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Introduction





  Robert Marshall was an almost legendary figure in the movement to protect wilderness areas in the United States. He began his career with the Forest Service in the 1920s and soon gained notoriety for his penchant for long solo trips into the back-country. Marshall considered a 35-mile trek to be a healthy day hike and was known to cover more than 70 miles on foot in a single day. Marshall reached the pinnacle of his influence in the 1930s, advocating for the preservation of 45 million acres of forest land for recreational purposes. Central to his plan was the protection of “primeval” and “wilderness” areas, places where a person could “spend at least a week or two of travel in them without crossing his own tracks.” In response to his urgings, over 5 million acres were set aside as wilderness areas, where humans were no more than passing visitors.




  It is quite fitting that in 1941, two years after Marshall’s death, the South Fork, Pentagon, and Sun River Wilderness Areas were together commemorated as the Bob Marshall Wilderness Area. The later additions of the Great Bear and Scapegoat Wilderness Areas in the 1970s preserved a continuous tract of wild country that is widely known as the crown jewel of the American wilderness system. Entire ranges and basins lie rank on rank, stretching for mile after mile of untrammeled country. The opportunities for escape from the “civilization” that Marshall abhorred abound here, with opportunities and challenges for visitors with a wide range of abilities and skills. Here is one of the last great remnants of primeval North America, a window to a simpler and more primitive time. Enjoy its wildness and grandeur and leave no trace of your passage to mar its perfection.




  Planning Your Trip




  




  It is important to gather as much current information as possible before starting out on a wilderness expedition. Permits are not required for expeditions into the Bob Marshall country, although it is wise to check in with a local ranger station to get the latest report on trail conditions. Ask for the trail supervisor or wilderness manager, who will be best equipped to answer your questions. A list of addresses and phone numbers for these ranger stations is provided in Appendix C. There are no designated camping spots in the wilderness areas, and campers are asked to practice zero impact camping techniques as outlined later in this chapter. In the wilderness, the traveler is a passing visitor and should leave no trace of camping spots to mar the wilderness experience of other travelers.




  The key to a quality hiking experience is good planning. Hikers who underestimate the distance or time required in completing 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. Novices and hikers in poor physical condition generally 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.




  I recommend traveling below top speed, focusing more attention on the surrounding natural beauty and less on the exercise of hiking itself.




  A Few Words of Caution




  




  Weather: Weather patterns in the mountains of the Bob Marshall country change frequently and without warning. Cold temperatures can occur even during the height of summer, and nighttime temperatures routinely dip into the 40s and even 30s on clear nights. Sudden thunderstorms can change cloudless days into drenching misery, so appropriate rain gear should be carried at all times. Ponchos are generally sufficient for day hikes, but backpackers should carry full rain suits, because water from drenched vegetation will quickly soak travelers who rely solely on ponchos for protection.




  Snowfall is always a distinct possibility in the high country, and overnight expeditions should carry clothing and gear with this possibility in mind. Detailed short-range forecasts are available at ranger stations and are usually reliable.




  In general, snows linger in the high country into early June. This month traditionally receives the heaviest rainfall, with drier weather coming in late July and August. The first snowstorms visit the high country in early September, and a deep blanket of snow sometimes covers the passes by the end of the month.




  Temperatures are generally higher east of the divide, especially in the low basin of the Sun River, where daily high temperatures in the 90 degree F range are not uncommon in July and August. The eastern side of the wilderness usually receives less rainfall as well, but heavy storms in late August and early September often unleash torrents of rain or deep blankets of snow.




  Water supplies: The pristine streams and lakes of the Bob Marshall country are quite refreshing but may contain a microorganism called Giardia lamblia, which causes severe diarrhea and dehydration in humans. The microorganism is spread through the feces of wild mammals, especially the beavers that inhabit many of the low-elevation stream systems. The water can be rendered safe by boiling it for at least 5 minutes or by passing it through a filter system with a mesh no larger than 5 microns. Iodine tablets and other purification additives are not considered effective against Giardia. Any surface water supply is a potential source of this organism, and hikers that drink from lakes and streams risk contracting the painful symptoms associated with this pestiferous microbe.




  Grizzly bears: Grizzly bears are the original residents of Montana’s mountain wilderness, and you will be passing through their territory during the course of day hikes and backpacks. By exercising precautions and treating the bears with respect, travelers can minimize the chances of a harmful encounter. It is easy to avoid an unpleasant confrontation with these wild and beautiful creatures by following a few commonsense rules. Give bears a wide berth, as a direct approach is often perceived as threatening. Many a photographer has met with trouble while trying to get just a little closer for that perfect shot. Females with cubs are particularly sensitive to intrusions by humans. In areas of dense brush along the trail, it will be necessary to announce your presence to bears. Bear bells may be worn for this purpose; clapping and shouting at appropriate times work just as well.




