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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


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


Thanks for your input!
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MEET YOUR GUIDES
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We grew up climbing mountains together. The great expanse of our home state of Montana sparked a reverence for the wilderness and a zest for adventure in both of us. Mount Rainier, or Tahoma, inspired a sense of awe and admiration from our first introduction to its slopes in the summer of 1998, when we hiked every foot of trail as teenagers. We have been hooked ever since.


We both came to Portland after high school, but on different journeys. Mary’s path was to pursue justice through civil rights law and Heidi’s was to offer healing as a physician. When we initially wrote the book, we were in college in Portland—Mary at Reed and Heidi at Lewis and Clark. We have now completed five revisions of the book over the course of 25 years whilst growing cherished families and passionate careers.


Just as we have grown and changed, the park has shifted over the years: Impressive visitor facilities have been built, fees have increased, the rules and regulations have been revised, and nature has reshaped the topography. The extreme increase in popularity and exposure has been the most notable change in the last few years. Lines that once caused frustration became interminable, prompting the Park to implement a timed entry reservation system. You must plan ahead. May the information and guidance in this book allow you to create the best-laid plans and most ideal itinerary for your next adventure in our home away from home.


For us, the mountain’s beauty and enchantment remain a constant source of joy and a regular test of resilience. We hope to prepare you for your adventure so you may fall in love with this place as we have.




[image: frn_fig_009.jpg]



FIVE HIKING TIPS


1. Plan ahead. This was important before the implementation of the timed-entry reservation system, when the lines swelled at the popular entrance stations to outrageious lengths in peak season. In those times, we recommended a midweek visit or a very early arrival time. Aside from the online reservation system, not much has changed: if you do not manage to land a spot, very early (before 7 a.m.) or rather late (after 3 p.m.).


2. If you choose to use an electronic map from a site such as AllTrails or Gaia, make sure you have a back-up energy source for your phone, especially if you are taking a multi-night or cross-country backpacking trip to a remote region of the park. Always carry a back-up hardcopy map, just in case.


3. In addition to the ten essentials for hiking listed on most outdoor websites, we suggest iodine tablets for purifying water, if only a few, especially on longer hikes. In some years, clear streams dry up early, and your only water source may be the bigger rivers loaded with filter-clogging glacial silt. Water is life, and giardiasis is no fun.


4. Obey the National Park Service warning signs. They mean business.


5. Always check the road status before departure. Harsh weather conditions eat away at the park’s roadways and require frequent repair, which must happen in an abbreviated dry season. Road construction often interferes with a well-planned adventure. The National Park Service makes it easy to track road conditions and closures, simply follow this site: https://www.nps.gov/mora/planyourvisit/road-status.htm.






[image: frn_fig_010.jpg]









Map and Icon Legends


NOTES ON MAPS


ICON LEGEND
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Topographic maps are essential companions to the activities in this guide. Falcon has partnered with National Geographic to provide the best mapping resources. Each activity is accompanied by a detailed map and the name of the National Geographic TOPO! map (USGS), which can be downloaded for free from natgeomaps.com.


If the activity takes place on a National Geographic Trails Illustrated map, it will be noted. Continually setting the standard for accuracy, each Trails Illustrated topographic map is crafted in conjunction with local land managers and undergoes rigorous review and enhancement before being printed on waterproof, tear-resistant material. Trails Illustrated maps and information about their digital versions, which can be used on mobile GPS applications, can also be found at natgeomaps.com.



MAP LEGEND
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

To use this book effectively, please note the following categorical descriptions.


TYPES OF HIKES

Suggested hikes have been split into the following categories:


Loop—Starts and finishes at the same trailhead, with no (or very little) retracing of steps. Sometimes the definition of loop is stretched to include “lollipops” and trips that involve a short walk on a road at the end of the hike to get back to your vehicle.


Shuttle—A point-to-point trip that requires two vehicles (one left at the other end of the trail) or a prearranged pickup at a designated time and place.


Out-and-back—Travels to a specific destination then retraces steps to the trailhead.


RATINGS

To help you plan your trip, trails are rated according to difficulty; however, the ratings are inherently subjective and meant only to serve as a general guide. What is difficult to one hiker may be easy to the next. In this guidebook, difficulty ratings consider both how long and how strenuous the route is. Here are general definitions of the ratings:


Easy—Suitable for any hiker, including children or elderly persons, without serious elevation gain, hazardous sections, or places where the trail is faint.


Moderate—Suitable for hikers who have some experience and at least an average fitness level. Probably not suitable for children or the elderly unless they have an above-average level of fitness. The hike may have some short sections where the trail is difficult to follow and often includes elevation gain.


Strenuous—Suitable for experienced hikers with an above-average fitness level, often with sections of trail that are difficult to follow or even some off-trail sections that could require knowledge of route-finding with topographic map and compass. The hike may have serious elevation gain and possibly some hazardous conditions.


