once home to the country’s last great bison herd, but the slaughter of these animals in the early 1880s nearly wiped out the species, ending a long and important chapter in U.S. history. The hides of the animals were shipped out, first by steamboat and eventually by rail when the Northern Pacific came through in 1881; by 1883 the bison were gone.

Small, colorful towns dot the region and have origins that date back to the Indian Wars and before. Terry, named for Gen. Alfred E. Terry, emerged from a dugout that offered food and lodging to soldiers fighting the Sioux. The town later became known for one of its esteemed residents, pioneering photographer Evelyn Cameron, a wealthy Englishwoman who ranched in the area with her husband and captured the often gritty life of local homesteaders. A museum in town honors her art and legacy. And the town’s Kempton Hotel is the oldest continually operating hotel in the state.

The history of Glendive dates back even further. Lewis and Clark camped near the present-day town site in 1806 on their way back from Oregon, and they reportedly shot a huge white grizzly bear four times without killing it. An Irish nobleman hunting bison, bears, and ungulates in the region gave the name Glendive to a small tributary of the Yellowstone River. The town itself sprouted up with the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railway in 1880.

Just this side of the North Dakota border, Wibaux is named for French cattle king Pierre Wibaux, who left the family textile empire in Roubaix, France, for the wilds of Montana in 1883. Over time, he amassed a herd of 65,000 cattle. In 1884, with money from his father, Wibaux commissioned the construction of St. Peter’s Catholic Church by Norman French immigrants, using stunning local fieldstone and lava rock. It is an exquisitely unexpected piece of noble architecture that still stands today. The tiny town is better known today for its Beaver Creek Brewery.

Farther north, towns such as Sidney and Fairview survive thanks to a robust sugar beet industry, and across the region, local people’s lives are tied to the land through agriculture, ranching, and more recently, energy production. The influx of workers eager to make a fortune in North Dakota’s Bakken Oil Field have brought money and more service jobs to the area, but are also responsible for sky-high rents, pressure on local infrastructure, and unfortunately, crime, including the tragic murder of a Sidney schoolteacher in 2012.

With intact badlands, grasslands, and wetlands, this part of the state is a birder’s paradise. The region is home to a number of national wildlife refuges, wildlife management areas, and tracts of public land, all of which provide marvelous habitat for an enormous number of avian species. Part wetland, part prairie, Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge is a spectacular place to see migrating birds at various times of year. Although it is not a common destination, driving through this part of the state is a magnificent way to enjoy the ride on the way from one place to the next.

SIGHTS

Prairie County Museum and Evelyn Cameron Gallery

Located in Terry are the adjacent Prairie County Museum (101 Logan Ave., 406/635-4040, 9am-3pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 1pm-4pm Sat.-Sun. Memorial Day-Labor Day) and Evelyn Cameron Gallery (105 Logan Ave., 406/635-4040, www.evelyncameron.org, same hours as the museum). The latter pays homage to a fascinating woman who captured the spirit of the often hardscrabble life in eastern Montana with captivating photos and meticulous journals. Thousands of Cameron’s negatives were discovered in the late 1970s by Time-Life Books editor Donna Lucey, who published them in her landmark work Photographing Montana 1894-1928: The Life and Work of Evelyn Cameron. The gallery is home to many of Cameron’s images, both originals and reprints. Her work is a striking testament to the passage of time on the Western frontier, and at the same time a reminder of how much remains the same in eastern Montana.

M Makoshika State Park

Montana’s largest state park at more than 11,000 acres, Makoshika State Park (1301 Snyder Ave., Glendive, 406/377-6256, www.makoshika.org, 10am-6pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, 9am-5pm daily Labor Day-Memorial Day, $5/nonresident vehicle, $1 pp, $15 camping, day use free for Montana residents) is literally at the perimeter of Glendive. The park is an intriguing if not altogether beautiful place, made up of colorful exposed rock layers that look like petrified anthills.

Makoshika (muh-KO-shi-kuh) was created in 1953 and named for the Lakota word that means “badlands.” An impressive interpretive center gives an excellent overview of the park’s geological significance and helps visitors easily navigate the rock layers according to color, distinguishing the Age of Reptiles (dinosaurs!) from the Age of Mammals. Millions of years old, these badlands expose older rock layers than those in North Dakota and have produced some important dinosaur fossils, including a triceratops skull. Hikers have been known to find fossilized shark teeth and alligator teeth, but all rocks and fossils must stay in the park.
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Makoshika State Park is stark in its beauty.



