


[image: cover-image]






[image: Image]



BEST OF GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER


Becky Lomax & Andrew Hempstead


[image: image]





[image: image]






CONTENTS



Welcome to Glacier, Banff & Jasper


Best of the Best


Glacier National Park


Banff National Park


Jasper National Park


Wildlife-Watching


Wildflowers


Essentials


Index


List of Maps


Photo Credits


Copyright




Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.








WELCOME TO GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER



BEST DAYS IN GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER


ITINERARY DETAILS


SEASONS OF GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER


SPRING


SUMMER


FALL


WINTER


NEED TO KNOW: GLACIER


NEED TO KNOW: BANFF


NEED TO KNOW: JASPER


Snowcapped peaks, glaciers and ice fields, multihued lakes, rushing rivers, alpine meadows, and abundant wildlife make Glacier, Banff, and Jasper a trio of national parks that are rivaled by few places in the world.


Located in Montana just south of the U.S.-Canada border, Glacier preserves some of the wildest country in the United States. Captivating scenery, epic trails, and huge lakes fill this park’s one million acres. While Glacier National Park is known as the Crown of the Continent, Banff National Park, located to the north in Alberta, Canada, is the crown jewel among all of Canada’s national parks. Stunning lakes are backdropped by towering mountains that are enjoyed by skiers in the winter and hikers the rest of the year. Directly to the north, Jasper National Park is Banff’s quieter, but still mountainous and beautiful, sibling. Connecting the two is one of the most scenic of scenic drives, the Icefields Parkway, which passes rushing rivers, breathtaking overlooks, and the largest and most accessible glacier field in the three parks, the Columbia Icefield.



BEST DAYS IN GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER






Day 1
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1 Start with a day in Glacier National Park. Hit the road early for a drive along Lake McDonald, stopping at pullouts between 6-8 miles (9.7-13 km) up to drop to the shoreline for photos.
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2 Climb the west side of Going-to-the-Sun Road through the west-side tunnel, navigate the hairpin curve at The Loop, and stop at Haystack Falls Overlook for photos. Other photogenic overlooks include Big Bend and Oberlin Bend.
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3 Stop for a good while at Logan Pass, the highlight of the drive, and tour the paved interpretive trail.
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4 From Logan Pass, hike the Hidden Lake Overlook trail, where you can see glacial features, wildflowers, and wildlife. If you have energy, continue on to Hidden Lake before returning.
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5 Descend the west side of Going-to-the-Sun Road through the East Side Tunnel and spot a glacier through binoculars from Jackson Glacier Overlook.
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6 Pull into Rising Sun and hop on the tour boat for a scenic narrated spin around the turquoise St. Mary Lake. Spend the night in St. Mary or another spot on the east side of the park.








Day 2
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7 It’s a 260-mi (420-km) drive from Glacier National Park to Banff. Plan for about 4.5 hours to make the trip. If you want to stretch your legs upon arrival, take a walk along the Bow River.







[image: image]


8 Afterward, ride the Banff Gondola to the top of Sulphur Mountain for sweeping views across the town and beyond. Plan on dining at the mountaintop restaurant, or at a local favorite in town like Park. Stay overnight in the town of Banff.








Day 3
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9 This morning’s itinerary includes two lakes, and you’ll need to rise early as crowds gather before sunrise at both places. Go first to Moraine Lake, which is nestled among towering mountains. Be sure to arrive before 6am to get a parking spot.
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10 Lake Louise, with its much-photographed turquoise water, is the next stop, and with that, you will have reached two world-famous lakes by 9am. Stroll along the lakeshore and take lots of photos.
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11 Drive north along the Icefields Parkway. For stunning views and abundant wildflowers, stop near Bow Lake and make the trek to Helen Lake, one of the best hikes in Banff. Overnight at historic Num-ti-jah Lodge.








Day 4
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12 In the morning, continue north to Jasper National Park and the Columbia Icefield to see a glacier field up close.
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13 Hike the trail to Wilcox Pass, taking in views of Mount Athabasca and Athabasca Glacier along the way.
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14 Drive past the town of Jasper to Maligne Canyon, where the fast-flowing Maligne River has cut a deep canyon in the limestone bedrock. At the top end of the canyon, the Wilderness Kitchen is an ideal lunch stop.
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15 Continue along Maligne Lake Road, which ends at Maligne Lake. Jump aboard a tour boat for a cruise to Spirit Island.
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16 You could begin your return trip to Glacier or Banff, or better still spend the evening in the town of Jasper, dining at the Fairmont Jasper Park Lodge and enjoying an evening stroll around Lac Beauvert.







