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Introduction

My wife and I lived for several years in Troy, a timber town squeezed into a tight, tree­‐filled valley so far west in Montana that from there you can almost spit into Idaho, and so far north that half its residents speak with a Canadian accent. Having already resided in Montana for several years, I knew, theoretically, that it was big. But it wasn’t until living in its extreme northwest corner that I came to appreciate just how big.

Early on a July morning in 1981, Nancy and I packed our Mazda sedan with more gear than it was meant to hold and took off to visit family in the Midwest. After driving for fifteen hours and covering more than eight hundred long, hot miles, we were disappointed at nightfall to find ourselves still in Montana. We were relieved, however, and honestly surprised to learn that we were more than halfway to where we were going in central Iowa.

Yes, Montana is spacious. Within its land area of 145,556 square miles, you could fit Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Delaware, Rhode Island, New York, and Pennsylvania in it and have room to spare. Here’s the clincher: Fewer people live in Montana than in Rhode Island alone. While the typical Rhode Island square mile holds more than one thousand people, an average of eight individuals occupy that space in Montana.

Montana is big, and it’s a melting pot. During the short, 165-year history of European settlement, the state has been a magnet for the restless and intrepid, the displaced and persecuted—those willing or forced to take a chance with their lives. The result is an eclectic mix of people who settled in the state’s mountains and valleys and on its windswept, arid plains. The Hi­‐Line Scandinavians. The many Germans, including the communal Hutterites of the north‐­central plains. The Butte Irish, the Butte Chinese, the Butte Polish, the Butte almost­‐anything-you­‐can-name. And, of course, those who came first, the Native Americans, a glance at whose family trees will prove everyone else newcomers by a large measure.

So here in the immensity of Montana we have a wide cast of characters populating a land vibrant and beautiful, a country also cursed (or blessed, depending on your perspective) with a climate of extremes. These factors coalesce to create an atmosphere ripe for the fashioning of unorthodox ways to make ends meet. As a result, a fascinating mix of attractions—some strange, some wonderful, some strangely wonderful—awaits the traveler in Montana.

The setting for countless western novels and movies, Montana has been subjected to endless romanticizing and dealt more than its share of nicknames: The Bonanza State, Big Sky Country, the Treasure State, and—overused and overstated—the Last Best Place. Of all the descriptive phrases I’ve heard, far and away my favorite is Montana: High, Wide, and Handsome, the title of the 1943 book by Joseph Kinsey Howard. Unpretentious, honest, and unerringly accurate, it fits Montana like a well-worn pair of cowboy boots.

Speaking of which, as you might expect, you’ll still find plenty of working cowboys, miners, and loggers in Montana, and you can still experience no-holds‐­barred Wild West celebrations (try Butte on St. Patrick’s Day or the World Famous Bucking Horse Sale in Miles City). But you also can find gourmet restaurants employing Paris-trained chefs and surroundings that whisper rather than scream. You can bed down at night in a dude ranch bunkhouse or under a fluffy comforter at a bed-and-breakfast inn as elegant as any found in New England or California’s wine country. You might dine on buffalo hump roast one night and Greek cuisine the next. You’re bound to tour spectacular and highly touted Yellowstone and Glacier National Parks, but the lands beyond the park boundaries—some subdued and others of national park quality themselves—may catch you off guard.

The House committee charged with splitting the Montana Territory from the Idaho Territory in 1864 was leaning toward designating the Continental Divide as the boundary between the two. A group led by Sidney Edgerton, chief justice of the Idaho Territory, however, persuaded the committee to include in the Montana portion those lands west of the Divide and east of the Bitterroot Range. Consequently, cities including Missoula, Butte, and Kalispell today are in Montana rather than Idaho; likewise all of Glacier National Park ended up in Montana, rather than the majority of it residing in Idaho. Edgerton may not have won new friends among the Idaho delegation, but he did win the subsequent governorship of the newly created and larger‐­for­‐his‐­efforts Montana Territory.

Sidney Edgerton and fate were responsible for the boundaries Montana claimed when it finally became a state in 1889, and this book dishes out a sample of what’s contained within them 136 years later. My goal with this book, in print for some years now, has always been to showcase a spicy mixture of the state’s diverse attractions while emphasizing lesser-known places of both the natural and human-made varieties. Where well-known destinations, such as Glacier National Park, are included, I’ve highlighted features overlooked by the majority of visitors.

If an attraction in this broad and wide state seems too far removed and isolated to bother traveling to, know this: As you stray off the beaten path to visit some of my favorite places in Montana, you’re bound to find others just as interesting and worthy of mention. Attempting to include them all would have been a Herculean task, and the data collected would fill a dozen volumes of this size.



tourist information

Travel Montana offers free vacation guides and accommodations listings.


	301 South Park Avenue Helena, MT 59620

	(406) 841-2870

	visitmt.com







To complement this guide, carry a state road map for getting an overall picture of where you are and where you’re headed. To verify that the hours of operation and admission fees listed here are still in effect, call ahead to attractions you absolutely do not want to miss.

With regard to restaurants, I’ve employed a three‐­tiered scale for the prices of entrees: inexpensive, less than $15 per meal; moderate, $15 to $25; and expensive, more than $25. For motels, bed­‐and‐­breakfasts, and hotels, I’ve used a similar ranking system: inexpensive, less than $100; moderate, $100 to $200; and expensive, more than $200.

The state promotion bureau has done a logical job of dividing Montana into six travel regions, and I’ve borrowed them for the book’s chapters.

In closing, permit me to share a little background. I came into the world in this part of the country—Wyoming, actually—but when I was still an infant, my folks packed up and moved the family to Iowa, and there I sprouted, alongside the corn, soybeans, and piglets.

After napping through high school in Boone, a great little farming and railroad town originally known as “Montana,” believe it or not, I returned to my birthright region in 1970 to attend college. Here I found myself confronted, confounded, and a little scared by the electrifying heights of the northern Rocky Mountain ranges—where mighty rivers come to life, conceived in winter and born in spring—and the impossible spaces of the plains between. Both were so different from my familiar surroundings that they shook me, unexpectedly, from an adolescent stupor. For the first time in nineteen years, I was truly awake, and awakened, to the power of landscape and the possibilities provided by strange faces and new ways of thinking. And I’ve rarely slept since.

If you’re a resident of Montana or a return visitor, here’s hoping this volume will lead you to some new favorite places. If it’s your first time to the state that is high, wide, and ever so handsome, welcome! May the endless stretch of prairie, the magic of the mountains, and the smile of Montana’s friendly citizens energize you as they did, and do, me.


About Montana

The following is a list of information and resources an off-the-beaten-path traveler like yourself might find useful.


	
Major print newspapers: Missoulian, Helena Independent Record, Butte Standard, Billings Gazette, Great Falls Tribune, Bozeman Daily Chronicle, and Kalispell’s Daily Inter Lake


	
Major online news outlets: montanafreepress.org, thepulp.org, dailymontanan.com, montanarightnow.com, missoulacurrent.com

	
Capital: Helena (pronounced HEL-uh-nuh)

	
Cities and counties: Montana is divided into fifty-six counties, with 126 incorporated cities and towns and two consolidated city-county governments.

	
Population: 1,137,000 (as of 2024)

	
Schools: Nearly 900 public schools serve about 150,000 students. The Montana University System currently has 47,000 students enrolled in its sixteen colleges and universities, including its flagships, the University of Montana in Missoula and Montana State University in Bozeman. The state also boasts five private colleges and seven community colleges, as well as seven tribal colleges.

	
Average annual precipitation: Average statewide is 15.34 inches per year. There is less rainfall in the north-central plains, more in the northwest valleys. The high mountains often receive much more than this (as much as 100 inches per year in parts of the northwest mountains).