DISTANCES

The distances provided in this book are derived from the National Park Service (NPS)’s database and from author-created GPS tracks generated from physically hiking the trail. The NPS has worked to ensure that the mileage on all signs corresponds to distances listed in its comprehensive GPS database. Some signs may remain a bit off. Keep this in mind when trail signs do not correlate with the numbers listed in this guide. Our distances should be current and accurate, although they are rounded to the nearest 0.1 mile.
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HOW TO USE THE MAPS

The maps in this book use elevation tints, called hypsometry, to portray relief. Each color represents a range of equal elevation, as shown in the map’s scale key. These maps will give you a good idea of elevation gain and loss. Lower elevations are in green; higher elevations are in brown. Narrow bands of color spaced closely together indicate steep terrain, whereas wider bands indicate areas of more gradual slope.


WHERE TO GET MAPS

Where to get your map depends upon what kind of map you need, which depends on the type of hike you have planned. The National Park Service (NPS) hands out a brochure map to visitors at each entrance station that displays the main roads and trails, basic amenities, major geological formations, and waterways, etc., throughout the entire park. You may find that the brochure map suffices for road travel, finding some trailheads and short, well-marked, straightforward hikes with no intersections. But if you plan to hike any trails that require any navigation whatsoever—which is the majority of the trails on Mount Rainier, an appropriately scaled, topographical map is a must. The NPS hosts an interactive standard map on its website (https://www.nps.gov/mora/planyourvisit/maps.htm), which you can print out for free. If you love sitting and studying maps like we do, you will want a hard copy version. Most maps of Mount Rainier are available at park visitor centers, sporting goods stores around the park, or online. You can usually special order any US Geological Survey (USGS) quad from your local sporting goods store or directly from the USGS at http://store.usgs.gov. If you prefer to download electronic versions of maps to your phone using applications such as AllTrails or Gaia, make sure the map area is large enough to support adjustments to your route and that you have enough battery life (and a back-up source) to continually view the phone.







BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL

OVERVIEW OF THE PARK

Mount Rainier, or rather Tahoma (təqʷuʔməʔ), is a sacred place, a diverse landscape with eclectic plants and wildlife, and an equally complex relationship with surrounding humans. She holds the title of most glaciated mountain in the contiguous United States, while simultaneously harboring the hidden fury of an active volcano. Her biomes range from temperate rain forest with upward of 100 inches of rain sustaining towering redwoods to the arid, alpine zone with its characteristic cold and scant flora. A natural icon of the Pacific Northwest, she has been both revered and defiled by the people drawn to her slopes. Mount Rainier represents, to us, the perfect complexity of our Earth and the duality of nature. Never underestimate her.


Over the years we have had harrowing journeys on her flanks. We have forded raging glacial rivers when floodwaters took out log crossings or bridges. We have come face to face with a bear undeterred by our pot-banging and belted-out band tunes. We have eaten, with extreme gratitude, the meager rations of backpackers who saved our hides when blistered feet slowed our pace. We have had to hitchhike to our car when lingering snowfields rerouted our journey. We have run out of water—more than once. Of course we have also saved wayward Wonderland hikers and shared our own food with others.


Mount Rainier’s extreme topography renders her ripe for adventure and innately dangerous. Some outrageously fit hikers easily trek from Sunrise Visitor Center to Mowich Lake in a day. But most of us mortals find the extreme elevation shifts exceedingly challenging. Remember this, know your abilities and limits, and look out for yourself and others on the trail.


GEOLOGY OF THE REGION

Although her stature and majesty seem exceptional, Mount Rainier is only one of more than 400 volcanoes that constitute the “Ring of Fire” around the Pacific Ocean. The collision of oceanic and continental plates created this string of volcanoes. About a million years ago, Mount Rainier rose from a weak spot between the Juan de Fuca Plate and the North America continental plate. The first eruption sent massive amounts of lava cascading over a 15-mile radius around the small cone. Lava filled the ancient streambeds and canyons, which were carved once more by new streams into the jutting ridges that surround Mount Rainier. Ensuing smaller eruptions slowly built the cone to heights far above current calculations. Considerable erosion from glaciation, explosion, and collapse reduced Mount Rainier to the current zenith: 14,410 feet above sea level.


Mount Rainier developed in tandem with her many sisters—Mount St. Helens, Mount Adams, Mount Hood, and Mount Baker—which you can see from higher elevations. Much of the pumice and ash found on Mount Rainier came from neighboring mountains, including Mount Mazama (now home to Crater Lake) and Mount St. Helens. These materials, which scorched the land and wildlife at the time, created a fecund landscape for successive organisms, both plant and animal.
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FLORA AND FAUNA

The dramatic elevation and climatic disparities on Mount Rainier host an incredible variety of species, which developed in three ecological zones: temperate rain forest, sub-alpine parkland, and alpine.