The park is well-suited for exploration in a number of different ways. There are 4 miles of paved roads and 12 miles of unpaved roads (which can be impassable at certain times of year). Three developed trails offer good hiking opportunities: the Diane Gabriel Trail, the Cap Rock Nature Trail, and the Kinney Coulee Hiking Trail. Trail guide pamphlets and free advice are available at the interpretive center. There are also a number of picnic benches, shelters, and an 18-basket Disc Golf Course. Although there are pines and junipers throughout the park, there is little shade in this compelling play of light and color, so bring water and a hat. The park ties the record for hottest place in Montana at 117°F.

Makoshika Dinosaur Museum

For visitors in search of more dinosaur bones and exhibits, Glendive’s Makoshika Dinosaur Museum (104 W. Bell St., 406/377-1637, www.makoshika.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat. Memorial Day-Labor Day, winter visits by appointment only, $3) is a good bet. In addition to nice displays of fossils, sculptures, casts, and painstaking dioramas, the museum offers five-day dinosaur digs geared to aspiring paleontologists ages 16 and up for $750. For younger dinosaur diggers, ages 6 and up, Baisch’s Dinosaur Digs (406/365-4133, jsbaisch@wb.midrivers.com, $100 pp, $75 half day, free for children under 12 with a paying adult) offers daily paleontological digs on a nearby private ranch in view of Makoshika State Park. For visitors who want to take home their own fossil finds, this is really the only legal way to do it.

M Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge

The Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge is a wetland oasis in a sea of prairie. It is a startlingly beautiful place on a breezy afternoon when the grasses sway in watery waves, or on a stormy night when lightning flashes across the sky, illuminating clouds that are 15 shades of blue and pink, or at any time, really—it is just that beautiful. And like so much of eastern Montana, it is not what you might expect to see in a state known for its mountains.

The Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge Complex (223 North Shore Rd., 406/789-2305, www.fws.gov/medicinelake) comprises two wildlife refuges and a wetland management district. Established in 1935, the area provides a much-used breeding and stopover habitat for an enormous range of migratory birds, including ducks, geese, swans, cranes, white pelicans, and grebes. As such, the refuge is as much an oasis for landlocked ocean lovers and wildlife photographers as it is for migrating birds. The sounds and smells and even some of the sights can immediately conjure feelings of a favorite coastal haunt.


THE MONTANA DINOSAUR TRAIL

Before Montana had cowboys, Indians, ranchers, and homesteaders, even before the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers were formed, this was dinosaur territory. The world’s first Tyrannosaurus rex was discovered in Montana, as were the world’s first baby dinosaur bones. Sites across the state are dedicated to celebrating this unique and rich history, and the Montana Dinosaur Trail, created in 2005, consists of 14 different facilities in 12 communities. The stops along the trail include museums, parks, educational centers, and field stations, all of which are committed to finding and preserving dinosaur specimens. These sites have numerous well-preserved fossils, complete dinosaur skeletons, perfectly honed replicas, and even some active dig sites that are open to the public.

The Great Plains Dinosaur Museum and Field Station in Malta displays rare fossils, including a “mummy” dinosaur considered to be the world’s best preserved dinosaur. The Fort Peck Interpretive Center and Museum boasts the most complete T. rex skeleton ever found. You are greeted with a life-size model of the ferocious carnivore when you enter the museum. Glendive is home to the Makoshika Dinosaur Museum and Makoshika State Park, where at least 10 different dinosaur species have been found; the museum displays an impressive collection of dinosaur fossils from around the world. The farthest eastern stop on the Dinosaur Trail is the Carter County Museum in Ekalaka. This is Montana’s first county museum and displays complete dinosaur skeletons found in the nearby Hell Creek formation.



There are plenty of opportunities for bird-watching, and what you see will depend on the time of year you visit. There are roads to cruise along and trails to explore. Hunting and fishing are permitted on the refuge as well; get up-to-date information about seasons and regulations, licensing, and necessary permits from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (223 North Shore Road, 406/789-2305, www.fws.gov/medicinelake). Camping is not permitted in the refuge, but sites are available in nearby Medicine Lake or Plentywood.

The refuge is located on Highway 16, just south of the tiny town of Medicine Lake, which has very limited accommodations (www.medicinelakemt.com), most of which are modest rentals. The nearest towns with significant hotel and motel accommodations and services—Plentywood and Culbertson—are 20-plus miles away to the north and south, respectively, so bring what you need for the time you plan to spend exploring the refuge.

RECREATION

Since I-94 parallels the Yellowstone River from Billings to Glendive, there are ample fishing opportunities at just about any exit. The Yellowstone is filled with trout and, oddly enough, paddlefish: These prehistoric monstrosities in the sturgeon family can weigh more than 100 pounds and are caught only by snagging and then fighting them, sometimes for hours. The paddlefishing season on the Yellowstone runs from early to mid-May to mid- to late June, assuming the target goal of 500 total fish is not met in that time (when the harvest target is met, anglers will be allowed to catch and release only). As if to reinforce what remarkable adversaries these fish are, there is an archery season for paddlefish below Fort Peck Dam in early July. Paddlefish roe is considered a delicacy among caviar connoisseurs, but can only be purchased outside Montana.