	
Famous people from Montana: Film stars Gary Cooper and Myrna Loy, newsman Chet Huntley, Chief Plenty Coups, stunt artist Evel Knievel, filmmaker David Lynch, Pearl Jam bassist Jeff Ament, actors Dana Carvey and J. K. Simmons, longtime US Senate majority leader and ambassador to Japan Mike Mansfield, Tour de France bicycle racer Levi Leipheimer, and Jeanette Rankin, the first woman to serve in the US House of Representatives

	
Geographic center: Fergus, eleven miles west of Lewistown







Recommended Reading for Children

Amazing Animals of Montana: Incredible True Stories, Gayle C. Shirley, Globe Pequot Press, 2005. (ages nine to twelve, nonfiction)

B Is for Big Sky Country: A Montana Alphabet, Sneed B. Collard III and Joanna Yardley, Gale Group, 2003. (kindergarten to third grade, nonfiction)

Montana in Words and Pictures, Dennis Fradin, Children’s Press, 1981. (second grade, nonfiction)

Montana, Allan Carpenter, Children’s Press, 1979. (fourth grade, nonfiction)

One Summer in Montana, Dayton O. Hyde, Atheneum, 1985. (sixth grade, fiction)

Torosaurus and Other Dinosaurs of the Badlands Digs in Montana, Dougal Dixon, Picture Window Books, 2008. (ages four to eight, nonfiction)

Montana for Kids: The Story of Our State, Allen Morris Jones, Bangtail Press, 2018.




Recommended Reading for Adults:

The Big Sky, A. B. Guthrie Jr., Houghton-Mifflin, 1947.

A River Runs Through It and Other Stories, Norman Maclean, University of Chicago Press, 1976.

Out West: American Journey Along the Lewis and Clark Trail, Dayton Duncan, Penguin Books, 1987.

Becoming Little Shell, Chris La Tray, Milkweed Editions, 2024.

Opportunity, Montana: Big Copper, Bad Water, and the Burial of an American Landscape, Brad Tyer, Beacon Press, 2014.

Penny Post Cards and Prairie Flowers, Philip J. Burgess, Zephyr Bookworks, 2013.

True West, by Betsy Gaines Quammen, Torrey House Press, 2023.




State symbols:


	
State animal: Grizzly bear

	
State bird: Western meadowlark

	
State flower: Bitterroot

	
State tree: Ponderosa pine

	
State fish: Cutthroat trout

	
State fossil: Anatosaurus (Maiasaura peeblesorum)

	
State song: “Montana Melody”







A Sampling of Radio Stations:


	
KMHK, 103.7 FM, Billings

	
KATL, 770 AM, Miles City

	
KLTZ, 1240 AM, Glasgow

	
KBOZ, 99.9 FM, Bozeman

	
KMMS, 95.1 FM, Bozeman

	KOPR, 94.1 FM, Butte

	
KBMF, 102.5 FM, Butte

	
KMON, 560 AM, Great Falls

	
KOFI, 1180 AM, Kalispell

	
KIMO, 94.9 FM, Helena

	
KFGM, 105.5 FM, Missoula

	
KDTR, 103.3 FM, Missoula






THE 406

You’ll notice that the entire state has only one area code, 406. Unfortunately, you must still dial the area code with each phone call, even if it’s a local call. The area code is listed with every number here mostly as a reminder. Also, be aware that in a state as vast as Montana, there will be no cell service in some areas, particularly east of the Divide.







Glacier Country



Boasting the terrific city of Missoula, world-famous Glacier National Park, and the skiing-golfing-boating mecca of Flathead Valley, it is no surprise that Glacier Country is Montana’s preeminent tourism region. An area of stunning natural beauty, it is graced with forested mountains and lush valleys teeming with fish-filled lakes and streams.

Although you can jump in and join the narrative at any point, we’ll begin in the timbered vastness of the Yaak River Valley, nestled in the extreme northwest corner of Montana. From there, forest roads wind their way to Eureka, from which point Highway 37 leads to Libby and US 2. You’ll then follow Highway 56 as it snakes through the memorable Bull River Valley, a tangle of wild terrain that would not appear out of place in Alaska, to the valley of the Clark Fork River and Highway 200. After going due southeast through Thompson Falls and Paradise, where the Flathead River joins with the Clark Fork, you’ll travel to the Mission Valley and along the shores of massive Flathead Lake. From there, this circuitous route takes you to Kalispell and Whitefish, jumping-off point for Glacier National Park and the Blackfeet Indian Reservation. Finally, Highway 83 takes you through the forested, lake-adorned Seeley-Swan Valley to a juncture with Highway 200, which leads west to Missoula. From Montana’s unofficial capital of art and recreation and undisputed bastion of liberalism, US 93 leads south up the Bitterroot Valley to Lost Trail Pass, from which point you’ll descend into Gold West Country.
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Kootenai Timberlands

The remote Yaak River Valley, occupying the northwest notch of Montana, is home to the settlement of Yaak, a tiny island of enterprise set amid a rolling sea of timber. Road warriors who enjoy visiting places seen by relatively few travelers should not miss venturing into the Yaak River country. Not many places remaining in the contiguous forty-eight can claim to be more off the beaten path than this isolated corner of the Big Sky State.

If you do find your way to the town of Yaak, you can’t miss the Dirty Shame Saloon, a funky bar and eatery with a decor to match the kicked back and independent character of the majority of local residents. Yaak is situated along Highway 508, thirty miles northeast of US 2 (beginning 3.5 miles southeast of the point where US 2 crosses the Montana‐­Idaho state line). The Dirty Shame’s hours are an ever-evolving concept. At the time of this writing, they’re open Friday and Saturday nights, 4:30 to close. Best to call (406) 295-4706 before making that dirt road commitment.



AUTHOR’S Favorites


	A Carousel for Missoula

	Missoula

	carouselformissoula.com

	(406) 549-8382




	Clearwater Canoe Trail

	Seeley Lake

	(406) 677-2233




	Dirty Shame Saloon

	Yaak

	(406) 295-4706




	Garden Wall Inn

	Whitefish

	gardenwallinn.com

	(406) 862-3440




	Hornet Peak Fire Lookout

	Polebridge

	recreation.gov/camping/campgrounds/234341

	(406) 387-3800




	Ninepipes Museum of Early

	Montana History

	Charlo

	ninepipesmuseum.org

	(406) 644-3435




	Lee Metcalf National Wildlife Refuge

	Stevensville

	fws.gov/leemetcalf

	(406) 777-5552




	Montana Valley Bookstore

	Alberton

	montanavalleybookstore.com

	(406) 722-4950




	St. Ignatius Mission

	St. Ignatius

	(406) 745-2768




	CSKT Bison Range

	58355 Bison Range Rd.

	Charlo

	bisonrange.org

	(406) 644-2211




	Wild Horse Island State Park

	Big Arm

	(406) 849-5256 (summer)







The Yaak River drains a large portion of the Purcell Mountains, a range teeming with ancient coniferous forests and not-so-ancient clear-cuts. “The Yaak,” as the surrounding countryside is typically referred to, is a backwoodsy backwater that has attracted an eclectic mix of human residents, including back­‐to‐­the‐­land Mother Earth types, artists and writers, tree fellers, tree huggers, and plain old hermits. As diverse as the homesteaders are, though, all share this trait: They enjoy getting away from it all and being left alone. Either that or they don’t last long in the isolated Yaak River country.

While “up the Yaak,” as the locals say, consider also following Pete Creek to Hawkins Lakes and the Northwest Peaks Scenic Area, a spectacular setting of rocky crags, sparkling lakes, and sky‐­scratching peaks reaching more than 7,700 feet above sea level. The area, roughly 19,000 acres in size, is like a miniature and little­‐visited version of Glacier National Park, and it’s ideal for hiking, picnicking, and car camping. Getting there is a journey in itself, for from the already remote outpost of Yaak, it is three miles west on Highway 508, then twenty-two miles north and west on FR 338 (twelve miles paved and ten dirt). Call the Three Rivers Ranger District at (406) 295-4693 for maps and information.

Also worth the trip is West Fork Falls, gracing the West Fork of the Yaak River. The falls are found at the end of a short trail that begins in a parking area near the thirty-nine-mile marker on the Yaak River Road. The falls and the deep, amazingly clear pool they feed can be viewed from a wooden observation deck, built courtesy of the Kootenai National Forest.