  It is important to remember that a bear will attempt to avoid contact with humans, so if you meet a bear along the trail, the odds are that it will turn and flee. In the event of a human-bear confrontation, the best course of action is to talk in a firm, unexcited voice to the bear while waving your arms slowly and backing away. Do not try to run away from the bear, because doing this will trigger the bear’s predatory instincts. It will then identify you as prey and give chase. Reaching speeds of nearly 40 miles per hour, a grizzly can easily catch a running person if it wants to. Climbing a tree is a means of escape if an appropriate tree is nearby and one has sufficient time to get up into it (which is rarely the case). Playing dead (covering the neck and stomach) should be used as a last resort after the bear has decided to attack and may save the victim from mortal wounds. It is easier by far to avoid a bear encounter than to get out of one.




  Many travelers in the Bob Marshall carry some sort of weapon to use against marauding bears. Killing a bear is no easy task: Their thick skulls can deflect a bullet, and their bulky mass reveals no obvious target for an instant kill. A much more practical anti-bear device is the cayenne pepper–based bear spray that is widely available at sporting goods stores. This spray has a range of about 20 feet and disables the bear with a stinging mist that irritates the eyes, nose, and mouth. The false sense of security of a gun might prove dangerous in itself. In all my travels in Alaska and the Northern Rockies, I have never carried a firearm or bear spray. Visitors who are defenseless against a determined bear feel more motivated to avoid them than they might if carrying a weapon.




  Other animals: Black bears are in many respects as dangerous as their larger cousins. These bears have an innate curiosity that often brings them into camp, and they are not as shy of humans as are grizzlies. In addition, black bears are able climbers and will be able to raid food containers that are hung too close to the tree trunk. Other animals are more a nuisance than a danger. Deer often hang around campsites and will chew on sweat-soaked clothing and saddle tack. At higher elevations, rodents dwelling in rockslides may chew their way into a pack in search of food or salt. There are no poisonous snakes in the Bob Marshall country, even in the semi-arid hills of the Front Range.




  Sharing the trail: Visitors should expect to encounter a wide variety of different user groups in Bob Marshall country. This magnificent wilderness is a magnet for hunters, anglers, and solitude seekers of all descriptions. In the interest of a safe and pleasant wilderness experience for all, exercise consideration and good manners when meeting other parties on the trail.




  Respect for others is the cornerstone of the traditional western ethic, a code that is still in force in the wilderness areas of Montana. A few commonsense guidelines will help you avoid bad experiences when encountering other wilderness visitors.




  Backpackers must share the trail with stock users of several types. Because pack and saddle stock are less maneuverable than foot travelers, hikers should yield to horse parties when the two meet on a trail. In such a situation, the best thing that a hiker can do is to hike up the hillside above the trail for at least 20 feet and allow the stock to pass. It often helps to talk to the animals in reassuring tones as they pass by. This keeps the animals from panicking and tangling up the pack string. Bear in mind that the main valley-bottom trails receive the heaviest stock use; visitors on foot can avoid the horse droppings and churned-up bogs by sticking to more remote paths.




  When two stock parties meet, it is generally the longer and more heavily laden string that has the right of way. When horse and llama parties meet on the trail, special problems may arise. Horses unaccustomed to llamas may panic and rear if the two groups come into close contact. Horse users should avoid this problem by introducing their stock to llamas in the controlled environment of their own corrals. Once the horses have learned that the llamas pose no threat, the two kinds of animals can pass on a trail with little difficulty.




  Fording streams and rivers: In the Bob Marshall country, bridges are rare, and stream and river crossings are most frequently made by fording.




  Streams are typically highest in early summer, when snowmelt swells the watercourses with silty discharge. Water levels also rise following rainstorms. This phenomenon is especially evident on the Middle Fork of the Flathead River and in the Birch Creek drainage, where the 1964 flood stripped away soil and vegetation that once slowed the flow of water into streams. Stream crossings should always be approached with caution; even a shallow stream can harbor slippery stones that can cause a sprained ankle, or worse. However, wilderness travelers can almost always make safe crossings by exercising good judgement and employing a few simple techniques.




  When you get to the water’s edge, the first thing you’ll probably think is, “this is going to be really cold!” It will be even colder if you try to cross barefooted. Since most folks don’t like to hike around in wet boots all day, I recommend bringing a pair of lightweight canvas sneakers specifically for the purpose of fording streams. Wearing something on your feet will prevent heat from being conducted from your feet to the stream cobbles and will give you superior traction for a safer crossing. Walking sticks add additional stability when wading streams. Some manufacturers make special staffs for wading with metal tips, and some even telescope down to manageable proportions. If you use one of these, remember not to lean too hard on it; your legs should be taking most of the burden under all circumstances.




  Before entering the stream, unclip your hip belt and other restrictive straps so that you can shuck your pack in case of an emergency. You’ll probably never get into a situation where you have to bail out of your pack, but if you do, having the straps undone could save you from drowning. Water up to knee-depth can usually be forded without much difficulty; midthigh is the greatest safe depth for crossing unless the water is barely moving. Once you get in up to your crotch, your body starts giving the current a broad profile to push against, and you can bet that it won’t be long before you are swimming.




  When wading, discipline yourself to take tiny steps. The water will be cold, and your first impulse will be to rush across and get warm again, but this kind of carelessness frequently results in a dunking. While inching your way across, your feet should be seeking the lowest possible footing, so that it is impossible to slip down any farther. Use boulders sticking out of the streambed as braces for your feet; these boulders will have tiny underwater eddies on their upstream and downstream sides, and thus the force of the current against you will be reduced by a fraction. When emerging from the water, dry off as quickly as possible with an absorbent piece of clothing. If you let the water evaporate from your body, it will take with it additional heat that you could have used to warm up.