The Missouri River also flows through the region and offers an abundance of trout, salmon, pike, and the occasional paddlefish.

Despite the abundance of gentle terrain in the region, there are only a few golf courses in the area, most of them nine-holers. The Cottonwood Country Club (504 Country Club Dr., Glendive, 406/377-8797, www.cottonwoodcc.com) in Glendive is a lovely course with long holes, wide fairways, and mature cottonwood trees.

ACCOMMODATIONS AND CAMPING

Wherever you find communities in Montana, most often you’ll find at least a couple of roadside motels; options in eastern Montana, however, can be somewhat limited. In Terry, the 1912 Kempton Hotel (204 Spring St., 406/635-5543, $75) has hosted such notable figures as Teddy Roosevelt and Calamity Jane. The hotel is showing its age, and long-range plans are in place to restore it to its original glory.

Glendive is a safe bet for a comfortable, clean room. There are a number of chain motels (including Comfort Inn, Days Inn, and Super 8), but the cream of the crop is the 89-room, pet-friendly Astoria Hotel & Suites (201 California St., 406/377-6000, $139-179), which offers a business center, indoor swimming pool and fitness center, free Wi-Fi, free breakfast, and on-site dining. All of the nicely appointed and oversized rooms have microwaves, refrigerators, and coffeemakers. This is indeed evidence of the New West.

For history buffs, and also in Glendive, the Charley Montana Bed & Breakfast (103 N. Douglas St., 406/365-3207 or 888/395-3207, www.charley-montana.com, $115-145) is a grand old 25-room mansion built in 1907 by a famous St. Louis architect for stockman Charles Krug, now maintained with period ambience and a casual atmosphere.

In addition to camping at Makoshika State Park, there are two private campgrounds in Glendive. The AAA-rated Green Valley Campground (124 Green Valley Ln., 406/377-1944 or 406/377-4156, www.greenvalleyrvcamp.com, $13 tent sites, $15.50 RV sites with electric and water, $16.50 full hookup) has plenty of greenery and is located near the Yellowstone River. Trout fishing is allowed on the premises without a license, and there are plenty of other activities. There are 60 campsites as well as hot showers. Also near the Yellowstone River is Riverview RV Park (900 S. Pearson, 406/377-7735, www.glendiverv.com, $40).

FOOD

This is bar-food country and an excellent place for hamburger and chicken-fried steak lovers. Some of the fun is finding the best piece of pie, the juiciest burger, or the strongest coffee. Don’t expect gourmet fare, but you can expect big portions and good, simple food.

Pie lovers would do well to stop in Terry at the very red and white Dizzy Diner (316 E. Spring St., 406/635-4666, 8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-2pm Sun., $5-8), which has a pretty complete menu including wraps, burgers, and pizzas. But the pie’s the thing, and the strawberry rhubarb may make you weep. This little joint is clean and nicely air-conditioned when you want it to be.

For a full menu around the clock, Glendive’s historic Jordan Inn Family Restaurant (222 N. Kendrick Ave., 406/377-3333 or 406/377-5555) has two restaurants, including CaféJordan (6am-9pm daily, $4-13), which serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner and has a coffee shop. Dinner in their fine-dining Blue Room (5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., $13-38) is especially good and features steaks, prime rib, and seafood pastas. Another good family restaurant that’s usually open in Glendive, within walking distance from the Makoshika Dinosaur Museum, is CC’s Family Café (1902 N. Merrill Ave., 406/377-8926, 6am-10pm summer, 6am-9pm winter. They feature home cooking, daily specials, breakfast all day, and yep, really good pie.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The Glendive Chamber of Commerce (808 N. Merrill Ave., 406/377-5601, www.glendivechamber.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) is an excellent resource for everything from guided excursions to daily fishing reports. One of the things that makes this chamber unique is that it offers to clean the paddlefish of any angler willing to donate the fish roe, which the chamber then processes into world-class caviar.

The Glendive Medical Center (406/345-3306 or 800/226-7623) is located at 202 Prospect Drive.

GETTING THERE

Glendive is located off I-94 and at the southernmost point of Highway 16, west of the North Dakota border 35 miles from Beach. Glendive is served by Jefferson Lines (800/451-5333, www.jeffersonlines.com), which offers daily service to Sidney.

Fort Peck and the Hi-Line

Located in the extreme northeastern corner of the state, the Fort Peck Indian Reservation and the Hi-Line are two interesting and tight-knit places that wear their histories like a badge of honor. The Hi-Line is a string of towns that are collectively named for their location along the northernmost railroad line in the region. In Montana, the area referred to as the Hi-Line refers to the stretch of road and rail from the North Dakota border to Havre. Fort Peck falls squarely in the middle of this stretch of land.