The temperate rain forest is characterized by significant rainfall and three layers of plants: a canopy, composed of the broad tops of massive trees such as the western hemlock, Douglas fir, and western red cedar; an understory of smaller trees and shrubs such as vine maple and devil’s club; and the low-light forest floor of mosses, ferns, and fungi. The subalpine zone (between 5,000 and 7,000 feet) hosts plants adapted to a short growing season. Its trees are stunted by lingering snow and severe conditions. They dot meadows bursting with wildflowers—lupine, columbine, lily, anemone, aster, paintbrush, and many more—that bloom in concert in a magnificent and desperate attempt to propagate before the weather changes. In the alpine zone, from tree line to the summit, snow permanently blankets most of the region. However, a few hardy plants, such as sedges, penstemons, and asters, manage to come to life in late summer. Some alpine heather colonies in the park are believed to be more than 10,000 years old.
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The fauna of Mount Rainier exists within and between these biomes. Black bears drink from the streams of the forest and wander into huckle-berry fields that fill subalpine hillsides, leaving massive scat on trails throughout the park. Deer and elk graze the meadows. Mountain goats rock climb on alpine cliffs, where marmots sun themselves. Pikas squeak from nooks in the talus fields, while moles, shrews, and rabbits burrow in the forests. Bats swing in caves from Carbon River Road to Pinnacle Peak. Mountain lions, though rarely seen, wander the park at night. The northern spotted owl resides in the rain forests of Mount Rainier. However, you are more likely to spot the dark-eyed junco, Steller’s jay, rufous hummingbird, violet-green and barn swallows, ravens, northern flicker, and hairy woodpecker. The park is also home to bob-cats, red foxes, coyotes, raccoons, skunks, weasels, porcupines, mice, gophers, squirrels, chipmunks, beavers, frogs, salamanders, and nonvenomous snakes. The fish population is sparse due to dams along all but one of the park’s river systems—the legacy of Western development.


THE HUMAN PRESENCE

The human history of Mount Rainier divides into two discrete periods: pre–and post–Colonialism. Before the arrival of Europeans, many Indigenous people revered the mountain and relied upon her abundance only as a means of sustenance. Subsequent English and American explorers found Mount Rainier a challenge to be conquered. Hence, English-named features typically refer to prominent summit-climbers and developers, while Indigenous names bear witness to the spiritual veneration held for Rainier by local peoples.


Most of the tribes near Mount Rainier knew her as Tahoma, or a similar derivation: Tahoma, Takhoma, Tacoma, Ta-co-bet, Taqo ma, Tkobed, Taqo bid, Tkomen, Nutselip, Pshwawanoapami-tahoma, etc. These names have been translated variously as “the Great Snow,” “the Great Snowy Peak,” “the Supreme Mountain,” and our personal favorite, “the breast of the milk-white waters.” The original name for the south flank of Tahoma, Saghalie Illahe, or “Land of Peace,” marked a place of armistice. Today we call this area Paradise. All tribal wars or skirmishes ended upon entering Paradise. For 6,000 (or more) years, Indigenous people have migrated seasonally to Tahoma’s subalpine meadows. With the summer melt-off, coastal and plains tribes alike set out in pursuit of berries and game, which the eastern tribes depended on for survival.


After the “discovery” of Mount Rainier by Captain George Vancouver, however, sustainable use gave way to commercialization, and concerns about survival arose only on the ascent to the summit. James Longmire, a prominent local businessman who advocated the medical use of Mount Rainier’s hot springs, led the first two climbers to scale the mountain to what is now called Sluiskin Falls. From this point on August 17, 1870, Gen. Hazard Stevens and Philemon Van Trump completed the first summit of Mount Rainier. With greater publicity and infrastructure, the popularity of Mount Rainier grew, and the need for the preservation of the mountain became evident. Conservationists such as John Muir advocated for its protection, and with wide popular support, President McKinley signed into law the act declaring Mount Rainier the fifth national park on March 2, 1899.


SEASONS AND WEATHER

The most severe weather on Mount Rainier occurs in the winter months. Mount Rainier stands an immense elevated mass amid a temperate lowland forest. The surrounding area receives massive amounts of rain in winter, and the upper elevations see correlating mounds of snow. Moisture-laden air from the Pacific Ocean bombards Mount Rainier. The western and southern flanks in particular receive record-level snowfalls yearly. In winter 1971–72 Paradise saw the most snowfall ever recorded—1,122 inches (102 feet)—which held the record for TK.


This book is targeted toward those who visit Mount Rainier National Park in the summer months. Compared with winter, the weather in summer is relatively mild. The heavier rainfall in early summer abates by mid-July. In July and August Mount Rainier sees many nice, clear days. That is not to say you will not encounter fog. Many visitors to Mount Rainier never actually see the mountain. If lenticular clouds—those that form a saucerlike disc on the summit—do not obscure the peak, thick blankets of fog that rise from the humid lower levels may. You still can experience the beauty of Mount Rainier National Park on such days: crashing waterfalls, subalpine fields of flowers, wildlife, and mountain lakes. If you seek views of the mountains or the surrounding forests, however, hope for a clear day.


FEES AND PERMITS

Time Entry Reservations

In 2024, the National Park Service initiated a pilot program for timed entry reservations. Dramatic increases in visitation had resulted in overcrowding and congestion in parking lots, visitor facilities, and on the trails. The two most popular corridors—Paradise and Sunrise—now require a timed reservation between 7 a.m. and 3 p.m. in the summer months. While this may resolve some of the delays noted in the hike descriptions, it does require additional planning. Visit the Park website for more information about the entrance stations affected or to reserve your spot in the queue: https://www.nps.gov/mora/planyourvisit/timed-entry-reservations.htm.



