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  Introduction




  East of Puget Sound, a jagged range of glacier-clad mountains rises skyward, walling off the rainy country of the coast from the arid plains of the Columbia River Basin. This is not a lofty range from the standpoint of altitude—most of the taller peaks are less than 9,000 feet at the summit. However, because they rise from sea level, these mountains have a vertical rise similar to that of the Rockies or the Sierra Nevada. The northern end of the Cascades has always been the most forbidding and impenetrable, replete with sawback ridges and dense jungles of brush, vast icefields, and torrential rivers. This wilderness had never been conquered by “civilization” and offers a last retreat for those who seek to leave the encumbrances of the modern world behind and discover themselves in the simplicity of the untamed wilds. This is steep country, but the trails have been built along the same gradients as those in other mountainous parts of the United States, and most trails are suitable for intermediate-level backpackers.




  North Cascades National Park is no tour-bus park. In contrast to many of our national parks, the scenic wonders in this part of the world cannot be reached by car, do not have paved sidewalks or boardwalks to them, and are not accompanied by interpretive plaques. To experience the raw grandeur and beauty of the North Cascades, it is necessary to shoulder a pack and travel into the wilderness by shoe-leather express. This is a backpacker’s park, with hundreds of miles of pathways that penetrate deep into the forests and climb to the barren tundra of the mountaintops. These mountains offer unlimited possibilities to solitude-seeking hikers, from short day hikes to two-week expeditions. Along with surrounding wilderness areas administered by the forest service and neighboring parks and reserves in Canada, the park is part of a vast and complete ecosystem that supports mountain lions, elk, mountain goats, and even a few grizzly bears along with its annual influx of human visitors. Enjoy the wilderness and help to preserve its pristine quality for future generations.




  How to Use This Guide




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




  Each trail description begins with a statistical section, covering the physical characteristics of the trail for quick and easy reference. Overall distance is measured in miles, and an overview describes the hike type: day hike, backpack, extended trip, or wilderness route. Extended trips cannot be reached by road, while wilderness routes represent abandoned trails and cross-country routes where the only indication of a trail might be an occasional cairn. This description is followed by a difficulty rating. The rating can be interpreted as follows: Easy trails can be completed without difficulty by hikers of all abilities; moderate trails will challenge novices; moderately strenuous hikes will tax even experienced travelers; and strenuous trails will push the physical limits of the most Herculean hiker.




  The best season entry provides an index of when the trail will be passable without special aids, like crampons, ice axes, or skis. It does not necessarily reflect a schedule of trail maintenance, which varies unpredictably from year to year. This is a relative measure, and late snowstorms may delay the opening of a trail beyond the time published here. Indeed, during years of heavy snowfall, some of the later-opening trails may never become passable without ice ax and crampons. Use this guidebook to get a feel for the dates when the trail is usually open, and check with local authorities before your trip to get the latest trail conditions.




  A list of topographic quad maps that cover the trail is also provided. The most current topographic maps for the North Cascades belong to the Green Trails series. The USGS quads tend to be outdated, and the Trails Illustrated map that covers the region incorporates these errors. The main USGS maps were last updated in 1976; forest service topo maps that cover individual wilderness areas are slightly more current. The appropriate quadrangles (several are usually required) are listed for each featured hike in this guidebook, and the corresponding Green Trails map appears in italics.




  Following this statistical section is a mile-by-mile list of landmarks, trail junctions, and gradient changes. Official mileages were used for all trails that had them. In the absence of official mileages, distances were measured by planimeter on 1:24,000 scale topographic maps.




  The mileage section is followed by a detailed interpretive description of the trail, including geologic and ecological features, fishing opportunities, campsites, and other important information. Photographs have been included to give the reader a visual preview of some of the prominent features seen along the trial.




  Planning Your Trip




  Gather as much current information as possible before starting out on a wilderness expedition. Most trailheads in national forest areas in the North Cascades require a Northwest Forest Pass (even for day hiking), which currently costs $30 for the year or $5 for a single day. In North Cascades National Park and the Ross Lake National Recreation Area, permits (free of charge) are required for overnight expeditions, and you must register your itinerary at a ranger station. Once the permit is issued, you must stick to the exact campsites and exact dates on the permit. Each backcountry camp has a limited number of campsites; staying in the wrong place could cause conflicts with other parties who have proper permits. Marblemount is the best source for backcountry permits and information, but Sedro-Woolley, Glacier, Hozomeen, Stehekin, Winthrop, and Twisp have ranger stations capable of issuing backcountry permits. A list of addresses and phone numbers for these ranger stations is provided in appendix A.




