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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the author 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 author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input!
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Introduction


What Is a “Best Easy” Day Hike?

One of the beauties of hiking is that there are hikes for virtually anyone, whether beginner or experienced, overnight backpacker or day-tripper. Of all the hiking I’ve done over the past fifty years, the hikes in this book are my favorite easy day hikes in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness.


Best Easy Day Hikes Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness is a companion volume to my more comprehensive guidebook Hiking the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, which covers every trail in the Beartooths and most in the Absaroka Range, including quite a few that are neither “best” nor “easy.” Best East Day Hikes Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness includes only short, modestly strenuous hikes that are my recommendations for the nicest easy day hikes in this magnificent wilderness.


These hikes vary in length—most are short, and a few are moderate in length. With a few exceptions, none have seriously big hills, and those that do have a steep upgrade are short. In other words, there are no long hikes with big hills. All hikes are on easy-to-follow trails, and with one exception (Hellroaring Plateau, Hike 14), there are no off-trail sections.


Some of the hikes in this book may seem challenging to some hikers but easy to others. To help you select the right hike, I’ve ranked the hikes from easiest to hardest. Please keep in mind that short does not always equal easy. Other factors, such as elevation gain and trail conditions, have to be considered.


I hope you thoroughly enjoy your “best easy” hiking in one of America’s finest hiking areas.


—Bill Schneider






Two Wildernesses in One

The magnificent Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness is split into two distinctly different regions. The Beartooths get most of the fame and attract legions of hikers. Locally called the Beartooth Plateau, this high-altitude, lake-strewn uplift has a wonderful system of well-traveled trails, some starting at high elevation along the scenic Beartooth Highway. The Absaroka Range is a more typical western mountain range that doesn’t have as good a trail system but still offers some terrific hiking—though not as many Best Easy Day Hikes.





A Short Season for Hiking

More than most hiking areas, the Beartooth Plateau has a short hiking season. The high-elevation area usually remains covered with snow into July, and even in July, there is so much water and so many lingering snowbanks, hikers can plan on having soaked feet most of the day. The “prime time” to go hiking here is from late July through early September. The Absaroka Range has a slightly longer hiking season: early July through September.





Watch the Weather

The Absaroka Range and the Beartooths are widely known for unpredictable weather, and this usually means bad weather. It can snow any day of the year in these mountains. Even while on short day hikes, carefully watch the weather, and always be prepared with warm clothing and raingear.






Mosquito Haven

If the conditions are just right (wrong?), the Absaroka-Beartooth can almost disappear under the clouds of mosquitoes, so be prepared with bug dope and mosquito netting. Early frosts sometimes knock down the mosquito population, so hiking later in the season (mid August and early September) might mean fewer bugs.










How to Use This Guide


Types of Hikes

Three types of hikes are described in this book:


Loop: You start and finish at the same trailhead, with no (or very little) retracing of your steps.


Shuttle: This point-to-point trip 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: You travel to a specific destination, then retrace your steps back to the trailhead.





Map Sense

The Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness has several options for maps, and good maps are essential to any wilderness trip. Maps help you find routes and “stay found.” Plus, many hikers would not want to miss out on the unending joy of mindlessly whittling away untold hours staring at a map and wondering what the world looks like here and there.


For trips into the Absaroka-Beartooth, there are at least three excellent maps covering the entire wilderness:



	
The Forest Service Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness map, which is currently somewhat outdated, but a new version is in the works. Until the new map comes out, a good alternative is the Gallatin National Forest Central map, which will also soon be replaced by a new map covering the recently combined Custer Gallatin National Forest.

	
The Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness map published by Beartooth Publishing of Bozeman, Montana.

	The Trails Illustrated/National Geographic Maps (East and West) covering the entire wilderness.



For more detailed maps covering parts of the wilderness, usually in larger scale and with more detail:



	US Geological Survey (USGS) topographic maps.

	A series of six topo maps published by Rocky Mountain Survey (RMS), a private company in Billings, Montana, designed especially for serious hikers and anglers.