Entry Fees

You must pay an entry fee to enter Mount Rainier National Park. The fees fund services and projects that directly benefit both the visiting public and park resources. Anyone traveling in a single, privately owned automobile pays a set fee for a seven-day standard entrance pass ($30 at the time of publication). Anyone traveling on foot, bicycle, or motorcycle, or in a vehicle owned by a nonprofit, often receives a discounted rate. The standard entrance passes may be purchased online if you plan to enter the park outside of the hours when the entrance stations are staffed: https://www.nps.gov/mora/planyourvisit/fees.htm. The Park Service will honor electronic vouchers of these passes.


If you plan on visiting the park more than once in a calendar year, an annual pass is a wise investment. Mount Rainier National Park also honors and sells the National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass, the Senior Pass (formerly the Golden Age Passport), and the Access Pass (formerly the Golden Access Passport). The park requires printed vouchers for these types of passes. Fees are subject to review and change on a regular basis.


Wilderness Camping Permits

In Mount Rainier National Park, you must have a permit for any overnight stay in the backcountry. You can either make a reservation at least two days in advance through the National Park Service online reservation system (https://www.recreation.gov/permits/4675317) or obtain a permit in person within 24 hours of starting your hike (first-come, first-served permit) at a ranger station or wilderness information center. Walk-up permits carry a nominal fee ($6 at the time of publication); reservations are a bit more expensive ($26 at the time of publication).


Wilderness Camping Permit Reservations

Most people find making reservations well worth the extra charge to ensure a spot at their favorite wilderness camp, especially camps along the Wonderland Trail, which tend to fill up quickly. To land a reservation for a popular wilderness camp during peak season (late June to September), you might try your luck at the early-access lottery, which starts in approximately late-February (it has changed over the years). Lottery winners may make early-access reservations starting in March. If you miss that window, regular reservations go on sale in April and run through early October. Approximately two-thirds of all wilderness campsites and zones are reservable, while the permits for the remaining portion are issued on a first-come, first-served basis, offering a glimmer of hope to the spontaneous among us.


Wilderness Camping Permit Guidelines


	Permits may be picked up only at the following locations: White River Wilderness Information Center, Longmire Wilderness Information Center, Paradise Wilderness Information Center, or the Carbon River Ranger Station. Ohanapecosh Information Center in the southeast corner of the park does not issue permits, so plan ahead if you want to start a backpacking trip from that quadrant of the park.

	Reservation fees are per party, which covers up to twelve persons in a single group for up to thirteen consecutive nights. This fee is nonrefundable. Permits are issued for specific locations and nights. The park allows one change to a reservation at no additional charge, but subsequent changes require an additional fee.

	
Reservations not picked up by 12 p.m. on the first day of the trip will be canceled unless you request a late pickup by calling any park station or wilderness information center.

	No more than five persons are allowed to stay at an individual site. If you have more than five persons, you will have to obtain a group permit. A group permit is subject to the same wilderness guidelines as individual sites but allows six to twelve persons. Mount Rainier currently hosts twenty-seven backcountry group sites.



Cross-Country Zone Camping Permits

For campers in peak physical condition with advanced skills in zero-impact camping practices, cross-country camping permits provide an opportunity for a more genuine wilderness experience. These permits allow you to pitch your tent and make your campsite outside the established wilderness camps, but demand strict adherence to additional restrictions. For instance, your group of five or fewer people must camp at least 0.25 mile from a trail or road and 100 feet from any waterway. Due to overuse of delicate subalpine meadows and destructive camping practices, cross-country camping is not an option for hikers traveling the complete Wonderland Trail. These permits, like walk-up wilderness camping permits, require a nominal fee and can be obtained at the nearest ranger station or wilderness information center. Map and compass skills are a must for cross-country zone camping. Park rangers may require that you first watch a video refresher on zero-impact camping before you can receive a cross-country camping permit.


VISITOR FACILITIES

Wilderness and Climbing Information Centers

Longmire Wilderness Information Center: (360) 569-6650

Open late May to October, the Longmire Wilderness Information Center issues wilderness camping permits primarily for backpacking. The center has rangers equipped to help with any questions you might have, as well as a large relief map of the park. The Longmire Wilderness Information Center is in the Longmire Historic District, along Longmire-Paradise Road. From the Nisqually Entrance Station, drive 6.7 miles east to the Longmire Historic District.


Paradise Guide House (Climbing Information Center): (360) 569-6641

The Paradise Guide House mainly issues climbing permits for routes starting from Paradise, but you can obtain wilderness camping permits and other information here as well. This ranger station is open mid-May through summer. From the Nisqually Entrance Station, drive 15.9 miles east on Longmire-Paradise Road to the intersection with Stevens Canyon Road. Stay to the left and head 2.2 miles up to the Paradise complex. From the Stevens Canyon Entrance Station, drive nearly 19 miles west on Stevens Canyon Road to the intersection with Longmire-Paradise Road. Turn right (north) and follow the signs to Paradise.


White River Wilderness Information Center: (360) 569-6670

This center issues permits primarily for backpacking and north-side climbing routes. Open late May through mid-October, the White River Wilderness Information Center is located next to the White River Entrance Station.