In the town of Eureka, just east of the Yaak area, is the Tobacco Valley Historical Village, featuring structures dating from the 1880s through the 1920s. The Peltier log home (Eureka’s first residence) and the Rexford train depot are located here, as are a vintage hand-hewn log ranger cabin, a one-room school, the old Fewkes Store—with works by local artists on sale—and several other buildings, all connected by a stout boardwalk. The museum houses artifacts and interpretive displays illustrating the Kootenai Indians’ movement through the region and the Eureka area’s logging heritage. There’s no charge to visit the historical village, open daily Memorial Day through Labor Day at S. Main Street. Call (406) 889-3492 or visit tobaccovalleyhistory.org. (The US portion of the Great Divide Mountain Bike Route runs past the village and starts not far north of town; see the sidebar on page 70 for more on this popular trail.)

One mile west of US 93 on the Fortine Creek Road, twelve miles south of Eureka, is the Ant Flat Historic Site and Nature Trail #348. Location of the first Forest Service administrative activities in the area, Ant Flat features several historic buildings, picnic grounds, and a mile-long nature trail. The first portion of the trail is wheelchair accessible, ending at a boardwalk and observation deck that extend out over a vibrant wetland. It’s a great spot for bird watching . . . and mosquito slapping! Contact Eureka Ranger Station at (406) 296-2536 or fs.usda.gov/kootenai for more information on the site, which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and open in summer only.



montanatrivia

The Nature Conservancy’s Dancing Prairie Preserve, outside Eureka, is one of the Mountain West’s few remaining leks, or dancing and mating grounds, of the formerly abundant Columbian sharp­‐tailed grouse. The birds are unable to thrive in grasslands that have been altered by the plow or grazed by cattle.





Libby townsfolk have suffered tremendously in recent years, with the discovery that many of the people associated with the venerable vermiculite-mining industry were exposed to and poisoned by asbestos. But this is a town filled with survivors; Libby has a legacy of dealing with adversity, facing as it has the on-again, off‐­again nature of the timber industry. Don’t hurry through town; take some time to mosey around the side streets and have a look. One treasure you may come across is the Cabinet Mountain Brewery (206 Mineral Ave.; [406] 293-BREW; cabinetmountainbrewing.com). The venerable taphouse known as Libby’s Living Room features an array of outstanding craft brews and a menu of tasty selections and interesting specials. It’s one of the mandatory stops when you’re passing through.



Reading the Wild Yaak

If you’d like to delve more deeply into the Yaak River country without leaving home, a good place to begin is with the volume titled The Roadless Yaak: Reflections and Observations About One of Our Last Great Wild Places (Lyons Press, 2003). According to the back cover copy, “The million-acre Yaak Valley is home to only 150 people but untold numbers of elk, deer, grizzly bears, cougars, and other critters, big and small. An astonishing 175,000 acres remain roadless in this remote area near the Canadian border.” Edited by the prolific writer and Yaak resident Rick Bass, the anthology contains essays by such Montana literary luminaries as William Kittredge and Annick Smith, along with stories by a host of lesser‐­known writers.





Between Troy and Libby, just below US 2, the broad Kootenai River flows through clefts and over cliffs, resulting in a stunning stretch of foaming whitewater known as Kootenai Falls. The protected site is sacred to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, who have joined with the state and county to build a park adjacent to the falls. The park includes picnic grounds and a one-mile hiking trail to the falls, which splashed across the big screen in the 1994 production The River Wild, starring Meryl Streep and Kevin Bacon in a particularly dastardly role.

A pair of monumental fires raged through the forests of northwest Montana and northern Idaho in 1890 and 1910, taking with them a large share of the old-growth timber. But for a fortuitous location, the giant cedars at the Ross Creek Scenic Area would have gone up in smoke too. A visit to the enchanting grove, situated above the scenic Bull River Valley and in one of the wettest spots in Montana, might make you wonder for a moment if you’ve unknowingly been whisked to a Pacific Northwest coastal rain forest. The mile-long interpretive trail through the shade of the robust, tall trees—some more than 175 feet high and 500 years old—is perfect for an easy hike on a hot summer’s day or for a mystical cross-country skiing experience come winter. The trail is wheelchair accessible.



montanatrivia

The lowest elevation in Montana, at 1,820 feet above sea level, is where the Kootenai River flows into Idaho northwest of Troy.





From Troy, the Ross Creek Scenic Area is three miles east on US 2, sixteen miles south on Highway 56, and then three miles up FR 398. Call Kootenai National Forest headquarters at (406) 293-6211 for information.

Also barely surviving the 1910 fire was the Bull River Guard Station, now on the National Register of Historic Places. The high and jagged peaks of the Cabinet Mountains Wilderness form a stirring backdrop for the two-story log structure, which rests in a tranquil meadow above the East Fork of the Bull River.

The station was built in 1908 by district ranger Granville “Granny” Gordon and served for years as his headquarters and family home. Before going to work for the Forest Service, Gordon served as a guide for “Buffalo Bill” Cody, and his wife, Pauline, had been Cody’s pastry maker. The spirited couple’s dances and home cooking made the ranger station and its grounds a popular and sometimes rompin’, stompin’ stop for those living in or traveling through the Bull River country. Today you can make your own brand of fun there, as the Forest Service rents out the Bull River Guard Station for $55 per night. It sleeps up to eight, has no indoor plumbing (there’s an outdoor toilet), and boarders must haul in their own bedding, cooking and eating utensils, and drinking water.

To get there, go nine miles south on Highway 56 from the turnoff to the Ross Creek Scenic Area; at the eight-mile marker turn east onto FR 407. Proceed for 1.5 miles, then go right onto gravel at the fork on FR 2278, and in another 0.5 mile you’ll arrive at the ranger station. For more information call the Trout Creek Ranger Station at (406) 827-3533 or visit fs.fed.us/r1/kootenai.

En route from the historic guard station to the small community of Trout Creek, between mileposts 8 and 7, you’ll pass the left-hand turn into the Bighorn Lodge, a little bit of civilization surrounded by a sea of wild. Canoeing, mountain biking, horseback riding, and fishing are among the many outdoor pursuits readily at hand from the lodge, which can host up to twenty guests in its five lodge rooms and two­‐room River House cabin. For information and rental rates call (406) 847-4676 or go to bighornriverlodge.com.



bullriver guardstation

One of Granny and Pauline Gordon’s three daughters, Blanche Gordon Claxton, recalled that during the conflagration of 1910 the family stationed buckets of water filled with soaking gunnysacks on the porch of their Bull River Guard Station. Mrs. Gordon advised the girls that if the fire advanced toward the house, they should wrap the gunnysacks around their bodies and run for their lives to the river.

The station endured, and through the ensuing years it was used off and on as a residence for teachers, rangers, and forest work crews. Eventually it fell into disrepair, and in 1989 volunteers from the Cabinet Wilderness Historical Society joined with the Forest Service to renovate the old building—fighting continuously, it was written, “incessant rain storms, blistering heat, enraged pack rats, and annoyed bats.” The station now sits atop a sound foundation and sports a new roof, windowpanes, and porches.





Trout Creek calls itself the Huckleberry Capital of Montana (and has even been proclaimed so by the state legislature), and the community has been underscoring the nickname early each August for almost forty-five years by hosting its annual Huckleberry Festival. Closely related to the blueberry, the fruit has never been successfully domesticated, but in a good year millions, some as big as marbles, hang ponderously from their greenery high in the mountains of northwest Montana. Fun runs, huckleberry-pancake breakfasts, a parade, the Huckleberry Hounds Dog Agility Club demonstration, horseshoe‐­tossing competitions, a Young Miss Huckleberry Pageant, and other events round out the huckleberry happenings. Visit huckleberryfestival.com for additional information.

In Thompson Falls the unusual Old Jail Museum houses relics from the town’s past, including the jail itself, which operated from about 1908 until 1980. A quick peek inside one of the claustrophobic cells will make you thankful you never ran afoul of the law in Thompson Falls during those years. The facility also includes revolving and permanent displays, such as an exhibit detailing the involvement of local men and women in World War II. The museum, just south of Main Street behind the present‐­day sheriff’s office, is open daily Mother’s Day through Labor Day, noon to 4 p.m. Entrance donation is $3 per adult, $2 for children, or $7 per family. Call (406) 827-4002 for more information.



montanatrivia

David Thompson, a native of England, explored northwest Montana beginning in 1808. In 1797, on behalf of the North West Company, Thompson visited the Mandan villages in future North Dakota—seven years before Lewis and Clark arrived there. Among the explorer’s Montana namesakes are the town of Thompson Falls and the nearby Thompson River.