As the state’s second-largest, the Fort Peck Reservation encompasses more than two million acres of land and is home to some 6,800 Assiniboine and Sioux Tribe members. The land itself is made up of gently rolling hills and fertile agricultural land. Although the reservation was established in the late 1800s—and named, like the nearby lake and dam, for a trading post constructed in 1867—the government negotiated a treaty with the tribes over the course of nearly 20 years that each tribe member on the reservation would be given 320 acres of land, not unlike the Homestead Act. The “surplus lands” were opened up to white settlers, and by the 1920s the Indians retained ownership of about half the original reservation. The integration of white settlers and Native Americans is more pronounced on Fort Peck than any other reservation in the state. The reservation is adjacent to the site of the Fort Peck Dam, the largest work-relief project to be undertaken during the Great Depression.

Just north of the reservation, the Hi-Line, which includes such communities as Plentywood and Scobey as well as towns along U.S. Highway 2, sprouted up with the arrival of the Great Northern Railway in 1887. The railroad brought farmers into the region and moved crops out. U.S. Highway 2 runs parallel to the railroad and is the access point for nearly all the communities of any size in this corner of Montana. During the boom of the 1920s, many of these small towns grew with large numbers of settlers hoping to make a living by farming; Plentywood and Scobey are among the largest. The Great Depression and crop-killing drought of the 1930s nearly decimated the region, and populations began to decline, only to see occasional and short-lived growth spurts starting during World War II and ending with the consolidation of farmland by corporations in the early 1970s. The region today struggles to hold on to its youth—bigger cities and jobs are a siren call—but there is a tenacity among the residents, who have lived through boom-and-bust cycles for generations. And like much of eastern Montana, the region is dealing with the current boom of the Bakken Oil Field in North Dakota and what that means to these towns economically and socially.

PLENTYWOOD

Like all the towns dotting the Hi-Line, Plentywood (population 1,772, elevation 2,024 feet) is primarily a farming community, although because of its size and proximity to nothing much larger, it has become something of a trade center, a destination for Canadian bargain-shoppers, and a stopping point for many of the oil field workers. Plentywood also attracts a good number of bird hunters every autumn.

The town is proud of some unique chapters in its history—the famous Outlaw Trail ran right through here, bringing with it more than its fair share of unsavory characters; and in the 1920s and 1930s the Communist Party was one of the most active in local politics. An oil boom in the 1970s and 1980s caused a population spike, and for a time, poker chips from the many bars in the area were accepted as legal tender almost anywhere in the county.

Sights

The Sheridan County Museum (4642 Hwy. 16 S., 406/765-2145, 10am-5pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, free) is a small but pleasant county museum, conveniently located adjacent to a 24-hour rest area. The museum houses Montana’s largest indoor mural, and nearby a historical monument commemorates Sitting Bull’s surrender.

Accommodations

The Sherwood Inn (515 W. 1st Ave., 406/765-2810, www.sherwoodinnplentywood.com, $90-100), complete with a host of Robin Hood-themed businesses (the Robin Hood Lounge, Fryer Tuck’s Restaurant, and Maid Marion’s Hair Salon) is a rather large hotel with 64 guest rooms and extended-stay apartments across the street. This pet-friendly hotel is a nice place for the night and is ideal for hunters. Wireless Internet is available sporadically, the best reception being in the lounge.

Food

Just about everything in town is within walking distance of the Sherwood Inn, and Randy’s Restaurant (323 W. 1st Ave., 406/765-1661, 6am-8pm Mon.-Sat., breakfast and lunch $4-9, dinner $8-16) offers three square meals a day. The lemon meringue pie is exceptionally good. Cousins Family Restaurant (564 W. 1st Ave., 406/765-1690, 5:30am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 6:30am-8pm Sun., $6-17) is another restaurant known locally for good home cooking and breakfast all day. The Blue Moon Supper Club (4316 Hwy. 16 S., 406/765-2491, 11am-2am daily, $10-30) is known for its prime rib and Montana-style fine dining.

SCOBEY

Just down the road from Plentywood is Scobey (population 1,023, elevation 2,450 feet), an agricultural town with Scandinavian roots, a wealth of wheat farms, and a population of diehard sports fans. The downtown area is compact and cute, with nice places to eat and a very welcoming attitude. The town has so many unique features because most of its residents are descendants of those who homesteaded the area around the turn of the 20th century. There are a few legendary feuds, of course, but mostly people get along and are always willing to lend a hand. When Scobey residents get married, for example, invitations are unheard of; rather, the event is published in the weekly paper, and the entire town shows up with hot dishes, salads, and everything else to make a party worth attending. It is as quaint as it is genuine. Scobey is a wonderful example of small-town Montana. The town achieved some minor fame thanks to an award-winning 2008 PBS documentary, Class C, that tells the story of vanishing small towns through the lens of five girls’ basketball teams.