Carbon River Ranger Station: (360) 829-9639

Located 2.0 miles west of the Carbon River Entrance (home to the old Carbon River Ranger Station), the new Carbon River Ranger Station issues permits in the Carbon River region and provides other information about the area. The station is staffed year-round, but its hours of operation expand during summer, particularly on weekends. Call in advance for specific information. From Wilkeson, continue for 9.0 miles along WA 165 to where the road forks, then go to the left (east) onto Carbon River Road. In 6.0 miles, you will see the station on your left (north).


Visitor Centers and Museums

Longmire Museum: (360) 569-6575

Open year-round, the Longmire Museum offers a range of information, such as natural history, cultural history, backpacking, hiking, and trail conditions. It also issues permits when the Longmire Wilderness Information Center closes for the season. The Longmire Museum is located in the Longmire Historic District, along Longmire-Paradise Road. From the Nisqually Entrance Station, drive 6.7 miles east to the Longmire Historic District.


Henry M. Jackson Memorial Visitor Center at Paradise: (360) 569-6571

The Henry M. Jackson Memorial Visitor Center is located in the Paradise Complex and offers a variety of natural and cultural information through exhibits, films, guided walks, and nature talks. The visitor center houses a snack bar, gift shop, and public restroom. The park staff also issues wilderness permits. The visitor center is open year-round (weekends and holidays only from early October to mid-May). From the Nisqually Entrance Station, drive 15.9 miles east on Longmire-Paradise Road to the intersection with Stevens Canyon Road. Stay to the left and head 2.2 miles up to the Paradise Complex. From the Stevens Canyon Entrance Station, drive nearly 19 miles west on Stevens Canyon Road to the intersection with Longmire-Paradise Road. Turn right (north) and follow the signs to Paradise.


Sunrise Visitor Center: (360) 663-2425

The Sunrise Visitor Center provides historical and geological information about Mount Rainier National Park. It generally opens in early July, about the time the Sunrise Road opens, and closes in early September. From the White River Entrance Station, drive 13.8 miles west on Sunrise Road to the Sunrise Complex.


Ohanapecosh Visitor Center: (360) 569-6581

The Ohanapecosh Visitor Center provides a variety of exhibits and information about Mount Rainier National Park at the entrance to Ohanapecosh Campground. The visitor center usually opens after Memorial Day and stays open through Columbus Day weekend in October. From the Stevens Canyon Entrance Station, drive 1.8 miles south on WA 123 to the turnoff for Ohanapecosh Campground. The road forks just after you turn in; go right (north) and drive until the Ohanapecosh Visitor Center appears directly in front of you.



WILDERNESS USE REGULATIONS

Wilderness use regulations are not intended to complicate your life. They help preserve the natural landscape and protect park visitors. The following is a list of Mount Rainier National Park’s wilderness use regulations.



	Have a permit for all overnight use of the backcountry.

	Camp in designated campsites.

	Hang your food at night on the established food-storage poles.

	Carry out all trash. If you can pack it in, you can pack it out.

	Fish by hook and line only. This is permitted without a license, but some waters are closed to fishing. Check with a ranger to be certain.

	Do not take pets into the backcountry. Leashed pets are allowed on the Pacific Crest Trail and a portion of the Naches Peak loop trail that travels out of the park.

	Do not possess or operate a motorized vehicle, bicycle, wheeled vehicle, skateboard, roller skates, or cart in any undeveloped area or on any backcountry trail.

	Do not drive off any park road.

	Do not pick wildflowers.

	Do not destroy, injure, deface, remove, dig, or disturb from its natural state any plant, rock, animal, mineral, cultural, or archaeological resource.

	Do not violate a closure, designation, use, or activity restriction or condition, schedule of visiting hours, or public use limit.

	Do not use or possess weapons.

	Do not pollute or contaminate any water source (with soap, waste, etc.).

	Never shortcut on any trail.

	Do not dispose of waste within 100 feet of water or within sight of a trail.








LONGMIRE

Originally the home of a hot springs resort founded by James Longmire, the Longmire Historic District now houses the Longmire Museum, the Longmire Wilderness Information Center, and the National Park Inn. The Longmire family built the Longmire Springs Hotel in this unique valley in 1888, only to watch it go up in flames and consequently be condemned in 1920. James Longmire blazed a rough wagon track from Ashford to the hot springs, a significant improvement over packhorses for resort-goers of the time. This road was improved in 1906, allowing a comfortable passage to the Longmire Springs Hotel. Although James Longmire’s panacea of mineral waters is no longer available, the Longmire Historic District offers visitors a variety of services and attractions. Placed on the National Register of Historic Places on March 13, 1991, the area continues to be a popular place for people to visit, whether they plan to day hike or embark on the celebrated Wonderland Trail.

The unique backcountry in the Longmire area boasts gorgeous, flower-filled meadows—Sunset Park, Indian Henry’s Hunting Ground, St. Andrews Park, Emerald Ridge, and Klapatche Park. This corner of the park offers spectacular views of the southwestern glaciers, including the massive Tahoma Glacier, as well as the pebbly creeks originating from these glaciers, all of which provide breathtaking contrast to its subalpine meadows.
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Mudslides, a common occurrence in Mount Rainier National Park, happen even more frequently in the Longmire area. Although the name for these slides, lahar—the Indonesian word for lava—evokes notions of volcanic activity, on Mount Rainier these mudslides instead result from excessive autumn rainfall following extreme summer heat.

