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Collage: Mount Baker and Twin Sisters to the right are seen from Squalicum Harbor in Bellingham Bay.
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Mount Baker in summer. TIM PILGRIM
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Nooksack Falls, along the North Fork of the Nooksack River, is just 0.33 mile off Mount Baker Highway, where it splits and drops 88 feet into a deep rocky canyon.
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Kayaking is one of the most popular water sports in Washington, as seen here on Bellingham Bay.





[image: fig_vii_5.jpg]
Sunrise skies near Sprague on I-90 outside Spokane. TIM PILGRIM
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Called the most photographed mountain in the world, Mount Shuksan is reflected in Picture Lake in late summer. TIM PILGRIM










Introduction

We first fell in love with Washington during a driving vacation in the winter of 1970. The infinite variety of gray tones in the sky, the incessant drizzle, the teddy-bear-tummy-look of the rolling forests of the west, the endless wheat fields of the east, and the surprisingly chipper nature of the people, all combined to give the impression that human life in Washington was the life of nature, the life of the wondrous outdoors. Many years of living here have proved those first impressions true.


Southeastern Washington, including the Palouse hills south of Spokane, is actually the northern end of the Great American Desert. For several million years, no trees have grown in the region, where the annual rainfall is less than 12 inches. But that meager rainfall adds up quickly to form the mighty Columbia River, whose drainage basin blankets 260,000 square miles that range over 10 degrees of latitude. The Columbia Plateau extends eastward across the southern two-thirds of the state from the volcanic Cascade Mountains to beyond the border with Idaho. Native Americans of the plateau lived as hunters and gatherers for 10,000 years in this land of strong contrasts. Their encyclopedic knowledge of the different environments was their main survival tool. Through all this land, the Columbia River winds like a dropped bootlace, flowing in all directions of the compass. Because of all the dams, vast sections of the river are actually lakes. Several of this book’s drives will take you along far reaches of the Columbia, and even across it on two ferries.


Western Washington’s rain, in spite of its distressing reputation, is not really all that much. Seattle gets about 39 inches per year, which is less than New York (46.6 inches), Miami (61.72 inches), and Houston (60.70 inches). In the “rain shadow” of the Olympic Peninsula, the town of Sequim (pronounced Squim) gets 16.51 inches of rain per year, and some of the San Juan Islands get around 29. The mountains that cause this near dryness, the Olympics, absorb the southwesterly brunt of Pacific storms by getting up to 150 inches per year.


A favored activity for some hardy people is storm watching on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula coast. The experience is an actual tourism draw, as travelers pull their rigs into coastal campgrounds and Seattle weekenders rent cottages and lodge rooms all for the sake of experiencing the brutal beauty of a winter storm.


The rainforest growth that results from this precipitation is a sight to behold. There are as many shades of green in the forest as there are shades of gray in the sky. Mosses and lichens grow thick and luxurious, both on the trees and on the ground, providing abundant food for the wildlife that live in Olympic National Park. The thick forest canopy blocks so much light, even on sunny days, that in places the forest floor seems to be in perpetual twilight.


The wilds of Washington’s Cascade Mountains are made accessible to everyone via three east–west highways, each one a scenic drive in this book. Whether you prefer to get out the binoculars at a breathtaking overlook or pack in from a highway trailhead on the Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail, there seems to be no end to the great viewing opportunities. In the North Cascades, which include North Cascades National Park, there was no paved cross-mountain road until 1972. Even now, that North Cascades Highway, SR 20, is closed by snow four to six months a year due to avalanche danger. Because much of SR 20 cuts through the park, that drive is one of the most pristine imaginable. The Cascades are young and their peaks jagged. Glaciers flow in all directions, supplying unbelievably beautiful mountain lakes and streams. The National Park Service wants to maintain the surroundings in as natural a state as possible; as a consequence, the only traveler services along one 80-mile stretch are a few campgrounds. The other two east–west Washington highways across the Cascades, US 2 and I-90, pass through the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest. Running north to south in the Cascades and its drainage areas, the national forest has 1.7 million acres. Even with 40 percent of it set aside as wilderness areas, there are still more than 1,400 miles of trails for public use. These include trails for hikers, mountain bikers, cross-country skiers, and snowmobilers. Many of these are easily accessed by the cross-mountain highways.