  There are no designated camping areas within the national forest lands that border the park, and no permits are required for overnight stays there. Campers are encouraged to use established campsites and to practice minimum-impact camping techniques where these are unavailable. In the wilderness, each of us is a passing visitor, and we should leave no evidence of our travels to mar the wilderness experience of others. New trailhead user fees are now in effect for the Okanogan and Mount Baker–Snoqualmie national forests. Parking permits are available at nearby forest service ranger stations. This new fee system is a pilot program; tell your representatives in the US Congress what you think of it.




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




  Cross-Country Travel




  In a wilderness of steep slopes, impassable cliffs, impenetrable brush, and rushing whitewater, cross-country travel is best left to the foolhardy, the insane, and the mountaineers. Even experienced wilderness travelers will discover that finding a passable off-trail route through the North Cascades backcountry is all but impossible. Bushwhacking through the Cascades requires a special combination of stamina and obstinacy. Cross-country travelers must be constantly prepared to change their planned route or turn back when confronted with obstacles, such as sheer walls of stone that block the heads of many valleys, nettle-filled and alder-choked avalanche tracks that descend from the mountaintops to the valley floors, old burns where fallen timber litters the slopes, and flood-swollen streams. Common sense is a must in off-trail areas, where rescue is usually a do-it-yourself proposition.




  Traveling cross-country is allowed in both national park and national forest lands. Most areas away from roadways are protected by wilderness status: the Stephen Mather Wilderness in North Cascades National Park and the adjoining recreation areas, as well as the Mount Baker, Noisy-Diobsud, Pasayten, Glacier Peak, and Lake Chelan-Sawtooth wilderness areas on adjoining forest service lands. Both motorized and mechanized equipment (including mountain bikes) are expressly prohibited in these areas. The hinterlands of the national park have been divided into backcountry camping zones where dispersed camping is allowed 0.5 mile away from a trail and 1 mile from an established backcountry camp; permits are required and can be obtained at any ranger station. There are no restrictions on cross-country travel on the national forest. Please use minimum-impact techniques to avoid scarring the landscape.




  Customs Procedures and the International Border




  Canada and the United States share the longest undefended border in the world, a narrow swath cut arrow-straight through the timber and across the mountaintops. Part of this border forms the boundary between North Cascades National Park and Manning Provincial Park, popular hiking destinations in their respective countries. Several trails cross the border in places where there are no permanent customs facilities, and the road from Hope, British Columbia, to Hozomeen, Washington, is similarly unguarded. For now, these border crossings are patrolled sporadically by the customs agents of both nations, and there is no formal protocol to cover border crossings. No special customs procedures are required for motorists driving into Hozomeen from the north, but hikers who plan to cross the border must make special arrangements before departing on their journey. In the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, border security has been tightened, and some trails that cross the boundary may be subject to special restrictions; inquire with customs agents if you plan to cross the international boundary on foot.




  Neither country actively acknowledges the existence of trails that cross the border (with the possible exception of the Pacific Crest Trail), and using them is officially discouraged. Travelers who plan backcountry trips that carry them across the border must check in with customs agents of the country to be entered before beginning their trip. If you plan to start in Canada, dip into the United States, and finish your trip on Canadian soil, you must clear customs of both countries in advance. Customs agents from both countries can be found anywhere a highway crosses the international border. In addition, a customs agent from Canada makes periodic visits to the ranger station in Winthrop for the benefit of Pacific Crest Trail hikers. Contact the ranger station well in advance to be sure that a customs agent can be there to assist you when you arrive in the Winthrop area.




  Fording Streams and Rivers




  There are only a few places in the North Cascades where trails cross substantial streams without the benefit of a bridge. Bear in mind, however, that these footlogs and bridges can be washed out during floods. Unbridged stream crossings are labeled as fords on the maps provided in this book. Streams are typically highest in early summer, when snowmelt swells the watercourses with silty discharge. Water levels also rise following rainstorms. Glacier-fed waterways rise on warm afternoons as meltwater surges downstream. Stream crossings should always be approached with caution; even a shallow stream can harbor slippery stones that can cause a sprained ankle, or worse. However, wilderness travelers can almost always make safe crossings by exercising good judgment and employing a few simple techniques.
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  When you get to the water’s edge, the first thing you’ll probably think is, “This is going to be really cold!” It will be even colder if you try to cross barefooted. Since most folks don’t like to hike around in wet boots all day, we recommend bringing a pair of lightweight canvas sneakers or river sandals specifically for the purpose of fording streams. Wearing something on your feet will give you superior traction for a safer crossing. A walking staff adds additional stability when wading. Some manufacturers make a special wading staff with a metal tip, and some even telescope down to manageable proportions when not in use. If you use one of these, remember not to lean too hard on it; your legs should always bear most of the burden.