Another geological hazard common to this area—the glacial outburst flood—occurs when a natural dam to a glacial lake gives way to excess pressure and explodes down the mountain with a load of gathered rock and debris. The glacial creeks and rivers of Longmire regularly reroute themselves due to glacial outburst floods caused by geological activity. Longmire experiences frequent washouts of this kind, but fortunately the National Park Service responds quickly to restore bridges and foot logs.

Rich in history, beauty, and dynamic geological activity, Longmire never fails to engage its visitors. Enjoy your experiences in this popular Mount Rainier destination.







1. KLAPATCHE PARK


[image: fig_3_1.jpg]



WHY GO?

A strenuous but worthwhile climb, the Klapatche Park hike has a variety of scenic offerings: old-growth forest framed by lava rock formations along the Westside Road, the tranquil waters of Aurora and St. Andrews Lakes, and the delicate subalpine meadows of St. Andrews and Klapatche Parks.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: Westside Road closure

Elevation gain: 3,070 feet

Distance: 19.6 miles out and back

Difficulty: Strenuous

Hiking time: 2–4 days; backpack

Season: Mid-July–Sept

Fees and permits: Vehicle or individual entry fee (7 days); annual entry pass available; timed entry applies. Wilderness camping permits (small fee); reservations (fee) recommended.

Trail contact: Longmire Wilderness Information Center: (360) 569-6650

Trail surface: Well maintained; the trail begins on soft forest floor that transitions to rocky subalpine meadow.

Nearest town: Ashford

Other trail users: Mountain bikers on the Westside Road

Special considerations: Historically, the western part of the park experiences numerous washouts due to glacial outburst floods, and foot logs across rivers or streams originating from glaciers frequently wash out. The National Park Service does not advise fording glacial rivers due to the high concentration of debris and risk of large glacial boulders in the water. If you must cross, they recommend crossing early in the day and using any fallen logs to assist you. Always wear boots to protect yourself from any debris suspended in the river.

Options: Although bikes are not allowed on the park’s backcountry trails, the closed portion of Westside Road has become a popular bike route. You may opt to bicycle to either the Round Pass or St. Andrews trailhead. The park has installed bike racks at the Lake George trailhead, located just before the Round Pass trailhead, for your convenience. Consider taking a side trip to Emerald Ridge to get a close-up view of the South Tahoma Glacier. (See Hike 2: Emerald Ridge)






FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: fig_3_2.png] From the Nisqually Entrance Station, drive east on Longmire-Paradise Road 1.0 mile to Westside Road. Turn left (north) onto Westside Road and drive 3.3 miles to the road closure. Directly before the Westside Road closure is a widening in the road used as a parking area on both sides. Trailhead GPS: N46 46.799' / W121 53.113'




WHAT TO SEE

Depending on how many miles you want to travel per day and your skill level, this hike can be either a one-night or a three-night backpack. If you go for only one night, you will stay at Klapatche Park and hike nearly 10 miles each day. If you spread your hike out over three nights, you can stay at South Puyallup Camp the first and third nights, averaging about 5.0 miles per day.
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From the Westside Road closure, hike uphill on the now-closed road until you reach the Round Pass trail-head. The road, although all uphill, slopes at a nice grade and is easy to follow. The road parallels Tahoma Creek at the beginning, but then diverges from the creek into the forest up to Round Pass. About halfway up the road, you will encounter the abandoned Tahoma Creek Picnic Area.

The Round Pass trailhead is located between the Lake George trailhead and the Marine Memorial. This memorial, dedicated to the thirty-two US Marines killed in a plane crash on the South Tahoma Glacier in 1946, offers a spectacular view of the very glacier on which the marines lost their lives.

Hike 0.6 mile northeast on the Round Pass Trail to the junction with the South Puyallup Trail. The Round Pass Trail continues left, heading west. Go to the right and take the South Puyallup Trail, which continues northeast. This rocky trail climbs through beautiful old-growth forest for 1.6 miles to South Puyallup Camp.

About 0.3 mile shy of the camp, watch for slanted angular rock formations on the right that assemble in fascinating geometric configurations. The formations, called colonnades, are columnar pieces of andesite rock that were formed thousands of years ago when hot lava flowing through the area cooled. As lava flows, it pours into the valley, shrinks slightly, and then breaks into long columns. The columnar andesite makes up Mount Rainier’s cone.


Glacial outburst floods, sometimes referred to by the Icelandic term jokulhlaups, occur when water pours into the ice cavities of a glacier or between the glacier and bedrock during either heavy autumn rains or summer heat. This results in a churning, concrete-like mix of mud, rocks, and uprooted trees. Anytime you are near a river and notice a rapid rise in water level or hear a roaring sound coming from upvalley—often described as sounding similar to a fast-moving train—move quickly to higher ground.
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After you pass South Puyallup Camp, you will come to the Wonderland Trail. Go left (north) onto the Wonderland Trail and cross the South Puyallup River. The next 2.0 miles of trail, consisting entirely of steep switchbacks bordered by brush, take you up to St. Andrews Park. Once atop the ridge, the trail levels out and the breathtaking scenery fills your senses completely. Shortly after snowmelt, avalanche lilies fill the meadows of St. Andrews Park, while Mount Rainier towers majestically above.

