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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 can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, techniques evolve, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so on.


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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


FalconGuides


Reader Response/Editorial Department


246 Goose Lane, Suite 200


Guilford, CT 06437


Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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As long as I live, I’ll hear waterfalls and birds and winds sing.

—John Muir, founder, Sierra Club
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John Kratz grew up in Pocatello, Idaho, exploring the mountains that surround his small western hometown. He was first introduced to hiking by his parents, who took him and his three siblings on frequent trips to Yellowstone Park and central Idaho. At these locations, John’s first hiking memories were made, and they left a lasting impression.


Beyond the borders of the state of Idaho, the author continued to make hiking one of his greatest passions. Trips into the mountains of Alaska, Wyoming, New York, Oregon, Costa Rica, Argentina, Chile, Peru, Spain, Morocco, Malaysia, and Indonesia further fueled his desire to put trail miles under his belt and spend time in the outdoors. After moving to Missoula, Montana, in 2011 to work as a musician and Spanish teacher, the author immediately began to hit the trails in Big Sky Country.


Hiking Waterfalls in Montana is John’s first published hiking guide.







Introduction

Looking back on the adventures I have had while walking over 550 miles of Montana trails, I realize how lucky I am to live in a place like this. All over the state, there are hundreds of trails for accessing mountains and streams in pristine settings. In exploring the state’s one hundred best waterfall hikes, I had the special opportunity to travel to many places I never would have thought of visiting. It is now my privilege to share this information with you, so that you and your family may enjoy these places for years to come.



[image: A friend exploring the base of Lower Cedar Falls.]
A friend exploring the base of Lower Cedar Falls.




While my purpose for writing this book is to connect people to wildlands, I also sincerely hope to connect people to each other. As Shakespeare once wrote, “One touch of nature makes the whole world kin.” So, never take for granted the social aspect of your time in the outdoors. Take your friends and family with you and make memories together. And, with each new hike, renew your appreciation for each other and for the landscape.


The fact is, hiking is incredibly good for us in every way, and there are many reasons to go play outdoors. For some hikers, taking a walk in the woods offers a time to relax and find relief from stress. For others, hiking is a time for reflection, inspiration, and renewal. Many hikers enjoy testing their physical limits, and they thrive off the challenges they must overcome on the trail. Others head out in the spirit of adventure and seek beautiful new horizons with each mile. Whatever your motivations may be, I encourage you to hike, and hike often.



How to Use This Guide

This book highlights one hundred of Montana’s best waterfall hikes. There are literally hundreds if not thousands of waterfalls of varying size and popularity around the state, and they are found in almost every mountain range. In selecting which waterfalls to feature in this hiking guide, the following criteria were taken into consideration:


Trail Accessibility: This book profiles hikes that are accessible by way of some length of nonmotorized footpath. Therefore, waterfalls like Skalkaho Falls and Oberlin Falls that you can literally drive up to are not included. Since this guide is specifically for hikers, waterfalls that don’t have any kind of trail approach, such as Bird Woman Falls and the tallest waterfall in the state, Sperry Glacier Falls, aren’t featured either. Waterfalls like Hole-in-the-Wall Falls, Lake Frances Falls, and Needle Falls that take more than 3 days to reach on foot aren’t part of the book either, although they may appear in future editions.


Geographic Distribution: Trails to falls were also chosen to offer hikers opportunities in as many different regions of western Montana as possible where waterfalls exist.


Variety of Ability Levels: You will find hikes that suit every skill level—from wheelchair-accessible nature trails like Lost Creek Falls and Running Eagle Falls, to multiday backpacking trips like the routes to Impasse Falls, Cedar Falls, Pyramid Falls, and Big Salmon Falls.


The table of contents, trail finder, overview map, and hike profiles are tools you can use to select the hike that’s best for every occasion.


Table of Contents: The hikes are organized by the mountain ranges in which they are located.


Trail Finder: To assist you in selecting a hike, the trail finder is a handy table that outlines some general aspects: hikes to the tallest waterfalls, hikes to the most secluded waterfalls, family hikes, hikes for swimming or wading, hikes with a chance to view wildlife, hikes with mountain views, hikes with lake views, hikes to waterfalls located a short distance from the trailhead, hikes for backpackers, and hikes to waterfalls with a challenging final approach.


Overview Map: To help you plan where to go, the statewide overview map shows all one hundred destinations spread over Montana. The numbers on the map correspond to the hike numbers.


Hike Profiles: The individual profiles are where you next delve into specific information that will help you finalize your destination decision and plan your hike. Start by reading the brief introduction that describes the highlights, specific challenges, and other general considerations for each hike. Next, review the hike specs section to get more useful, at-a-glance details.


