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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things may change after a guide is published—trails may be rerouted, regulations may change, techniques may evolve, facilities may come under new management, etc.

We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

Globe Pequot

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane

Guilford, CT 06437

Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Bighorns in the fall
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KEN KEFFER’S TOP 5 HIKING TIPS


	5. Take an Umbrella. I learned this tip from Continental Divide Trail thru-hikers. An umbrella keeps the rain and the sun off of you. You can use it to block the breeze when you light a camp stove, too.


	4. Try Tenkara Fly-Fishing. Tenkara is only a rod and line, no reel. There are plenty of fishing opportunities in the Bighorns, and Tenkara doesn’t take up much space in a pack.


	3. Try Snowshoeing. It’s basically hiking in the winter. The woods are extra peaceful under a blanket of snow. You can rent a pair and try it, or you can buy a decent pair for fairly cheap.


	2. You Don’t Need Boots. For the most part, normal tennis shoes are fine for hiking. Flip-flops aren’t a great idea, but there are plenty of great sturdy sandals that make fine footwear. Lightweight and comfortable, works best for me.


	1. Be Kind to Your Feet. Pamper them even, before and after hiking. Pack an extra pair of socks or three. Changing socks midday is a lightweight luxury. Peel off your socks the instant you get to camp. Hiking is hard on your feet; don’t neglect them.








He has authored numerous books connecting families to nature, including The Kids’ Outdoor Adventure Book (Winner of a 2013 National Outdoor Book Award Honorable Mention), The Truth About Nature, and The Secret Lives of Animals. Additionally, he penned Ranger Rick: National Parks! as well as two outdoor nature activity journals: We Love Nature and Bird Brainiacs. More information about Ken’s work can be found at www.kenkeffer.net.

A vagabond naturalist and environmental educator, Ken has worked in Wyoming, Alaska, Maryland, New Mexico, Ohio, Wisconsin, and the Gobi Desert of Mongolia. Ken enjoys floating on lazy rivers, birding, snowshoeing, fly-fishing, and walking his dogs, Willow the Wonder Mutt and Hazel the Wonder Nut.

HOW TO USE THE MAPS

The maps in this book that depict a detailed close-up of an area use color to portray relief. These maps will give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. They are a good reference, but should not replace United States Geological Survey (USGS) Topographic maps that should be used as the navigational tool.
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NOTES ON MAPS

Topographic maps are an essential companion to the activities in this guide. Falcon has partnered with National Geographic to provide the best mapping resources. Each activity is accompanied by a detailed map and the name of the National Geographic TOPO! map (USGS),which can be downloaded for free from natgeomaps.com. If the activity takes place on a National Geographic Trails Illustrated map it will be noted. Continually setting the standard for accuracy, each Trails Illustrated topographic map is crafted in conjunction with local land managers and undergoes rigorous review and enhancement before being printed on waterproof, tearresistant material. Trails Illustrated maps and information about their digital versions, that can be used on mobile GPS applications, can be found at natgeomaps.com.
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	BEST PHOTOS
	FAMILY FRIENDLY
	WATER FEATURES
	DOG FRIENDLY
	FINDING SOLITUDE





	BUFFALO & SOUTHEAST WILDERNESS ACCESS



	1. Grouse Mountain
	•
	•
	
	
	



	2. Mosier Gulch
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	3. Clear Creek Trail
	
	•
	•
	•
	



	4. Circle Park Loop
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	5. Long Lake
	
	
	•
	•
	



	6. Lake Angeline
	
	
	•
	•
	



	7. Seven Brothers Lakes
	•
	
	•
	
	



	8. Florence Pass
	•
	
	•
	
	



	9. Ant Hill
	•
	
	
	
	•



	POWDER RIVER PASS & WESTERN WILDERNESS ACCESS



	10. James T. Saban Lookout
	•
	•
	
	
	



	11. Lake McLain
	
	
	•
	
	•



	12. Tensleep Trail
	
	•
	•
	•
	



	13. Tensleep Falls
	•
	•
	•
	
	



	14. Lost Twin Lakes
	•
	
	•
	
	



	15. Mistymoon Lake
	•
	
	•
	
	



	16. Middle Paint Rock Creek
	•
	
	
	•
	



	17. Lake Solitude Trail
	
	
	•
	•
	



	18. Poacher Lake
	•
	
	•
	
	