You reach the deep-blue waters of St. Andrews Lake 3.2 miles from the junction with the Wonderland Trail and 9.0 miles into your hike. Previous hikers have greatly impacted this subalpine lake by creating numerous social trails along its fragile banks. West-side climbing routes weave up the side of the mountain above the heavenly lake. Minimize your impact by admiring the lake from the designated trail. However, if you plan to stay at Klapatche Park in late summer, you may need to approach the lake or its creek to fill up on water before heading down toward camp, as Aurora Lake tends to become stagnant and dry up before the rains and snow arrive again in the fall.

Your destination, Klapatche Park Camp, is 0.8 mile from St. Andrews Lake, and the trail slopes downhill the rest of the way. Colorful subalpine wildflowers fill the meadows of Klapatche Park and surround Aurora Lake in mid-July. When glimpsed just after snowmelt, this lake, really only a shallow pool, makes a wonderful scene with Mount Rainier above it, the serene meadows of Klapatche Park around it, and Tokaloo Spire
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standing tall between the two. Mountain goats occasionally graze in the meadows visible from Klapatche Park. The backcountry campsites are located at the west end of the lake.

On the return trip you can either head back the way you came or take the St. Andrews Trail to the Westside Road and hike the remainder of your trip on a gravel road. The second half of this hike is almost entirely downhill, thus either option may be hard on your knees. Although the Westside Road option offers a change of scenery and will likely take less time, it also features an 800-foot elevation gain up to Round Pass and offers less of a wilderness experience.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start at the Westside Road closure. Continue hiking uphill for 3.6 miles to the top of Round Pass.

	
3.6 At the Round Pass trailhead, hike 0.6 mile northeast on the Round Pass Trail to the junction with the South Puyallup Trail.

	
4.2 When the Round Pass Trail meets the South Puyallup Trail, go to the right and take the South Puyallup Trail, which continues northeast.

	
5.8 Go left (north) onto the Wonderland Trail and cross the South Puyallup River when the South Puyallup Trail dead-ends into the Wonderland Trail. (Option: Take a side trip to Emerald Ridge by turning right (east) at the junction with the Wonderland Trail. It is an additional 1.7 miles away.)

	
9.0 Reach the deep-blue waters of St. Andrews Lake 3.2 miles from the junction with the Wonderland Trail. You will pass St. Andrews Trail to your left (west) just as you reach the west end of Aurora Lake. Continue hiking north on the Wonderland Trail.

	
9.8 Arrive at Klapatche Park Camp, your turnaround point.

	
19.6 Arrive back at the road closure.






WILDERNESS CAMPING

Klapatche Park Camp: As long as the water source hasn’t dried up, the campsites here will spoil you. There are four individual sites. The toilet is near all the sites, although the food storage pole can feel too close for comfort. If you manage to nab a site with a view of the mountain, you will be treated to the sunrise and Mount Rainier reflected in Aurora Lake.

South Puyallup River Camp: There are four individual sites and one group site at South Puyallup Camp. Be forewarned that the toilet is 0.1 mile from all the campsites. Often open in June.




HIKE INFORMATION


LOCAL INFORMATION

Mount Rainier National Park: www.nps.gov/mora; 24-hour visitor information: (360) 569-2211

Gifford Pinchot National Forest: www.fs.usda.gov/giffordpinchot

Longmire Museum: (360) 569-6575





LODGING


For information on accommodations inside and outside the park, visit www.nps.gov/mora/planyourvisit/lodging.htm.




CAMPGROUNDS

If you wish to car camp and day hike, Cougar Rock Campground is located closest to the trailhead in the southwest corner of the park, 2.3 miles north of the Longmire Historic District. For more information about Cougar Rock or to reserve a site online, visit www.recreation.gov.












2. EMERALD RIDGE
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WHY GO?

Befittingly, Emerald Ridge boasts deep-green meadows, yet this precious gem also houses subalpine wildflowers and hoary marmots. The ridge offers spectacular views of Tahoma Glacier, South Tahoma Glacier, and Glacier Island.


THE RUNDOWN

Start: Westside Road closure

Elevation gain: 2,710 feet

Distance: 15.0 miles out and back

Difficulty: Strenuous

Hiking time: 2-day backpack

Season: Mid-July–Sept

Fees and permits: Vehicle or individual entry fee (7 days); annual entry pass available; timed entry applies. Wilderness camping permits (small fee); reservations (fee) recommended.

Trail contact: Longmire Wilderness Information Center: (360) 569-6650

Trail surface: Well maintained; soft forest floor that transitions to subalpine meadow

Nearest town: Ashford

Other trail users: Mountain bikers on the Westside Road

Special considerations: Historically, the western part of the park experiences numerous washouts due to glacial outburst floods, and foot logs across rivers or streams originating from glaciers frequently wash out. The National Park Service does not advise fording glacial rivers due to the high concentration of debris and risk of large glacial boulders in the water. If you must cross, the NPS recommends crossing early in the day and using any fallen logs to assist you. Also, always wear boots to protect yourself from any debris suspended in the river.