Stream: This tells you the name of the river or creek in which the waterfall is located.


Height: Here you’ll find the best estimation of each fall’s stature in feet.



Distance: This tells you roughly how many total miles you will walk and whether it is an out-and-back hike, loop trail, or lollipop-shaped route. This is the most important piece of information that determines the overall difficulty of the hike. Please note that mileages in the book were measured on a Recreational Grade GPS device and therefore you should expect some variation from the actual mileage.


Elevation Gain: Another significant factor in assessing the difficulty of the hike is this approximation of the ascent and descent, in feet, required to complete the hike.


Difficulty: Here is the author’s overall assessment of the difficulty level based on distance, elevation gain, trail conditions, and other aspects of the hike.


Trail Surface: This tells you what you’ll be walking on. For the most part, you’ll travel over trails made of dirt and rock, but in a few cases, the path is made of asphalt and is easily accessible by wheelchair.


Hiking Time: Here you’ll get a range of how much time in minutes, hours, or days the hike will take so that you can plan accordingly for each adventure. Don’t forget to figure in your own estimation of the driving time to and from the trailhead to calculate the overall trip length.


Canine Compatibility: This tells you whether dogs are allowed on the trail. You won’t be able to hike with your pet on Yellowstone Park or Glacier Park trails, but most other places allow canine companions.


Seasons: Here you’ll get a sense of what months are best to take the hike. This is mostly determined by when certain trails are free of snowpack. This recommendation also takes into account stream fords that are safest after spring-runoff season.


County: This is the name of the county where the hike is located.


Land Status: All the hikes in this guidebook cross public land. Here, you’ll learn whether it is a national park, national forest, state park, or tribal land and if it is located in a designated wilderness area. In a few cases, trails cross private easements to access public land, so be mindful of landowner rights and stay on the path.


Fees and Permits: This tells you in which cases you’ll need to pay a fee or get a permit to access the trail. When obtaining a permit, be sure to get informed of any specific regulations for hiking and camping in different locations.


Trail Contact: Since the trail descriptions in this guidebook are general, you can contact the various agencies that manage the lands to request up-to-date road and trail conditions. Consult the agencies’ websites as well to learn more about the trails, regulations, wildfire closures, and other types of recreation that are available in each area.


Maps: In addition to using the trail maps included in this book, other helpful map resources are listed in this section. The DeLorme Atlas and Gazetteer Montana is ideal for driving on back roads around the state. Especially in the case of longer hikes, you should always plan to pack along a more detailed USGS Quad topographical map for the area you will be hiking in. Some hikers carry printed topo maps and others download them to their electronic devices.


Camping: Since hiking and camping often go hand in hand, this final part of the hike specs gives you a tip or two on developed campgrounds or primitive sites in the vicinity of each hike.


Finding the Trailhead: Following the hike specs section, each profile has a short description that specifically guides you in finding the trailhead by way of highways and back roads. The driving directions start from the nearest Montana town. You should compare the mileage listed for each stretch of roadway with your vehicle’s odometer readings, so as not to miss a turn. GPS coordinates and elevation details are provided for each trailhead as well.


The Hike: The next part of the hike profile is similar to the introduction in providing you with a narrative about the hike. However, this second description aims to go into more depth on the natural history and topography of the area with facts about the sights along the way. Although not every detail here is essential for you to know to complete the hike, pay special attention at least to the specific directions on trail junctions, stream fords, and how to locate less obvious waterfalls. Keep in mind that the character of waterfalls can change drastically from season to season and from year to year. Therefore, the descriptions of falls in this section and the accompanying photographs may differ from your particular experience. In many cases, this section also provides suggestions for ways to extend the hike beyond the falls.


Trail Map: In addition to the text and photographs, each hike contains a trail map that visually shows geographic features such as roads, trails, trailheads, campgrounds, waterways, mountain passes, and peaks. When two or more hikes are located in the same general area, they often share a map. Some maps maintain a good amount of detail and can help you navigate the route, while others are zoomed out considerably and should be accompanied by a detailed topographical map.


Miles and Directions: The last portion of the hike profile gives you the approximate miles and directions specific to each hike. This lists the mileage from the trailhead to major features along the route such as bridges, fords, junctions, passes, wilderness boundaries, and, of course, waterfalls. Read the descriptions of trail junctions closely because they indicate important turns to make to ensure you find your way. GPS coordinates and elevations are also included here for junctions and waterfalls.


A final word on using this guide—it is important to keep in mind that this book won’t prepare you for every circumstance and decision you’ll need to make along the way to these waterfalls. Always err on the side of caution and common sense, and whenever possible, use additional resources beyond this book to further prepare you for the adventure.