	19. Cliff Lake
	•
	
	•
	
	



	
NORTHERN WILDERNESS ACCESS



	20. Edelman Pass
	•
	
	•
	
	



	21. Geneva Pass
	•
	
	•
	
	



	22. Rinehart Lakes
	
	•
	•
	
	



	23. Highland Park & Lake Winnie
	•
	
	•
	
	



	24. The Reservoirs
	•
	
	•
	
	



	25. Firebox Park
	
	
	
	•
	•



	26. South Rock Creek
	•
	
	•
	
	



	RED GRADE TO SHELL



	27. Geddes Lake
	•
	
	•
	
	



	28. Sawmill Lakes
	
	•
	•
	•
	



	29. Coney Lake
	
	
	•
	•
	



	30. Old Mail Trail
	
	•
	
	•
	



	31. Bench Trail
	•
	
	
	•
	



	32. Cedar Creek
	
	
	
	•
	•



	NORTHEAST BIGHORNS



	33. Walker Prairie
	•
	
	
	
	



	34. Wolf Creek
	
	
	•
	
	•



	35. Wolf Creek Falls Overlook
	•
	
	•
	
	



	36. Horseshoe Mountain
	
	
	
	•
	•



	37. Steamboat Point
	•
	•
	
	•
	



	38. Black Mountain Lookout
	•
	•
	
	
	



	39. Tongue River Canyon
	•
	•
	•
	•
	



	
MEDICINE WHEEL & SURROUNDINGS



	40. Bull Elk Park
	
	
	
	
	•



	41. Little Horn Trail
	
	
	•
	•
	



	42. Bucking Mule Falls
	•
	
	•
	
	



	43. Porcupine Falls
	•
	
	•
	
	



	44. Medicine Wheel
	•
	•
	
	
	



	45. Cottonwood Canyon
	
	•
	
	•
	•



	SOUTHWEST BIGHORNS & BASIN COUNTRY



	46. Medicine Lodge Archaeological Site
	•
	•
	
	
	



	47. Paint Rock Canyon Trail
	•
	
	•
	
	



	48. Salt Lick Trail
	•
	
	
	
	•









Before You Hit The Trail

OVERVIEW

An isolated range materializing out of the Bighorn and Powder River Basins of northern Wyoming, the Bighorn Mountains stand tall. Tucked in-between Yellowstone and the Black Hills, the Bighorns are at the crossroads of Interstates 25 and 90.

While sometimes overshadowed by Yellowstone, the Tetons, and the Wind River Mountains, the Bighorn Mountains are a popular regional destination, regularly drawing campers and hikers from the surrounding states, the Midwest, and throughout Wyoming. They are a bit of a hidden gem, since they are every bit as worthy of a destination as their more famous neighbors.

The Precambrian granite found at the core of the Bighorn Mountains is the oldest rock in the range, dating back 1 billion years. The Bighorns are a classic anticline, a massive upward bulging of the earth’s crust, that occurred as continental land masses collided. The forces of the impact caused the bedrock to fold upward. The landscape has since been sculpted by eons of erosion. Streams coursing down the flanks cut through the sedimentary strata forming the deep canyons along the edges of the range. Between 50,000 and 8,000 years ago (quite recently in geologic time), the grinding action of glaciers sculpted the half-domes, sheer cliffs, and deep lake basins that are the hallmark of the Cloud Peak Wilderness.

Originally established as the Bighorn Forest Reserve in 1897, the Bighorn National Forest is 80 miles long and over 30 miles wide. The forest covers 1,115,073 acres and has over thirty campgrounds including four group campgrounds, ten picnic areas, eight lodges, multiple reservoirs, miles and miles of streams, and more than 1,200 miles of trails. The Bighorns are clearly an outdoor recreation paradise. Hunting and fishing opportunities are top-notch (see Flora and Fauna). Hikers can find anything from a short day hike to the Solitude Loop Trail that runs more than 65 miles. A growing network of motorized trails can be found throughout the Bighorns as well.
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Within the Bighorn National Forest is the Cloud Peak Wilderness. Known as the Cloud Peak Primitive Area as far back as 1932, the 189,039-acre area was declared wilderness in 1984.