M Pioneer Town

Just west of town is Scobey’s beloved Pioneer Town (720 2nd Ave., 406/487-5965, www.scobeymt.com/museum.html, 12:30pm-4:30pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, by appointment only Labor Day-Memorial Day, $7 adults, $4 children 3-11, free for children 2 and under, includes tour), an extension of the Daniels County Museum and a significant labor of love. It is a collection of more than 50 buildings from Scobey and the surrounding area that were saved from destruction and, to a lesser extent, the ravages of time. Some 35 of the buildings on-site—including a schoolhouse, a barber shop, two churches, and a saloon—have been restored and furnished with period pieces. Pioneer Town comes alive at the end of June each year with Pioneer Days, the town’s biggest and arguably best event. The weekend includes the Dirty Shame Show, a musical variety show in the vaudeville tradition and still a rite of passage for many of Scobey’s young women. There is a parade and plenty of food and celebration, and appropriately dressed pioneer guides will walk you through some of the town buildings.
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Scobey’s Pioneer Town is a wonderful collection of old buildings.



Accommodations

Just south of town, the Cattle King Motor Inn (Hwy. 13 S., 406/487-5332, www.cattlekinginn.com, $75-100) offers clean, comfortable rooms, free Wi-Fi, free continental breakfast, and free guest laundry. Pets are welcome with a $5 fee, and outside kennels are available too. Outside electric outlets are available to plug in your engine block during winter so that the car starts in the morning. No one said the winters were mild this far north.

Food

As you pull into town from the east, you’ll encounter Shu’s Kitchen (506 E. 1st St., 406/487-5347), a wonderful little place for surprisingly authentic Chinese cuisine. Owner Shu Mei Swenson has been known to select your meal for you; the wise will oblige and will not be sorry. Hours here aren’t set, so you may have to take your chances and drive by. On the other side of town, Burger Hut (Hwy. 13 between 1st Ave. and Railroad Ave., 406/487-5030) is a summer-only establishment with classic curb service and a menu that puts full-size restaurants to shame. Don’t miss the famous and enormous “Ugly Burgers” or the excellent ice cream. The Slipper Lounge (608 Main St., 406/487-9973, 5pm-9pm Tues.-Sat., $7-24) offers sit-down meals (and unfortunately a casino) in the classic supper-club tradition. Outlaw Trail Café (15 Main St., 406/487-2722, 6am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-4pm Sat., 9am-2pm Sun., $5-14) is a great family restaurant serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner, including pizza, barbecue, and burgers.

WOLF POINT

Nestled on the banks of the Missouri River, and located on the Fort Peck Reservation, Wolf Point (population 2,646, elevation 1,997 feet) has been many things over the course of Montana history: a fur trading post, a cow town, a refueling stop for wood-burning steamships, an Indian trading post, and, more recently, a community hub for the Fort Peck Reservation and an important storage site for much of the region’s grain.

The community is made up of roughly equal numbers of tribe members and nonmembers, just as it was in the early 1900s when the U.S. government opened the reservation to white homesteaders. The Native American population includes primarily Sioux and Assiniboine people.

Festivals and Events

Among the most celebrated events in Wolf Point is the Wild Horse Stampede (Marvin Brookman Stadium, 0.25 mile east of Main St., 406/653-2200, www.wolfpoint.com), Montana’s oldest pro rodeo. Held annually the second weekend in July, this event has its origins in Native American celebration and is still an opportunity for participants to show off their equestrian skills. In addition to three nights of spine-tingling rodeo, there are daily parades, a carnival, the famous wild-horse race, and street dances.

The other major event for Wolf Point is the Wadopana Celebration (406/650-7556), the oldest traditional powwow in the state, held annually the first weekend in August. The event includes a special day of activities for young people and an annual community feed.

Accommodations

The Homestead Inn (101 U.S. 2 E., 406/653-1300 or 800/231-0986, $60-105) is clean, comfortable, and affordable, and they offer free coffee and doughnuts every morning.

Right downtown, the Sherman Inn (200 E. Main St., 800/952-1100, www.shermaninn.com, $77) offers 44 rooms, all with queen-size beds.

The Meadowlark (872 Nickwall Rd., 406/525-3289, $65-110) is a cozy spot 16 miles out of town on the Lewis and Clark Trail. Options include a cabin rental, a daylight basement suite, and an authentic bunkhouse, all set on a farm with splendid views and abundant wildlife. Full breakfasts are available at an extra, per-person charge.