The beauties of Washington’s mountain drives are more than enough to satisfy the most experienced traveler. Swiftly moving streams fall away on all sides, rock walls jut straight up from the roadside, forest canopy hangs entirely over the road in some places, and in the fall the changing of the leaves in the mountain passes gives off a near-neon glow. These mountain highways are open all year, but winter drivers are reminded that all this wild and rugged nature so close at hand comes at a price, and avalanches can stop traffic for a few days each winter. The Cascades get a lot of snow—the Mount Baker Ski Area averages 641 inches per year, the most of any ski area in the country.


Mount Rainier National Park and Mount St. Helens National Volcanic Monument have terrain and activities suitable for everyone. It would be tough to exhaust the rangers’ and volunteers’ knowledge of the areas, but if you do, they know where you can find out more. Be sure to charge your camera or phone and keep them ready, because the photo opportunities are unlimited. Each bend in the road reveals a new and striking scene, whether it is an elk taking an afternoon nap in the mudflow valley below Mount St. Helens, or an immense wall of perpendicular columnar basalt across the gorge, with Mount Rainier in the background. You
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Sol Duc Falls on the Olympic Peninsula is a popular destination for visitors.
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Late-afternoon vista of a quiet Lake Chelan. TIM PILGRIM




can drive through or around Mount Rainier National Park in a day and gain a real sense of the spectacular scope and grandeur of this semi-untouched part of the world. Since Mount Rainier has become such a popular tourist attraction, timed-entry reservations must be made to visit in busy months, so make sure to check the website for current information.


Only serious hikers, packers, and skiers venture far beyond the few available roads through the wilderness. They soon learn just how primitive the Washington wilds can be. For the rest of us, Washington has 140 state parks, most with campgrounds and many that are designated for day use only. The state’s public lands are guardians of these wilds, with their snowcapped peaks, glaciers, alpine lakes, cascading rivers, and conifer-blanketed hills and valleys that seem to go on forever.


Note: With the loss of federal funding to the park system, access roads and parks could be closed. Check conditions before setting out.



Safety

Much of western Washington is mountain territory—remote and not always with roadside services nearby. Be sure your car has plenty of gas and oil, has a full battery charge, and is in good repair. Take along some spare provisions beyond the spare tire—water, food, warm clothes, boots, rain gear, and even a backpack shovel. That’s all the stuff Steve used to carry in his car when he was a volunteer on the Mount Baker Ski Patrol. He was always ready for anything in the mountains, and in many years didn’t need any of it. But one never knows.






How to Use This Guide

As the locator map shows, some drives can be linked together for a more extensive trip. This is especially true on the Olympic Peninsula, in central Washington near Chelan and Leavenworth, and in the northeastern part of the state. Most drives can easily be covered in a day, but a few, notably the Olympic Peninsula, could require two or more days. Of course, all the drives offer lots of discoveries and out-of-vehicle experiences to tempt you into pulling off the road for a closer inspection and perhaps a memorable adventure or two. The chapters give suggestions along the way, and campgrounds are clearly indicated on the maps and in the chapter introductions.


The drives here are all on well-paved roads, with the exception of Drive 5 (Mountain Loop Highway) and Drive 7 (Ice Caves Route). Those two drives involve some unpaved Forest Service roads, but they are quite well maintained. The worst hazard might be dust from vehicles in front. If you have any doubt about road conditions, always check with the local ranger station.


More information about attractions on these drives is available from parks, communities, and business and travel bureaus eager to tempt you with maps, brochures, and answers to your questions. Refer to each chapter’s “For more information” section and the Appendix for names, addresses, phone numbers, and URLs. Please check ahead for charging stations as their availability continues to change.