The Bighorn Mountains truly offer something for every hiker. From short scenic day trips to extended multiple day backpacking excursions, Hiking Wyoming’s Bighorn Mountains will highlight the essentials of the region. The book covers forty-eight trails in depth and mentions numerous additional hikes as alternatives. The hikes include lands of the Bighorn National Forest, the Cloud Peak Wilderness, and surrounding state and federal lands.

At over 170 miles long from north to south, the majority of the mountain range is administered by the US Forest Service as the Bighorn National Forest. The northern extent of the range crosses the Wyoming/Montana state line and is a part of the Crow Indian Reservation. The southern reaches are privately held.

Three major highways climb over the Bighorn Mountains. All three are official Scenic Byways offering up numerous scenic pullouts and interpretive displays along the routes. The Cloud Peak Skyway Scenic Byway (US Hwy. 16) connects Buffalo to the town of Ten Sleep. It crosses Powder River Pass and provides excellent views of Cloud Peak and surrounding mountains. Fields of wildflowers accent the views during the summer season. The route also passes through rugged Tensleep Canyon, an area growing in popularity with rock climbers.

The Bighorn Scenic Byway (US Hwy. 14) begins west of Sheridan near Dayton and Ranchester. It quickly climbs the eastern slopes of the mountain, reaching Burgess Junction, before descending through gorgeous Shell Canyon. This route passes Shell Falls Interpretive Site on the way to Greybull. Shell Falls is closed seasonally.

Closed in the winter, the Medicine Wheel Passage (US Hwy. Alternate 14) runs from Burgess Junction to Lovell and the Bighorn Basin to the west. The road grades are steep, so large vehicles should be aware and protect their brakes when heading down the mountain. The Medicine Wheel Passage passes mountain meadows, and is the access route for the Medicine Wheel/Medicine Mountain National Historic Landmark. The only National Recreation Trail in the region, Bucking Mule Falls, runs just north of this sacred site.

Although the Bighorn National Forest has a long history, things are always changing. Perhaps most exciting is when new trails are blazed. In 2016, for example, trail crews put in a new route, the Tensleep Trail (Hike 11), near the Island Park and Deer Park Campgrounds near West Tensleep Lake. This daytrip makes a great option for exploring a popular area of the forest.

WEATHER

The weather can be unpredictable in the Bighorn Mountains. The region is characterized by cool summers and snowy winters. Afternoon thunderstorms can materialize out of nowhere in the summer, quickly turning a sunny cloudless day into a drenching downpour. In most years, snow lingers until early June in many places. It doesn’t snow in the high country every August, but it does with enough regularity that you have to be prepared for that possibility. One of my favorite Fourth of Julys was spent fishing in a blizzard with my cousin at Meadowlark Lake.

That said, the area gets an abundance of sunshine. Without precautions, sunburns can occur here year-round. Cool mountain mornings can quickly heat up. The best advice is to plan on layering your clothing. Shed a layer when you get too hot, but make sure you have an extra layer available to break a sudden chill. The layer closest to your skin should wick away sweat from your skin—-lightweight wool, polyester, or polypropylene all work well (not cotton, not even for underwear). For the middle layer, choose a fabric that insulates and keeps heat in, such as polyester fleece, wool, microfiber insulation, or down. You might want to double up on the middle layer for particularly cold days. The outer layer should be material that repels wind, snow, and rain.

FLORA AND FAUNA

Wyoming is home to an impressive amount of biodiversity, and the Bighorns are no exception. From the tiniest shrew to the largest moose, the mammal life in these mountains is incredible.

Peaking in late June and early July, the wildflowers can be incredible in the Bighorns. Look for the state flower, Indian paintbrush. Balsamroot, lupine, sticky geranium, and aster are also common. Other favorites include elephant head, prairie smoke, shooting star, and fireweed. The most abundant tree in the Bighorn Mountains is the lodgepole pine. Forty percent of the trees are lodgepole. Other conifers include subalpine fir (30 percent), Engelmann spruce (14 percent), Douglas-fir (10 percent), limber pine (3 percent), and Rocky Mountain juniper (2 percent). Ponderosa pine (1 percent) can be found in drier sites at lower elevations. Pockets of the deciduous aspen (1 percent) are mixed in with the conifers. Look for their quaking leaves shimmer with a golden tinged yellow hue each fall.

