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INTRODUCTION



  




  Over 170 miles long from end to end, the Bighorn Mountains rise from the High Plains like a great swell on the surface of the sea. The northern half of the range has been preserved for public use within the Bighorn National Forest. The southern half has been carved up into private timber holdings and ranches. This is a landscape of deep canyons and high mountain meadows stretching for miles. Crowning it all is the Cloud Peak Wilderness, where the cliff-girt massif of granite rises over 13,000 feet above sea level. This wilderness is a wonderland of alpine lakes, sheer cliff walls, and half domes; it is the Yosemite of the Rocky Mountains.




  The Bighorn Mountains represent one of the prime backpacking areas in the state of Wyoming. The range lies 120 miles east of Yellowstone National Park. Visitors who approach it from the east will find it at the crossroads of Interstate 25 and Interstate 90. Three major highways climb over the crest of the range and each has been designated a scenic byway and has overlooks and interpretive displays along the way. US Highway 16, the Cloud Peak Skyway, links Worland with Buffalo via Tensleep Canyon. It offers excellent views of the Cloud Peak massif and access to the southern half of the wilderness. The Bighorn Scenic Byway (US Highway 14) runs from Greybull up scenic Shell Canyon to Burgess Junction, then descends past Steamboat Point to reach Dayton and Ranchester. The Medicine Wheel Passage (US Alternate 14) runs from Lovell to the crest of the range. It passes through vast mountain meadows, offering access to the Medicine Wheel archaeological site and the historic ghost town of Bald Mountain City en route to Burgess Junction.




  Hiking opportunities in the Bighorn Mountains are varied and extensive. The Cloud Peak Wilderness covers 189,000 acres of high alpine country, encompassing spectacular peaks, countless alpine lakes, and picturesque meadows. The eastern front of the Bighorns is typified by short, rugged canyons leading to vast grasslands that are guarded by reefs of sedimentary rock. The northern end of the range is crowned with rolling alpine meadows that stretch for miles. Along the arid western edge of the Bighorns, you can explore deep canyons and trackless badlands that remain accessible in spring and fall when the rest of the range is locked in snow. This guidebook is designed to present a comprehensive account of hiking opportunities in the Bighorn Mountains. Some visitors will be drawn to the alpine scenery of the Cloud Peak Wilderness, others to the rugged grandeur of the western canyons, and still others to the blue-ribbon trout fishing to be found in the remote corners of the range. Regardless of the trail you choose, walk softly and respect the original inhabitants of our western mountains—the wild animals that make their homes in this bastion of wild country.




  
THE ORIGINAL INHABITANTS





  The lowlands bordering the Bighorn Mountains were occupied by nomadic hunter-gatherers as early as 12,000 years ago. These earliest explorers are thought to have wintered in the sandstone canyons at the edges of the mountains. They are believed to have made forays into the uplands during the summer months to hunt, gather the bulbs of bitterroot and sego lily, and collect chert and quartzite for making stone tools and points. They spent their autumns hunting bison in the grassy lowlands. Early inhabitants hunted bison on foot by driving them over the edges of steep bluffs and low cliffs. The animals would be funneled toward the edge by sentries stationed at regular intervals. Once the lead buffalo jumped off, the rest would follow out of herd instinct. The survivors landed in a brush corral, where they were easily dispatched by spear-wielding hunters. A kill site on Hunt Mountain in the northern Bighorns contained bison, elk, and bighorn sheep bones dating from 3,000 B.C.




  Anthropologists believe that the horse was introduced to the Plains Indians during the 1700s. The horse revolutionized the way of life for the indigenous people. Hunters then could travel great distances to reach buffalo herds, and their success increased markedly. This left hunters with more time on their hands. At the same time, the horse gave tribal people a measurable form of wealth and an object of plunder worth the risk of stealing. As a result of these changes, intertribal warfare increased as tribes sent raiding parties to plunder the villages of their rivals. During this period, the Bighorn Mountains continued to draw indigenous people, who used the barren peaks as sites for vision quests and religious ceremonies. Several Indian trails from this period follow the mountain crest through the northern marches of the range. The Shoshone and Flathead peoples occupied the Bighorn Basin while the Crow, Cheyenne, and Arapaho tribes ruled the plains to the east of the mountains.