ITINERARY DETAILS


• This itinerary works best June-August, when most or all roads are usually open. This is also peak travel season.


• This itinerary starts in Glacier National Park and ends in Jasper. Allow 8 hours for the 430-mi (700-km) drive back to your starting point.


• Plan to reach Glacier’s Going-to-the-Sun Road early in the morning and make minimal stops to be able to get a parking spot at Logan Pass.


• No RVs, trailers, or vehicles longer than 21 feet (6.4 m) are permitted on Glacier’s Going-to-the-Sun Road from Avalanche over Logan Pass to Rising Sun. You can take a guided bus tour or free shuttle to see Going-to-the-Sun Road instead.


• Make accommodation and camping reservations as far in advance as possible.
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spring biking on Going-to-the-Sun Road, Glacier









SEASONS OF GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER



SPRING


(APR.-JUNE)


Although saddled with unpredictable weather, off-season in Glacier National Park offers less-hectic visits. Low-elevation trails are usually snow-free in May, but minimal commercial services are open. When Going-to-the-Sun Road is closed to vehicles until about mid-June, bikers and hikers tour it without cars. May-June rains intersperse with cobalt-blue skies.


Late spring is a good time to visit Banff and Jasper: You’ll avoid the crowds, and you’ll save money. Spring is notable for long days of sunlight (in late June it stays light until after 10pm) and a sense of optimism for the upcoming warm months.


Temperatures
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Glacier: 38 to 72°F (3 to 22°C)


Banff and Jasper: 59 to 68°F (15 to 20°C)


SUMMER


(JULY-MID-SEPT., HIGH SEASON)


Summer attracts crowds in Glacier National Park, when lodges, campgrounds, and trails are open. It’s peak visitation season, with the best weather crammed into July and August. Going-to-the-Sun Road opens usually mid-June to mid-October. Mosquitoes descend in early summer, and snow buries some trails into July before wildflowers peak in late July and huckleberries ripen in August. Wildfire season is late July through September.


In Banff and Jasper, the weather is unbeatable during the summer. The season is dominated by long, warm—and sometimes hot—days, everything is open, and there’s plenty to do and see. Crowded parks, higher prices, and difficulty securing reservations are the downside of summer travel.


Temperatures
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Glacier: 47 to 84°F (8 to 29°C)


Banff and Jasper: 72 to 86°F (22 to 30°C)


FALL


(MID-SEPT.-NOV.)


Fall in Glacier brings unpredictable weather, but also less-hectic visits. Low-elevation trails are usually snow-free in October, but minimal commercial services are open. Warm bug-free days and cool nights usher in the larch and aspen turning gold, while peaktop snow descends in September. Going-to-the-Sun Road closes to vehicles in mid-October.


Like spring, fall is an excellent time to visit Banff and Jasper; you’ll avoid crowds and save money. Fall can be delightful, especially September, with lingering warm temperatures and a noticeable decrease in crowds immediately after the early part of the month. There’s also a chance to see fall colors: Larch turn a brilliant yellow throughout subalpine areas of Banff in mid- to late September.


Temperatures
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Glacier: 33 to 72°F (1 to 22°C)


Banff and Jasper: 59 to 77°F (15 to 25°C)



WINTER



(DEC.-MAR.)


Minimal commercial services are open in winter in Glacier National Park. Snow closes most park roads, which become quiet snowshoeing and cross-country ski trails. Winters are cold, with Arctic fronts sometimes plunging temperatures below 0°F (-18°C).


In Banff and Jasper, ski resorts begin opening for the winter in late November. The best powder snow conditions are January-February, although for enthusiasts looking for a combination of good snow and warmer weather, March is an excellent time of year to visit.


Temperatures
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Glacier: 14 to 32°F (-10 to 0°C)


Banff and Jasper: 14 to 32°F (-10 to 0°C)




NEED TO KNOW: GLACIER


• Park website: www.nps.gov/glac


• Entrance fee: $35 per vehicle ($25 winter)


• Main entrance: West Glacier Entrance (year-round}


• Main visitor centers: Apgar Visitor Center (year-round, weekends only in winter), St. Mary Visitor Center (late May-early Oct.), Logan Pass Visitor Center (mid-June-mid-Sept.)