Food

Old Town Grill (400 U.S. 2, 406/653-1031, 7am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-2pm Sun., $8-12) is a clean, well-lighted place with a curious but tasty assortment of Mexican, Asian, and American food.

For more classic Montana fare, try the restaurant at the Sherman Motor Inn (200 E. Main St., 800/952-1100, 6am-10pm daily, breakfast and lunch $7-10, dinner $10-25) or the Elk’s Club Dining Room (302 Main St., 406/653-1920, 5pm-9pm Thurs.-Sat., $9-25).

For those inclined toward liquid nourishment, Missouri Breaks Brewing, Doc’Z Microbrewery & Coffee (326 Main St., 406/653-1467, 7:30am-2pm Mon., 7:30am-2pm and 4pm-8pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-8pm Sun.) serves up six microbrew varieties, all made on-site, as well as homemade root beer and a full offering of coffee drinks. They also offer soups, salad, and sandwiches on flatbread, wraps, and bagels. Wi-Fi is free.

GLASGOW AND FORT PECK

Glasgow (population 3,301, elevation 2,090 feet) is another northeastern Montana town that has seen its share of heart-stopping boom and heartbreaking bust. Founded in the 1800s with the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railway, the town exploded in 1933 with the construction of the Fort Peck Dam, the largest of President Roosevelt’s Public Works Administration projects, which employed more than 10,000 workers at any given time. When the dam was complete, the population and the city dwindled until the mid-1960s, when the Glasgow Air Force Base was commissioned. The population doubled, and the city built an entirely new infrastructure to meet the needs of the new residents. The Air Force pulled out suddenly in 1969, and the city was left with the fallout. Today the abandoned and deteriorated base operates as a testing facility for Boeing and is slowly being developed as a retirement community for military personnel.

Both the expansive Fort Peck Lake, with as many miles of shoreline as California has coastline, and the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge are nearby and offer residents and visitors alike a wealth of outdoor opportunities. And as the largest city in this part of the state, Glasgow has plenty of services for those looking for recreation at Fort Peck Lake.

The town of Fort Peck (population 237, elevation 2,100 feet) was an Indian trading post starting in 1867, and even though the settlement was bypassed by the railroad, it was a hub of activity during construction of the dam. Today the town has a few residents and a significant number of lake visitors. The historic Fort Peck Theatre is a magical place to watch a show during the summer season.

M Fort Peck Dam

The Fort Peck Dam Interpretive Center and Museum (adjacent to the powerhouses on Lower Yellowstone Rd., 406/526-3493, 9am-5pm daily May-Sept., 10am-4pm Tues.-Sun. Oct., 10am-4pm Tues.-Fri. Nov.-Apr., free) is a unique combination of exhibits created in a partnership among Fort Peck Paleontology Inc., the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The museum features the state’s largest aquariums, with examples of the species native to Fort Peck Lake, a life-size model of the T. rex uncovered some 20 miles southeast of Fort Peck, and the construction history of the Fort Peck Dam. The museum also offers excellent interpretive programs throughout the summer with weekend nature walks on a nice three-mile paved trail and experiential programs for kids. Visitors can also sign up for tours of the Fort Peck Power Plants, next to the interpretive center. There is a great day-use area adjacent to the museum, complete with picnic shelters, playground equipment, and horseshoe pits. There is also a Class A campground.
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The historic Fort Peck Theatre resembles a Swiss chalet.



The Fort Peck Theatre (406/526-9943 or 406/228-9216, www.fortpecktheatre.org) was built as a temporary movie house in 1934 to entertain the huge number of workers building the dam. Over the years, the structure, designed and built by the Army Corps of Engineers in the style of a Swiss chalet, has become one of Montana’s gems. The incredible craftsmanship, right down to the light fixtures, can be appreciated each summer during live theatre performances produced by the Fort Peck Fine Arts Council.

In Glasgow, the Valley County Pioneer Museum (816 Hwy. 2, 406/228-8692, www.valleycountymuseum.com, 9am-5pm Memorial Day-Labor Day, 1pm-4pm Tues.-Sat. Labor Day-Memorial Day, $3 adults, $2 children 7-21, free for children 6 and under) houses everything from dinosaur fossils found nearby and Fort Peck Dam construction information to the country’s largest Assiniboine collection and genealogical archives. Also available are special tours; call to schedule.