Twenty-five miles southeast of Thompson Falls on Highway 200 is the village of Plains, home to the Old Log Schoolhouse and its collection of locally created crafts and artwork for sale. The solid old Wild Horse Plains schoolhouse was completed in the mid-1880s (until 1884 Plains was called “Horse Plains”) and used for its intended purpose until about 1898. It subsequently served various other functions for many years thereafter. In 1976 it was moved from its original site to town.

Four miles farther southeast along Highway 200 is the community of Paradise, whose founders obviously considered it to be quite a special place. Maybe the naturally hot waters that now fill the pools at Quinn’s Hot Springs Resort (190 Hwy 135) had something to do with their choice in town names. From Paradise, the resort is three miles southeast on Highway 200, then two miles southwest on Highway 135. The five pools range in temperature from 94 degrees up to a toasty 106 degrees. A dip in the cold pool—maintained at about 55 degrees—will help remove the lactic acid from your muscles. Reservations are required for a three-hour soak session, which are $20 Monday through Thursday, $22 Friday through Sunday.

If it’s hot springs you’re seeking, you might enjoy the town along the eastern edge of the Flathead Reservation that bears the name. Hot Springs is a little hamlet of about four hundred, nestled at the foot of Baldy Mountain, on SR 28 between Niarada and Plains in the Little Bitterroot Valley. It’s well out of the way but totally worth a side trip. The Hot Springs Artists Society has spent the last thirty years or so promoting art shows, live music, workshops, and all manner of creativity, including live music during their Homesteader Days in June, and every weekend at the Symes Hotel. The rolling hills surrounding Hot Springs abound with studios, kilns, potter’s sheds, and other hotbeds of creation. The town is known for its funky character, and Hot Springs flies its freak flag high.

You can check into the historic Symes Hotel for a night or two and soak your bones in a series of naturally heated mineral water pools that top out at 109 degrees Fahrenheit. The former sanitarium is clean and well ­managed, but the Hampton it ain’t—adjust your expectations accordingly. Their restaurant serves breakfast and dinner for reasonable prices, and it’s a perfect headquarters for exploring the area, starting with the tight little one-block downtown area just steps away. There’s a hardware store, a grocery store, a thrift shop, and, as of this writing, a total of two bars. One of them, Fergie’s, has a pretty decent menu, and they host karaoke quite often. Other accommodations can be had, including Alameda’s Hot Springs Motel ([406] 741-2283; alamedashotsprings.org) and Sophia Springs Motel and RV ([406] 741-2326; sophiasprings.com). There’s also Wildhorse Hot Springs, about ten miles up a dirt road out of the valley. It’s fed by a different spring, so their water has a bit different mix of mineral goodness. Wherever you take your soak, you’ll be glad you did. As they say, you might limp in but you’re gonna leap out.



montanatrivia

Among the lowest and perennially one of the warmest spots in Montana, Thompson Falls recorded an Arizona-like temperature of 108 degrees on July 17, 2022.





A new establishment in Hot Springs is filling a couple of needs for the little town. Louie’s Place is a hot rod-themed bar/restaurant just around the corner from the main drag. Situated in an old garage, Lewie’s offers a great menu of tasty bar food, and also features live music on the weekends.




Grizzly Country

Lake County is named after massive Flathead Lake—at 27 miles long, 8 to 15 miles wide, and with 161 miles of shoreline, it is the largest body of fresh water west of the Mississippi. The lake, in turn, was named for the Flathead Salish, whose reservation, home to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, takes in most of Lake County. The reservation also covers a sizable portion of Sanders County, as well as smaller parts of Missoula and Flathead Counties.

Both humans and nature have the capacity to create wondrous works of beauty. These potentials coalesce at the St. Ignatius Mission, where the stunning Mission Mountains form the backdrop for the house of worship that gave the range its name. The St. Ignatius Mission, originally established by Father Pierre DeSmet along the Pend d’Oreille River in Washington State, was moved to the Mission Valley in 1854 at the request of the Flathead Indians. The resplendent church you walk through today was built in 1891 by Native American workers under the direction of Jesuit missionaries, using local materials to fire bricks on the spot. Inside, the walls and ceilings are adorned with dramatic murals depicting the biblical history of humankind. Brother Joseph Carignano, a mission cook with no formal art training, created the masterpieces in his spare time.



Good Medicine

Big Medicine was a bison born on the National Bison Range outside Moiese, Montana, in 1933. Although white in color, Big Medicine was not a true albino, for his eyes were light blue (not pink), his hooves were tan rather than white, and his topknot was of dark-brown hair. In his prime Big Medicine weighed just a few pounds under a ton, stood six feet high at the hump, and measured nearly twelve feet long from the tip of his tail to his nose. He became one of the monarchs of the National Bison Range, fathering many offspring—including Little Medicine, a true albino bison born deaf and blind in 1937. Little Medicine was transported to the National Zoological Gardens in Washington, DC, where he survived for twelve years.

White bison are an exceedingly rare phenomenon, and to Plains Indians such as the Blackfeet, they are believed to carry potent good medicine tied to the power of the sun. Such was the case with Big Medicine, who was highly revered by the Native Americans. On his death in 1959, his hide was sent for tanning to the renowned Jonas Brothers in Denver, then shipped to Browning, Montana, where the late sculptor-taxidermist Bob Scriver molded a mannequin on which he mounted Big Medicine’s hide. On July 13, 1961, Governor Donald G. Nutter dedicated the Big Medicine mount at the Montana Historical Society’s museum in Helena, where hundreds of thousands of travelers have since paid him visits. Once the National Bison Range was transferred to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes in 2022, the tribes began working with the museum to facilitate Big Medicine’s return to the Bison Range, where he will be on display in the Visitors Center, feet planted firmly on his native land once again.





St. Ignatius Mission, open for tours Monday to Saturday, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. in the summer months, is immediately off US 93 in St. Ignatius, a town also known locally as “Mission.” Call (406) 745-2768 for information.

Next, stop in at the Four Winds Indian Trading Post, three miles north of St. Ignatius on US 93. It’s open daily in summer—from Memorial Day to Labor Day—10 a.m. to 6 p.m., and noon to 5 p.m. Monday through Saturday the remainder of the year. Several prestatehood log structures have been moved to the site over the years, lending the post an authentic feel. The original log store, constructed in 1870 by Duncan McDonald, was relocated from nearby Ravalli to its current place of residence by Preston Miller more than thirty years ago. Since then, the proprietors have developed a museum of artifacts, including some from the fur‐­trading era. In other buildings you’ll discover a fantastic selection of American Indian material goods, old and new—tools, quillwork, traditional dress, weapons, tobacco twists, medicine pouches, and much more. Some of Four Winds’s inventory is so uncommon that it has appeared in the movies: The owners have supplied artifacts to the producers of Dances with Wolves, Far and Away, Son of the Morning Star, and other films. Call (406) 745-4336 for more information on this unusual enterprise that’s been in business for more than three decades.

Approximately five miles north of Four Winds, immediately opposite the Ninepipe National Wildlife Refuge, you’ll encounter a beautiful museum overflowing with Native American artifacts, historical items relating to Anglo exploration and settlement of the Mission Valley, western art, and wildlife mounts. The Ninepipes Museum of Early Montana, which opened in 1998, is a dream fulfilled for the Cheff family, longtime residents and ranchers of the area. Admission is $10 for adults, $9 for seniors/veterans, $8 for students, and $6 for children ages six to twelve. School and tour group rates are available. There’s also an associated restaurant and motel next door. Learn more by calling (406) 644-3435 or visiting ninepipesmuseum.org.



montanatrivia

Ninepipe National Wildlife Refuge outside Charlo contains active rookeries of double‐­crested cormorants and great blue herons and is also home to the Mission Valley’s only nesting western grebe colony. At Pablo National Wildlife Refuge, twelve miles north of Ninepipe, a small number of common loons are seen almost every year during the nesting season, but the existence of nests has not been confirmed.