• In-park hotel and activity reservations: www.glaciernationalparklodges.com


• Campsite reservations: www.recreation.gov


• Gas in the park: None; closest in West Glacier, East Glacier, and St. Mary


• Travel times: 4.5 hours to Banff; 7.5 hours to Jasper







NEED TO KNOW: BANFF


• Park website: www.pc.gc.ca/banff


• Entrance fees: C$10 adult, C$8.40 senior, children free, up to a maximum of C$20 per vehicle


• Main entrance: Banff East Gate (Trans-Canada Highway; year-round)


• Main visitor center: Banff Visitor Centre (town of Banff; year-round)


• In-park hotel and activity reservations: www.banfflakelouise.com, www.bestofbanff.com


• Campsite reservations: www.reservation.pc.gc.ca


• Gas in the park: town of Banff, Lake Louise, Saskatchewan River Crossing


• Travel times: 4.5 hours to Glacier; 3.5 hours to Jasper







NEED TO KNOW: JASPER


• Park Website: www.pc.gc.ca/jasper [URL inactive]


• Entrance fees: C$10 adult, C$8.40 senior, children free, up to a maximum of $C20 per vehicle


• Main entrance: Jasper East Gate (Highway 16; year-round)


• Main visitor center: Jasper Visitor Centre (town of Jasper; year-round)


• In-park hotel and activity reservations: www.jasper.travel


• Campsite reservations: www.reservation.pc.gc.ca


• Gas in the park: town of Jasper


• Travel times: 7.5 hours to Glacier; 3.5 hours to Banff
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BEST OF THE BEST GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER



BEST HIKES


HIGHLINE TRAIL AND GRANITE PARK CHALET


GRINNELL GLACIER


LAKE AGNES


GRIZZLY-LARIX LAKES LOOP


WILCOX PASS


BALD HILLS


Best Views


HIDDEN LAKE OVERLOOK


MANY GLACIER HOTEL DECK


SULPHUR MOUNTAIN


LAKE LOUISE SKI RESORT


ATHABASCA GLACIER


MALIGNE LAKE


BEST GLACIAL FEATURES


GLACIERS


GLACIAL LAKES


CIRQUES


BEST SCENIC DRIVE


ICEFIELDS PARKWAY



BEST HIKES



HIGHLINE TRAIL AND GRANITE PARK CHALET


Glacier National Park


STRENUOUS


Beginning at Logan Pass, this stunning point-to-point walk tiptoes along the Continental Divide to historic Granite Park Chalet before dropping to The Loop. Hikers often see mountain goats, bighorn sheep, bears, or wolverines.


GRINNELL GLACIER


Glacier National Park


MODERATE-STRENUOUS


A boat ride clips mileage off the route to Grinnell Glacier. It’s the shortest route to see a glacier up close.
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Grinnell Glacier Trail, Glacier





LAKE AGNES


Banff National Park


MODERATE


This walk is a good introduction to hiking in the Canadian Rockies, especially in fall when the larch trees have turned a brilliant gold.


GRIZZLY-LARIX LAKES LOOP


Banff National Park


EASY-MODERATE


Accessible by gondola from the valley floor, this hike in the flower-filled Sunshine Meadows high above the tree line leads to some of the most photogenic viewpoints in the region.


WILCOX PASS


Jasper National Park


MODERATE


Views of the Columbia Icefield are unmatched along this trail. It climbs through a stunted forest of Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir to a ridge with panoramic views of Mount Athabasca and the Athabasca Glacier.


BALD HILLS


Jasper National Park


MODERATE-STRENUOUS


The sweeping views from this hike take in the jade-green waters of Maligne Lake, the Queen Elizabeth Ranges, and the twin peaks of Mount Unwin and Mount Charlton.
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Bald Hills, Jasper
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Sunshine Meadows and Rock Isle Lake, Banff






Best Views



HIDDEN LAKE OVERLOOK


Glacier National Park


Stand atop the Continental Divide at Hidden Lake Overlook on a 2.6-mi (4.2-km) round-trip adventure from Logan Pass, where you might spot baby mountain goats.
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view from Hidden Lake Overlook, Glacier





MANY GLACIER HOTEL DECK


Glacier National Park


Lounge on the large deck of this historic hotel, which overlooks Swiftcurrent Lake and a mountainous panorama. Bring a pair of binoculars so you can spot bears, mountain goats, and bighorn sheep.


SULPHUR MOUNTAIN


Banff National Park


Take the Banff Gondola 2,300 vertical feet (700 vertical m) to the summit of Sulphur Mountain. From the observation deck at the upper terminal, a boardwalk leads to a breathtaking 360-degree view that includes the town, the Bow Valley, Cascade Mountain, Lake Minnewanka, and the Fairholme Range.
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town of Banff from Sulphur Mountain





LAKE LOUISE SKI RESORT


Banff National Park


During summer, the main ski lift at the Lake Louise resort whisks visitors up the face of Mount Whitehorn to Whitehorn Lodge. The view from the top—across the Bow Valley to Lake Louise and the Continental Divide—is among the most spectacular in the Canadian Rockies.