  Some streams will be narrow, with boulders sticking up from the water beckoning you to hopscotch across without getting your feet wet. Be careful, because you are in prime ankle-spraining country. Rocks that are at all damp may have a film of slippery algae on them, and even dry rocks might be unstable and roll out from underfoot. To avoid calamity, step only on boulders that are completely dry and do not jump onto an untested boulder, as it may give way. The best policy is to keep one foot on the rocks at all times, so that you have firm footing to fall back on in case a foothold proves to be unstable.




  How to follow a faint trail: Many of the trails that appear on maps of the Bob Marshall Wilderness complex are faint or even nonexistent. Visitors to this remote country should have a few elementary trail-finding skills in their bag of tricks in case a trail peters out or a snowfall covers the pathway. A compass and topographic map, and the ability to use them, are essential insurance against disaster when a trail takes a wrong turn or disappears completely. There are also a few tricks that may aid a traveler in such a time of need.




  Maintained trails in the Bob Marshall complex are marked in a variety of ways. Signs bearing the name and number of the trail are present at most trail junctions, although weathering and inconsiderate visitors sometimes remove these plaques. The trail signs are usually fashioned of plain wood, with the script carved into them but not painted. They blend in well with the surrounding forest and may go unnoticed at junctions where a major trail meets a lightly traveled one. These signs rarely contain mileage information, and where they do, the information is often inaccurate.




  Along the trail, several kinds of markers indicate the location of maintained trails. In forested areas, cuts in the bark of living trees, known as “blazes,” are made immediately beside the path. For a number of years, the USDA Forest Service has used a blaze in the form of an upside-down exclamation point to mark its trails. Visitors should be aware that hunters also use blazes to mark the routes to their kills, but these blazes rarely take the form of the inverted exclamation point. In spots where a trail crosses a gravel streambed or rock outcrop, piles of rocks called cairns mark the route. These cairns are typically constructed of three or more stones placed one on top of the other, a formation that almost never occurs naturally.
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    Forest Service blaze on a tree trunk
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    The “hall-of-trees” effect
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    A lone tree lost its branches on one side to accommodate the trail




  In the case of an extremely overgrown trail, markings of any kind may be impossible to find. On such a trail, the techniques used to build the trail serve as clues to its location. Well-constructed trails have rather wide, flat beds. Let your feet seek the flat spots when traveling through tall brush, and you will almost always find yourself on the trail. Old sawed logs from previous trail maintenance can be used to navigate in spots where the trailbed is obscured; if you find a sawed log, then you must be on a trail that was maintained at some point in time. Switchbacks are also a sure sign of an official trail; wild game travel in straight lines, and horsemen traveling off trail seldom bother to zigzag across hillsides.




  Trail specifications often call for the clearing of all trees and branches for several feet on each side of a trail. In a forest situation, this results in a distinct “hall of trees” effect, where a corridor of cleared vegetation extends continuously through the woods. Trees grow randomly in a natural situation, so a long, thin clearing bordered by tree trunks usually indicates an old trailbed. On more open ground, look for trees that have lost all of their lower branches on only one side. Such trees often indicate a spot where the old trail once passed close to a lone tree.




  When attempting to find a trail that has disappeared, ask yourself where the most logical place would be to build a trail given its source and destination. Trail builders tend to seek level ground where it is available and often follow the natural contours of streamcourses and ridgelines. Bear in mind that most Forest Service trails avoid up-and-down motion in favor of long, sustained grades culminating in major passes or hilltops. Old trailbeds can sometimes be spotted from a distance as they cut across hillsides at a constant angle.




  Previous travelers can also leave clues to the location of old trails. Footprints and horseshoe marks are the most obvious signs. The presence of clover in a trailbed is a good sign that horses have been there. This plant is not native to Montana and arrives in the wilderness via the feces of traveling pack animals.




  Zero Impact




  




  One of the aims of this book is to encourage people to heft a pack and strike out on one of the trails in the wildest corners of the Rocky Mountains. But many of these same trails already receive moderate to heavy use, and they’re showing signs of wear. Erosion is a problem where an army of boots has short-cut switchbacks. Litter seems to beget more litter, especially near trailheads and at backcountry campsites. Unofficial trails have proliferated across some high alpine meadows, marring the otherwise pristine environment.




  Fortunately, all of these problems are avoidable—as are most impacts caused by backcountry visitors—if a few simple guidelines are heeded. Remember: The goal is to leave no trace of your passing.




  Advanced planning for zero impact: Much of the wear and tear that occurs in the Bob Marshall country could be reduced by careful planning before the trip. Visitors should contact local authorities (see Appendix C) to find out about areas that are particularly sensitive to disturbance or receive heavy use. Since the goal of most wilderness travelers is to visit pristine and untrammeled areas, the avoidance of the most popular sites can only enhance your wilderness experience.
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    A Forest Service trail crew constructs rock cribbing to prevent rockslides.