In our view, the best experiences on road trips come from human exchanges—from talking with local people. These are the experiences to remember: the after-the-lecture chat with the park ranger, coffee with some local folks at the downtown lunch counter, or idle conversation with shopkeepers on a slow day. When prompted, people love to tell their stories, and there is more to be learned from listening than from any amount of talking. Enjoy your scenic Washington drives.



[image: fig_xv_1.jpg]
Table Mountain as seen across the valley from the Heather Meadows Visitor Center, a popular spot for hikers to park and head out on numerous surrounding trails.
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A collage of features along your drives : Hundreds of rabbits used to live on the grounds of Rocky Reach Dam, where visitors would toss them lettuce. The rabbits have since been moved to an animal sanctuary (Drive 21).
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Bavarian maiden mural on a Leavenworth wall (Drive 15).
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Legendary sports store in Leavenworth (Drive 15).
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Stitched brollys decorate downtown Skykomish Park (Drive 15).
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Pacific Northwest artist Tony Angell’s bronze sculpture The Ravens on the grounds of Sleeping Lady Mountain Resort (Drive 15).
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Mount Baker Highway


	
General description: A 60-mile drive from Nugents Corner to Artist Point through pastoral farmland and dense mountainside forest to an inspirational viewpoint showcasing Mount Shuksan and Mount Baker.

	
Special attractions: Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, Mount Baker Wilderness, Mount Baker Ski Area, Artist Point, hiking, camping, fishing, river rafting.

	
Location: Northwest corner of Washington.

	
Highway number: SR 542.

	
Travel season: The road is open as far as the Mount Baker Ski Area year-round, but four-wheel drive or traction devices may be required from Nov through Mar. The final few miles, past the ski area to Artist Point, while paved, are usually open only from July through Oct, depending on snow conditions.

	
Camping: There are two Forest Service campgrounds on the highway and one group reservation site. Many other camping possibilities exist along the numerous wilderness access roads and trails. No overnight camping is allowed at the ski area’s Heather Meadows.

	
Services: The last gas and charging stations are in Maple Falls, about 32 miles before the eastern end of the highway at Artist Point. Both Maple Falls and Glacier have lodging, restaurants, and groceries.

	
Nearby attractions: Silver Lake Park (a 411-acre Whatcom County park open year-round), Nooksack Falls, Nook-sack Salmon Hatchery.

	
For more information: Mount Baker Ski Area, Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, Outdoor Recreation Information Center, Mount Baker Ranger District, Glacier Public Service Center, Bellingham Whatcom County Tourism, Whatcom County Parks (see Appendix).




Mount Baker Highway
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The Drive

The 60-mile Mount Baker Highway winds eastward from I-5 in Bellingham, alongside the North Fork of the Nooksack River. It passes through pastoral farmland, small towns, and dense rainforests before climbing past the Mount Baker Ski Area to Artist Point and inspirational views of Mount Baker, Mount Shuksan, the North Cascades, and the Canadian Coast Range.



[image: fig_3_1.jpg]
Mount Baker in summer as seen from Artist Point.



The scenic drive itself begins where Mount Baker Highway crosses the Nooksack River at Nugents Corner, Milepost 11 on SR 542. While Mount Baker itself may have been visible up to now, the approaching foothills beyond the town of Deming block the view until much later in the drive.

The Nooksack have a small reservation in Deming, whose casino alongside Mount Baker Highway has been very popular with Canadian visitors, who have contributed up to 40 percent of the retail economy of northern Washington. Deming is also home to the annual early June Deming Logging Show and Loggerodeo.

About 0.5 mile after Milepost 16, on the right, Mosquito Lake Road heads south from the tiny town of Welcome. During January and February, a 1-mile detour here will give you the best chance to see eagles on the lookout for spawning salmon. Mosquito Lake Road crosses the North Fork of the Nooksack River here, and the bridge is a good vantage point. Up to 100 bald eagles winter along the North Fork. Mount Baker Highway, following the North Fork, crosses mudflow deposits from the mountain much of the way.