Safety in the Backcountry

Taking a walk in the wild is always a do-at-your-own-risk activity, and there is no way to completely avoid unforeseen predicaments. However, many easy steps can help you significantly reduce the risk while in the outdoors and make your trip as pleasurable as possible.


As a general rule of thumb, always let someone know your travel plans before departure and try to hike in groups. Be prepared by carrying bear spray, first aid kits, and survival kits. Here are a few potential hazards to be aware of and suggestions on ways to steer clear of trouble:


Drowning: Drowning and water-related accidents are the historic number one cause of death in Glacier National Park and have claimed the lives of hikers all over the state. Always use great care when approaching waterfalls. If you get too close, you may slip on loose rock or wet surfaces and fall into the aggressive torrents of the stream. When crossing rivers or creeks, find the widest spot available and avoid deep water and fast current. Keep in mind that it is often the smaller creeks swollen by spring runoff that are the most dangerous for hikers. Do not make a crossing if it does not appear safe. You can always return and complete the hike when conditions improve.


Hypothermia: Hypothermia occurs when the body’s core temperature reaches dangerously low levels after prolonged exposure to cold weather. This can happen at any time of year in Montana. Avoid getting your clothes wet by always carrying a good rain jacket or poncho and using extreme caution when crossing streams. If you begin to experience hypothermic symptoms, change into dry clothes immediately, wrap yourself in a warm blanket or sleeping bag, drink warm liquids, and when possible, do some type of physical activity to increase your core temperature. In the case of more severe symptoms, seek medical help as soon as possible.


Dehydration: Drink plenty of water before, during, and after your hike to avoid dehydration. Exposure to hot environments will increase the amount of water you’ll need to take in to stay hydrated.


Giardia: These bacteria are found in streams all over Montana and can cause sickness if ingested. To avoid infection, use a filter to purify water from streams or pack in all the water you plan to drink during the hike. Boiling water for at least a minute is another way to remove giardia from the water. Never drink water directly from rivers or creeks.


Falling: The risk of falling in canyon terrain is definitely something to consider when exploring waterfalls. Be smart and never approach a canyon rim or the top of a headwall. Also, be on the alert for sudden gusts of wind when hiking in steep, mountainous country.


Avalanches: With temperatures warming up and deep snowpack in the high country, avalanches are a significant hazard to backcountry travelers in the spring. Don’t walk along or under steep slopes of snowpack in the early season. Use your judgment to stay clear of potential snow slides. If you do decide to venture near steep snowpack, hike in groups and be prepared with beacons, shovels, and other avalanche equipment.


Lightning Storms: Pay attention to the changing weather and avoid open areas and tall objects if a thunderstorm appears to be moving in. Retreat to the vehicle if possible, or take shelter away from mountaintops, lone trees, or streams. Stay in a protected area until at least 30 minutes after the last sound of thunder.



Wildlife Encounters

Bears: Montana is home to healthy populations of both black bears and grizzly bears, and you have a chance of encountering both species in most of the mountain ranges featured in this book. Bears’ natural instinct, however, is to avoid interactions with humans. Consider yourself lucky if you do manage to see one—the presence of these magnificent creatures and other large predators in Montana is an indication that our wilderness is still intact.


Many people consider bears to be a bigger threat to hiking safety than they really are and needlessly suffer from “bearanoia.” Compared to other hazards like hypothermia, drowning, and falling, the instances of injury or death due to bear attacks are very few. Nonetheless, there are essential practices that will help you avoid unwanted conflict with bruins.


Bears typically only charge humans when they feel threatened, and for this reason, it is important to avoid surprising a bear. Some hikers prefer to travel in groups and maintain active conversation that alerts bears of their approach. Others sing or use bells or whistles while hiking in the wild. It is important to make some kind of noise, especially when entering thick brush or other areas of low visibility.


In the event of a bear encounter, never approach the bear. Stand tall and begin to retreat slowly. Do not look the bear in the eyes as this can be perceived as an act of aggression. If you are charged by a distressed bear, use your bear spray. This has been proven to be the most effective way to deter a bear attack. If you don’t have bear spray and are attacked, fall onto the ground, curl your body into a ball, cover your head, and play dead. If the animal no longer perceives you as a threat, it will probably leave.



[image: A young cinnamon black bear.]
A young cinnamon black bear.