  We encourage travelers to plan their routes using established trails whenever possible, as these travel corridors are least susceptible to damage. Alpine habitats above the timberline are particularly fragile, and travelers who lack thorough training in zero impact techniques should cross them only on designated trails. Backcountry visitors can also travel more lightly by moving about in small groups. Small groups stress the landscape to a much smaller degree, especially around campsites, and they also lend themselves to greater flexibility in route choice and on-the-spot problem solving. Groups of two to six are optimal, while groups larger than ten hikers have a much greater potential for environmental damage and should be split up into smaller components.




  The proper equipment can also help visitors reduce their visual presence and trampling effects in the wilderness. Dark-hued or muted clothing, tents, and packs help make you less conspicuous to other travelers. One bright yellow or orange shirt can be carried to attract attention in an emergency.




  Hiking shoes with a shallow tread design are gentler on plants and soils and also won’t clog with mud. Backpackers can also carry a pair of smooth soled camp shoes—sport sandals, boat shoes, or moccasins. These feel terrific after a day on the trail and they greatly reduce wear and tear on plants and soils around camp.




  On the trail: Please stay on established trails. Cutting switchbacks or crossing previously untracked ground leaves behind footprints and trampled plants, signs that may invite the next person to follow in your footsteps. Eventually, enough footsteps lead to damaged plants and soils, erosion, and unwanted “social” trails.




  If you must travel off trail, look for trample-resistant surfaces: rock, gravel, snow (if it’s not too steep), or a streambed below the high-water mark. Parties traveling cross-country should spread out in a line abreast rather than traveling single file. This reduces the potential for creating new and unwanted trails and erosion in pristine areas. Leave your route unmarked—no blazes, cairns, flagging, or arrows scratched in the dirt.




  As you hike along, always try to reduce short- and long-term disturbances in the environment. Making loud noises can be helpful in avoiding encounters with bears and mountain lions where visibility is limited, but it disturbs the less dangerous wildlife as well as other travelers. If you do spot wildlife along the trail, be careful to stay outside the animal’s comfort zone. If an animal changes behavior as a result of your presence, you are too close. You may also chance upon sites of historical or archaeological significance as you travel in the Bob Marshall country. These sites are irreplaceable treasures of national importance and are protected by federal law. Enjoy them without rendering any changes to the sites.




  Selecting a campsite: Wilderness visitors should choose a camping spot that is both resistant to impacts and away from trails. Shorelines of lakes and streambanks are particularly sensitive to disturbance, and all camping spots should be located at least 200 yards away from the nearest lake or stream.




  Alpine meadows are also very fragile and should be avoided by campers. Try to locate your camp on a dry site within a mature forest. Such a site will be more resistant to damage. In addition, locate all camping spots away from high traffic areas—this will increase your own seclusion and help other parties preserve the sense that they are traveling through wild and untrammeled country.




  When leaving a camping site, be sure that the area is returned to its natural state. Every item that was brought in should be removed, and any evidence of your presence should be erased. The USDA Forest Service discourages the building of cache poles and latrine sites, and any such structures must be dismantled upon departure. Parties who cut poles for wall tents and wish to leave them for later use should lean them against a tree far away from the nearest trail. Bear in mind that it is illegal to cut down a living tree without a permit (which is essentially impossible to obtain). Special zero impact techniques for horse parties will be discussed later in this section.




  Food storage: In camp, all food must be stowed in a bear-proof manner. This practice is required by law, and violators may be subject to stiff fines. Food that is hung must be placed at least 10 feet above the ground and at least 4 feet away from the bole of the nearest tree. Alternately, food containers that are proven to be bear-proof can be used for food storage on the ground. A list of bear-resistant food containers that are acceptable under this new regulation will be available at the local Forest Service visitor centers.




  The logic behind these new regulations is simple. Once a bear gets food from campers, it will look upon camps as a source of food and lose its natural fear of people. Such bears, which are habituated to the presence of humans, become very dangerous and may later attack other wilderness visitors in their quest for food. Each visitor to Bob Marshall country is responsible for ensuring that this cycle of habituation never gets started. Remember that your carelessness in this matter could cost another visitor his or her life.




  In camp, cook all food at least 100 yards from your tent site, as the odors produced by cooking may attract scavenging bears. Do not keep odor-producing goods, like toothpaste and soap, in a tent where it might attract a curious bear. It is a good idea to avoid wearing scented deodorants or perfumes and avoid spilling food on your clothes while cooking and eating. Backpacks, saddle gear, and clothing should also be secured out of reach of varmints; the local deer and squirrels are notorious for chewing anything around camp that might contain salt.




  Campfires: Although campfires are allowed throughout the Bob Marshall complex, consider doing without one. A lightweight stove is a far superior alternative for cooking, and light can be supplied by a flashlight or candle lantern. If you build a fire, do so only where downed, dead wood is abundant.




  Use sticks small enough to be broken by hand and gather only as much as you need. Keep the fire small and brief. All fire rings must be dismantled, and the fire site completely restored to a natural appearance before you leave the site. These wildernesses are managed as a pristine environment; if you find a fire ring left by less-considerate visitors during your travels, dismantle it and camouflage the site. A fire should never be left unattended, and once it’s out make sure the ashes are cold. Pack out any unburned trash that may remain after the fire is doused.