  Before entering the stream, unclip your hip belt and other restrictive straps. Having the straps undone could save you from drowning should you need to shed your pack. Water up to knee-depth can usually be forded without much difficulty; mid-thigh is the greatest safe depth for crossing unless the water is barely moving. Once you get in up to your pelvis, your body starts giving the current a broad profile to push against, and you can bet that it won’t be long before you are swimming.




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




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




  How to Follow a Faint Trail




  Some trails that appear on maps of the North Cascades are quite faint and difficult to follow. Visitors should have a few elementary trail-finding skills in their bag of tricks, in case a trail peters out or a snowfall covers the pathway. A topographic map and compass—and the ability to use them—are essential insurance against disaster when a trail takes a wrong turn or disappears completely.




  Maintained trails in the North Cascades are marked in a variety of ways. Signs bearing the name of the trail are present at most trail junctions. The trail signs are usually fashioned of plain wood, with script carved into them. They sometimes blend in well with the surrounding forest and may go unnoticed at junctions where a major trail meets a lightly traveled one. These signs may contain mileage information, but this information is often inaccurate.




  Along the trail, several kinds of markers indicate the location of maintained trails. In forested areas, old blazes cut into the bark of trees may mark the path. In spots where a trail crosses a gravel streambed or rock outcrop, piles of rocks called cairns may mark the route. Cairns are also used in windswept alpine areas. These cairns are typically constructed of three or more stones placed on top of one another, a formation that almost never occurs naturally.




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




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




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




  A Few Words of Caution




  Weather patterns in the North Cascades can change frequently and without warning. Cold temperatures can occur even during the height of summer, and nighttime Fahrenheit temperatures routinely dip into the 40s and even 30s on clear nights. Thunderstorms may suddenly change cloudless days into drenching misery, so carry appropriate rain gear at all times. Ponchos are generally sufficient for day hikes, but backpackers should carry full rain suits; water from drenched vegetation will quickly soak travelers who rely solely on ponchos for protection. Snowfall is always a distinct possibility in the high country, and backpackers should carry clothing and gear with this in mind. Detailed short-range forecasts available at ranger stations are generally reliable.




  



  



  In most years, snow lingers in the high country well into July. Hikers who head for the high country in early summer should check with local rangers for current trail conditions. In many cases, ice axes and crampons will be required, especially on high passes with northern exposures. The first serious snowstorms visit the high country in early September, and by mid-October a deep blanket of snow may cover the passes. October also marks the beginning of the rainy season in the low country, and the drizzle may not let up until late April.




  Drinking water from the seemingly pristine streams and lakes of the North Cascades is quite refreshing, but all such sources may contain a microorganism called Giardia lamblia. Giardia is readily spread to surface water supplies through the feces of mammals and infected humans, causing severe diarrhea and dehydration when ingested. Water can be rendered safe for drinking by boiling it for at least 5 minutes or by passing it through a filter system with a mesh no larger than 2 microns. Iodine tablets and other purification additives are not considered effective against giardia. No natural water source is safe, and a single sip of untreated water can transmit the illness. Symptoms (gas, cramps, nausea, and diarrhea) usually appear within three weeks and demand medical attention.




  Many of the wild animals in North Cascades National Park may seem almost tame. In the absence of hunting, these creatures have lost their natural fear of humans. However, they remain wild, finely attuned to their environment and sensitive to human disturbance. Feeding wildlife human food may cause digestive problems and may erase the wild instincts that keep the animals alive during times of scarcity.




  Black bears can be particularly troublesome. Campers must hang their food in a tree or from a cache wire, at least 10 feet above the ground and 6 feet away from the tree trunk. (There are also a limited number of bear-proof food canisters that can be checked out at the Marblemount Ranger Station.) These bears are able climbers and will raid food containers that are hung too close to the trunk. In recent years, there have also been signs of grizzly bear activity in the North Cascades. There may be as many as ten to twenty animals within the range’s thousands of square miles; travelers should assume that grizzlies are present and behave accordingly. In camp, hang all cosmetics and food-scented items well out of a bear’s reach. On the trail, converse or make other noise to warn bears if visibility is limited by brush or fog.