Options: Although bikes are not allowed on the park’s backcountry trails, the closed portion of Westside Road has become a popular bike route. You may opt to bicycle from the road closure to the Round Pass trailhead. The park has installed bike racks at the Lake George trailhead, located just before the Round Pass trailhead on the left (west) side of the road, for your convenience. If you have navigational skills and GPS, you may consider taking the unmaintained Tahoma Creek Trail instead of South Puyallup Trail, which shortens your hike by almost 5.0 miles and takes you by the suspension bridge over Tahoma Creek.






FINDING THE TRAILHEAD

[image: fig_3_2.png]From the Nisqually Entrance Station, drive east on Longmire-Paradise Road 1.0 mile to Westside Road. Turn left (north) onto Westside Road and drive 3.3 miles to the road closure. Directly before the Westside Road closure is a gravel parking lot that often fills up in summer. Many people park alongside the road as well. Trailhead GPS: N46 46.799' / W121 53.113'




WHAT TO SEE

From the Westside Road closure, hike uphill on the now-closed road until you reach the Round Pass trailhead. The road, although all uphill, slopes at a nice grade and is easy to follow. The road parallels Tahoma Creek at the beginning, but then diverges from the creek into the forest up to Round Pass. About halfway up the road, you will encounter the abandoned Tahoma Creek Picnic Area.


In 1986 a 12-foot boulder landed at Tahoma Creek Picnic Area during a glacial outburst flood.



The Round Pass trailhead is located between the Lake George trailhead and the Marine Memorial. This memorial, dedicated to thirty-two US Marines killed in a plane crash on the South Tahoma Glacier in 1946, offers a spectacular view of the very glacier on which the marines lost their lives.

Hike 0.6 mile northeast on the Round Pass Trail to the junction with the South Puyallup Trail. The Round Pass Trail continues left, heading west. Go to the right and take the South Puyallup Trail, which continues northeast. This rocky trail climbs through beautiful old-growth forest for 1.6 miles to South Puyallup Camp.

About 0.3 mile shy of the camp, watch for slanted angular rock formations on the right that assemble in fascinating geometric configurations. The formations, called colonnades, are columnar pieces of andesite rock that were formed thousands of years ago when hot lava flowing through the area cooled. As lava flows, it pours into the valley, shrinks slightly, and then breaks into long columns. Columnar andesite makes up Mount Rainier’s cone.


Andesite is an igneous rock named for the Andes Mountains.
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After you pass the South Puyallup Camp, you will come to the Wonderland Trail. Go right (east) toward Emerald Ridge. From here hike 1.7 miles to the top of Emerald Ridge, 7.5 miles into your hike. The Tahoma Glacier and its moraine are to your left (north). Tahoma Glacier resides in a land scar carved out by a previous mudslide. The trail borders the moraine and traverses the north side of Emerald Ridge. This part of the trail has washed out many times and has a steep, unstable ledge. Take the new trail that traverses diagonally across the ridge.

The emerald-green meadows speckled with wildflowers, especially subalpine lupine in mid-July, house tons of human-friendly hoary marmots. Please do not feed these wild animals; they need to be self-sufficient to survive in their natural habitat.

Looking up, behold the magnificent view of Tahoma Glacier above you and South Tahoma Glacier to the right. Couched between the two glaciers rests a small oasis of green pasture in a sea of ice and rock. Mountain goats often graze in this green haven, and if you look closely, you can see fields of lupine giving it a purple hue.

If you want to descend along the trail to the rocky alpine terrain below, you can garner a view of South Tahoma Glacier and the massive canyon forged by the Tahoma Glacier. Otherwise, head back the way you came.




MILES AND DIRECTIONS


	
0.0 Start at the Westside Road closure. Continue hiking uphill for 3.6 miles to the top of Round Pass.

	
1.2 Tahoma Creek Trail is to your left beyond the orange garbage can along the West-side Road (GPS: N46 47.697' / W121 52.889').

	
3.6 At the Round Pass trailhead, hike 0.6 mile northeast on the Round Pass Trail to the junction with the South Puyallup Trail.

	
4.2 When the Round Pass Trail meets the South Puyallup Trail, go to the right and take the South Puyallup Trail, which continues northeast.

	
5.8 Go right (east) onto the Wonderland Trail when the South Puyallup Trail dead-ends into the Wonderland Trail. From here hike 1.7 miles to the top of Emerald Ridge.

	
7.5 Arrive at Emerald Ridge, your turnaround point.

	
15.0 Arrive back at the road closure.






WILDERNESS CAMPING

South Puyallup River Camp: There are four individual sites and one group site at South Puyallup Camp. Be forewarned that the toilet is 0.1 mile from all the campsites. Often open in June.




HIKE INFORMATION


LOCAL INFORMATION

Mount Rainier National Park: www.nps.gov/mora; 24-hour visitor information: (360) 569-2211

Gifford Pinchot National Forest: www.fs.usda.gov/giffordpinchot

Longmire Museum: (360) 569-6575
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LODGING

For information on accommodations inside and outside the park, visit www.nps.gov/mora/planyourvisit/lodging.htm.




CAMPGROUNDS

If you wish to car camp and day hike, Cougar Rock Campground is located closest to the trailhead in the southwest corner of the park, 2.3 miles north of the Longmire Historic District. For more information about Cougar Rock or to reserve a site online, visit www.recreation.gov.
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