  With the arrival of white explorers, the native way of life came under siege. The earliest visitors traded peacefully or trapped for fur. However, they brought with them diseases like smallpox and tuberculosis to which the native people had no immunity. Periodic outbreaks of infectious diseases wracked the Plains tribes during the 1800s, reducing their population to a tenth of its former strength. In 1861, a gold rush in the neighboring Montana Territory sparked an influx of whites into the region. The insidious invasion occurred almost imperceptibly. At first, it was only a trickle of whites who didn’t stay for long. Over time, the Bozeman Trail became established to the east of the mountains and the US Army built posts on tribal lands to protect the trail.




  As the numbers of white immigrants increased, the tribes began to realize that the interlopers posed a threat to their traditional way of life. Intermittent warfare broke out to the east of the Bighorns between the Indians and the white invaders and dragged on through the 1860s and 1870s. The US Army could only field a rather pitiful contingent of troops: Cavalry that had to dismount to fight and infantry totally unfit for fighting skilled horsemen on the open plains. The tribes tended to carry the day when engaging the Army in the open. The Sioux won several major victories over the US Army during this time. They wiped out a force of 81 mounted men at the Fetterman Massacre near Story, Wyoming, in 1861. In 1876, just north of the modern Montana border, a confederated force of Sioux and Cheyenne annihilated General George Custer’s 7th Cavalry at the Battle of the Little Bighorn.




  However, the Indians were totally unprepared for siege-style warfare and were rarely successful at dislodging Army units from fortified posts. All in all, the Plains tribes won more battles than they lost, but the US government had the advantages of better weapons technology and an almost unlimited supply of manpower. With the help of President Grant’s policy of exterminating the bison to starve out the Plains Indians, the US Army was ultimately able to convince the tribes that war was a losing proposition. The tribes signed a series of treaties in which they ceded parts of their lands to the United States in return for trading goods and rations. Over time, Indian lands shrank as the United States renegotiated the treaties to squeeze the indigenous people off lands coveted by white settlers. By the time the plains buffalo disappeared in the 1880s, the Indians found themselves restricted to reservations and dependent on government aid for their survival.




  EARLY HISTORY




  The first white men to visit the Bighorn Mountains were fur trappers in the employ of fur baron John Jacob Astor. These independent mountain men trapped through the Bighorns and moved on, leaving few traces of their existence. With the 1860s came the first wave of settlers, mostly traders, woodcutters, and craftsmen who attached themselves to the Army posts along the Bozeman Trail to the east of the mountains. As the Sioux, Crow, Cheyenne, and Arapaho were pushed out of the Powder River Basin, large herds of cattle backed by English financial interests were driven into the country and large ranches were soon established. The cattle barons and small ranchers fought wars over dubious claims to the public domain, and hired gunmen were brought in to burn out homesteaders and eliminate any opposition through trumped-up charges of cattle rustling. Stockmen soon discovered the lush grasslands high in the Bighorn Mountains and began to drive their herds to the higher elevations for summer grazing.




  As the railroads pushed their way across the continent, lumbering became a thriving industry in the Bighorn Mountains. Loggers known as “tie hacks” worked the high forests, using heavy broadaxes to rough out railroad ties. The ties were transported down from the mountains via an elaborate waterworks of splash dams and flumes. Around the turn of the century, one such aqueduct extended from the headwaters of the South Tongue River to the mouth of Tongue Canyon, a distance of over 15 miles. During the 1890s, a brief flurry of gold prospecting took place in the northern Bighorns. At one time, the boomtown of Bald Mountain City boasted 20 cabins. But the gold was never present in paying quantities and it played out quickly, so the mountains soon reverted to cattle and sheep ranges.




  GEOLOGY OF THE BIGHORN UPLIFT




  The Bighorn Mountains provide a textbook example of an anticline, a massive upward bulge of the earth’s crust. As continents collided, the forces of the impact caused the bedrock to fold upward like the pleats of an accordion. Over the eons, streams coursing down the flanks of the swell cut down through the sedimentary strata, eventually forming deep canyons along the edge of the range. Erosion began as soon as the landscape began to rise. It ultimately washed away the sedimentary layers at the crest of the mountains, laying bare a core of ancient granite. Between 50,000 and 8,000 years ago (just an eye-blink in geologic time), the ice ages produced a colder climate here and mantled the highest summits in a deep layer of ice. The grinding actions of the glaciers sculpted the half-domes, sheer cliffs, and deep lake basins that have become the hallmark of the Cloud Peak Wilderness.