As you continue on Mount Baker Highway, 4 miles past the Mosquito Lake Road turnoff, Fish Hatchery Road loops to the right of the highway and returns to it 0.5 mile later. The Nooksack Salmon Hatchery, operated by the Washington Department of Fisheries on Fish Hatchery Road, is open for viewing. To see the river up close, just scramble up the row of rocks on the left. Those rocks are part of the dike of the North Fork, and the roiling river is right there.

The Nooksack Valley is still broad enough at this point to allow farming, but many dairies and a horse ranch also dot the region. Just before Kendall, a right turn in the road is locally referred to as Zenderville. There are fourteen Zender families who reportedly live on this stretch of Mount Baker Highway.

Dense forest and big trees begin near the town of Maple Falls. In the late fall, bigleaf maples turn colors, along with cottonwood, alder, and birch. The more staid greens are Douglas fir, western redcedar, and hemlock. The old-growth forest on both sides of the highway are remnants of a once-great forest that stretched from timberline in the mountains to the shores of Puget Sound just 100 years ago. In Pulitzer prize–winner Annie Dillard’s 1992 novel The Living, she writes that pioneer women in Bellingham and Nooksack River settlements had to compress their hoop skirts sideways to walk between the trees.

Native Americans have lived along the Nooksack River for the past 11,000 to 12,000 years. Foothills Natives, like the Nooksack and Upper Skagit, fished the rivers for salmon and hunted deer, elk, and mountain goats. Goat hunting brought Native Americans closer to Mount Baker, at least to timberline, but there is no formal record of anyone climbing to the top of the mountain until 1868, when Edmund Coleman, an Englishman living in Victoria, British Columbia, made the journey.

The highway continues through the town of Maple Falls, site of an annual tongue-in-cheek Bigfoot Festival in August/September, a fundraiser to support Maple Falls Community Park. From the center of Maple Falls, there is a turnoff to the north for good year-round camping at Silver Lake Park. The park, 3 miles from Mount Baker Highway, has cabins, campsites, RV sites, and horse stalls, plus swimming, boating, and fishing.

Continuing eastward from Maple Falls, the road descends through thick scrub and alder back to the valley floor and its abundance of Douglas fir. It continues alongside the river to Glacier, on the western boundary of the Mount Baker Snoqualmie National Forest. From here on, Mount Baker Highway is entirely within the national forest, but a few bends in the road come close to the boundaries of the Mount Baker Wilderness and North Cascades National Park.

The three jurisdictions are served by the Glacier Public Service Center, just east of Glacier on the right. Current operations include 24-hour self-service outdoor information, restrooms, picnic tables, and staffed visitor services on a seasonal schedule. Visitors can buy books, maps, and other items including federal recreation passes.

This is also where the officially designated Mount Baker Scenic Byway begins, the first such road designated by the Forest Service. In 1993, the state announced its version of the Mount Baker Scenic Highway, which begins at I-5 in Bellingham and goes for 57 miles to Austin Pass, just past the Mount Baker Ski Area. Oddly, that is just 3 miles shy of Artist Point. The Forest Service route begins at the Glacier Public Service Center and continues for 24 miles to the parking lot at Artist Point.



[image: fig_5_1.jpg]
A historic CCC building, the Glacier Public Service Center offers current information on the national forest, wilderness, and national park.



Before making any excursions on the mountain, stop by the Glacier Public Service Center, which has information for the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest and, on its eastern border, North Cascades National Park. The rangers on duty will inform you of the best areas to see for the season and alert you to any road closures and weather changes that may affect your plans. They also offer hints about getting along in the wilderness and with its inhabitants. The Forest Service occasionally offers special events and programs at Heather Meadows. The center is open daily 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. during the summer; otherwise, Sat and Sun 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. For current schedules, go to fs.usda.gov/mbs, google Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, or check at the center for the schedule.

Busy summer weekends may see 2,000 people at the Glacier Public Service Center, which is on the National Register of Historic Places. It was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in 1938 and 1939, a fine example of Cascadian architecture. The style refers to a rustic design that uses building materials native to the area.