When camping in the backcountry, it is important that you don’t let bears come into contact with your food, so as to maintain their wild instinct to avoid humans. Select a campsite with two separate areas at least 100 feet apart—one area is for sleeping and the other is for food storage, preparation, and consumption. Whenever you are not eating, hang food, garbage, stoves, eating utensils, and all gear that has any kind of odor. Hang these items at least 10 feet above the ground and 4 feet away from the trunk of the tree. Never store food in your tent or leave food unattended even for a moment. Be sure to notify a ranger if a bear does access your food, so that those hiking behind you have a safe experience.


Mountain lions: Conflicts with cougars are also extremely rare, but in the event of an attack, fight back.


Moose and other large ungulates: A cow moose with young is perhaps the most dangerous animal in Montana, especially when surprised at a short distance. Do not approach any large ungulate, especially females with offspring or males during the fall rut.


Rattlesnakes: Rattlesnakes inhabit very few of the hiking areas in this book. However, if you are hiking in dry, rocky environments at lower elevations, carry a snakebite kit and be alert for snakes resting on the trail.


Ticks: To prevent contracting an illness such as Lyme disease or Rocky Mountain fever, check yourself and your children and pets for ticks during and after each hike, especially during the late winter and spring. Ticks seek moist, warm places and will often hide in your clothes until they get an opportunity to move onto your body. Some insect repellents are effective in deterring them. It takes several hours for a tick to latch onto your skin, so you can locate and remove them before they are able to bite. If you do find a tick attached to your body, use fine tweezers to grip the tick as close to the skin as possible and pull backward gently but firmly until it is removed. Wash the area with soap and water and keep the tick in a small bag in case later identification is necessary.


Driving on rough back roads: Many trailheads in this book require driving on dirt and gravel back roads. When traveling on these narrow, winding byways, maintain a safe speed to avoid encountering oncoming traffic on sudden curves and to prevent tire damage. Turn back when roads are icy, slushy, or muddy, so as to not end up in a ditch or at the bottom of a ravine.


Other hazards: Be cautious and use common sense to avoid other potential dangers such as flash floods, forest fires, falling rocks and trees, sunburn, heatstroke, altitude sickness, and getting lost.








Zero Impact

To preserve the natural beauty of the backcountry for those who will hike the trail after you, it is essential to uphold zero-impact principles on every trip. These practices are easy and can quickly become effortless habits. The following guidelines will help you leave no trace and keep the wildlands wild for many generations to come:



	Pack out all trash and food waste, and pick up any garbage others leave behind.

	Keep streams clean by never putting anything in the water.

	Stay on the trail at switchbacks. Cutting causes serious erosion.

	Avoid walking on vegetation along the side of the trail.

	Be gentle when exploring waterfalls off-trail. Walk only on hard surfaces such as rock and dirt and avoid stepping on sensitive plants like moss, lichens, and wildflowers.

	Keep your noise level to a minimum, except when alerting bears of your presence in areas of low visibility.

	Carry a trowel to bury human waste at least 6 inches below the ground and at least 200 feet from any water source or trail.

	Use only existing fire rings and consider not having a campfire at all, especially in areas where wood is scarce. Use stoves to cook and a flashlight or headlamp for light.

	Use only existing campsites and camp on hard surfaces so as not to damage delicate plant life.

	
Keep food out of reach of animals by keeping it inside your pack while hiking or strung high on a tree while camping.

	Visit the backcountry in small groups of ten or fewer hikers.

	Be informed and ready to follow conservation regulations that are specific to the areas you visit.






Packing for the Hike

Be prepared for a successful day-hike or backpacking trip by packing all the essential gear. Here is a list of the most important items to take along:



Day-Hikes


	Daypack

	Hiking boots or shoes

	Comfortable, layered clothing

	Bottle of water, at least 1 liter

	High-energy food

	Rain jacket

	Bear spray, quickly accessible while hiking

	First aid kit

	Survival kit

	Trail map and compass

	Headlamp or flashlight

	Sun protection

	Insect repellent

	Lightweight sandals or other extra footwear for crossing streams






Extra Gear for Overnight Backpacking Trips


	Backpack

	Tent

	Sleeping bag

	Sleeping pad

	High-energy rations

	Camp stove and fuel

	Cooking pot and eating utensils

	Rope for hanging food

	Water filter

	Knife

	Waterproof lighters or matches

	Extra changes of warm clothes









Montana Wildlife


The diversity and observability of Rocky Mountain fauna is something truly exceptional. On a given day, a wildlife watcher in Montana can spot an array of large game animals, and many wildlife species can be seen from the trails featured in this book.


While it is our privilege to enjoy encounters with wildlife, it is also our responsibility to protect vulnerable species and the ecosystems in which these creatures thrive. Remember to keep a distance from all wildlife, especially from predators and animals with young, and be respectful of the natural resources that these species depend on for survival.