  Bedrock Origins. The oldest rock in the Bighorn Mountains is the Precambrian granite found at the core of the range. This granite takes the form of a batholith, which means “sea of stone” in Greek. Over 1 billion years ago, a great body of magma, or molten rock, welled up from the superheated core of the planet. It formed a great subterranean pool of liquid rock below the Earth’s surface and crystallized to form granite as it cooled.




  As the cooling rock contracted, cracks formed around the edges of the batholith. Much later, major faults appeared. Many of the large faults were later filled with an igneous rock called dolerite, which forms dikes in the granite in the northern part of the range and accounts for the dark summit of Black Tooth Mountain. Superheated water coursed through the minor cracks, depositing minerals and trace quantities of precious metals. These minerals hardened to become the quartz veins that tantalized gold prospectors with false hopes of riches during the late 1800s.




  With the dawn of the Cambrian Era 800 million years ago, the granite batholith that became the Bighorn Mountains rose as a chain of islands in the shallow sea that covered much of the central United States at that time. Sediments deposited in this sea piled up to a thickness of 1,150 feet in some places. These sediments hardened into rock over time, forming an assemblage of limestones, shales, and sandstones geologists now call the Deadwood formation. Relatively weak and brittle rock, forming slopes rather than cliffs, typify this formation. The rounded summits of Bald and Cone Mountains are composed of Deadwood sediments. These rocks form the lower slopes of Tongue Canyon.




  Around 450 million years ago, during the Ordovician period, massive beds of limestone were deposited as the batholith subsided into the sea. This rock is composed of the calcium-rich outer skeletons of marine invertebrates such as corals and mollusks. This was a time of rich diversity of primitive sea life, when such exotic creatures as trilobites swam the seas. Occasionally, their calcareous bodies are found today as fossils. Over the millennia, the ocean sediments solidified into a hard form of limestone called dolomite, and geologists call this stratum (or layer) the Bighorn formation. Its castellated cliffs figure prominently in most of the major canyons on both sides of the range. It also forms a caprock over the weaker Deadwood formation, cropping up on the summits of Sheep and Medicine mountains where erosion has whittled it into strange pillars.




  During the Carboniferous period, vast swamps and shallow seas covered much of the planet. During this time, many insects evolved into forms that would be recognized today. This period saw the Bighorn batholith recede into the ocean a number of times, producing a suite of sedimentary strata. Oldest is the Madison formation, a thick layer of limestone that is found in the upper cliffs of some of the western canyons. The prevalence of limestone is an indication that the surrounding land was low-lying with sluggish streams too weak to move much sand and silt into the sea. As a result, the sediments are composed mainly of particles that settled out of the seawater. The Amsden shales and limestones lie atop the Madison formation in a relatively thin and inconspicuous layer.




  The Tensleep sandstone forms the upper rims of such western canyons as Tensleep and Alkali as well as the slickrock badlands found in Salt Trough and Meyers Spring Draw. On the eastern side of the range, it forms the caprock of reefs like Steamboat Point and Walker Mountain. This cross-bedded sandstone is said to be massive, forming a single, thick layer of great structural integrity rather than taking the form of many thin layers. Geologists believe this rock was laid down in the ocean when strong currents deposited an extensive sheet of sand over the seafloor. The youngest rock from the Carboniferous period is the Embar limestone, a weak rock that forms rounded slopes along the edges of the range.




  Younger rocks crop up in the Bighorn Basin just west of the mountains. The bright crimson sandstone of the Chugwater formation is thought to have been deposited during the Triassic period when dinosaurs roamed the earth. These rocks derive their red tint from the oxidation of iron within sediments deposited on dry land following the retreat of the seas. The Colorado formation contains weak, coal-bearing strata that form badlands to the west of the range. It is underlain by the Cloverly formation, which forms the painted desert layers of Rainbow Canyon.
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  Uplifts and Mountain Building. The modern Bighorn Mountains are only the latest in a long series of geologic upheavals of the Bighorn batholith. The earliest known uplifts occurred over 800 million years ago during the Cambrian period, when the Bighorns were islands off the coast of a vast upland that roughly followed the present location of the Rocky Mountain front. The uplift continued late into the Cambrian period until, finally, a continuous landmass stretched from the Bighorn Mountains southward to the Laramie Mountains. The Ordovician period saw several uplifts and submergences. Then the batholith sank beneath the sea for most of the Carboniferous period.