Hikes might encounter mule deer, elk, or moose. Mule deer are widespread and are often seen. Moose prefer willow habitats with popular viewing locations that include the West Tensleep drainage, and the northern Bighorns along Red Grade Road. Rarely far from timber, herds of elk can sometimes be seen grazing the edges of open meadows, especially in the early morning and late evening hours. Pronghorn and white-tailed deer are found on the plains at the base of the Bighorns.
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Although they are rarely seen, both black bears and mountain lions are found throughout the Bighorns. Coyotes are far more likely to be spotted. Coyote scat is often on the hiking trails, where the animals mark their territories.

The chatter of red squirrels is a common commotion in the forests. Look for middens, which are piles of pinecone scales that accumulate at a squirrel’s favorite snacking perch. Pika are high-elevation specialists. Look for these rabbit relatives collecting grasses to store for winter in their homes among the rocky talus and boulder fields.

Birdlife in the Bighorns changes seasonally. Some species thrive here year-round. No hike or snowshoe adventure would be complete without hearing the cheery calls of black-capped and mountain chickadees. One way to separate the two bird species is to remember that mountain chickadee has snowy white stripes on the top of the head, which the black-capped chickadee lacks. Both ruffed and dusky (formerly blue) grouse are found on the Bighorns and have unique displays when trying to attract mates. Ruffed grouse appear to beat their chests with their wings, making a steady thumping sound not unlike that of a tractor starting up on a cold morning. Dusky grouse make a hollow hooting while inflating sacs along their throats. Curious by nature, another bird you might find in the Bighorns is the gray jay. Or more likely it will find you. These “camp robbers” often patrol picnic areas looking for leftovers. Do your part to keep the forest natural by always cleaning up after yourself.


[image: Images]

Dusky Grouse

JARREN KUIPERS



The Bighorns is an island of mountain habitat. Some species, especially amphibians that lack the ability to move large distances through unsuitable habitat, are isolated from other populations because of this. Little is known about the amphibians of the Bighorns, but Colombian spotted-frog, wood frog, and northern leopard frogs all occur in limited numbers and distribution.

Reptiles live at lower elevations, including the foothills of the Bighorns. Look for eastern short-horned lizards, affectionately known as horny toads, especially in the Bighorn Basin to the west. Garter snakes are the most likely snake to be found. Bullsnakes and prairie rattlesnakes are rarely seen, but do occur in limited numbers on the prairies surrounding the Bighorns. All reptiles perform important roles in the ecosystem and should be left alone if found.

Popular game fish in the Bighorns include cutthroat, brook, brown, and rainbow trout. Golden trout are found in a few lakes. Also limited in distribution are Artic grayling, identified by an oversize dorsal fin. Anglers should consult with Wyoming Game & Fish for license and regulation requirements.

Insects can provide food for fish and birds making them an essential part of the landscape. Unfortunately, they can also make a meal out of you and me. The biting flies and mosquitoes can, at times, be locally abundant. They can also be noticeably absent. The best bet is to assume they will be an issue and be prepared. Worst-case scenario is you carried a bottle of bug spray or a long-sleeved shirt that you ended up not needing.

Hunting and fishing are popular pastimes throughout the Bighorns. Licensed hunters can target several big game and trophy species, including elk, moose, mule deer, black bear, and mountain lion. Small game includes snowshoe hare and red squirrels. Licensed anglers can expect brook, rainbow, brown, and cutthroat trout in many of the streams and lakes of the region. Golden trout and grayling are also found in a few locations. Fish stocking takes place by helicopter in some cases, and fingerling fish between 2.5 and 4 inches are released into high-elevation ponds. Only a small percentage of wilderness lakes are maintained with fish stocking efforts. Others have self-sustaining populations of fish. And the remaining waters remain fishless.

Wyoming Game & Fish Department manages hunting and fishing licensing and regulations throughout the state. For current information, contact the agency.

Wyoming Game & Fish Department

5400 Bishop Blvd.

Cheyenne, WY 82009

(307) 777-4600

SPECIAL RESTRICTIONS AND REGULATIONS

The majority of the hikes in this guide fall under the management of the Bighorn National Forest, including the hikes in the Cloud Peak Wilderness. Hiking in the wilderness requires a free permit and is subject to additional regulation. Permits can be obtained at Forest Service offices and at major trailheads throughout the forest. A few hikes are on Bureau of Land Management lands, while others cross wildlife management areas that are administered by the Wyoming Game & Fish Department. The City of Buffalo is responsible for the Clear Creek Trail in conjunction with numerous partners.