  Human waste disposal: Many people are surprised to learn that human waste, even when properly buried in a “cat hole” under ideal conditions, requires a year or more to decompose naturally. Any fecal bacteria present will remain viable (that is, infectious) for that length of time. The decomposition process is slowed even more when waste is concentrated (as in a group latrine) or deposited in excessively dry, wet, or cold conditions.




  Once the traveler understands these facts, it is easy to see that natural composting can’t always keep pace with the amount of human waste that is deposited, particularly at heavily used backcountry campsites. The problem is compounded when the site is near a lake or stream (as are many popular campsites) because runoff or groundwater can easily carry fecal material and disease into the surface water. Wildlife—and other campers—then use the contaminated source for drinking water. This can result in sickening consequences.




  There are no outhouses in the backcountry of the Bob Marshall, so you will need to practice zero impact disposal techniques. Increasingly, land managers are asking (and in some places requiring) people to pack out human waste. Boaters on many western rivers have been doing this for years, and mountain climbers are now handed plastic bags for this purpose in several national parks. Thanks to the staff at Yosemite National Park, all backcountry visitors now have a clean, easy, and secure way to join the ranks and pack out waste. It’s called the “poop tube.”




  You can make your own poop tube from a piece of 4-inch diameter PVC plastic pipe, the kind used for plumbing. Cut the pipe to length as needed for the number of days you’ll be in the backcountry; a 2-foot section is enough for 5 to 7 days for most folks. Then glue a cap on one end and a threaded adapter for a screw-on plug on the other end. Some travelers duct tape a piece of nylon webbing onto the side of the tube so that it can be strapped onto the outside of a pack.




  To use the tube, defecate into a paper lunch bag. Then sprinkle in a handful of kitty litter to absorb moisture and reduce odors. Shake the bag to distribute the kitty litter, then roll it up and slide it into the tube. Used toilet paper can go in the tube as well. Screw in the plug and you’re done. At the end of the trip, empty the contents into a non-flush vault or “pit” toilet (ask land managers beforehand to recommend a specific outhouse). The paper bags will quickly decay (use only unwaxed bags to ensure that they do) and won’t clog the pump used to clean out the vault. Never put human waste into trash cans or dumpsters—it creates a health hazard and is illegal.




  If you decide instead to use the “cat hole” method and bury your waste in the backcountry, follow a few simple guidelines:






	Look for an out-of-the-way site in stable soil at least 200 feet (about 70 paces) from surface water. Avoid places that show signs of flooding, carrying runoff, or groundwater seepage.




	Make sure the site is at least 200 feet from campsites, trails, and other centers of human activity.




	Look for a site with a healthy layer of topsoil at least 6 inches deep. The ground should be moist (but not saturated) and easy to dig in.




	With a small hand trowel, dig a cat hole 6 to 8 inches deep. Keep the sod lid intact. Set it aside and pile all the dirt next to the hole.




	Squat and aim for the hole. Deposit used toilet paper in the hole (or, preferably, bag it and pack it out).




	When covering the waste, use a stick to stir in the first handful or two of soil. This hastens the decomposition process. Add the remaining soil and replace the sod lid. Scrape leaves and duff around the site to camouflage your efforts. Remember to clean your hands thoroughly before handling food or cooking utensils.




	Unless local regulations state otherwise, it’s usually best to dig individual cat holes rather than a group latrine. And always use the outhouse if one is provided.







  Washing: The key to cleaning up in the backcountry is to keep soap, oils, and all other pollutants out of the water. Mountain lakes and streams have a delicate balance of nutrient inputs and outputs. Soaps and dishwater dumped into alpine waterways encourage the growth of microbes that can deplete dissolved oxygen in the water, making it inhospitable to many species of fish. In addition, aquatic plants and fish are extremely sensitive to soap (even the biodegradable kind) and can die from contact with it.




  To wash cooking and eating utensils, carry water in a clean bowl or pot at least 200 feet from water sources. Use little or no soap—water warmed on the stove will unstick most food and grease. Use a plastic scrubber and a little muscle for stubborn residues. Scatter wash water over the ground in an out-of-the-way spot at least 200 feet from surface water and 100 yards from any likely campsite. In bear country, pick out food scraps before scattering the water and pack them out with other garbage.




  For personal bathing, a good dousing and scrubbing with a washcloth will suffice for all but extended trips. Again, carry the water at least 200 feet from surface water. There are also rinse-free soaps and shampoos on the market that are designed specifically for backpackers.




  Zero impact techniques for stock users: Stock users must be particularly careful to minimize their impacts when in the backcountry, because poorly managed stock can be particularly damaging to the environment. On the trail, it is imperative to keep all stock in a single-file line so that the original trail can be maintained in good shape. When approaching a mudhole, try to stick to the center of the trailbed unless there is a great risk of injury to the pack animals. If possible, use llamas rather than horses or mules for carrying supplies. These animals weigh less and have more surface area on their hooves, and thus do less damage to the trails. As an added bonus, the foreign smell of llamas reportedly frightens away curious bears.