ATHABASCA GLACIER


Jasper National Park


The Athabasca Glacier, an arm of the massive Columbia Icefield, fills a valley right beside the Icefields Parkway, making access easy—the best views are from the Icefield Centre and Toe of the Glacier trail.
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Athabasca Glacier, Jasper





MALIGNE LAKE


Jasper National Park


Maligne Lake is the second largest glacier-fed lake in the world. Take a tour boat to Spirit Island or stroll along the lake’s shoreline to take in the stunning vistas.



BEST GLACIAL FEATURES



GLACIERS


Glaciers are slow-moving ice. Aided by gravity, the ice presses down, forming a thin elastic barrier that carries the mass toward the glacier’s toe, where it may calve off in chunks. For a glacier to move, a certain amount of ice is needed—usually a surface of at least 25 acres (10 hectares) and a minimum depth of 100 feet (30 m). Glacier, Banff, and Jasper National Parks hold some must-see glaciers.


Grinnell Glacier


Glacier National Park


The shortest trail to an active glacier in Glacier National Park climbs to Grinnell Glacier, a small, thinning glacier melting into Upper Grinnell Lake. You can walk the entire trail round-trip or hop on the Many Glacier tour boat shuttle to chop the distance.


Saskatchewan Glacier


Banff National Park


The short, steep hike up Parker’s Ridge ends with sweeping views down to Saskatchewan Glacier, one of the largest glaciers connected to the Columbia Icefield.


Athabasca Glacier


Jasper National Park


Nowhere in Banff or Jasper does a glacier come as close to a road as the Athabasca, with an interpretive center, bus tours, and hiking in the vicinity.


GLACIAL LAKES


Glacier, Banff, and Jasper National Parks are renowned for the turquoise color of many lakes. Finely ground particles of debris from melting glaciers is washed downstream, and are suspended in the water of local lakes. It is this “rock flour” reflecting the blue-green sector of the light spectrum that gives lakes the unique color.


Lake Louise


Banff National Park


Lake Louise is Banff’s best-known glacial lake, and with good reason—its turquoise color is mesmerizing, it is easily accessible by everyone, and the lakefront hotel is one of the world’s grandest mountain resorts.


Lower Waterfowl Lake


Banff National Park


Beside the Icefields Parkway, the intense turquoise color of Lower Waterfowl Lake is in stark contrast to the sheer cliffs of surrounding mountains.


Maligne Lake


Jasper National Park


Maligne Lake is the world’s second largest glacial-fed lake. Hike along the shoreline, go canoeing, or take a boat tour to Spirit Island.
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Maligne Lake, Jasper





CIRQUES


Glacier-carved hollows in the slopes of mountains are known as cirques.


Iceberg Lake


Glacier National Park


A trail ascends up to a lake tucked in a cirque below two peaks connected by two arêtes of serrated peaks. You may even see icebergs in late summer floating here below the tall surrounding walls.


Helen Lake


Banff National Park


Helen Lake lies in a glacial cirque and is reached by a trail that boasts spectacular views and passes through extensive wildflower meadows.




INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER


Glacier, Banff, and Jasper National Parks and the surrounding lands are on the traditional land of the Blackfeet, Blood (or Kainai), Piegan (or Piikani), Salish, Kootenai (Kootenay in Canada), Shuswap, Stoney, and Gros Ventre People.


Spanning what became the U.S.-Canadian border, the Blackfeet, or Niitsitapi (“original people”), include several nomadic groups who based much of their livelihood on hunting bison in the vast prairies on the Continental Divide’s east side. In Canada, the Siksika, or Blackfoot, were the first to meet European traders. (To refer to the group, Blackfoot is used in Canada, and Blackfeet is used in the United States.) Other groups include the Blood (or Kainai) and Piegan (or Piikani). For thousands of years, according to legend, their lands ranged from the Saskatchewan to Yellowstone Rivers.


The land of the Salish and Kootenai are on the Continental Divide’s west side, where they hunted, trapped, and fished. They ventured east over the mountains on annual bison hunts. Known as the Ktunaxa, the Kootenai (in Canada Kootenay) were the first human beings to enter the Canadian Rockies and comprise seven bands spanning the western Rockies from southern Alberta to Missoula, Montana. For the Kootenai, the Lake McDonald area was a place for sacred dances, hence its original name of Sacred Dancing Waters.