  Mountain lions are scattered sparsely throughout the North Cascades. Because of their reclusive habits, they are rarely seen by hikers. However, they can present a real threat if encountered at close range. The current wisdom is that hikers encountering a cougar should behave aggressively in order to scare it off. Remain standing and never turn your back on a cougar or attempt to run away. Such behavior may incite an attack. Report all sightings at the nearest ranger station.




  Other animals are more a nuisance than a danger. Deer and mountain goats crave salt, and often hang around campsites and try to steal sweat-soaked clothing and saddle tack. At higher elevations, rodents dwelling in rockslides may chew their way into a pack in search of food or salt.
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  Regulations




  Regulations and Guidelines Specific to North Cascades National Park




  •Backcountry campers must obtain a permit, which is available free of charge at ranger stations. Camp only at the site on your permit; changes in itinerary must be confirmed at a ranger station.




  •Campfires are permitted only at camps with fire grates. See appendix B for a complete listing.




  •Pets are prohibited in the backcountry and in some frontcountry areas.




  •The collection or removal of rocks or wildflowers is illegal.




  •All trails in the park are closed to mountain bikes; some trails are off-limits to horses.




  •The entire park backcountry has been designated by Congress as the Steven Mather Wilderness Area; mechanized and motorized equipment is prohibited.




  •A Washington State fishing license is required for all fishing within the park, including minors and catch-and-release.




  •Firearms are prohibited throughout the park.




  Regulations and Guidelines Specific to Ross Lake and Lake Chelan National Recreation Areas




  •Backcountry campers must obtain a permit, which is available free of charge at ranger stations. Camp only at the site on your permit; changes in itinerary must be confirmed at a ranger station.




  •Campfires are permitted only at camps with fire grates. See appendix B for a complete listing.




  •Pets are permitted throughout the recreation areas, even within designated wilderness. They must be leashed at all times.




  •All trails in the recreation areas are closed to mountain bikes; some trails are off-limits to horses.




  •Parts of both recreation areas fall within the Steven Mather Wilderness. Mechanized and motorized equipment is prohibited within wilderness areas.




  •During hunting season, hunters are allowed to carry firearms and off-road throughout the area within both recreation areas, and hunting is permitted pursuant to Washington State regulations.




  •A Washington State fishing license is required for all fishing within the recreation areas, including minors and catch-and-release.




  •The group size limit for overnight trips is twelve, including stock (where permitted). Most cross-country zones have a party limit of six people.




  



  



  Regulations Specific to National Forest Wilderness Areas




  •Mechanized vehicles and motorized equipment are prohibited.




  •Overnight parking permits are required within the Okanogan National Forest. The Mount Baker–Snoqualmie National Forest requires a parking permit for day use as well. These permits also apply to non-wilderness trailheads within the forest.




  •Campfires are discouraged above 5,000 feet elevation.




  •Group size is limited to twelve people and/or eight head of stock.




  •Livestock may not be tethered to trees or shrubs for more than 30 minutes.




  •Transporting of unprocessed vegetative matter, such as hay or grain, is prohibited.




  Regulations Specific to Canadian Provincial Parks




  •Backcountry permits are not required, but you must camp in an officially designated backcountry campsite.




  •Open fires are permitted in the backcountry, except on the Heather Trail, where they are strictly prohibited.




  •Firearms are prohibited.




  •It is illegal to collect or remove any natural feature, including rocks and flowers.




  •Pets must be on a leash at all times.




  •Anglers must carry a valid British Columbia fishing license.




  Zero Impact




  One of the aims of this book is to encourage people to heft a pack and strike out on one of the wonderful trails in the North Cascades. But many of these same trails already receive moderate to heavy use, and they’re showing signs of wear. Erosion is a problem where an army of boots has shortcut switchbacks. Litter seems to beget more litter, especially near trailheads and at backcountry campsites. Unofficial trails have proliferated across some alpine meadows, marring the otherwise pristine environment. Fortunately, all of these problems are avoidable—as are most impacts caused by backcountry visitors—if a few simple guidelines are heeded. Remember, the goal is to leave zero impact of your passing.




  Advanced Planning to Minimize Impact




  Much of the wear and tear that occurs in the North Cascades could be reduced by careful planning before the trip. Visitors should contact local authorities (see appendix A) to find out about areas that are particularly sensitive to disturbance or receive heavy use. Since the goal of most wilderness travelers is to visit pristine and untrammeled areas, avoiding the most popular sites can only enhance one’s wilderness experience.