  In camp, make certain that pack and saddle stock are tied up responsibly. Pack animals should never be tied directly to trees, because they will dig and paw around the base of the trunk, killing the roots and thus the entire tree itself. Instead, set up a “high-line,” a length of rope tied between two trees. The stock can then be secured at intervals to this rope. Remember to locate the high-line on dry ground and change its location every day if you are camping in the same spot for any length of time.




  Animals that are turned out to graze in natural openings should be hobbled or picketed. The locations of picket pins should be rotated every several hours, so that the animal does not have a chance to severely damage any one area. Portable electric fences are a favored method for maintaining stock in one place. The weight of the fence and the installing equipment is typically less than 20 pounds for a fence that will surround a 1-acre plot.




  Remember that these fences must also be moved around frequently to prevent a concentration of damage to one spot. When using an electric fence, train the stock with it at home before coming into the backcountry. It is also a good idea to picket or hobble the leader among the animals, in case the fence is knocked down by passing deer.




  Feeding stock animals in the wilderness is one of the greatest challenges faced by stock users. Finding adequate forage in the backcountry is always a problem, and stock parties should bring along sufficient feed for their livestock in case grazing cannot be found. Hay is one of the best feeds but is heavy and bulky, and thus impractical for long-term expeditions. In addition, hay must be certified to be free of weed seeds; Montana is currently experiencing outbreaks of such noxious weeds as leafy spurge and spotted knapweed, and it would be a disaster if these pests spread into our wilderness areas. It is a good idea to feed stock animals weed-free hay for several days before entering the wilderness, to allow all seeds to move out of the digestive tract. Pelletized rations are popular and contain all the nutrition needed by livestock. However, pelleted feeds do not fill animals up so as to satisfy their hunger and should be supplemented by grazing the animals.




  Remember that a hungry animal will paw restlessly and damage the environment, while a content animal will do much less damage.









   

  
Using This Guide





  The primary intent of this guide is to provide information that will help hikers choose backpacking trips according to their desires and abilities, as well as to provide a detailed description of the trail system for interpretation of the natural features found along the trails. This guide is intended to be used in conjunction with topographic maps, which can be purchased at ranger stations, local gift and sporting goods stores, or through the US Geological Survey, Denver, CO 80225. A 1:100,000-scale topo map of the entire wilderness complex gives a general impression of the landforms that will be encountered; 1:24,000-scale quadrangle maps are available for those desiring greater detail. The appropriate quadrangle maps are listed for each featured hike in the guide.




  Each trail description begins with an outline describing the physical characteristics of the trail for quick and easy reference. Within the General description field, distances are given in both kilometers and miles, and the hike type is noted: 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 might be an occasional blazed tree.




  This description is followed by a Difficulty rating. 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 even experienced hikers, and strenuous trails will push the physical limits of the most Herculean hiker.




  Trail maintenance level is divided into four categories. Yearly maintenance is performed early in the summer, and these trails are easy to find and have no obstructions to passage. Trails receiving frequent maintenance are cleared at least every other year; one might expect to find a bit of downed timber on such a trail, but the path is generally obvious and easy to follow. Trails maintained on an occasional basis are cleared on a 3- to 4-year rotation and are typically rather overgrown and may be a bit tricky to follow. Downed timber is often common on such trails, and horse parties should probably avoid them. Trails receiving rare maintenance, on a 5 or more year rotation, have often disappeared entirely in sections and may be choked with brush and downed trees in places.




  The Traffic that a trail receives is recorded as an adaptation of the Forest Service Opportunity Class system. This information was gathered through monitoring the numbers of encounters that USDA Forest Service personnel had with other visitors on the trail. Trails receiving very light use offer an 80 percent chance of having no encounters with other visitors in a day of traveling. Light use indicates an 80 percent probability of meeting one party, or none, in a day. Moderate traffic indicates an 80 percent chance of meeting three or fewer parties, while heavy-use trails offer an 80 percent probability of seeing five or fewer other groups. This information should be taken into account when planning a trip: Trails that receive heavy use are usually muddy in wet weather, while solitude seekers will want to find trails that receive light or very light use.




  Finally, Elevation Gain and Elevation Loss, Maximum Trail Elevation, Topo Maps required for the hike, and directions to the trailhead (Finding the trailhead) are listed. Following this statistical section is a detailed interpretive description of the trail (The Hike), including geologic and ecological features, fishing opportunities, campsites, and other important information. Then comes the Miles and Directions, a mile-by-mile description of landmarks, trail junctions, and gradient changes. Distances were developed using an instrument called a planimeter, which measures two-dimensional distances on a topographic map. These distances were then corrected for altitude gain or loss. The resulting mileages should be looked upon as conservative estimates, because they do not account for small-scale twists and turns or minor ups and downs. These mileages are, however, more reliable than the distances posted on the few old trail signs that are scattered at random throughout the wilderness complex.