The Canadian Rockies are also the land of the Shuswap, who traveled into the mountains on and off for many thousands of years, hunting caribou and sheep. The descendants of the Shuswap people live on the Kinbasket Shuswap Reserve, just south of Radium Hot Springs, to the west of Kootenay National Park.


Around 1650, the mighty Sioux nation began splintering, with many thousands moving north into present-day Canada. Although these immigrants called themselves Nakoda (people), other tribes called them Assiniboine (people who cook with stones) because of their traditional cooking methods. The white people translated Assiniboine as Stone People, or Stoney for short. Today, the Stoney people live on a sprawling reserve just outside Banff’s eastern boundary.


NAMES


In Glacier, many of the Blackfeet names used for land features were given other names, but some remain: Going-to-the-Sun Mountain, Two Medicine Lake, Pitamakin Pass, and Running Eagle Falls.


Although Europeans introduced their own names to natural features throughout Banff and Jasper, Indigenous names such as Saskatchewan River and Lake Minnewanka remain, and other traditional names are slowly being restored.


LEARNING MORE


North American Indian Days


The Blackfeet celebrate their culture during North American Indian Days in Browning, Montana. Dressed in regalia, the community dances and drums together. Traditional horse skills are part of the rodeo.


Sun Tours


406/732-9220 or 800/786-9220; http://glaciersuntours.com


Blackfeet-owned Sun Tours goes to Logan Pass and back in coaches with big windows for sightseeing. Blackfeet guides give insight into the park’s rich Indigenous heritage from the days of the buffalo to modern spirituality.


Native America Speaks


For more than three decades, Glacier’s naturalist programs have included the acclaimed Native America Speaks program in summer. Look for shows in park lodges, St. Mary Visitor Center, and at campground amphitheaters, including Chewing Blackbones outside Babb. Free 45-minute evening campground amphitheater shows feature members of the Blackfeet, Salish, and Kootenai people who use storytelling, humor, and music to share their culture and heritage. Check the park newspaper for the current schedules and location of presentations.


At the St. Mary Visitor Center’s auditorium, the Two Medicine Lake Singers and Dancers draw standing-room-only crowds for demonstrating Blackfeet dances in full traditional regalia. Appearing at park lodges and campground amphitheaters, Jack Gladstone, a Grammy-nominated Blackfeet musician, blends storytelling and music in Triple Divide: Heritage and Legacy, a one-hour multimedia walk through Glacier’s history from the Blackfeet perspective.


Buffalo Nations Luxton Museum


1 Birch Ave.; 403/762-2388; www.buffalonationsmuseum.com


This museum is dedicated to the heritage of the First Nations of Banff, Jasper, and adjacent lands. The collections contain memorabilia from local resident Norman Luxton, who had a lifelong relationship with the Stoney people.
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Lake Minnewanka in Banff National Park









BEST SCENIC DRIVE



ICEFIELDS PARKWAY


DRIVING DISTANCE: 143 mi (230 km)


DRIVING TIME: 4 hours


START: Lake Louise


END: Jasper
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Icefields Parkway





The Icefields Parkway, between Lake Louise and Jasper, is one of the most scenic, exciting, and inspiring mountain roads ever built. From Lake Louise this paved route parallels the Continental Divide, following in the shadow of the highest, most rugged mountains in the Canadian Rockies. Although the entire parkway can be driven in four hours, it’s likely you’ll want to spend at least a day, probably more, stopping at each of the viewpoints, hiking the trails, watching the abundant wildlife, and just generally enjoying one of the world’s most magnificent landscapes.


The parkway remains open year-round, although winter brings with it some special considerations. The road is often closed for short periods for avalanche control. Check road conditions in Banff or Lake Louise before setting out. And be sure to fill up with gas; no services are available between November and April.


In Banff, highlights along the way include Crowfoot Glacier, with its glacial claws clinging to the mountain’s steep slopes, sparkling Bow Lake, and impossibly green Peyto Lake. Across the park boundary in Jasper, the Columbia Icefield and Athabasca Glacier should not be missed. Other highlights on the Jasper side include Sunwapta Falls and Horseshoe Lake, which is popular with cliff-divers. The town of Jasper is the northern terminus of the parkway.





[image: image]



Horseshoe Lake







PRACTICE SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL IN GLACIER, BANFF & JASPER


• Bring a refillable water bottle instead of disposable plastic bottles.


• Buy locally made products.


• Go with local park-approved guide companies.