Rustic campsites are available along the Nooksack River at Douglas Fir and Silver Fir Campgrounds, and group campsites without drinking water are available at Excelsior Campground on a reservation basis. The Douglas Fir Campground sits alongside the river 2 miles east of the Glacier Public Service Center. It has 30 sites. Silver Fir Campground, 11 miles farther east, has 21 sites. Both charge fees.

North Cascades National Park, which includes Mount Shuksan, requires permits for backcountry camping to ensure that campsites don’t become too crowded, but closes for the winter season. If the Service Center is closed, you can get a permit from the front porch information board.

The drive to Glacier is a very gentle-elevation climb through the heavily forested foothills, but now the valley begins to narrow and the climb alongside the river sharpens a bit. The road is still relatively straight under an ever-thickening canopy of forest. In this stretch there are a few opportunities to turn off the highway to see some wonders of nature. Within 0.5 mile east of the Service Center, Glacier Creek Road cuts in from the right. One-third of a mile up unpaved Glacier Creek Road, Thompson Creek passes under a bridge and is an excellent spot to watch salmon heading upstream to spawn.

The other off-highway sight is Nooksack Falls, accessible from Wells Creek Road, on the right near Milepost 41; it is gravel and not plowed in winter. Switch-backs lead down 0.33 mile to the parking area near the falls. Views are good from the bridge and across the road from a trail behind the green chain-link fence. The river parts ever so briefly at the top of the falls, then pours in a double tumble 88 feet to the rocks below. If there is any moisture on the ground, it will be slick, so don’t be tempted to take the narrow, steep path that goes around the end of the fence.

Back on Mount Baker Highway, keep an eye out for columnar Mount Baker andesite rock. Walls of it seem to thrust upward and teeter on the left side of the road. The rock was used extensively in the construction of the 1995 White Salmon Day Lodge at the ski area and in the 1994 remodel of the Heather Meadows Visitor Center.

By Milepost 47 the highway has crossed the river for the last time and begins its serious ascent to the ski area and beyond to Artist Point at 5,200 feet. The last 14 miles are more of a steady climb, with some eye-popping views when skies are clear.

Mount Baker, with its surrounding peaks, valleys, rivers, and meadows, is a year-round attraction for alpine sports. Winter and spring skiing draw the most visitors because the snow season usually lasts about six months. The road beyond the ski area is snowed in all winter, but the highway up to the ski area is very well plowed and sanded daily. The ski season is much longer for backcountry tele-markers who are willing to climb above 5,000 feet.

The Mount Baker Ski Area is not actually located on the 10,778-foot volcano of the same name. It is on an arm of 9,127-foot Mount Shuksan. Since its opening in 1953, the ski area’s proximity to British Columbia’s Lower Mainland has had a lot to do with its popularity. The main ingredient, however, is the average 641-inches-per-year snowfall. Mount Baker Ski Area holds the Guinness



[image: fig_7_1.jpg]
Tumbling Nooksack Falls is a popular stop 0.3 mile off Mount Baker Highway.





[image: fig_8_1.jpg]
Mount Baker Highway is also a popular ride for serious bikers. White Salmon Day Lodge and Mount Shuksan are seen below in the background.



World Record for the most snow ever recorded in a single season, with 1,140 inches (95 feet) of snowfall during the 1998–1999 season. There are usually 150 inches at the base by mid-season. Mount Baker’s 1,000 skiable acres cover two mountain faces, Pan Dome and Shuksan.

At about Milepost 51, a wide road to the left leads 0.25 mile to the White Salmon Day Lodge, a cooperative effort between the Mount Baker Ski Area and the Forest Service, designed by Bellingham architect Don Wilcox, who extensively researched Cascadian architecture.

The lodge is a work of art. The construction called for local wood and stone, lots of mountain-type angles, and big glass viewing areas that offer fantastic views of Mount Shuksan, a mass of metamorphic rock on the Shuksan thrust fault. The mountain, thrust up 10 million years ago, and its four glaciers lie within North Cascades National Park. The Hanging Glacier breaks off periodically and rumbles into the valley below. Skiers report sightings and soundings every winter.