  Photographs have been included to give the reader a visual preview of some of the prominent features seen along the trail. An elevation profile accompanies each trail description and provides a schematic look at the major elevation gains and losses incurred during the trip.
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Region 1: The North Boundary





  The northern part of the Bob Marshall country is defined by the valley of the Middle Fork of the Flathead River. This mighty stream, sometimes referred to as the “Big River,” drains a basin some millions of acres in extent, including the majority of the Great Bear Wilderness, a small portion of the Bob Marshall, and the southwestern part of Glacier National Park. Many of the hikes featured here require travelers to ford the Middle Fork, which is a hazardous proposition even when conditions are favorable. The river runs high and discolored through June, as the snowpack in the surrounding mountains melts and feeds the raging torrent. Both foot and stock parties should plan trips across the river between midsummer and late fall, when low water levels make safe crossings possible. Even so, the river responds quickly to rainstorms, becoming impassable for several days following a sustained downpour. If your trip takes you across this river, plan alternate routes out and pack extra food in case you have to wait a few extra days to cross.




  The Flathead Range dominates the lower valley of the Middle Fork, with its peaks rising sheer 4,000 feet above the valley floor. This range creates its own climate, with abundant rainfall that sustains a lush growth of vegetation in its glacier-carved valleys. Forest openings tend to be brushy, and trails that are maintained infrequently tend to get swallowed up in a jungle of greenery. Visibility is often a problem on these trails, so remember to make lots of noise to warn bears of your presence. The upper basin of the Middle Fork is quite a bit drier, with forested hills to the north and the craggy Trilobite Range to the south. Lodgepole pines cover the well-drained slopes of the upper basin, while spruce forests dominate the moister bottomlands.




  Travelers can find most services in Hungry Horse and West Glacier, while the nearest outlet for backpacking supplies is in Columbia Falls. The town of Essex is really little more than an elaborate hotel and resort, while there are roadside cafes and gas stations scattered along the length of US 2. Most of the trails discussed in this chapter fall under the jurisdiction of the Hungry Horse Ranger District, although the Middle Fork valley above Granite Creek is administered by the Spotted Bear Ranger District.A USDA Forest Service cabin at the Giefer Creek trailhead can be rented out to visitors; call the Hungry Horse Ranger Station for more information on reservations.
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1 Ousel Peak





  




  Trail: 331




  General description: A stiff day hike from the highway to timberline on Ousel Peak, 2.3 mi. (4.2 km) one way




  Difficulty: Strenuous




  Trail maintenance: Occasional




  Traffic: Very light




  Elevation gain: 3,260 feet




  Maximum elevation: 6,600 feet




  Topo maps: West Glacier, Nyack




  Finding the trailhead: The trail begins at a trailhead sign on a blind corner at mile 159.6 on US 2, 6 miles east of the town of West Glacier. GPS: N 48.490961° W -113.861022°




  




  The Hike




  




  This hike follows a rather steep and little used trail up Ousel Peak, which boasts views of the northern peaks of the Flathead Range and Glacier National Park on the far side of the Middle Fork of the Flathead. Travelers should expect to cross a few deadfalls and brushy spots; horse travel is not recommended here. There is a route across the summit of Ousel Peak to link up with Trail 388, which descends toward Hungry Horse Reservoir. This route is not marked and should be attempted only by experienced route finders.




  From its beginning on the west side of the highway, the trail climbs rather steeply through the lodgepole pine forest that covers the north-facing slope of Ousel Peak. After a brief ascent, the trail makes its way into a tiny dell occupied by a gurgling rivulet. The damp microclimate found here supports a lush growth of coastal vegetation, dominated by cedars and birches in the canopy, and featuring mosses and false Solomon’s Seal in the understory. This moist depression soon gives way to well-drained slopes again, and lodgepole pine and an occasional larch block out the views as the trail resumes its climb. As the trail continues its ascent up the north side of the ridge, the understory of scattered thimbleberry bushes gives way to a dense undergrowth of false huckleberry, which collects water in wet weather and provides travelers with a thorough soaking for no extra charge. Along the upper part of the route, breaks in the forest canopy allow glimpses across the river into Glacier National Park. Mounts Stanton, Vaught, and Heavens Peak can be seen across the low rise of Snyder Ridge, while the picturesque spires surrounding Gunsight Pass rise farther to the south.




  The trail continues to climb and leaves the lowland forest for spruce and fir above. After crossing several wooded benches, the route makes its way to the first false summit on the crest of the ridge. This high point boasts northward views of Harrison Lake, which lies nestled in the verdant forests below the glacier-clad slopes of Blackfoot Mountain. The trail runs southwest along the crest of the ridge, dropping into a low saddle before resuming its ascent up the next series of humps. After winding
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  Triangle Peak rears its head along the crest of the Flathead Range.




  onto the eastern slope of the ridge, the trail climbs to the top of the next rise, where it enters the site of an old burn. The trail becomes tough to follow as it picks its way through the burned stumps left behind by the blaze; look for the route cutting across the face of the next rise to the southwest. The trail enters a pocket of subalpine fir untouched by the fire as it wanders out onto the eastern slope of the ridge. The route soon makes its way into open meadows that allow excellent views of Pyramid Peak, which rises just across a narrow valley to the south. Beyond it, the other summits of the Flat-head Range trail away into the distance.
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  The trail continues to follow the ridgeline back into the old burn, finally petering out on the last rise before the sum-summit of Ousel Peak. It is possible for a hiker with good wilderness skills to follow the ridgetop across the summit of Ousel Peak to link up with Trail 331 on the southern flank of the mountain. This trail is difficult to locate in its upper reaches and requires a lot of map reading and patience to find.