Recreation

With 50 different kinds of fish in Fort Peck Lake Reservoir, nearly 1,600 miles of shoreline, and more than one million acres of public land in the surrounding Charles M. Russell (CMR) National Wildlife Refuge, the area is a nature lover’s paradise. Hi-Line Charter Fishing (6820 U.S. 2 E., Havre, 406/262-2195 or 406/390-6892, www.hilinecharterfishing.com) can provide fully equipped boats and guides for fishing expeditions. Marvin and Connie Loomis operate Trophy Fishing (406/557-2787, www.fortpeckfishing.com), providing comfortable lodging, great home cooking, and all the equipment and guiding you’ll need. Anglers on the reservoir have the chance to catch walleye, sauger, smallmouth bass, northern pike, and even king salmon, among others. To rent a boat, contact the Hell Creek Marina (406/557-2345, www.hellcreekmarina.com) or the Rock Creek Marina (406/485-2560, www.rockcreekmarina.com), which also offers stocked cabins, RV campsites, and an on-site restaurant and tavern.

Golfers can hit the links in nearby Glasgow at the fairly level nine-hole Sunnyside Golf Club (95 Skylark Rd., 406/228-9519).

Accommodations

Right in Fort Peck is the rambling Fort Peck Hotel (175 S. Missouri St., 406/526-3266 or 800/560-4931, www.thefortpeckhotel.com, Apr.-Dec., $63-139), built at the same time and in similar fashion to the Fort Peck Theatre. The wooden hotel certainly recalls a time gone by, and though the amenities are simple (double and single beds), they are perfectly suitable and quite charming. The hotel serves three wonderful meals daily in the quaint dining room, and guests tend to lounge in oversized Depression-era rockers on the expansive porch.

The Cottonwood Inn & Suites (45 1st Ave. NE, Glasgow, 406/228-8213 or 800/321-8213, www.cottonwoodinn.net, $84-96 rooms, $44 RV sites) in Glasgow is the town’s newest and most modern addition. There are 124 guest rooms, an indoor heated pool, free Wi-Fi, a dining room, and an adjacent RV park.

Food

Foodies are in for a surprising treat in Glasgow: Durum Restaurant (1015 U.S. Hwy. 2, 406/228-2236, 11am-2pm and 5pm-9pm Tues.-Fri., 5pm-9pm Sat., lunch $7.50-9.75, dinner $15-35) is an elegant little chef-owned bistro known for its creative fare, handmade pasta, and homemade sauces. Trained at the Colorado Culinary Art Institute, Scott Redstone prepares everything from mouthwatering authentic Italian cuisine to apple-walnut-stuffed pork chops with honey balsamic glaze using the freshest local ingredients. Don’t miss the mushroom brandy sauce on your steak.

Sam’s Supper Club (U.S. 2 E., 406/228-4614, 10:30am-2:30pm and 4pm-2am daily, $9-27) falls into the category of a classic Montana steak house, and it is a great one: Serving excellent steaks, an array of seafood options, and even some Mexican and vegetarian entrées, the food here is as good as the atmosphere is welcoming.

Between Wolf Point and Glasgow is the tiny town of Nashua and Bergie’s (410 Sargent St., 406/746-3441), a good spot for a great ice-cream cone. It’s popular with the after-school crowd, and for good reason: The ice cream is homemade. They also serve sandwiches, burgers, and chicken strips. But don’t get yourself too excited, Bergie’s hours can be somewhat unpredictable.

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

The Glasgow Area Chamber of Commerce (23 U.S. 2 E., Glasgow, 406/228-2222, www.glasgowmt.com, 8:30am-4pm Mon.-Thurs., 8:30am-3pm Fri.) is happy to provide visitors with information for the surrounding area, including Fort Peck.

The Daniels County Chamber of Commerce (120 Main St., Scobey, 406/487-2061, www.scobeymt.com, 10am-2pm Mon.-Fri. May 15-Sept. 15) is located in downtown Scobey.

The Sheridan County Chamber of Commerce (108 N. Main St., Plentywood, 406/765-1733, www.sheridancountychamber.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat.) is in Plentywood. There is also a Visitors Information Center rack filled with brochures and pamphlets in the Sherwood Inn (515 W. 1st Ave., Plentywood).

The Wolf Point Chamber of Commerce and Agriculture (218 3rd Ave. S., Ste. B, Wolf Point, 406/653-2012, www.wolfpointchamber.com, 9am-4pm Mon., Wed., and Fri.) also has information about the Fort Peck Reservation.

GETTING THERE

Glasgow is located on Highway 2, 270 miles northeast of Great Falls and 50 miles west of Wolf Point. Fort Peck is located off Highway 24, 47 miles southwest of Wolf Point and 49 miles southeast of Glasgow.

The Milk River Valley

The Milk River flows from high in the Montana Rockies, north into Alberta, then east and south, through Havre and across prairie and riparian areas teeming with wildlife, through Fort Belknap, Malta, and Glasgow, eventually joining the Missouri River. The water is indeed milky colored, even late in summer, and it was named by Lewis and Clark, who thought the water looked like “a cup of tea with the admixture of a tablespoonful of milk.”