  The latest uplift’s origins may have been in the late Carboniferous, when the landmass that became the Bighorns rose into the ocean shallows and the Tensleep sandstone was deposited. A more widespread uplift followed as the seas drained away from the North American continent. During this time, the Bighorn batholith occupied an arid region where beds of gypsum and bentonite were deposited in low-lying playas, the dry beds of alkali lakes. The seas returned for brief periods during the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods, as dinosaurs gave way to mammals as inheritors of the Earth.




  The modern uplift that formed the Bighorn Mountain anticline began 75 million years ago during the clash of continents that created the Rocky Mountains. When comparing exposed rock at the top of the range with the same strata in the neighboring basins, the total height of the uplift is over 25,000 feet. In other words, strata found at the surface along the crest of the Bighorns are buried over 10,000 feet deep in the neighboring lowlands!




  Glacial History. During the Pleistocene epoch, as woolly mammoths and saber-toothed cats wandered across the Bering land bridge and into North America, the central core of the Bighorn Mountains was locked in a deep layer of glacial ice. Seventeen major glaciers crept down from the center of the batholith and Cloud Peak rose from the ice as a nunatak, a mountain surrounded on all sides by glacial ice. The glaciers became the major forces in sculpting the modern landforms of the Cloud Peak Wilderness. In later centuries, the ice retreated. Today only one small glacier remains in the range, occupying a remote basin to the east of Cloud Peak. But the vast glaciers of the Pleistocene left behind a legacy of deep lake basins and sheer cliffs to mark their passage.
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  Glaciers form in spots where winter snowfall is greater than snowmelt in summer. Over the course of decades, accumulating snow packs down and is compressed into ice. The ice will eventually creep downhill under its own weight. At this point, it becomes a glacier. As glaciers move, they pluck and scour at the bedrock below them. Small mountain glaciers carve out small basins called cirques on the mountainsides. Larger glaciers might fill entire valleys, deepening them into a characteristic U-shaped cross section. As the ice grinds away at the rock along the sides of the glacier, it carves sheer cliffs that grow in height as the glacier cuts deeper and deeper into the bedrock.




  As they move, glaciers deposit ridges of rocky debris along their edges. These ridges are called lateral moraines and they remain behind long after the ice has receded. Bald Ridge is a lateral moraine, and the Ant Hill Trail crosses several identifiable lateral moraines. Glaciers also deposit ridges of debris at their toes, or melting points. Called terminal moraines, these ridges of gravel often are laid down repeatedly as the glacier surges and then melts back again. Streams of icy water typically run through tunnels beneath glaciers where friction with the bedrock causes the ice to melt. They build up sinuous little ridges of gravel in their courses, which become eskers when the stagnant glacier melts. These streams deposit finer sediments in a level outwash plain below the foot of the glacier.




  Glaciers are responsible for creating most of the lakes in the Cloud Peak Wilderness. Some of the higher lakes occupy rock basins, where the glacier scooped out a depression in the bedrock. Other lakes occupy valleys dammed by terminal moraines and filled with water after the ice retreated. East Tensleep Lake and Lake Geneva are good examples. Still other lakes, like Elk Lake and Lake Winnie, occupy side drainages dammed by lateral moraines. The northern two of the Seven Brothers Lakes formed this way, while the remaining lakes are dammed by terminal moraines. Cirque lakes, like Lake Angeline, were scooped out later by small mountain glaciers at the heads of the valleys.




  There are a number of spots in the Bighorn Mountains where stagnant glaciers buried large chunks of ice in their outwash plains. As the climate warmed, these ice chunks melted and the sediment collapsed around the edge of the resulting hole. The result was a circular depression that soon filled with water, forming a kettle pond. Scores of these ponds can be found in old outwash plains in several locations, most notably the Sherd Lake area of South Clear Creek and the forest north of Soldier Park.