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




  The proper equipment can also help visitors reduce their visual presence and effects on the wilderness. Dark-hued or muted clothing, tents, and packs help make you less conspicuous to other travelers. Carry one bright yellow or orange shirt to attract attention in an emergency. Hiking shoes with a shallow tread design are gentler on plants and soils and also won’t clog with mud. Backpackers can also carry a pair of smooth-soled camp shoes—sport sandals, boat shoes, or moccasins. These feel terrific after a day on the trail and they greatly reduce wear and tear on plants and soils around camp.




  On the Trail




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




  Try to avoid travel when trails are saturated with rain or snowmelt. When muddy conditions are unavoidable (as is often the case in the Pacific Northwest), resist the temptation to skirt around puddles or boggy spots in the trail. This only widens the tread, and your feet will likely get soaked from brushing against ground plants anyway.




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




  As you hike along, always be conscious to reduce short- and long-term disturbances in the environment. Making loud noises can be helpful in avoiding encounters with bears and mountain lions where visibility is limited, but it also disturbs the less dangerous wildlife, as well as other travelers. If you do spot wildlife along the trail, be careful to stay outside the animal’s comfort zone. If an animal changes behavior as a result of your presence, you are too close.




  Be courteous and considerate to people you meet on the trail. Downhill hikers should yield to those going up. Motorbikers (where allowed) yield to all other trail users; mountain bikers yield to pack stock and hikers; and hikers yield to pack stock. Take the opportunity to say hello and exchange news of the trail. Remember, we are each in our own way pursuing the same goal of having fun in the backcountry.




  Selecting a Campsite




  Plan your route so that you can camp in established campsites that are officially listed in this guide. If you are traveling on National Park Service–managed lands, you must camp at the site designated on your permit. Pitch your tent in the center of the established tent pad so as not to trample vegetation.




  On national forest lands, established campsites may not be marked. If you cannot locate such a site, you will need to choose an impact-resistant spot to pitch your camp. Snow and river gravel bars, far as possible from the water, are preferable. Shorelines of lakes and streambanks are particularly sensitive to disturbance. Keep all campsites at least 200 feet from the nearest lake or stream. Alpine meadows are also very fragile and should be avoided by campers, especially heather and huckleberry meadows. Also camp well away from travel corridors. This will increase your own seclusion and help other parties preserve their wilderness experience.




  When leaving any campsite, be sure that the area is returned to its natural state. Check around the area to be sure that you don’t leave any belongings or litter. Leaves, duff, and twigs should be scattered about to camouflage your tent site and any high foot-traffic areas.




  Campfires




  Even where campfires are allowed, consider doing without one. The sudden cloudbursts found in this part of the country often make dry firewood a scarce commodity. A lightweight stove is a far superior alternative for cooking, and light can be supplied by a flashlight or candle lantern. Remember—within the national park complex, if there is no established fire grate, then fires are not allowed.




  If you build a fire, do so only where downed, dead wood is abundant. Use sticks small enough to be broken by hand, and gather only as much as you need. Keep the fire small and brief. The fire should be built in an existing fire ring or in a fire pan (a metal tray or scrap of flame-resistant canvas under a 6-inch mound of dirt). Do not build new rock fire rings, and dismantle new ones that you find outside designated campsites.




  A fire should never be left unattended, and once it’s out, make sure the ashes are cold. The cold ashes should be scattered; leave the fire ring clean, and pack out any unburned trash.




  Human Waste Disposal




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




  



  



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




  Most of the camping areas in national parks are provided with old-fashioned outhouses. Use these rustic facilities whenever nature calls, and practice minimum-impact disposal techniques where they are unavailable. Increasingly, land managers are asking (and in some places requiring) that people pack out human waste. Boaters on many western rivers have been doing this for years, and mountain climbers are now handed plastic bags for this purpose in several national parks. Thanks to the staff at Yosemite National Park, all backcountry visitors now have a clean, easy, and secure way to join the ranks and pack out waste. It’s called the “poop tube.”




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




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




  If you decide instead to use the cat hole method and bury your waste in the back-country, follow a few simple guidelines:




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




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




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




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




  •Squat and aim for the hole. Deposit used toilet paper in the hole (burning it is unnecessary and risky in dry or windy conditions).




  



  



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




  •It is better to pack out your toilet paper rather than burying it.




