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  Hiking Missoula




  Missoula is rich in character and diversity with a wide variety of museums, art galleries, boutiques, restaurants, a university, musical and cultural events, as well as being encircled by picturesque scenery and a huge network of hiking trails. The town was first settled in the 1 860s. It grew rapidly as a mining and logging center with the arrival of the railroad. It is now the third largest city in Montana and an active university town. A beautiful historic commercial district with turn-of-the-century architecture lines the downtown streets. The historic residential district spreads outward to the university. The University of Montana, on the banks of the Clark Fork River, is located near the base of Mount Sentinel by the mouth of Hellgate Canyon.




  Missoula sits at the hub of five merging valleys at an elevation of 3,200 feet. The town is surrounded by mountains—the Bitterroot Range to the south, the Mission Range to the north, the Blackfoot and Hellgate Ranges to the east, and the Missoula Range to the west. Three major rivers—the Bitterroot, the Blackfoot, and the Clark Fork—run through or are within a few miles of the city. A short distance in any direction leads to national forests and wilderness areas.




  The two-million-acre Lolo National Forest surrounds Missoula. The national forest has an abundance of wildlife, including black bear, grizzly, moose, deer, big horn sheep, mountain goats, wolves, and elk. The forest also has 350,000 acres of winter elk range. The land is rich with ponderosa pine, lodgepole pine, Douglas fir, subalpine fir, and western larch. The Lolo National Forest provides access into four wilderness areas and a variety of recreational areas. Within four miles of town are the Pattee Canyon Recreation Area, the Blue Mountain Recreation Area, and the Rattlesnake National Recreation Area. Much of the area is set aside for preservation as wilderness.




  Rattlesnake Creek, Missoula’s watershed, flows southward into the city through Rattlesnake Canyon’s narrow valley floor. The drainage is fed by more than fifty smaller creeks. Within this area are several trailheads and a network of interconnecting trails. The trails run from gulches to mountain ridges, through alpine and subalpine landscape. The glacially carved topography is home to 7,000-foot summits, hanging valleys, cirques, and more than 30 lakes.




  To the south of Missoula, along Highway 93, is the Bitterroot Valley. The Bitterroot River carved this wide valley that sits at an elevation of 3,000 feet. The fertile valley is nestled between two mountain ranges—the Bitterroot Mountains and the Sapphire Mountains.




  The dramatic Bitterroot Mountains line the west side of the valley. The Bitterroots straddle the Continental Divide and form the Montana-Idaho border. The northern end of the range runs through Montana’s wettest areas, receiving more than 100 inches of moisture annually. The Bitterroot Range is known for its jagged 9,000-foot granite peaks and deep canyons. Creeks run down 1 4 major canyons, fed from the alpine lakes above. Precipitous canyon walls rise 5,000 feet from the valley floor in only three miles. The Bitterroot National Forest covers the range, encompassing 1.6 million acres. About half the forest is protected wilderness area. The Bitterroot Mountains have an extensive 1 ,600-mile trail system, including the Nez Perce Trail (route of the tragic flight in 1 877) and the historic Lewis and Clark Trail.




  To the east of the Bitterroot Valley are the molten slopes of the Sapphire Mountains. The remote Sapphire Range has 98,000 acres of designated wilderness, including the Welcome Creek Wilderness. With narrow canyons and steep ridges, the main artery of the Welcome Creek Wilderness is Rock Creek, a blue-ribbon trout fishing creek.