  Glaciers also had a hand in creating some of the meadows that dot the landscape of the Cloud Peak Wilderness. Many of the glacial lakes occupying shallow basins soon filled in with silt. Sedges and other marsh plants colonized these former lakes, forming wet meadows. Over time, enough silt and humus were deposited to raise the topsoil above the water table, creating dry meadows. In these diverse ways, the artistry of glacial ice sculpting the ancient granite resulted in the masterpiece of landscape art that has become known as the Cloud Peak Wilderness.




  THE FORESTS OF THE BIG HORN MOUNTAINS
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Mountain aster, harebells, and sego lilies are typical of mid-elevation meadows.




  In the Big Horn Mountains, coniferous forest occurs wherever there is ample moisture in the soil to sustain trees. This occurs throughout the middle and higher elevations, ending at the timberline, which here is about 9,500 feet above sea level. On the arid slopes of the western foothills, conifers are generally found on north-facing slopes, which receive less sunlight (and thus lose less moisture to evaporation) during the summer months. Grasslands occupy the more arid slopes as well as limestone soils where groundwater seeps away through the porous bedrock.






  The types of trees found in any given location are closely tied to the microclimate of the local area. Ponderosa pine prefers warm, semi-arid sites with good soil development and lots of sunlight. These conditions are found in some parts of the eastern foothills. Douglas fir occupies drier slopes and is fairly shade tolerant. Subalpine fir can be found near the timberline, where its conical shape makes it well adapted to deep snows. Englemann spruce requires cool sites with ample groundwater, in spots that remain free from fire for long periods. Aspen also prefers damp soils, but grows best in open sunlight. Cottonwood grows in warm sites with completely saturated soils. This tree requires the bare gravels found after floods to become established. Finally, lodgepole pine thrives in a broad range of conditions, but its seedlings require direct sunlight and it specializes in colonizing after forest fires.




  Fire is a natural and integral agent of change in the forests of the Bighorn Mountains; it is the single most important factor accounting for the forest distributions we see today. Lightning storms are a frequent occurrence in late summer. Small wildfires will often result if the weather has been hot and dry. Before the arrival of Europeans, natural fires were commonplace in the Bighorn Mountains and the native peoples may have even set fires deliberately to improve the range conditions for game animals. Much later, white cattlemen and sheep drovers set fires for much the same reason. It is only within the last century that forest fires have been suppressed systematically.




  In the absence of human interference, wildfires burned small areas, creating a mosaic of conifer stands of differing ages and species. Old stands burn readily since they contain lots of downed wood and deep layers of dry needles. Young stands are virtually fire-proof through their lack of dry fuel, and they form natural firebreaks. Wildfires occurred in a self-regulating cycle, burning out the old stands and stopping at the edges of young ones. With modern fire suppression, however, all of the stands have been allowed to reach maturity. As a result, any fire started during the dry season spreads quickly and has a good chance to reach catastrophic proportions.






  
GLOSSARY OF SPECIALIZED TERMS





  The following specialized terms relating to the natural world appear occasionally in Hiking Wyoming’s Cloud Peak Wilderness. Rather than replace them with more common terms, we offer this brief glossary.




  bald n. An open, rounded height of land.




  blowdown n. Tree or trees blown down by high wind.




  karst adj. Of or pertaining to glacial activity.




  klippes n. Erosional remnants of a rock strata isolated at high elevations.




  mead n. Meadow.




  mere n. Pool of water, pond, lake.




  rill n. Small brook.




  scarp n. Bluff or escarpment.




  tarn n. Alpine lake.




  tor n. German for “tower”; refers to pillar of rock.




  wind throw n. Tree or trees blown down by high winds.
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Old tie flume.









  

    
PLANNING YOUR TRIP



  




  It is important to gather as much current information as possible before starting out on a wilderness expedition. Self-registration permits are required for both day hikes and overnight trips in the Cloud Peak Wilderness. Self-registration stations are located at several major trailheads and these stations are marked on the maps in this book with a *** symbol. In addition, Greybull, Buffalo, and Sheridan, Wyoming, have ranger stations capable of issuing backcountry permits. For further information, the Appendix at the back of this book lists addresses and phone numbers for these ranger stations. Permits are not required for routes that stay out of the Cloud Peak Wilderness, but special regulations often apply to these areas as well (see page xxxv).