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




  Washing




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




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




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




  History and Geology




  The Original Inhabitants




  The first explorers to penetrate the North Cascades were indigenous hunter-gatherers who inhabited the surrounding lowlands and followed the retreat of the Pleistocene glaciers into the mountains. The oldest occupied site dates from 8,400 years before present, and further archaeological evidence indicates an uninterrupted human presence in the North Cascades ever since. These people came here in small groups to hunt mountain goats, elk, deer, and beaver; to fish the abundant salmon and steelhead of the Cascade streams; and to gather berries during the waning days of summer. Ranging from the forested lowlands to the alpine tundra, the earliest humans took advantage of seasonal abundances of plants and wild game. In summer they came to the high country in small groups and left before the coming of winter’s cold winds and heavy snows.




  



  



  These were Neolithic peoples, known for their great skill at knapping edged tools and weapons from native stone. Local deposits of chert and vitrophyre were commonly used by early stone knappers. High-quality obsidian points have also been found in the area. There is no local source for this “volcanic glass”; instead, indigenous peoples traded for the stone, which must have been a sought-after commodity in those times. Obsidian found in the North Cascades has been traced to sources as far away as northern California and Wyoming, indicating that these people were part of a trading network that stretched far to the east and south.




  Today, there are few traces of these original inhabitants. Archaeologists have found widely scattered rock shelters, pits, and rock art, but never have found any evidence of a permanent settlement. Modern visitors are unlikely to come upon any traces of prehistoric peoples in the North Cascades backcountry. If you happen to find evidence of past inhabitants, leave it alone and notify the appropriate rangers. Bear in mind that all artifacts and sites (including stone points) are protected by the American Antiquities Act, a federal law that covers sites and relics of archaeological interest on all public lands. It is illegal to remove or damage artifacts or artwork.




  By the 1800s, the North Cascades were home to a rich assemblage of Native Americans. The Skagit and Nooksack peoples lived west of the range. Their culture depended heavily on salmon, a characteristic that they shared with the Stolo (Chilliwack) and Nlakapamuks (Lower Thompson) tribes of the Fraser River valley in what is now Canada. East of the range were the interior Salish tribes, who hunted on the grasslands there. The tribe known to the French-speaking voyageurs as the Mitois inhabited the Twisp and Methow river valleys, and today they are known as the Methow Indians. Farther south, the Chelan tribe lived at the foot of Lake Chelan. These people, along with the Skagits, pioneered an early route over Cascade Pass that was used for trade in times of peace and by raiding parties in times of conflict.




  Early History




  The first recorded white man to penetrate this forbidding wilderness was Alexander Ross, an Englishman who explored the remote parts of the Pacific Northwest on behalf of the Hudson’s Bay Company. He sought to establish trade contacts with the indigenous tribes and to survey the fur-producing potential of the region. Furbearers were never as abundant here as they were in the Rockies and the boreal forests of the far north, and lifeways of the natives were more strongly focused on salmon fishing than on hunting and trapping. As a result, the North Cascades became a backwater in the fur trade and soon slipped back into obscurity.




  In the 1860s a few enterprising traders tried to punch a pack trail through the range to link Puget Sound with the gold fields of interior British Columbia, but their route was too steep and rough for freight traffic and was soon abandoned. The North Cascades saw a brief flurry of gold prospecting between 1880 and 1900. A few found small fortunes, but most found only hardship and heartbreak. During the early 1900s, sheep ranching became a big business in the Okanogan Valley, and Basque herders emigrated from Spain to shepherd the huge flocks through the timberline meadows on the eastern side of the range. At the same time, timber barons were making fortunes by logging off the ancient stands of coastal forest that once grew in the Cascades’ western foothills. In the heart of the range, however, steep slopes kept the loggers at bay.




  The interior of the North Cascades has maintained its pristine quality because of its forbidding aspect: Its soils are too thin for agriculture, winters too cold and snowy for livestock, slopes too steep for logging, and metal-bearing ores too low-grade for commercial exploitation. In a nation that prized economic growth and “progress” above all else, this country was left alone because it was perceived to be worthless. Today, to a society awash in materialism, the mountains of the North Cascades have become a haven from the excesses of civilization and a last refuge in which to reestablish our ties with the natural world.