Heather Meadows is in the divide between Mount Baker and Mount Shuksan, and part of the ski area sits on that divide. The area is a fragile subalpine environment with a short summer season. The meadows present pink and white heather, huckleberries, mountain ash, and mountain hemlock.


[image: fig_8_2.jpg]
Summertime reflection of Mount Shuksan in Picture Lake.





[image: fig_9_1.jpg]
Just-married bride and groom walk down the Heather Meadows Visitor Center ramp.



Picture Lake, normally thawing by June within Heather Meadows and near the ski area’s older lodge, is the favorite stop for summer visitors. It features what is often called the most photographed mountain in the world, Mount Shuksan, reflected in the lake. A paved trail goes through the meadows and around the lake, and is marked with interpretive signs. The Heather Meadows Cafe and shop in the older ski day lodge usually opens for the summer around the end of June.

Up the road from the ski area, what was known for 54 years as the Austin Pass Warming Hut reopened as the Heather Meadows Visitor Center in 1994. It was built by the CCC in 1940, restored by the Forest Service to its original CCC standards, and now stands as a sentinel overlooking Bagley Lakes below Mount Hermann. It is open during the summer/fall season.

Its restoration marked the last phase of the Heather Meadows Project, a revitalization program for this part of the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest. The project included paving the original road, built in 1934, to Artist Point. Barrier-free sections of the interpretive center’s Fire and Ice Trail and the Artist Ridge Trail are also paved. Both interpretive trails feature information on the volcanic and glacial activity that shaped the region.


[image: fig_9_2.jpg]
Serious Mount Baker hikers leave from the Artist Point parking lot.



The sloped entrance ramp to the visitor center was a controversial design aspect. It is one instance of modern accessibility needs clashing with historical accuracy. The main interpretive display is the building itself. In past years, visitors passed the hut on their way to Artist Point. Now the building sparks a lot of interest for passing hikers and drivers. During the warmer months, many weddings take place at this stunning location.

The end of the Mount Baker Scenic Byway at Artist Point, with plenty of parking for cars, RVs, and tour buses, is a very popular start for walks and day hikes that can begin at dawn and head in all directions. Be alert to the weather, though. There can be whiteout fog at Artist Point even in the summertime. The most popular walk is on Ptarmigan Ridge, west toward the lower glaciers of Mount Baker itself. Take your binoculars for viewing the mountain goats, whistling marmots, and snowboard tracks that form graceful arcs on the glaciers across the valley. Take care on spring and early summer ice fields—either avoid the sloping ones or carry an ice axe.

Summer hikers are rewarded by an abundance of berries along the trails. Blueberries practically fall into your hands, but you have to look a little harder for the huckleberries and salmonberries. The views of Mount Baker are truly breathtaking. The mountain is nearly 1 million years old, the result of a volcanic eruption. It is still an active volcano, and venting steam can often be seen from 50 miles away in Bellingham. As one interpretation reads: “Magma seethes beneath the volcano’s cool slopes. Future eruptions are almost certain to wipe away today’s landscape, preparing a new surface for the next tide of life.”

The glacier system on Mount Baker is one of the largest in the continental United States, draining into three major river systems. As for life on the glaciers, the only survivors are ice worms and red algae.

There are many trails into the 130,000-acre Mount Baker Wilderness. Bicycles and other mechanized vehicles, except wheelchairs, are not allowed on wilderness trails. By contrast, hundreds of miles of Forest Service logging roads and trails are open to cycling and snowmobiling. From the upper reaches, the views of the Canadian Rockies and the San Juan Islands are spectacular.

Given the deliberately primitive surroundings, and the quickly changing weather conditions in the mountains, even day hikers should shoulder packs with the usual survival essentials.

The south flank of Mount Baker is designated as a national recreation area. Access is via the Baker Lake basin north of the town of Concrete on SR 20, the North Cascades Highway. Extensive hiker and stock trails crisscross the national recreation area. This has also traditionally been a popular snowmobiling area during winter months.
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Mosquito Lake Road


	
General description: A side trip from Mount Baker Highway that traverses 15 miles of bucolic countryside along the Middle Fork of the Nooksack River.