A mile south of Polson on US 93 is the Miracle of America Museum, an eclectic collection of memorabilia and artifacts ranging from the ordinary to the preposterous. More than 100,000 objects are displayed, among them early day farm implements, World War I and World War II poster art and troop-transport vehicles, vintage motorcycles and musical instruments, and a horse-drawn hearse from the 1880s. You can see one of Teddy Roosevelt’s saddles, along with a plethora of Montana­‐related sheet music framed and mounted; classics—both recognizable and little-known—like “Beneath Montana Skies,” “Come on Down to Billings Town,” “Mission Mountain Moon,” “Montana Anna,” and “Cassie, That Virginia City Lassie.” Also residing at the museum is the land-stranded Paul Bunyan, a sixty-five-foot logging tow listed on the International Register of Historic Large Vessels. For years the Paul Bunyan transported felled logs across Flathead Lake to the mills. The Miracle of America Museum, founded in 1981 and still run by Gil and Joanne Mangels, is open daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Expect to pay a $10 admission fee ($5 for kids ages two to twelve). For more information call (406) 883-6804 or visit miracleofamericamuseum.org. You’ll find the museum at 36094 Memory Ln. in Polson.

Gluten-free meals can be hard to find on the road, but in Polson you’ll hit the jackpot. Betsy’s Diner looks just like the name would imply—a ­classic throwback café right across the street from the lake. Their menu features top-shelf comfort foods for breakfast, lunch, and dinner and boasts the largest selection of gluten-free items in the Northwest. They love to tell you that anything you see on the menu can be made gluten free. They’ve researched and tested their recipes using the finest ingredients available to offer outstanding dishes. If you’re avoiding gluten you won’t be relegated to a mealy bun or tasteless soup. From their classic club sandwich to steak sandwiches and creamy clam chowder, it’s all homemade and served up in a friendly, upbeat atmosphere.

As dietary restrictions continue to affect more people every year, Betsy’s Diner will surely be a must stop for anyone visiting Polson. Find them at 49779 Hwy 93. They’re open Monday through Saturday, 7 a.m. to 8 p.m., and on Sundays 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. (406) 883-1717.



MAJOR Attractions Worth Seeing


	Conrad Mansion

	Kalispell

	conradmansion.com




	Daly Mansion

	Hamilton

	dalymansion.org




	CSKT Bison Range

	58355 Bison Range Rd.

	Charlo

	bisonrange.org

	(406) 644-2211




	Lone Pine State Park

	300 Lone Pine Rd.

	Kalispell

	(406) 755-2706







For the carnivores in your cadre, there’s Richwine’s Burgerville, a Polson institution since the 1950s. The meat for the burgers—reputed to be the best in Montana—is ground on site in a meat room behind the restaurant. Try a Royal Burger (a single, double, or triple cheeseburger), their most popular item, named after Royal Morrison, the Polson football coach who founded Burgerville in the early 1950s before moving on to coach in Missoula.

Burgerville ([406] 883-2620) ordinarily opens the first Friday in March and closes September 30. They’re open every day but Wednesday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. It’s hard to miss: Just watch for the orange windmill and the neon cow wearing a police uniform.

Is there an establishment anywhere, other than Three Dog Down, with a shingle on the door reading, “Sorry: we’re open”? Owner “Bronco Bob” Ricketts has parlayed his zany sense of humor, sharp acumen for marketing, and strong belief in customer service into one of the most popular businesses in Montana.

Ricketts, a music business dropout who sang with the Cincinnati Opera and the Lyric Opera of Chicago, is still an entertainer. It’s not uncommon to see him strolling about the store, accordion in hands, singing off-the-wall tunes in a rich tenor. Customers can also sing—and for discounts. A sign near the cash register reads, “Sing your national anthem.” The quality of the singing determines the discount, which can range from $1 to $10. Countless renditions of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” as well as the anthems of countries far beyond the United States, have been heard resounding through the display rooms at Three Dog Down.

At Three Dog Down you’ll find comforters, jackets, pillows, and other down products at prices well below those you might find elsewhere. The business is located, as the ad goes, “a bridge and a bump north of Polson on 93,” and it’s open 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Monday through Friday, 10 a.m. 4 p.m. Saturday year-round. You can call (800) DOG-DOWN (364-3696) or visit threedogdown.com for more information.

Also in Polson is the lavish KwaTaqNuk Resort and Casino. Unveiled in 1992 and renovated in 2009, KwaTaqNuk represents a landmark effort by the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes to enhance their role in the region’s burgeoning tourist trade. The large resort, staffed primarily by tribal members, features a full­‐service marina, a 112-room hotel, restaurants, indoor and outdoor pools, and a centerpiece gallery brimming with a collection of fine western and American Indian art and photography.

KwaTaqNuk, which translates to “where the water leaves the lake,” is situated on the shores of Flathead Lake. Call (406) 883-3636 or find it online at kwataqnuk.com for more information.

The 2,164-acre mountain of timbered ridges and slopeside meadows rising high above the waters of Big Arm Bay is Wild Horse Island State Park, the largest island in massive Flathead Lake. On the island, purchased by the state in 1978, one can still spot an abandoned resort hotel and old homestead around the shoreline, and, in fact, fifty-six private lots remain. The island is home to a growing bighorn sheep population as well as bald eagles, numerous songbirds, and, fittingly, several wild horses captured and relocated here through the Bureau of Land Management’s adopt-a-horse program. (The Salish and Kootenai Indians reportedly used the island in times past to keep their horses safe from enemy tribes.)

Open for day use only, Wild Horse Island is one state park not likely to become overcrowded soon because the only way to get there is by watercraft. Call Wild Horse Boat Trips ([406] 837-5617) to arrange transportation to the island; alternatively, captain‐­it­‐yourselfers can rent a boat at Sunny Shores Marina ([406] 849-5622). KwaTakNuk Resort’s 148-passenger lake cruiser Shadow ([406] 883-3636) also makes daily trips to the island in the warm months. For more information on Wild Horse Island, call the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks in Kalispell at (406) 849-5256.

In Rollins, near mile marker 5, keep your eyes peeled for M&S Meats, renowned for its selection of buffalo meats, sausages, and jerky—all said to be lower in fat and cholesterol, and higher in protein, than their beef counterparts. Honey-cured hams are another favorite. The store, established in 1945, is open 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. in summer, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. in winter. They also have a location in Kalispell. Find more info and do some online shopping at msmeats.com.



montanatrivia

January means minimum temperatures in the state range from a high of 21.6 degrees in Thompson Falls, situated in northwest Montana, to –3 degrees in Westby, in the far northeast.





Lone Pine State Park towers up over the southwest edge of Kalispell, and it is most definitely worth a visit. Even during the summer months, it doesn’t see as much traffic as many other state parks, which is a bit of a mystery considering the tremendous payoff that awaits at the top of winding Lone Pine Road. A short, accessible trail runs across a small ravine and through the wood, where you’ll emerge along a bluff that opens onto an incredible view. In early to midsummer, before wildfire smoke typically hangs over Montana’s valleys, you can look north and see all the way to the Big Mountain ski resort in Whitefish. Straight out toward the northwest, you can see Badrock Canyon near Columbia Falls, with the jagged teeth of Glacier National Park’s rugged peaks beyond. Bring some good glass because you’ll have a hawk’s eye view of Kalispell directly below. Keep looking to the right, and you’ll see the northern end of Flathead Lake.

There are a series of hikes through the conifers and larches, with benches dotting the rail for a brief rest. A compact visitor’s center provides info about the flora and fauna that can be found in the park, and there are picnic benches available. It is truly one of the most spectacular panoramas to be found at any of Montana’s fifty-six state parks.