  Miles and Directions




  




  0.0 Trailhead on US 2.




  2.3 Trail peters out atop Ousel Peak.











  



  
2 The Grant Ridge Loop





  




  Trails: 146, 339




  General description: A day hike or short backpack, 10.2 mi. (16.4 km) round-trip




  Difficulty: Moderately strenuous




  Trail maintenance: Annual




  Traffic: Moderate




  Elevation gain: 3,605 feet




  Elevation loss: 3,600 feet




  Maximum elevation: 6,850 feet




  Topo maps: Stanton Lake, Pinnacle




  Finding the trailhead: The trail begins at the Stanton Lake trailhead, at mile 169.9 on US 2, 16 miles east of the town of West Glacier. GPS: N 48.400068° W -113.714896°. The terminus of the route is 0.5 mile to the south along the highway and is marked by a sign for the Grant Ridge Trail. No parking is available here.




  


  

  The Hike




  




  The Grant Ridge Loop provides a long day trip to the high country at the foot of Great Northern Mountain. Along with excellent views of the glacier-clad crest of the Flathead Range, this trail offers an outstanding opportunity to view such wildlife as golden eagles and mountain goats. Grizzly bears are abundant along this route, especially when the berries ripen in late August. There is no water along the trail, so hikers should bring along their own supply. Climbers can use the trail as an approach route to Great Northern Mountain, although the southwestern approach is much shorter and thus more popular.




  The hike begins as a gentle climb through a stand of scattered western larch, survivors of a low-intensity forest fire. While the thick bark of the larches protected them from the direct effects of the fire, the blaze altered the structure of the forest in a way that will spell doom for many of these stout giants. The open canopy created by the burn allows strong gusts of wind to enter the stand, catching the trees broadside and pitching them over during winter windstorms. The enormous boles of wind-thrown trees litter the forest here, a silent testimonial to the power of these winter storms. As the trail enters the valley of Stanton Creek, it follows along the hillside far above the rushing waters. The grade is quite level here, and the trail even descends a bit before reaching an unmarked fork. The trail to the right runs 0.25 mile to reach the northeastern shore of Stanton Lake, a glacier-carved expanse of water that is well worth the short side trip. This trail continues along the north shore of the lake through jungles of cow parsnip and bracken fern before petering out in the valley above the lake.




  Meanwhile, the left fork is the Grant Ridge Trail, which descends to a knee-deep ford of Stanton Creek on its way to Grant Ridge. After crossing the stream, the trail climbs gradually up the side of the ridge, following the southward course of the valley. The lowland forest of larch gives way to lodgepole-dominated slopes and brushy couloirs. After a steady climb, the trail enters a sparse subalpine forest with a beargrass understory. A backward glance reveals the horn peaks at the head of Pinchot Creek in
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  Glacier National Park, while across the Stanton valley lie the rocky spur ridges that protrude from the south face of Nyack Mountain.
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  As the trail continues around the side of the ridge, Great Northern Mountain swings into view at the head of the valley. This loftiest peak of the Flathead Range dominates the lesser peaks surrounding it; its tilted strata resemble the carelessly stacked volumes in an enormous, run-down library. As the trail continues to climb across beargrass-clad slopes, it rounds the western flank of the ridge to enter a rocky bowl crowned with ragged fir. The trail continues to climb as it runs southward toward a high col near the head of this basin. Upon reaching the saddle, the trail gets a bit sketchy; turn north and follow the ridgeline for a short distance to pick up the trail cutting across the southeast slope of the next high point along the ridge crest.




  The route maintains a level gradient as it passes below this first summit, then swings eastward below the ridgeline. Looking southwest through ancient whitebark pines, you’ll see Mount Grant and its enormous glacier at the head of the Tunnel Creek valley, seemingly only a stone’s throw away. Golden eagles cruise the thermals above this panorama of windswept snowfields and rugged outcrops, searching for ground squirrels and marmots that take shelter among the boulder fields and alpine meadows. To the east, the Cloudcroft Peaks rise above the Coal Creek country of Glacier National Park. The ridgetop descends to meet the trail, whereupon the route follows the crest of the ridge for a short distance. After crossing the next saddle, the trail swings onto the north slope of the ridge to pass below the next summit.




  After reaching the ridgeline once more, the trail continues its descent along the spine of the ridge, as subalpine fir give way to a montane forest of lodgepole pines. The trail then departs the ridgeline to return to the northern slope of the ridge, where it makes a long descent with a number of switchbacks. Young western larch blanket this well-drained slope, turning a brilliant yellow in October before dropping their needles for the winter. The trail bottoms out on a series of moist, timbered benches and runs eastward through Douglas fir and older larch. Finally, as the trail nears the highway, it swings northward once more for the final descent to reach the highway, 0.5 mile south of the Stanton Lake trailhead.




  Miles and Directions




  




  0.0 Trailhead.




  1.0 Junction with trail to Stanton Lake. Stay left for the Grant Ridge Loop.




  4.5 Trail reaches saddle on Grant Ridge.




  10.2 Trail reaches US 2, completing the loop.
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