  The key to a quality hiking experience is good planning. Hikers who underestimate the distance or time required to complete a trip may find themselves hiking in the dark, a dangerous proposition at best. An experienced hiker traveling at a fast clip without rest stops can generally make 3 miles per hour on any terrain and perhaps more if the distance is all downhill. Hikers in less than peak physical condition or who are new to the sport have a maximum speed of 2.5 miles per hour. Note that these rates do not include stops for rest and refreshment, which add tremendously to the hiker’s enjoyment and appreciation of the surroundings. Eight miles a day is a good goal for travelers new to backpacking, while old hands can generally cover at least 12 miles comfortably. We recommend traveling below top speed in order to focus more attention on the surrounding natural beauty and less on the exercise of hiking. Be sure to read the section on altitude sickness in A Few Words of Caution (see page xxv).




  CROSS-COUNTRY TRAVEL




  The Cloud Peak Wilderness is eminently suited to cross-country hiking. Much of the area around the skirts of the mountains is covered in open meadows and alpine tundra, a pleasant (but fragile) walking surface. Groups should spread out in a broad fan rather than hiking in single file to avoid creating new trails in pristine areas. The domes at the crest of the range are covered in frost-shattered granite, which makes hiking a slow and painstaking process. Once you navigate around the sheer cliffs, the tops of the domes offer a fairly safe traveling surface.




  Cross-country travel at lower elevations is a more daunting proposition. Closed-canopy stands of lodgepole pine cover vast expanses of the foothills, and the rolling benches offer no landmarks to aid your navigation efforts. Map-and-compass navigation will be a must in such areas. Long scarps of sedimentary cliffs are also a common obstacle in the foothills and it may be nearly impossible to find a break in the ramparts to pass through.




  Cross-country travelers must be constantly prepared to change their planned route or turn back when confronted with such obstacles as sheer cliffs and flood-swollen streams. Common sense is a must in off-trail areas, where rescue is generally a do-it-yourself proposition.




  DRIVING TIPS FOR THE BIGHORN MOUNTAINS




  Although some of the hikes in this book can be accessed from paved highways, most of the trailheads lie at the end of gravel trunk roads or primitive jeep tracks. As a rule, all primitive roads (designated on maps with dashed lines) and many trunk roads turn into deep, soft mud when it rains. Folks who think they can go anywhere in a four-wheel drive have never driven the back roads of the Bighorns in a rainstorm. Some of the locals chain up all four tires on their four-wheel-drive rigs when the rain starts falling. This will get you about 100 yards down the road before the mud builds up on the chains or you dig yourself in up to your axles. If the weather is wet and you find yourself on a road that is liquefying, turn off the ignition and wait out the storm. Inconsiderate drivers who tear up the road in a futile attempt to get to pavement cause severe erosion and road damage that may lead to road closures.




  The trailhead descriptions for each hike contain detailed information about specific road conditions. Watch for key words: a trunk road usually receives routine grading and should be passable for all vehicles in dry weather. A fair weather road will become an impassable mire if it rains, while a primitive or four-wheel-drive road will usually have lots of boulders or other obstacles requiring high clearance. As a result of federal funding cuts, road maintenance budgets are stretched thin, and many roadways in the Bighorn National Forest are slipping into neglect. Wise travelers ask for current road conditions before they hit the trail.




  A few of the trailheads require vehicle fords on the access roads. Do not attempt these fords during spring runoff or high water that results from rainstorms. If you do attempt a ford, follow the following procedure: First, check under the hood to identify the engine’s air intake (it enters the air filter compartment on most vehicles). You cannot drive across a ford where the water is deeper than this intake. Engage your four-wheel drive if you have the option. Put your vehicle in the lowest gear. Hit the water at a moderate speed, then slow down slightly to follow the low trough behind the bow wave that your car has created. Drive steadily through the water—never shift gears or engage the clutch on the way across, because this will cause water to be sucked into your engine via the exhaust pipe. Above all, use your judgment—if you have any doubts at all, you can always turn back.