Continuing north along the west shore of Flathead Lake, you’ll pass through Lakeside and Somers en route to Bigfork. Plan on devoting at least a day and an evening to gadding about this tastefully decked-out tourist town at the northeast end of Flathead Lake. Here you can attend a performance at the Bigfork Summer Playhouse, which in 2024 celebrated its sixty-fifth season of presenting Broadway‐­­style shows. The “theater by the bay,” as it’s known, operates from late May until Labor Day, during which time plays are staged Monday through Saturday, with the occasional Sunday matinee. The playhouse is at 526 Electric Ave., and the box office number is (406) 837-4886. You can check out the show schedule at bigforksummerplayhouse.com.

Eva Gates Homemade Preserves have been cooked down and put up in the Bigfork area since 1949, a year when—so the story goes—the Gates’s strawberry patch produced more than the family could eat on its own. So man of the house George designed a label and started selling to neighbors pint jars filled with the delectables cooked up by Eva on her wood-burning range.

Today the preserves and wild huckleberry and chokecherry syrups are still a family tradition, concocted by Eva’s granddaughter, Gretchen Gates, along with other relatives. The Gateses have maintained their products’ consistency by adhering to the “why fix it if it ain’t broke?” philosophy: Just as when Eva was at the kitchen helm, the girls prepare, cook, bottle, and label every jar by hand, in five-pint batches, using no additives or preservatives.

The shop is downtown at 451 Electric Ave. Visitors are welcome seven days a week and evenings from mid‐­­June through August, and 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. the remainder of the year. Call (800) 682-4283 or visit evagates.com to order a jar of Montana flavor for your breakfast table.

Immediately south of Bigfork on Highway 35, watch for the unassuming sign marking the entrance to the not-so‐­unassuming Flathead Lake Lodge and Dude Ranch. If you have a few spare days on your hands consider a week at this first-class lodge and dude ranch. Even if a lack of time or money precludes a layover, drive out and have a look, for a grander scene is hard to envision. It belongs in a 1930s Cary Grant–Katharine Hepburn movie. The enterprise includes more than two thousand acres of mountain timberland and meadow. At the core of the ranch are two log lodges and several smaller cabins, a large corral and rodeo grounds, several acres of lawn, a swimming pool, tennis courts, and a long stretch of sandy Flathead Lake beach.

The Averills, who opened the ranch in 1945 as a getaway for folks from the world over, are intent on keeping their dudes busy: Fishing, swimming (pool or lake), tennis, golf, barbecues, trail rides, sailing, waterskiing, mountain biking, river-raft trips, horse games and rodeo training, breakfast rides, and volleyball are but a few of the diversions at hand. Some guests even help with the chores. Others, somehow, find time to just lie around, resting.



TOP Annual Events


	OSCR Cross-Country Ski Race

	Seeley Lake; late January

	seeleylakenordic.org




	Foresters’ Ball

	University of Montana

	Missoula; early February

	(406) 243-4636




	Winter Carnival

	Whitefish; early February

	whitefishwintercarnival.com




	International Wildlife Film Festival

	Missoula; May

	(406) 728-9380

	wildlifefilms.org




	Bigfork Whitewater Festival

	Bigfork; late May

	bigforkwhitewaterfestival.com




	Chief Victor Days

	Victor; mid-June

	visitmt.com




	Cycle Montana

	route of weeklong ride changes yearly; June

	adventurecycling.org

	(406) 721-1776




	North American Indian Days

	Browning; early July

	(406) 338-7521




	Standing Arrow Pow Wow

	Elmo; late July

	standingarrowpowwow.org




	Daly Days

	Hamilton (Daly Mansion); late July

	visithamiltonmt.org

	(406) 360-9124




	Huckleberry Festival

	Trout Creek; early August

	huckleberryfestival.com




	Western Montana Fair & Rodeo

	Missoula; mid-August

	(406) 721-3247

	missoulafairgrounds.com




	Northwest Montana Fair

	Kalispell; late August

	(406) 758-5810

	nwmtfair.com




	Ravalli County Fair

	Hamilton; Labor Day weekend

	(406) 363-3411

	ravalli.us/200/fairgrounds




	Missoula on Main

	Missoula; December 30–31

	(406) 541-0680

	artsmissoula.org/events/missoulaonmain









montanatrivia

Some eleven thousand plant species thrive—or at least survive—in Glacier National Park, approximately one hundred of them trees and shrubs.





The lodge operates on the American plan (all meals and recreational options included), and a full week’s worth of guests arrive and depart simultaneously. Recently the lodge began offering more affordable four­‐day stays, as well as retreats designed for adventure, relaxation, or wellness. Adults-only retreats are also available. For additional information call (406) 837-4391 or go visit flatheadlakelodge.com.

The Jewel Basin Hiking Area, ten miles north of Bigfork, resides at the northern end of the sweeping Swan Range. The fifteen-thousand-acre preserve is designated by the Forest Service as a hikers-only area—no pack stock, motorized vehicles, or bicycles permitted. The hiking area offers good fishing in many of its twenty-six lakes, and includes thirty-five miles of trails, many suitable for neophyte hikers and kids.

To find the trailhead, travel two miles north from Bigfork on Highway 35 and turn right onto Highway 83. In about 2.5 miles, turn left onto Echo Lake Road, and after another 2.5 miles, follow the Noisy Creek Road east to the parking area (a high-clearance vehicle is recommended for the last couple of miles). For more information call the Flathead National Forest at (406) 758-5200 or visit fs.usda.gov.

Continue north from the Bigfork area toward the wide spot in the road called Creston. Lovers of gardening and flowers may be rendered speechless at the vast swaths of color that comprise the Gatiss Gardens, just south of Creston along Highway 35. The resident families—until a few years ago the Gatisses, and now the Sibleruds—have spent thousands of hours working the four-acre grounds. Hundreds drive by the spot gaping in disbelief, wondering how anyone could grow such extraordinary gardens, and not knowing that they’re open to the public.

A mile‐­long, self-guided trail winds through the profusion of color provided largely by a vast assortment of perennials. The gardens are open daily in the summer, 9 a.m. to dusk, and there’s also a small gift shop on the premises. The guest register and trailhead are adjacent to the free parking area, one hundred yards west of the houses, just off Broeder Loop Road. For more information call (406) 755-2418 or visit gatissgardens.com.

Immediately across the road from Gatiss Gardens is Fish Hatchery Road. Follow it to the north for a mile and you’ll come to the Creston National Fish Hatchery, the rearing grounds for thousands of FLMs (Future Lunkers of Montana). One of the hatchery’s primary roles is that of providing trout for fishery management activities on the seven Indian reservations in the state. You can take a walk around the grounds and watch schools of rainbow and cutthroat trout breeding stock and their offspring swimming about in raceways. Spawning, a fascinating procedure to watch, takes place between January and March, with maximum fish populations generally attained in April. No dummies, numerous fish‐­eating birds also live in the vicinity and will be spotted by the observant: belted kingfishers, osprey, and great blue herons, to name three. There’s also a picnic ground adjacent to the hatchery, open daily 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. For more information call (406) 758-6868 or visit creston.fws.gov. The address is 780 Creston Hatchery Rd., Kalispell.



montanatrivia

The discovery of a fragment of woodland caribou antler in the Whitefish Range in the early 1990s provided evidence that the animals still occasionally wander from Canada into northwest Montana.







montanatrivia

The area surrounding the Trail of the Cedars in Glacier National Park is an “inland-maritime microclimate.” Translation: An inland forest that is similar to a coastal rain forest.





Eight miles north of Whitefish, a pretty little resort town located fourteen miles north of Kalispell, is the Whitefish Mountain Resort, one of Montana’s most popular ski areas. During the warm months you can choose between a chair or an enclosed gondola on the Big Mountain Express lift to the summit ($20 one way; $32 round trip; unlimited passes available). En route, keep an eye out for wildlife—bears, moose, deer, mountain lions, coyotes, and any number of smaller animals can be seen on the slopes at one time or another. You can find more information at skiwhitefish.com/summer.

At the basement level of the Summit House Restaurant, you’ll find the Summit Nature Center. The Flathead National Forest joined Winter Sports Inc. to develop this illuminating, hands-on interpretive center, where kids of all ages can run their hands through a coyote or wolf pelt, inspect a variety of western Montana’s owls (they’re stuffed), or borrow a pair of binoculars to get a close-up view of the ice-clad peaks of Glacier National Park, looming to the east. For more information, call (406) 862-1972 or visit skiwhitefish.com.