For the most current information regarding almost anything in the Bighorn Mountains, start with the Bighorn National Forest Service offices. The staff is extremely knowledgeable and friendly. In my experience, they are happy to provide information about trails, permits, regulations, and even advice on the best options for your specific interests.

A couple of special regulations are worth pointing out. These rules are essential in providing positive recreation experiences for forest users, as well as for protecting the natural resources. Seasonal regulations, such as campfire restrictions, are often implemented. Always consult with the Forest Service staff for the most current information.

Anyone entering the Cloud Peak Wilderness is required to obtain a free permit. These are available at Forest Service offices and most major trailheads, including Hunter, Circle Park, West Tensleep, Battle Park, Adelaide, Coney Creek, Coffeen Park, and at Poverty Flats. Consult the permit for additional wilderness regulations.

Far from a comprehensive list, here is a sampling of regulations:

Building, maintaining, attending, or using a campfire, other than a self-contained chemical stove above 9,200 feet in elevation is prohibited.

Below 9,200 feet in elevation, campfires must be contained on a fire blanket or within a fire pan or enclosed stove so as not to be directly on the ground.

Camping within 100 feet of all lakes, streams or other free flowing water is prohibited.

Areas of high use are subject to additional regulations in an effort to provide positive recreational experiences and protect the natural resources. Human waste and used toilet paper must be packed out and removed from National Forest System land in the West and Middle Tensleep drainages north of Tyrrell Work Center, including a portion of the Cloud Peak Wilderness.

Contact Information

United States Department of Agriculture, Forest Service

Bighorn National Forest offices are open 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.

Mon through Fri, except federal holidays.

Bighorn National Forest

2013 Eastside 2nd St.

Sheridan, WY 82801

(307) 674-2600

Telephone for the Hearing Impaired

(307) 674-2604

http://www.fs.usda.gov/bighorn

Bighorn National Forest Medicine Wheel Ranger District

95 Hwy. 16/20

Greybull, WY 82426

(307) 765-4435

http://www.fs.usda.gov/bighorn

Bighorn National Forest Powder River Ranger District

1415 Fort St.

Buffalo, WY 82834

(307) 684-7806

http://www.fs.usda.gov/bighorn

Bighorn National Forest Tongue Ranger District

2013 Eastside 2nd St.

Sheridan, WY 82801

(307) 674-2600

http://www.fs.usda.gov/bighorn

Bureau of Land Management Buffalo Field Office

1425 Fort St.

Buffalo, WY 82834

(307) 684-1100

http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/field_offices/Buffalo.html

Bureau of Land Management Worland Field Office

101 South 23rd St.

Worland, WY 82401

(307) 347-5100

http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/field_offices/Worland.html

Bureau of Land Management Cody Field Office

1002 Blackburn St.

Cody, WY 82414

(307) 578-5900

http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/field_offices/Cody.html

City of Buffalo

46 North Main

Buffalo, WY 82834

(307) 684-5566

http://cityofbuffalowy.com/

Wyoming Game & Fish Department

5400 Bishop Blvd.

Cheyenne, WY 82009

(307) 777-4600





Planning Your Trip

MAPS

This book is meant to be a great resource, but you should consider supplementing the material with additional maps. The Bighorn National Forest map is updated regularly, and it contains great information about campgrounds, points of interest, and current regulations. The National Geographic Cloud Peak Wilderness Map (Map 720) provides a closer look at the area of the Bighorns within the wilderness boundary. The USGS Topographical Maps are increasingly available online in addition to printed formats. The human features like trails and roads tend to be a bit dated on some of the older topo quads, but they still provide the best look at the topography and features of an area. Coupled with a bit of compass knowledge, these provide the most reliable way to navigate in the backcountry. Unlike a global positioning system (GPS), the batteries never run out on a compass. Also note that more than once, I have used a GPS to follow along a faint course only to eventually realize that the on the ground trail was a well-trodden path in the immediate vicinity.
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