• Bring binoculars to watch wildlife while maintaining a safe distance between you and the animals. Drones are prohibited in all U.S. and Canadian national parks so as not to disturb wildlife.


• Minimize driving by hiking, biking, paddling, and skiing to experience the parks, and ride shuttles where available.


• Turn off the car engine rather than idling when you use pullouts to watch wildlife.


• Use established paved or gravel pullouts for wildlife-watching and photography. Park in trailhead parking lots rather than on the roadside.


• Be a conscientious park visitor by following Leave No Trace at all times.


• Adjust your schedule to visit crowded sites at less popular times or seasons.


• Always have a Plan B in case crowds and full parking lots preclude your Plan A.








GLACIER NATIONAL PARK



GLACIER NATIONAL PARK 3 WAYS


HALF DAY


FULL DAY


AVOID THE CROWDS


HIGHLIGHTS AND SCENIC DRIVES


LAKE MCDONALD


S GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD


ST. MARY


S MANY GLACIER


TWO MEDICINE


NORTH FORK


BEST HIKES


GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD


MANY GLACIER


TWO MEDICINE


GUIDED HIKES


BACKPACKING


DAWSON-PITAMAKIN LOOP


GUNSIGHT PASS


FIFTY MOUNTAIN


NORTHERN CIRCLE


BIKING


GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD


APGAR BIKE TRAIL


RENTALS


PADDLING


LAKE MCDONALD


MANY GLACIER


TWO MEDICINE


RENTALS


WINTER SPORTS


GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD


AROUND APGAR


GUIDES


FOOD


STANDOUTS


BEST PICNIC SPOTS


CAMPING


STANDOUTS


LODGING


STANDOUTS


The undisputed “Crown of the Continent,” Glacier National Park preserves some of the nation’s wildest country, where terrestrial forces have carved jagged mountain ridges, red pinnacles, and glacier-carved basins into the landscape. Waterfalls roar, ice cracks, and rockfalls echo in scenery still under the paintbrush of change. The park boasts a tremendous geological heritage, plus a cultural history as sacred Native American land.


Glacier also hosts a rich diversity of wildlife. Grizzly bears and wolves top the food chain. Mountain goats prance on precarious ledges. Wolverines romp in high glacial cirques. Bighorn sheep graze in alpine meadows while pikas shriek nearby.


Slicing through the center of the park, historic Going-to-the-Sun Road is an unforgettable experience, climbing up a narrow cliff through tight twists and hairpin turns. Tunnels, arches, and bridges lead sightseers over precipices where seemingly no road could go. Along the way, visitors can feast their eyes on ice-abraded valleys, thundering cascades, mammoth lakes, and serrated peaks.


Glacier National Park holds not only the imprints of glaciers past, but also those that are still present. The park’s glaciers fuel North America’s major rivers, with crystal-clear water tumbling to Hudson Bay, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Pacific. But those glaciers will soon meet their demise. That change will repaint the scenery once again.
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TOP 3
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S 1. GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD: The 50-mi (81-km) road is a testament to human ingenuity and nature’s wonders, with scenic surprises around each corner.
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S 2. MANY GLACIER: Many Glacier is a setting of dreams: chiseled peaks, idyllic lakes, pastoral meadows.
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S 3. GRINNELL GLACIER: See Grinnell Glacier before it melts completely. Hikers on the trail to the glacier often spot grizzly bears.
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GLACIER NATIONAL PARK 3 WAYS



HALF DAY


For a taste of Glacier’s iconic scenery, head to the heart of the park at Logan Pass. Going-to-the-Sun Road takes you there, with plenty of overlooks to soak up the mountains, waterfalls, and U-shaped glacier-carved valleys. You can choose between two bus tour companies that provide narration and stop at scenic overlooks—meaning you can snap photos while letting the driver handle the road’s traffic, curves, and cliffs. This is also an outstanding option for those with RVs or trailers that cannot go over Logan Pass. The itinerary below envisions starting on the west end of Going-to-the-Sun Road, but tours depart in either direction.


1 Board a tour bus that travels Going-to-the-Sun Road at Apgar Visitor Center.


2 Relish the scenery on the climb up Going-to-the-Sun Road, taking in the West Side Tunnel, Heavens Peak from The Loop, and Triple Arches.


3 The destination for your bus tour is Logan Pass, where you won’t have to struggle for a parking spot as the buses are guaranteed parking. Check out the visitor center, walk the paved interpretive paths, and take your photo by the Continental Divide sign.



FULL DAY



Make reservations ahead of time for the boat tour (https://glacierparkboats.com) at Rising Sun, and start as early in the day as you can in order to beat the crowds.