Life along the river seems to follow an equally relaxed pace in nice little towns like Saco, Malta, and Fort Belknap. This is the country of Wallace Stegner, the beloved Western author who spent much of his childhood along Frenchman Creek, a tributary of the Milk River. He didn’t always love the austere beauty of the place, but he always appreciated it in his spare, beautiful prose.

This is also prime hunting territory for large game and birds, and there are a number of places to enjoy the water by boat or with a fishing rod. Many people simply come to drink it all in, visiting the scenic wildlife refuges, driving through the open country, stopping in friendly towns along the way, or relaxing at eastern Montana’s only hot springs resort.

MALTA

A notable stop on the Montana Dinosaur Trail, Malta (population 1,993, elevation 2,254 feet) is a hub for the myriad ranches in the area and a nice place to start day trips into the Bowdoin National Wildlife Refuge or to organize an exciting fossil dig.

Just west of town is the site of a great train robbery in 1901 by Kid Curry and his gang of outlaws, many of whom were known to frequent the area. The other most famous residents of Malta were of the scaly variety: a 77-million-year-old mummified Brachylophosaurus, a rare and precious find, was unearthed north of town in 2000 and has become something of a local hero, along with Roberta and Peanut, all of whom are on display in town.

The Phillips County Museum (431 U.S. 2 E., 406/654-1037, www.phillipscountymuseum.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 12:30pm-5pm Sun. summer, $5 adults, $3 children, $12 family, free for children under 6) is a stop on the Montana Dinosaur Trail and includes exhibits on mining, Native Americans, outlaws, and, most notably, dinosaurs. The collection includes Elvis, the aforementioned Brachylophosaurus, in addition to a complete Tyrannosaurus rex skull and an upright full-size Albertosaurus, a relative of the T. rex and the primary prey of the Brachylophosaurus. A beautifully restored 1903 home, built by New York transplant H. G. Robinson, is adjacent to the museum and available for tours.

The nearby Bowdoin National Wildlife Refuge (194 Bowdoin Auto Tour Rd., 7 miles east of Malta off Old U.S. 2, 406/654-2863, www.bowdoin.fws.gov) was established as a migratory bird refuge in 1936. Both saline and freshwater wetlands offer ideal habitat for the thousands of birds—from waterfowl and shorebirds to birds of prey and grassland songbirds—that soar along this flyway. A 15-mile self-guided auto tour route brings visitors face-to-face with much of the region’s wildlife. Fishing and hunting in the refuge is strictly regulated and should be coordinated through the refuge office during business hours.


[image: image]

The Montana skyline is often punctuated by weathered agricultural buildings.



Two other impressive swaths of wildlife-rich land include the vast Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge and the much newer American Prairie Reserve, which may eventually top three million acres.

FORT BELKNAP INDIAN RESERVATION

Set between the Little Rockies and the Milk River, the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation put together the Gros Ventre and Assiniboine tribes in 1888. They had long been enemies and only formed an alliance to fight the nearby Blackfeet. Today the reservation is a peaceful place encompassing 650,000 acres of grasslands and gently rolling hills. There is an 1877 mission in Hays as well as some significant recreation sites and a variety of festive celebrations. The nearby Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge is a marvelous place for recreation and to appreciate the wildlife.

CHARLES M. RUSSELL NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

The Charles M. Russell (CMR) National Wildlife Refuge (406/538-8706, ext. 221 or 406/526-3464, www.fws.gov/cmr) was established in 1936, and at 1.1 million acres, it is the second-largest U.S. wildlife refuge outside Alaska. It is home to mountain lions, coyotes, prairie dogs, antelope, and enormous numbers of birds. Twenty-five percent bigger than Rhode Island, there are only two paved roads providing minimal access to the refuge. The 20-mile paved auto tour begins and ends on U.S. Highway 191 and offers two hours of scenery and, most often, abundant wildlife. All other travel is on dirt and gravel roads, on foot, on horseback, or by boat. The region was a frequent hiding place for a number of famous outlaws. The refuge borders the Fort Peck Lake Reservoir and extends more than 100 miles west to U.S. Highway 191.


AMERICAN PRAIRIE RESERVE


The lofty mission for the American Prairie Reserve (877/273-1123, www.americanprairie.org) is to create the largest wildlife reserve in the continental United States by piecing together more than three million acres of public and private land to be a functioning mixed-grass prairie ecosystem. Wild inhabitants of the area include bison, elk, deer, pronghorn antelope, and even bighorn sheep. Smaller critters include badgers, prairie dogs, swift fox, and a multitude of birds. The reserve, very much a work in progress, is open to hiking, biking, horseback riding, wildlife watching, and hunting. A multitude of guided trips and volunteer opportunities can be arranged and are well worth looking into for anyone seeking real solace in this ocean of grass.
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