  Geology of a Youthful Range




  The North Cascades are merely a small part of a vast mountain chain that stretches unbroken along the western edge of the North American continent, from the tip of Baja California in the south to the Alaska Range, which crowds the Arctic Circle. The mountains have risen during the collision of great continental plates: Here, the Pacific Plate subducts, or dives, beneath the North American Plate. The zone of subduction is still geologically active, with active volcanoes such as Mount Baker and Glacier Peak rising above the lesser peaks, and occasional earthquakes attesting to the ongoing movement of the earth’s crust. The North Cascades are geologically distinct from the more southerly reaches of the range, in that they are typified by large formations of granite and other hard rocks that are resistant to weathering. These peaks of resistant stone have been sculpted by wind, ice, and water into an imposing wall of crags stretching from the center of Washington into southernmost British Columbia.




  The oldest rocks of the formation appear at the western edge of the mountains, remnants of an ancient continental crust. This mélange of igneous and sedimentary rocks crops up in the vicinity of Mount Baker and also forms prominent landmarks of the western foothills, such as Sauk Mountain.




  The heart of the Cascades is made up of a resistant belt of Skagit gneiss that forms many of the most imposing peaks of the range: Mount Redoubt, the Picket Range, Colonial Peak and its neighbors, Mount Logan, and Goode Mountain. The Skagit gneiss is both volcanic and metamorphic in nature. The original metamorphic gneiss was fractured deep in the earth, where superheated water was forced upward through the interstices, turning the surrounding rock into granite.




  To the east of the Skagit gneiss is a belt of younger sedimentary and volcanic rocks, typified by the sandstone ranges of the Pasayten Wilderness and the volcanics found at the base of Hozomeen Mountain and near Easy Pass.




  



  



  About 55 million years ago, a series of magma upwellings led molten rock to flow upward from the earth’s mantle through faults in the crust. Pools of magma cooled below the surface, forming large batholiths of granite. These batholiths were often miles across, and as the weaker rock that overtopped them eroded, the resistant granite was exposed to the weathering of the elements. Today, the granite from these batholiths can be seen in Mount Spickard, Black Peak, and Liberty Bell Mountain.




  During the Pleistocene epoch, vast icefields covered the region, completely burying the North Cascades in glaciers. Only the loftiest peaks rose as nunataks (Inuit for “lonely peaks”) above the ice. The original valleys of the range, formed by erosion that followed faults and bands of weak or shattered bedrock, were deepened by immense glaciers that flowed downvalley, plucking and grinding at the bedrock as they surged. The glaciers planed the valley floors flat, while steepening the valley walls to create a characteristic U-shaped cross section. Mountains that were carved on two sides became knife-edge ridges called arêtes. Later, smaller montane glaciers high on the slopes would scoop out cirques, or natural amphitheaters. Some of these fell away into the deeper and older valleys that had been carved by larger valley glaciers long before, and these became hanging cirques and hanging valleys. Today the headwalls of these hanging basins bear the magnificent waterfalls for which the range is named.




  Forests of the North Cascades




  Below towering crags and glistening icefields, the lowlands of the North Cascades are part of a boreal forest that spans the northern third of the globe. Some of the isolated valleys have not been greatly disturbed in more than a thousand years, and the result is an old-growth community of outstanding diversity. Enormous specimens of coniferous trees can be found in fertile pockets of the bottomland, in stands that took root long before Europeans set foot on the North American continent. Visitors should take time to familiarize themselves with some of the most common trees and plants in order to gain a greater insight into the ecology of this wild mountain ecosystem.




  The coastal forest region has great ecological importance. This area receives abundant rainfall, most of which occurs during winter months. Fertile soils and plentiful moisture create ideal growing conditions for conifers such as western red cedar and western hemlock, which achieve towering proportions in areas that have been spared from clear-cutting. Bigleaf and vine maples, as well as red alder, are the prominent hardwoods. Douglas fir is prevalent in areas with a history of fire.




  East of the divide, lowland forests are determined by frequent droughts and periodic fires that have molded the forest ecosystem for uncounted millennia. In some places, fire has thinned the forest to create a savanna of grassy clearings and isolated trees. Pockets of growth that receive more rainfall are similar to the bottomland forests of the western slope of the mountains.




  Moving up in elevation, a montane forest dominates the lower slopes of the foothills. Western hemlock is dominant west of the Cascades’ crest, and Douglas fir is prevalent east of the divide. Lodgepole pines grow in pure stands on both sides of the range where intense wildfires once leveled the forest. Silver fir and Engelmann spruce make a showing as the montane forest becomes subalpine in character, occupying moist sites that remain undisturbed by fire or other disasters. Near timberline, lingering snows determine the distribution of trees, and the conical mountain hemlock (in the west) and subalpine fir (in the east) predominate. These spire-shaped trees shed winter snows easily by virtue of their slender growth form and downward-sloping branches. Subalpine larch grows on even more wind- and frost-prone sites in the eastern Cascades. It turns bright yellow as it sheds its needles in autumn and weathers the storms of winter in a dormant state. The driest timberline communities east of the divide are dominated by whitebark pine.