  To the northeast of Missoula, along Highway 83, is the glacially carved Seeley-Swan Valley. This ten-mile wide corridor extends for eighty miles with two beautiful rivers—the Clearwater River flowing southward and the Swan River flowing northward. The valley is bordered to the west for thirty miles by the majestic snow-capped Mission Mountains. To the valley’s east is the Swan Mountain Range, offering access into the Bob Marshall Wilderness, the Scapegoat Wilderness, and the Great Bear Wilderness. Along the valley and its bordering mountain ranges are hundreds of pristine lakes. With over 400 miles of hiking trails, dozens of campgrounds, resorts, guest ranches, and easy access to the back country, the Seeley-Swan Valley is a recreational haven.
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  The trailheads are located within a 1 05-mile radius of Missoula (although most are much closer). All hikes can be completed during the day. Many trails, of course, continue for miles, connecting to a network of trails across the mountains. A quick glance at the hikes’ summaries will allow you to choose a hike that is appropriate to your ability and desire. An overall map on the next page identifies the general locations of the hikes and major access roads. Several other regional maps in this book, as well as maps for each hike, provide the essential details. Relevant commercial maps are listed under the hikes’ statistics if you wish to explore more of the area. A good selection includes the Beartooth Publishing: Missoula/Hamilton/Lost Trail Pass map, the Lolo National Forest map, Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness map, Flathead National Forest map, Rattlesnake Wilderness map, and the U.S.G.S. topographic maps (all published by the U.S. Forest Service). CGM Services produces the Missoula Bike Map that details the best bike routes within the city. Pick up a copy of the Missoulian Hike Bike Run guide for a quick overview of the trails around the city.




  Even though these trails are described as day hikes, some of the trails involve serious backcountry hiking. Reference the hiking statistics listed at the top of each page for an approximation of difficulty, and match the hikes to your ability. Hiking times are calculated for continuous hiking. Allow extra time for exploration. Feel free to hike farther than these day hike suggestions, but be sure to carry additional topographic maps and supplies. Use good judgement about your capabilities, and be prepared with adequate clothing and supplies.




  The elevation for these hikes may be as high as 8,000 feet. Be aware that the increased elevation affects your stamina. Weather conditions undoubtedly change throughout the day and seasons. It is imperative to wear warm, layered clothing, especially when hiking up to higher elevations. Snacks, water, and a basic first aid kit are a must. Both black and grizzly bears inhabit the region, so wear a bear bell and hike in a group whenever possible. Some preparation and forethought will help ensure a safe, enjoyable, and memorable hike.




  [image: To Coeur DșAlene and Spokane Ninemile Rd FLATHEAD INDIAN RESERVATION Cha-paa-qn Ninemile Cr. Edith Pk Charity Pk Triangle Pk McLeod Pk Murphy Pk Stuart Pk Stark Mtn 46-50 Ninemile Ranger Station Frenchtown 200 90 45 93 Mullan Rd Williams Pk Cache Saddle Rhodes Pk Petty Creek Rd Martin Pt Fish Creek Rd 44 10-15 Jumbo Highway 12 GRAVE CREEK RANGE Missoula 37-43 Blue Mtn Rec. Area 489 525 343 54-55 Mt Sentinel Pattee Area White Mtn Lolo Creek 12 Lolo 51 Miller Pk Granite Pk 56-57 58 Lolo Hot Springs 93 Skookum Butte Lolo Peak Sweeney Pk Lee Metcalf Wild lifeRefuge 59 60 61 Rocky Pt Lolo Pass Pyramid Buttes Bass Pk Heavenly Twins Florence Cleveland MtnJoseph Pk 12 Stevensville Ranger Station Stevensville 62 69 70-72 63-65 Lochs a St. Mary Pk To Lewiston Powell Ranger Station 74 75 76 77 73 Gash Pt Victor Montana-Idaho state line Bitterroot River 93 Totem Pk Mill Pt 289 203 Bitterroot Valley map (Hikes 66-85) 78 Corvallis 10 MILES 79 Blodgett Mtn 10 KILOMETERS 80 81 Hamilton 82-84 66-68 Canyon Pk 85 To Salmon Master Map To Swan Lake Seeley 93-102 Seeley L. Triangle Pk Rattlesnake Natșl. Rec. Area Welcome Creek Wilderness To Great Falls 83 Murphy Pk Stuart Pk Clearwater Jct. 4323 1-2 Mineral Pk 2103 Rattler 91-92 90 86 87 88 Sheep Mtn Blackfoot 10-15 Mt Jumbo 200 Bonner Sentinel Kalispell Flathead L. Swan Lake Seeley Lake 287 Polson 93 83 200 90 200 Missoula Lolo 90 Helena 12 93 1 Hamilton 15 Anaconda Deer Lodge 15 90 Pattee Canyon Rec. Area 90 To Helena and Butte Miller Pk Clark Fork Cleveland Mtn Sliderock Mtn Grizzly Pt SAPPHIRE MOUNTAINS 89 Stevensville Ranger Pt Rock Creek Quigg Pk MAP of the HIKES MISSOULA and VICINITY]