1 Pack a picnic lunch and depart Lake McDonald Lodge by 7:30am to tour the west side of Going-to-the-Sun Road along McDonald Creek.


2 Once you reach Avalanche, stretch your legs on a boardwalk through a rain forest on Trail of the Cedars. You’ll see black cottonwoods, hemlocks, and giant western red cedars growing along Avalanche Creek and the creek squeezing through a tight gorge. After the gorge, follow the trail through a narrow, forested valley to idyllic Avalanche Lake.


3 Continue your ascent of Going-to-the-Sun Road, climbing through the west-side tunnel and around The Loop. Stop at the overlook for Bird Woman Falls to admire the waterfall view. (Stop again at Big Bend if you’re in the mood for more waterfalls.)


4 Pull over at the Oberlin Bend Overlook above Logan Creek to enjoy views of the west side mountains and U-shaped valley. Then, cross over Logan Pass (you’ll be back later) and the Continental Divide, where Going-to-the-Sun Mountain dominates the view.


5 Descend down the east side of Logan Pass stopping at Jackson Glacier Overlook for views. Then head to Sun Point and its picnic area to have lunch. Before or after eating, walk to the windblown point for the panorama view.


6 Continue east to Rising Sun to catch an afternoon boat tour on St. Mary Lake. It will dock near the base of Baring Falls, and you’ll have a few minutes to enjoy the falls and beach.


7 Drive east to St. Mary Visitor Center to take in the exhibits and a film about the park.


8 Retrace your route to head west on Going-to-the-Sun Road. Stop at Wild Goose Island Overlook for a photo of the tiny island in St. Mary Lake.


9 Continue climbing to Logan Pass. Go for an afternoon hike to Hidden Lake Overlook.


10 Descend the west side of Logan Pass back to Lake McDonald Lodge, and celebrate your day with dinner in Russell’s Fireside Dining Room.


11 After dinner, end the day with a stroll to Sprague Creek Picnic Area. Find a patch of beach to sit on and watch the sunset.



AVOID THE CROWDS



Located in the southeast corner of Glacier, Two Medicine is favored for its less-developed ambiance, myriad hiking trails, and a string of three glaciated lakes.


1 Drive the Two Medicine Road along Lower Two Medicine Lake, and stop for a walk to Running Eagle Falls, a unique waterfall that pours from a top slot and from underground.


2 Continue up the road until you reach the ranger station. Turn right to head into Two Medicine Campground to claim a site. Unpack a snack or an early lunch at the nearby Two Medicine Picnic Area.


3 Drive to the Scenic Point trailhead and climb the switchbacks to Scenic Point to gaze over all three lakes in the Two Medicine Valley, plus the mountains and views stretching out on the plains. Afterward, jump into Two Medicine Lake to cool off on the way back to your campsite.


4 Enjoy dinner outside your tent at Two Medicine Campground. As you eat, scan the slopes of Rising Wolf Mountain for bighorn sheep, mountain goats, and sometimes bears.


More Ways to Avoid the Crowds


• Hiking to Rockwell Falls and Cobalt Lake


• Backpacking the Dawson-Pitamakin Loop



HIGHLIGHTS AND SCENIC DRIVES



LAKE MCDONALD


Catching water from Glacier’s longest river, Lake McDonald is 10 mi (16.1 km) long, 1.5 mi (2.4 km) wide, and 472 feet (144 m) deep. It is the park’s largest and deepest lake. Squeezed between Howe and Snyder Ridges, both lateral moraines, the 6,823-acre (2,761-hectare) lake sits where an ancient glacier gouged out a trough. Larch forests that turn gold in fall rim the shores. On the lake, visitors can fish, boat, paddle, or swim in its cold blue waters. Access the lakeshore via picnic areas, the Apgar boat ramp, or the many pullouts along Going-to-the-Sun Road.


Best Beaches


Smooth rounded rocks form Lake McDonald’s beaches, which change size throughout the summer based on water level. Expect tiny beaches in June with high water and larger beaches for sitting, rock skipping, and swimming by August as the water level drops.


APGAR PICNIC AREA


Located on the southwest shore of Lake McDonald, this beach allows for swimming with a view uplake toward the Continental Divide.


[image: image]


FISH CREEK PICNIC AREA


On the northwest shore, the beach flanks Fish Creek with views across the lake to Snyder Ridge, Mt. Edwards, and Mt. Brown.



SPRAGUE CREEK PICNIC AREA



Near the southeast end of Lake McDonald, this beach forms a promontory that pushes out into the lake for views of Stanton Peak.