  

    
HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE



  




  The primary intents of this guide are to provide information that will help hikers choose backpacking trips according to their desires and abilities and to provide a detailed description of the trail system for interpretation of the natural features found along the way. This guide should be used in conjunction with topographic maps, which can be purchased at ranger stations, in local gift and sporting goods stores, or through the US Geological Survey (USGS).




  Each trail description begins with a statistical section that gives the physical characteristics of the trail for quick and easy reference. The General description lists overall distance in miles and describes the hike type: day hike, backpack, extended trip, or wilderness route. Extended trips cannot be reached by road, while wilderness routes represent abandoned trails and cross-country routes, where the only indication of a trail may be an occasional cairn.




  A Difficulty rating comes next. The difficulty rating can be interpreted as follows: Easy trails can be completed without difficulty by hikers of all abilities; hikes rated Moderate will challenge novices; Moderately strenuous hikes will tax evethe Bighorn Mountainsn experienced travelers, and Strenuous trails will push the physical limits of the most Herculean hiker.




  The Route finding entry is a measure of how obvious the trail is, and whether there are any spots where cross-country navigation will be required. Trails are rated as No problem if you should have no difficulty finding the route. In these cases, you can assume that trail junctions are well marked and that there is an obvious trail tread along the entire length of the route. Trails rated as having Some challenges are likely to have spots where the trail disappears and you may have to follow cairns or guideposts to stay on the route. Experienced hikers will be able to follow the trail, but neophytes may need to consult their topographic map frequently to avoid losing their way. Treks that follow trailless canyons also fall under this category when the route of the hike is fairly obvious. Routes that rate a Map and compass level of difficulty demand well-honed wilderness skills and aptitude at following topographic maps. Such routes include trails that have been abandoned for many years as well as off-trail hikes where it is necessary to navigate with the help of natural landmarks.




  The Best season provides an index of when the trail will be passable without special aids like crampons, ice axes, or skis. It does not necessarily reflect a schedule of trail maintenance, which varies unpredictably from year to year. This is a relative measure, and late snowstorms may delay the opening of a trail beyond the time published here. Use this guidebook to get a general feel for the dates when the trail is usually open, and check with local authorities before your trip to get the latest trail conditions.




  The Visitation entry is a measure of a trail’s popularity. Trails with Very heavy use are often crowded. On any given day, chances are that you will meet numerous parties on trails with Heavy visitation. On Moderate trails, you are likely to meet a party or two, while on Light trails, chances are about 50-50 that you will run into one other party. On Very light trails, the chances of meeting other hikers are quite low.




  Elevation gains and Elevation losses are calculated as a sum of all grades over the course of the entire hike. The Maximum elevation represents the highest point on the trail.




  Topo maps refers to a list of topographic quadrangles that cover the trail. The US Geological Survey quads tend to be outdated, and the Trails Illustrated® map that covers the region incorporates the USGS errors. The appropriate quadrangle maps (several are usually required) are listed for each featured hike in this guidebook, and the Trails Illustrated map appears in italics if it covers the hike in question.




  The Jurisdiction entry lists the agency that is in charge of managing the area covered by the trail in question. Direct your inquiries to this office when you seek out current trail conditions. Bear in mind that all hikes that fall within the boundaries of the Cloud Peak Wilderness require a special registration form and are subject to special regulations (see page xxxv).




  The section entitled Finding the trailhead provides detailed directions for getting to the starting point of the hike. This section describes roads according to their ease of travel by different kinds of vehicles, and it notes weather-related difficulties.




  Following this at-a-glance statistical section is the hike, which offers a detailed interpretive description of the route, including geologic and ecological features, fishing opportunities, campsites, and other important information. Photographs give the reader a visual preview of some of the prominent features seen along the trail, while an elevation profile accompanies each trail description and provides a schematic look at the major elevation gains and losses incurred during the course of the trip.




  Next are the Miles and Directions, a mile-by-mile listing of landmarks, trail junctions, and gradient changes. We have used official mileage for all trails that had them. In the absence of official mileage, distances were measured by planimeter on 1:24,000 scale topographic maps.




  Each featured hike has a corresponding map that clearly shows the hike route and the prominent landmarks along the way. It is not intended to be a substitute for the appropriate topographic map or maps.
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