  [image: HIKES 1-21 To West Fork Gold Creek To Blue Point and Sheep Mountain Marshall Ski Area 1-2 2 MILES 3 KILOMETERS Poe Meadow Rattlesnake NATIONAL RECREATION AREA Rattlesnake NATIONAL RECREATION AREA Main Rattlesnake Corridor 10 4 3 To Stuart Peak 4,541șgd5,746ș Curry Cabin Sawmill Gulch Sawmill Gulch Rd. Woods Gulch 21Marshall Canyon Rd F.S. 2122 Speedway Broadway St Duncan Dr Greenough Dr HIKES 1-21 Northeast Missoula Rattlesnake National Recreation Area Mount Jumbo North Hills To Butte To Butte Missoula East Missoula To CoeurdșAlene 9090 Van Buren St Rattlesnake Dr Rattlesnake Dr 4,768ș4, 546ș4, 425ș4, 451ș MOUNT JUMBO Broadway St Broadway St Higgins Higgins U of MClark Fork R. Woods Gulch Marshall Cr. LoloStMain JUMBOREC. AREA NORTH HILLS OPEN SPACE Rattlesnake Area Milltown DamLincoln Hills Dr NORTH HILLS 200 homestead Greenough Park Randolph Hill2 KILOMETERS HELLGATE CANYON HELLGATE Madison EXIT 105 EXIT 104 107209]




  




  
1. Boulder Point and Boulder Lake





  RATTLESNAKE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA




  

    Hiking distance: 10 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 6 hours




    Elevation gain: 1,700 feet




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Wapiti Lake




    Beartooth Publishing: Missoula, Hamilton, Lost Trail Pass


    U.S.F.S. Rattlesnake Nat’l. Recreation Area and Wilderness


    Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness map


  




  Boulder Point is perched atop 7,293-foot cliffs in the Gold Creek area of the Upper Rattlesnake Wilderness. Boulder Point was the site of a fire lookout until 2003, when the Mineral/Primm Fire reduced it to a few charred remains. From this summit is a spectacular view of Boulder Lake, the Gold Creek drainage, and a view across the forested wilderness to the Mission Mountains. Past the point, the trail continues steeply down the cliffs to Boulder Lake. This 109-acre alpine lake is the largest among more than 30 lakes in the Rattlesnake Wilderness. The lake sits in a forested cirque and is the source of Gold Creek, a tributary of the Blackfoot River. The Boulder Lake Trail leads to both Boulder Point and Boulder Lake. En route, the trail winds through open meadows, lodgepole and alpine forests, burn areas from the Mineral/Primm Fire, and crosses two creeks.
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  To the trailhead




  From Missoula, drive 4 miles east on I-90, and exit onto Highway 200 East (Exit 109). Continue 10.5 miles to signed Gold Creek Road (Forest Service Road 126). Turn left and drive 6 miles to posted Forest Service Road 2103. Veer left and go 5.1 miles to Forest Service Road 4323, signed for the West Fork Gold Creek Trailhead. Turn left and continue 5.5 miles to the signed trailhead. Park in the pullouts on either side of the road.




  The hike




  From the trailhead kiosk, head north, passing through a skeleton forest from the wildfire of 2003. Descend to a major fork of the West Fork of Gold Creek. Cross downfall logs over the creek, and head up the rock-dotted hill. Pass through flower-filled meadows with burned tree stumps and a young forest of pines and firs. At 1.7 miles, cross a second feeder stream on downfall logs. Continue to a defunct road at 2 miles. Veer left on the road, and walk 400 yards to a distinct cairn on the left. Go left on the trail, and enter a lodgepole pine forest. At 2.6 miles is a junction marked by a sign posted on a tree. The Gold Creek Trail continues straight ahead, leading to Gold Creek Meadows and Fly Lake.




  For this hike, bear left, staying on the Boulder Lake Trail. Steadily ascend the mountain, gaining 600 feet over the next mile to the signed Rattlesnake Wilderness boundary. Continue climbing on the rocky path to the edge of the cliffs, with a near-vertical drop into the Gold Creek drainage. Follow the cliff edge less than a quarter mile to a signed fork. The main trail leads to the water’s edge of Boulder Lake. For now, bear right and follow the spine of the mountain as the path fades in and out. The footpath ends at Boulder Point, offering a spectacular view of Boulder Lake 800 feet below. After savoring the expansive views, return to the junction.