	Ranger district maps published by the Forest Service.






The Vehicle You Need to Reach the Trailheads

Usually this isn’t a huge problem, but in the Absaroka-Beartooth, it can be, especially to access the Hellroaring Plateau trailhead, which almost requires an ATV to reach, but at the minimum a four-wheel-drive, high-clearance vehicle with low-range gearing and the four-wheeling expertise to go with it. Other trailheads have bumpy, dusty roads but are accessible with any vehicle: Glacier Lake, West Rosebud, East Rosebud, and all the trailheads in the West Fork of Rock Creek. To reach the West Stillwater Trailhead, you’d feel more comfortable with a 4WD, but with care, you can make it with any vehicle. The rest of the trailheads are on paved roads.





For More Information

The Forest Service is the best source of information on the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness. Unfortunately, with four ranger districts managing parts of this wilderness, the exact areas of management can be confusing. Also, some trails go from one ranger district to another. The best approach is to contact the ranger district closest to the trailhead you intend to use.


Call or write the ranger districts at the following addresses:


Custer Gallatin National


Forest


Beartooth Ranger District


6811 Highway 212


Red Lodge, MT 59068


(406) 446-2103


Custer Gallatin National


Forest


Gardiner Ranger District


805 Scott St.


Gardiner, MT 59030


(406) 848-7375


Custer Gallatin National


Forest


Yellowstone Ranger District


5242 Highway 89 South


Livingston, MT 59047


(406) 222-1892


Shoshone National Forest


Clarks Fork, Greybull,


Wapiti Ranger District


203A Yellowstone Ave.


Cody, WY 82414


(307) 527-6241





Zero Impact

Going into a wilderness area is like visiting a famous museum. You obviously do not want to leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If everybody going through the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would quickly be destroyed—and of what value is a big building full of trashed art? The same goes for a pristine wilderness such as the Absaroka-Beartooth, which is as magnificent as any masterpiece by any artist. If we all left just one little mark on the landscape, the wilderness would soon be despoiled.


A wilderness can accommodate human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for everybody who follows. All wilderness users have a responsibility to know and follow the rules of zero-impact hiking and camping. An important source of these guidelines, including the most updated research, can be found in the book Leave No Trace.


Nowadays most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some aren’t aware that they have poor manners. Often their actions are dictated by the outdated habits of a past generation of campers who cut green boughs for evening shelters, built campfires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the 1950s these “camping rules” may have been acceptable. But they leave long-lasting scars, and today such behavior is absolutely unacceptable. The wilderness is shrinking, and the number of users is mushrooming. More and more camping areas show unsightly signs of heavy use.


Consequently, a new code of ethics is growing out of the necessity of coping with the unending waves of people who want a perfect wilderness experience. Today, we all must leave no clues that we have gone before. Canoeists can look behind the canoe and see no trace of their passing. Hikers, mountain bikers, and four-wheelers should have the same goal. Enjoy the wilderness, but leave no trace of your visit.



Three Zero-Impact Principles



	Leave with everything you brought in.

	Leave no sign of your visit.

	Leave the landscape as you found it.






Most of us know better than to litter in or out of the wilderness. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at the campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, flip tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also, pick up any trash that others leave behind.


Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail.


Don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, or wild-flowers. The next person wants to see them, too.


Avoid making loud noises that may disturb others. Remember, sound travels easily to the other side of the lake. Be courteous.


Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep, and pack out used toilet paper. Keep human waste at least 300 feet from any water source.


Finally, and perhaps most importantly, strictly follow the pack-in/pack-out rule. If you carry something into the back-country, consume it or carry it out.


Make zero impact—and put your ear to the ground in the wilderness and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.





Have a Safe Trip

Scouts have been guided for decades by what is perhaps the best single piece of safety advice: Be prepared! For starters, this means carrying survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, compass, and topographic map—and knowing how to use them.


Perhaps the second-best piece of safety advice is to tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return. Pilots file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on the map should do the same. File your “flight plan” with a friend or relative before taking off.
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