Many of the hike profiles in this book mention wildlife you are likely to find in each area. Large mammals that are most commonly seen on hikes in Montana are white-tailed deer, mule deer, elk, moose, black bear, mountain goat, bighorn sheep, pronghorn, coyote, beaver, and fox. Other species that are often present but less often observed include grizzly bear, bison, wolf, mountain lion, wolverine, bobcat, marten, and lynx.


Montana is also an excellent place for bird watchers. From raptors to waterfowl to songbirds, you may encounter dozens of different bird species while out on a hike.



[image: A herd of young bighorn sheep crossing a stream.]
A herd of young bighorn sheep crossing a stream.















Trail Finder










	#

	Hike Name

	Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls

	Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Children

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Wildlife Watchers

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Mountain Views

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers

	Waterfall Hikes with Challenging Final Approaches

	Waterfall Hikes a Short Distance from the Road

	Best Waterfall Hikes with Lake Views










	1.

	West Fork Yaak Falls

	

	

	*

	

	

	

	

	*

	*

	






	2.

	Turner Falls

	

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	3.

	Little North Fork Falls

	

	

	

	*

	

	

	

	

	*

	






	4.

	Leigh Creek Falls

	

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	

	*

	

	*






	5.

	Granite Creek Falls

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*

	

	

	






	6.

	Rock Creek Falls

	

	*

	

	*

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	7.

	Baree Creek Falls

	

	*

	

	

	*

	

	

	*

	

	






	8.

	South Fork Ross Creek Falls

	

	*

	

	*

	

	

	

	*

	

	






	9.

	Kootenai Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*

	






	10.

	Pinkham Falls

	

	

	*

	

	

	

	

	*

	*

	






















	#

	Hike Name

	Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls

	Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Children

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Wildlife Watchers

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Mountain Views

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers

	Waterfall Hikes with Challenging Final Approaches

	Waterfall Hikes a Short Distance from the Road

	Best Waterfall Hikes with Lake Views










	11.

	Sunday Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	

	

	

	

	*

	






	12.

	Martin Falls

	

	*

	

	*

	

	

	

	

	*

	






	13.

	Beaver Chief Falls

	*

	*

	*

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	14.

	Beaver Medicine Falls

	*

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	15.

	McDonald Falls and Sacred Dancing Cascade

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*

	*






	16.

	Monument Falls and Avalanche Gorge

	*

	

	*

	

	

	*

	

	

	

	*






	17.

	Florence Falls and Deadwood Falls

	*

	*

	*

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	






	18.

	Baring Falls

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*






	19.

	St. Mary and Virginia Falls

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*





















	#

	Hike Name

	Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls

	Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Children

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Wildlife Watchers

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Mountain Views

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers

	Waterfall Hikes with Challenging Final Approaches

	Waterfall Hikes a Short Distance from the Road

	Best Waterfall Hikes with Lake Views










	20.

	Rose Creek Falls

	

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	21.

	Pyramid Falls

	*

	*

	*

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	22.

	Raven Quiver Falls

	*

	*

	*

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	23.

	Dawn Mist Falls

	

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	






	24.

	Apikuni Falls

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	*

	

	*






	25.

	Morning Eagle Falls

	*

	

	

	

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*






	26.

	Ptarmigan Falls

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	






	27.

	Redrock Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*






	28.

	Atlantic Falls

	

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	






	29.

	Running Eagle Falls

	

	

	

	*

	

	*

	

	

	*

	






	30.

	Appistoki Falls

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*

	






	31.

	Twin Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*






	32.

	Aster Falls and Rockwell Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	





















	#

	Hike Name

	Best Hikes to Tall Waterfalls

	Best Hikes to Secluded Waterfalls

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Swimming

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Children

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Wildlife Watchers

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Mountain Views

	Best Waterfall Hikes for Backpackers

	Waterfall Hikes with Challenging Final Approaches

	Waterfall Hikes a Short Distance from the Road

	Best Waterfall Hikes with Lake Views










	33.

	Dean Falls

	

	*

	*

	

	*

	*

	*

	*

	

	






	34.

	Spotted Bear Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	






	35.

	Graves Creek Falls

	

	

	*

	*

	

	

	

	

	*

	






	36.

	Bond Creek Falls

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	






	37.

	Arnica Falls

	

	*

	

	

	

	*

	

	*

	

	






	38.

	Rumble Creek Falls

	*

	*

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	*






	39.

	Holland Falls

	

	

	

	*

	*

	*

	

	

	

	*






	40.

	Big Salmon Falls and Upper Holland Falls

	

	*

	*

	

	*

	*
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