  To continue 1.2 miles to Boulder Lake, go to the right and gently descend northwest. Curve right and weave sharply down to the edge of the forested lake. Return by retracing your route. [image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]




  




  
2. West Fork Gold Creek Trail to Primm Lake and Rattlesnake Creek





  RATTLESNAKE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA




  

    Hiking distance: 3.6 miles round trip to Primm Lake




    6.6 miles round trip to Rattlesnake Creek




    Hiking time: 2 hours to Primm Lake




    4 hours to Rattlesnake Creek




    Elevation gain: 200 feet to Primm Lake;




    1,100 feet to Rattlesnake Creek




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Wapiti Lake




    Beartooth Publishing: Missoula, Hamilton, Lost Trail Pass


    U.S.F.S. Rattlesnake Nat’l. Recreation Area and Wilderness


    Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness map


  




  The glacially carved Rattlesnake Mountains form the northern backdrop of Missoula Valley. The head waters of the West Fork Gold Creek begin at the northern base of 7,447-foot Mineral Peak in the upper Rattlesnake Wilderness. The West Fork Gold Creek Trail traverses the north slope of the creek drainage to Primm Lake. The tree-lined alpine lake rests in a scenic depression at the foot of Mineral Peak. From the lake, the trail zippers down the east wall of Rattlesnake Canyon to Rattlesnake Creek in a stunningly gorgeous setting of towering cliffs and giant larch trees.




  To the trailhead




  From Missoula, drive 4 miles east on I-90, and exit onto Highway 200 East (Exit 109). Continue 10.5 miles to signed Gold Creek Road (Forest Service Road 126). Turn left and drive 6 miles to posted Forest Service Road 2103. Veer left and go 5.1 miles to Forest Service Road 4323, signed for the West Fork Gold Creek Trailhead. Turn left and continue 5.5 miles to the signed trailhead. Park in the pullouts on either side of the road.




  The hike




  From the trailhead kiosk, take the signed West Fork Gold Creek Trail on the south side of the road. The footpath gently descends through an open landscape dotted with pines. The fire lookout atop Mineral Peak can be seen to the south. Gently lose elevation through a lodgepole pine forest on the northern slope of the West Fork Gold Creek Canyon. Weave through the quiet of the old forest. Skirt around the north side of a wetland meadow. Heading west, hop across the West Fork of Gold Creek. At 1.3 miles, enter the signed Rattlesnake Wilderness. Continue downhill, reaching the north end of Primm Lake at 1.8 miles. Follow the shoreline to the west side of the lake. This is a good turn-around spot for a 3.6-mile hike.




  To extend the hike to Rattlesnake Creek, veer away from the Primm Lake area and begin the descent. Leave the Rattlesnake Wilderness 0.6 miles from the lake. Zigzag down the east Rattlesnake Canyon wall, losing 600 additional feet in elevation to the end of the trail at a junction with the Rattlesnake Trail and Rattlesnake Creek. The canyon bottom is lined with stands of giant larch trees and surrounded by towering cliffs. This is the turn-around point for a 6.6-mile hike.




  This trail junction is located 11.6 miles north of the main corridor parking lot at the north end of Missoula (Hike 3). The trail to the main corridor parallels Rattlesnake Creek the entire distance. [image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]
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3. Main Rattlesnake Corridor





  RATTLESNAKE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA




  

    Hiking distance: 6 miles round trip




    Hiking time: 3 hours




    Elevation gain: 400 feet




    Maps: U.S.G.S. Northeast Missoula




    Beartooth Publishing: Missoula, Hamilton, Lost Trail Pass


    Rattlesnake Nat’l. Recreation Area and Wilderness map


  




  The Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness, part of the Lolo National Forest, encompasses 61,000 acres north of the Missoula city limits. The area offers many hiking options just a few miles from town. The recreation area contains 28,000 acres, while 33,000 acres are protected as wilderness. This spectacular area has sweeping mountains, hanging valleys, and lake-filled basins. Eight separate trailheads provide access to a web of interconnecting trails.
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