Boat Tour


Glacier Park Boat Company; 406/257-2426; https://glacierparkboats.com; several departures daily mid-May-Sept.; adult $23, child $11


At the boat dock behind Lake McDonald Lodge, hop on the historic DeSmet for a one-hour tour. With a 90-passenger capacity, the 1930s-vintage wooden boat motors to the lake’s core, where surrounding snow-clad peaks pop into sight. Go for a prime seat on the top deck; bring a jacket for marginal weather. Book in advance by phone or buy tickets at the boat docks up to three days in advance.



S GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD



Tunnels, switchbacks, arches, and a narrow two-lane highway cutting across precipitous slopes reveal feats of engineering. Cedar rain forests give way to windblown subalpine firs, broad lake valleys lead into glacial corridors, monstrous vertical cliff walls abut wildflower gardens, and waterfalls spew from every pore. Defying gravity, ragged peaks rake the sky, crowning all.



[image: image]



This National Historic Landmark and Historic Civil Engineering Landmark is a place to savor every nook and cranny. Oohs and aahs punctuate every sweep in the road as stunning scenery unfolds. Stopping at myriad pullouts along the road, many sightseers burn through scads of digital pixels. The sheer immensity of the glacier-chewed landscape leaves visitors gasping, “I can’t fit it all in my photo.”


To stretch your legs, well-signed short paths guide hikers through a dripping rain forest, along a glacial moraine, amid mountain goats, and beside a roaring waterfall. Those ready to put miles on their boots should tackle at least one of the longer high alpine trails, where you’ll feel you’ve reached the apex of the world, sending your spirit soaring.


The Sun Road, as locals call it, is one place you won’t want to miss. Its rugged beauty leaves a lasting impression.


Scenic Drive


DRIVING DISTANCE: 50 mi (81 km) one-way


DRIVING TIME: approx. 2 hours one-way (with no stops)


START: West Glacier


END: St. Mary


Going-to-the-Sun Road connects the towns of West Glacier and St. Mary via one of the most scenic highways in the United States. For some, scary tight curves that hug cliff walls produce white-knuckle driving. But for most, its beauty, diversity, color, flora, fauna, and raw wildness will leave an impression like no other. For that reason, many park visitors drive it more than once during their stay.


WEST SIDE


From the west, the Going-to-the-Sun Road cruises along Lake McDonald, the largest lake in the park. The road follows McDonald Creek, the longest river in the park, with stops to see its tumbling rapids and waterfalls before reaching Avalanche, where the Trail of the Cedars runs through a rain forest, the easternmost in the country.


When the road swings north, its path climbs through engineering feats that garnered the road’s designation as a National Civil Engineering Landmark. Its West Tunnel has two stunning alcoves framing Heavens Peak. Farther on, Going-to-the-Sun Road has one massive hairpin turn, which is known as The Loop.


Above The Loop, the road cuts through cliffs with views of the ribbonlike Bird Woman Falls and stairstep Haystack Falls. The Weeping Wall wails profusely in June, enough to douse cars driving the inside lane, but in August, drips slow to a trickle.


After Big Bend, drive slowly uphill to see Triple Arches (no pullout) at the very narrow S-turns. As the road arcs up the final mile to Logan Pass, a wheelchair-accessible path goes to Oberlin Bend Overlook, the best spot for photographing the road’s west side and the knifelike Garden Wall—so named for the rainbow white cow parsnip, pink spirea, yellow columbine, and blue gentian, among others, that bloom in the meadows below its top cliffs—on the Continental Divide.


LOGAN PASS AND HIDDEN LAKE OVERLOOK


Located 32 mi (51.5 km) from the West Entrance, Logan Pass sits atop the Continental Divide at 6,646 feet (2,026 m) and rules an alpine wonderland of wildflower meadows and snowfields. With its altitude and location between mountainous hulks, the weather can be chilly even in midsummer. Explore the visitor center and scan surrounding slopes for goats, bighorn sheep, and bears. In late July, the pink alpine laurel, paintbrush, and monkeyflower reach their prime. Meadows at this elevation are fragile, with short-lived flora, so stick to the paths. There are two must-do trails that depart from Logan Pass: Hidden Lake Overlook (click here) and the Highline Trail (click here). This is one of the most popular spots in the park; in midsummer, the parking lot fills by 8am. If the parking lot is full, forgo Logan Pass for the time being and return later in the day. Although there are pullouts 0.5 mi (0.8 km) east and west of the pass, the shoulderless road does not afford safe walking to the pass, and tromping across the fragile meadows is taboo.
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