Let It Snow

Any skier worth his or her boots, bindings, and boards knows that Montana boasts a quartet of destination ski resorts: The Whitefish Mountain Resort, Big Sky, Moonlight Basin, and Red Lodge Mountain. Less known is that the state features more than a dozen other ski resorts. These tend to be hills frequented by locals, although some of them, such as Bridger Bowl north of Bozeman and Montana Snowbowl outside Missoula, claim statistics that are anything but small town. Here’s a summary of where you can go downhill schussing or shredding under the big sky, and what to expect when you get there:


	
Bear Paw Ski Bowl, Havre

	(406) 395-4040

	Vertical Drop: 900'

	Average Snowfall: 140"

	January through March, staffed by volunteers

	bearpawskibowl.org




	
Whitefish Mountain Resort Whitefish

	(406) 862-2900

	Vertical Drop: 2,353'

	Average Snowfall: 300"

	skiwhitefish.com




	
Big Sky, Big Sky

	(800) 548-4486

	Vertical Drop: 4,350'

	Average Snowfall: 400"

	bigskyresort.com




	
Blacktail Mountain, Lakeside

	(406) 844-0999

	Vertical Drop: 1,440'

	Average Snowfall: 250"

	blacktailmountain.com




	
Bridger Bowl, Bozeman

	(406) 587-2111

	Vertical Drop: 2,600'

	Average Snowfall: 350"

	bridgerbowl.com




	
Discovery Basin, Anaconda

	(406) 563-2184

	Vertical Drop: 1,670'

	Average Snowfall: 215"

	skidiscovery.com




	
Great Divide, Marysville

	(406) 449-3746

	Vertical Drop: 1,560'

	Average Snowfall: 180"

	skigd.com




	
Lookout Pass, Wallace, Idaho

	(208) 744-1301

	Vertical Drop: 1,150'

	Average Snowfall: 400"

	skilookout.com




	
Lost Trail, Conner

	(406) 821-3211

	Vertical Drop: 1,800'

	Average Snowfall: 300"

	losttrail.com




	
Maverick Mountain, Polaris

	(406) 834-3454

	Vertical Drop: 2,020'

	Average Snowfall: 160"

	skimaverick.com




	
Montana Snowbowl, Missoula

	(406) 549-9777

	Vertical Drop: 2,600'

	Average Snowfall: 300"

	montanasnowbowl.com




	
Moonlight Basin, Big Sky

	(800) 506-6650

	Vertical Drop: 4,150'

	Average Snowfall: 400"

	moonlightbasin.com




	
Red Lodge Mountain, Red Lodge

	(406) 446-2610, (800) 444-8977

	Vertical Drop: 2,400'

	Average Snowfall: 250"

	redlodgemountain.com




	
Showdown Ski Area, Neihart

	(406) 236-5522

	Vertical Drop: 1,400'

	Average Snowfall: 240"

	showdownmontana.com




	
Turner Mountain, Libby

	(406) 293-2468

	Vertical Drop: 2,110'

	Average Snowfall: 250"

	skiturner.com



To learn more about any of these areas, visit skimt.com. The Winter Montana website features snow reports (updated daily), information on groomed cross-country trails, details on snowmobile rentals and trails, and a lot more.





Knowledgeable Forest Service personnel or volunteers are on hand to answer questions and aid visitors to better understand and appreciate the natural history of Glacier Country. At scheduled times staffers present lectures on topics such as endangered species, wetlands and fisheries, and the bears of Montana. The center is open daily from Father’s Day to Labor Day, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.

After enjoying the nature center and savoring the 360-degree view earned at the summit, some visitors forgo the gondola and opt to hike back to the base area, through timber stands and “gardens” of wildflowers, on the 5.6-mile Danny On Memorial Trail. (A much smaller number of visitors hike up the challenging but well-graded trail to reach the summit, an elevation gain of more than two thousand feet.) The Whitefish Mountain Resort also maintains an extensive network of mountain‐­biking trails, and full-suspension mountain bikes can be rented on site. More information is available at crownofthecontinent.net.

The trail was dedicated to the memory of a man who touched the lives of hundreds of Flathead Valley residents and visitors. Danny On was a Forest Service silviculturist, acclaimed nature photographer, and ardent skier who died here in 1979, skiing on the slopes that he loved. On was known for taking novices under his wing and showing them the ropes, whether they be the ropes of downhill skiing, natural history, or photography. For further information on the Whitefish Mountain Resort, visit skiwhitefish.com or call (406) 862-2900. (Inquire also about the unique Walk in the Treetops, a harness-and-safety-line-aided stroll for those ten and older.)



montanatrivia

Due to the effects of climate change, along with the suppression of forest fires and the introduction of a fungus native to France, the high‐­elevation whitebark pine is fading from existence. Whitebark pine nuts historically constitute an important portion of the diet of the grizzly bear. Consequently, grizzlies are more frequently spotted in areas between the Grizzly Bear Recovery Zones as they expand their territory in search of food and other grizzlies.





Back down below, along the Whitefish Lake Road at a point one mile north of the Big Mountain junction, you’ll see a left­‐hand turn onto a gravel road that leads down to the parking area for Les Mason Park. From the parking area a short trail leads to a brush­‐embraced beach. This quiet lakeside spot can be deserted even when sunbathers are lying nose-to‐­toes at the very popular City Beach. Les Mason Park is supported by donations. For seasonal hours, visit stateparks.mt.gov/les‐­mason.

Unlike many alpine ski resorts, Whitefish was a town long before it became a destination for schussers. At the renovated 1927 Burlington Northern Depot, the Stumptown Historical Society maintains a museum exploring the old days, with exhibits on the area’s Native Americans, early logging practices, the Great Northern Railway, and more. An exquisitely restored 1940s Pullman car guards the museum, situated at the north end of Central Avenue. The hours of operation vary, so call (406) 862-0067 in advance of visiting or visit stumptownhistoricalsociety.org for more info.

The Garden Wall Inn, at 504 Spokane Ave., is Whitefish’s original bed­‐and‐­breakfast inn. Several others have sprung up, but the Garden Wall, whose name derives from a well­‐known feature in nearby Glacier National Park, remains one of the best choices. Five antiques-appointed rooms provide intimate and comfortable quarters just two blocks from downtown. Afternoon/evening sherry in front of the fireplace is one Garden Wall tradition; another is an incredible, multicourse breakfast. Skiing is spoken here—both cross-country and alpine—and owners (and avid skiers) Rhonda and Mike Fitzgerald and Chris Schustrom have collected an impressive and entertaining library of skiing­‐related books. Rooms start at $285 and range up to $435 for a two‐­bedroom suite; for additional information call (406) 862-3440 or (888) 530-1700, or visit gardenwallinn.com.



montanatrivia

Water falling as snow on Montana’s Triple Divide Peak ends up in three different oceans: the Pacific, Atlantic, and Arctic.





If you prefer your breakfasts on the lighter side, or if the Garden Wall’s no vacancy sign is hanging, try the light and airy Good Medicine Lodge, at 537 Wisconsin Ave., on the way to the Big Mountain. The nine‐­bedroom lodge (with six spacious rooms and three suites) features a western ambience of dark­‐stained cedar beams, banisters, and loft railings, highlighted with Native American–inspired textiles and accessories. All rooms have private bath, telephone, and air-conditioning, and most feature balconies with mountain views. There’s also a television with a great movie selection in the smaller of the inn’s two sitting rooms. Rates range from $169 to $297, depending on room style and season. The entire house can be rented for $1,280 per night. Call for reservations at (406) 862-5488 or visit goodmedicinelodge.com.