  Above timberline (5,500 feet west of the Cascade Crest, and 6,500 feet east of it), plant communities are influenced strongly by minute differences in microclimate. The few conifers that grow here are sculpted into low-growing krummholz formed by windblown ice and snow. Lingering snowfields may promote the growth of water-loving plants such as avalanche lilies or bistort, and in extreme cases may prevent any plants from taking root at all. In contrast, well-drained sites may be as arid as a desert, and only water misers such as shrubby cinquefoil can survive in such places. Other plants, such as phlox and penstemon, specialize in colonizing cracks in the rock itself, where little or no soil is present. In general, timberline habitats in the Cascades are dominated by lush swards dotted with wildflowers, although a kind of alpine desert can be found in places on the eastern side of the mountains.
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  Trail Finder




  Tips for finding the perfect trail to suit your interest.
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The Skagit River—Gateway to the North Cascades






  The broad, green Skagit River, which courses down a fertile valley from thousands of snowfields and a hundred glaciers, was the original thoroughfare into the North Cascades. Trails used by the Skagit tribe became the pack-horse routes of prospectors and, later, a railway to support the building of hydroelectric dams on the river during the 1920s. Modern visitors follow the asphalt ribbon of WA 20, which finally breached the mountain fastness in 1972.




  The Skagit Valley is a broad and lush basin fed by the abundant rains of Puget Sound. It is filled with fruit orchards and dairy farms, and bordered by broad clear-cuts scythed from the forests by an aggressive timber industry. Surrounding the valley are the peripheral ranges of the North Cascades, where a multitude of short trails lead to the mountaintops. The climate here is distinctly maritime; fogs and rainstorms are defining elements of the landscape. Abundant moisture creates ideal growing conditions for conifers, such as mountain hemlock and western red cedar, which attain mighty proportions in isolated pockets that were never logged off. Especially impressive stands occur at Rockport State Park and along the upper reaches of the Baker River Highway. Above timberline are lush meadows guarded by peaks where snowfields linger year-round. There are relatively few developed trails into the high country, though, and these are plagued by crowds on the weekends.




  Because the Skagit Valley is close to both Seattle, Washington, and Vancouver, British Columbia, it receives quite a bit of weekend tourism. Many visitors never venture far from their cars, and the short hikes in the surrounding mountains are well-suited to the tight schedules of a whirlwind tour. Seek out the National Park Service ranger station at Marblemount, which is the information center for day hikes and back-country excursions in the North Cascades National Park complex. This is where most backcountry permits are issued. Interpretive displays and presentations can be found at the large visitor center just south of Newhalem. Visitors approaching from the west can also obtain information at the joint forest service‒park service station at Sedro-Woolley. The towns of Burlington and Mount Vernon provide all the services of a modern city, while a more limited selection of supplies can be found at Concrete and Marblemount. Rockport has gas and a country store, while Newhalem is a company town built by Seattle City Light for its dam workers and has only a small mercantile store.


[image: Mount Baker from the top of Sauk Mountain]




  Car campers will find public camping at Rockport State Park as well as large park campgrounds outside Newhalem. There are a number of forest service campgrounds along the Baker River Highway, a paved thoroughfare that originates west of Concrete, and along the Cascade River Road, a gravel trunk road that runs southeast from Marblemount. User fees are now in effect for all trailheads that fall within the Mount Baker–Snoqualmie National Forest.





  




  



  
1Sauk Mountain





  A half-day hike to Sauk Mountain, 4.2 miles round-trip, or a day hike or short backpack to Sauk Lake, 6.2 miles round-trip.




  Best season: Mid-May to mid-October; Sauk Lake opens mid-June.




  Difficulty: Moderate.




  Elevation gain: 1,040 feet to Sauk Mountain


 Elevation loss: 1,170 feet to Sauk Lake




  Maximum elevation: 5,541 feet at the summit of Sauk Mountain


 Topo maps: Sauk Mountain; Lake Shannon.


 Jurisdiction: Mount Baker–Snoqualmie National Forest




  Finding the trailhead: Follow WA 20 to Rockport State Park, just west of Rockport. Drive north on Sauk Mountain Road, an improved gravel road that winds upward for 8 miles to the trailhead.
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