Leading north from Columbia Falls is Highway 486, a secondary road paralleling the west shore of the wild and scenic North Fork of the Flathead River. The road soon turns into FR 210 and becomes gravel before leading to the town of Polebridge, thirty-five miles north of Columbia Falls. Check out the historic Polebridge Mercantile ([406] 888-5105; try the cinnamon rolls!) and the funky Northern Lights Saloon and Cafe ([406] 888-9866), where you’re bound to hear more than one bear story, or other north-country tall tales, from a local. The Merc rents out cabins (polebridgemerc.com), and another super-popular destination is Ben Rover Cabin, available for $65 per night from the Forest Service. The cabin, with rustic accommodations, sleeps eight and is situated near Polebridge on the North Fork of the Flathead River. Please note there is no cell service at Polebridge. We’re talking way off the beaten path here, so it’s a good idea to pick up a detailed map for navigational purposes. Stop by the Glacier View Ranger Station in Columbia Falls and ask for the visitor map of the North Half of the Flathead National Forest. And don’t leave Columbia Falls without provisions and a full tank of gas.

Another ten miles north of Polebridge along FR 210 is the Ford Work Center. To visit the Hornet Peak Fire Lookout—the last D-1 Standard fire­‐lookout tower remaining in its original location—from Ford proceed 3.5 miles up FR 318, and then go five miles on FR 9805. The forest roads are generally passenger car friendly. From the obvious turnout, it’s a steep mile-plus hike to the historic lookout tower, but the effort spent is not wasted: The lookout is attractive and intriguing, and from atop Hornet Mountain you’ll admire one of the best views in northwest Montana. From the peak, elevation 6,744 feet, you can see far to the east into Glacier National Park and pick out many of its jagged, high peaks.

The lookout was constructed in 1922, largely with native, on-site materials. Forest Service employees cut timber with cross-cut saws, squared the logs and fit the corners with broadaxes, and split roofing shingles with froes. More recently members of the North Fork Preservation Association have contributed hundreds of hours of free labor to restore the old structure to near-new condition. It’s available to rent June 15 to October 15 for $40 per night, two people maximum. For more information call the Hungry Horse–Glacier View Ranger Station at (406) 387-3800.

Once back in Polebridge, consider driving the narrow and winding fourteen-mile road that leads to sparkling Kintla Lake. The long body of water fills one of the deep, glacier­‐­carved clefts striating the relatively little-visited western reaches of Glacier National Park. The view from the lakeshore campground is nothing short of stunning. (Alternatively, the rustic road makes for a terrific out­­‐and-back mountain-bike ride of twenty-eight miles.)

US 2 between Columbia Falls and West Glacier is one of those free­‐enterprise-gone-berserk stretches of road that seem to spring up near the entrances to our national parks. It features the sort of attractions parents may shun but kids inevitably love: Waterslides, go-kart tracks, mazes, T-shirt and souvenir shops, chainsaw art galleries. . . you’ll encounter all of these and much more.

One of the most curiously named towns in Montana is Hungry Horse (it relates to a couple of freight horses that wandered away from camp and nearly starved during the winter of 1900–1901), which is situated along this section of US 2 and includes its share of the tacky and wacky. Among its more subdued yet impressive attractions is the Hungry Horse Dam Visitor Center.



Winning an Oscar

My first cross-country ski marathon was a dilly. Known as OSCR—pronounced “Oscar” and standing for Ovando to Seeley Citizens Race—the February 1985 race was slated to start at the Whitetail Ranch near Ovando and end fifty kilometers, or thirty-one miles, later in the town of Seeley Lake.
 
The temperature at the supposed start time of 9 a.m. was an Arctic‐­like twenty-seven degrees below zero. Nervous conversations rattled like tinkling ice in the frozen morning air. Still, we wannabe racers knew in our hearts that the event would be canceled and that inside a couple of hours we’d be back in the warm comfort of our homes.

But after an hour the temperature had warmed all the way to minus twenty degrees, and suddenly the race director fired the starting gun. We were off, thirty-one strong, our skis gliding across the cold, humidity‐­free snow about as readily as rubber-soled gym shoes slide across a basketball court covered in sandpaper. Everyone, even the eventual winner, would be out at least four hours, so keeping noses and digits from freezing was of more concern than the finishing order. The warmest temperature reported along the course that day was minus fourteen degrees. Still, it was a brilliant day, filled with deep­‐blue sky, snow-smothered mountain slopes, and bright winter sunshine.

As I reached the last of three aid stations, each of which was manned by two or three volunteers from the Seeley Lake snowmobile club, I blurted, “How much farther?” I remember being pleased to find that my mouth still moved. “Ten kilometers,” said one of the men. “No—ten miles!” contended the other. They couldn’t reach an agreement, so they offered me a blast of warmth from their bottle of Jack Daniels as consolation. I thanked them but declined and skied off, not knowing whether I had six miles or ten miles of bitter, frozen Montana wilderness still to contend with.







montanatrivia

The Chief Mountain Hot Shots from Montana’s Blackfeet Indian Reservation are among the most respected wildfire fighters in the United States.





Hungry Horse Dam impounds the lower stretches of the South Fork of the Flathead, a river that runs wild for mile after mile through the Bob Marshall Wilderness before being tamed and flattened into an immense reservoir by the eleventh largest concrete dam in the United States. The visitor center, operated by the Bureau of Reclamation, explains the history and functions of the dam and also contains displays on the Flathead National Forest and area natural history. The visitor center is open year-round, except for Christmas, Thanksgiving, and New Year’s Day, 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., Tuesday through Saturday, with guided tours offered on the hour between 8 a.m. and 3 p.m. Admission is free. The dam and visitor center are four miles southeast of town. Call (406) 387-5241 for information.

There’s a great new/old find in West Glacier, near the west entrance of Glacier National Park: the Belton Chalet, built in 1910 as the first of James J. Hill’s Swiss-style Great Northern Railway hotels. This Rip Van Winkle of a lodge slept for half a century; renovated and listed as a National Historic Landmark, in the summer of 2000, it again began receiving guests. The chalet’s thirty period rooms and adjacent cottage sleeping up to six are available for seasonal rates. There’s also a restaurant, taproom, and spa on the premises. Call Belton Chalet, which is located next to the Belton Station Amtrak depot, at (844) 868-7474, or check out the website at beltonchalet.com.

The former Izaak Walton Inn in Essex is another inn with ties to the area’s railroading past. The Great Northern Railway’s isolated line over Marias Pass is subject to heavy snows and strong winds in the winter, and the task of keeping the tracks open is a mighty one. The inn was built in the late 1930s to house the men servicing the line, and their numbers grew rapidly as winter strengthened its icy north-country grip. Still, the inn was built larger than needed for even the largest of crews, for Essex once was slated to become the central entrance into Glacier National Park—an idea eventually erased from the drawing board.

Even lacking a nearby park entrance, the Izaak Walton became a popular tourist stop. It served as a stop on the Empire Builder line, and railroad buffs enjoyed the inn’s collection of memorabilia and historic photos. As the complex aged, however, the need for repair and renovation grew to the point where owner Brian Kelly, who had bought the historic inn from the Veilleux family in 2006, sold it to LOGE Camps in 2022. Two years and massive renovations later, the property opened under a new name. LOGE Glacier has transformed into a high-end headquarters for winter and summer outdoor enthusiasts. The area’s long winters and well­‐groomed trails also make it one of the most popular spots for cross-country skiing in Montana. Lodge rooms go for $234 and up, and a room in the historic schoolhouse will set you back $450. Or you can choose one of the four retrofitted cabooses (sleeps four) for $420 per night. Rates vary according to season and availability. For more information and to book lodging, call (406) 807-8540 or visit logecamps.com.



OEBPS/images/logo2.jpg
Pe(all(z)gte





OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg
PO

We are looking for authors in a variety of noniction categories, including.

Biography + Busiriess « Caoking » Craft + Health  History + Nature « Outdoor
Regional History « Science » Self Help « Sports « Travel « True Crime

If you have an idea for a book, please contact us at
proposals@globepequot.com

Baoks may be purchased by visiting our website at

www.globepequot.com
L






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MONTANA

Off the Beaten Path® mmp
MICHAEL MCCOY

Revised and Updated by Ednor Therriault






OEBPS/images/trade.jpg





OEBPS/images/GlacierCountry.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Pch'IIS(? ¢

ESSEX CONNECTICUT