	
Special attractions: Bald eagle and salmon spawning viewing at the Welcome Bridge; the one-lane Middle Fork Bridge is a National Historic Site.

	
Location: Northwest Washington, triangulating a corner between SR 542 and SR 9.

	
Highway number: None.

	
Travel season: The road is open year-round.

	
Camping: No camping, but South Fork Park has hiking and equestrian trails.

	
Services: Gas and groceries in Welcome; groceries in Acme.

	
For more information: DNR Northwest Region, Whatcom County Parks (see Appendix).




The Drive

The 35-mph road is rural, peaceful, and mostly quiet, a favorite for adventurous bicyclists and drivers with the time and inclination to see what life is like away from the hubbub of towns and cities. The route is called a “selected local road” by official Washington highway maps.

Starting from Mount Baker Highway, Hwy 542, just after Milepost 16, Mosquito Lake Road heads south, descending until it crosses the North Fork of the Nooksack River and then the North Fork Road. The Truck Road from Deming intersects Mosquito Lake Road from the right before the bridge.

The Welcome Fire Station is just north of the bridge, a bit north of the old Kulshan townsite. The Welcome Senior Center, in the 1918 No. 41 Welcome schoolhouse building, is 1.5 miles farther on the right.

It is a bit of a drive back in time because there has been no roadside development of the type that stretches farther and farther out Mount Baker Highway from Bellingham. The 15 miles of Mosquito Lake Road were not even fully paved until the 1990s. The road was once part of the Deming Trail, a shortcut


[image: fig_11_1.jpg]
Senior Activity Center for the unincorporated community of Welcome.




Mosquito Lake Road

[image: fig_12_1.jpg]


from Deming to the flanks of Mount Baker that avoided the travails of the Glacier region. The trail followed the course of the North and Middle Forks of the Nooksack River and was one of the main routes for early mountain climbers. They hiked the Middle Fork to its source below the Coleman and Easton Glaciers.

By 1911, it had become enough of a road for Mount Baker Marathon racers to drive as far as the Heisler Ranch before they had to proceed on foot to the peak of the mountain. The ranch is near the Middle Fork Bridge. Present-day Mosquito Lake Road continues south to Acme at SR 9.

Commerce and industry have come and gone from Mosquito Lake Road and left a hardy population that likes peace and quiet in their surroundings. The road is no longer a shortcut to anywhere, but rather a scenic byway with a life and appeal all its own. From its early trail days, it became a supply road for pioneers who settled the river valley, and later a logging road that gave access to the surrounding old-growth forests. The drive is punctuated by several dirt logging roads that push ever farther toward the Mount Baker Wilderness.


[image: fig_13_1.jpg]
The past and present are represented by these farm implements and an ebike sign.



The people of Mosquito Lake Road, between the Van Zandt Dike to the west and the Twin Sisters Mountains to the east, have always been resourceful. Before World War II they mined peat moss from the big bog north of Mosquito and Jorgenson Lakes and cut giant hemlocks with bent trunks to use as boat bows. Farms, mills, and a builder of hydroelectric equipment exist in harmony among the mossy woods, meadows, and fields of fox-glove, berries, and overhanging ferns.

Eagle watchers are said to outnumber bear hunters these days, and the hippies have long since moved into town.


[image: fig_13_2.jpg]
These fields have been fenced for decades.



Most of the mills are gone, and chicken farms don’t cluck anymore, but the olivine mine still produces and cows and horses still dot the fields. There are plenty of elk in the woods uphill from Mosquito Lake Road, but not in the numbers of yesteryear. They are rarely spotted near the road itself.

Much of the road follows the course of the Middle Fork of the Nooksack River, but cyclists should be advised that it is narrow and there is an elevation gain of 740 feet in the southern 5-mile section.

The one-lane Middle Fork Bridge is about midway on Mosquito Lake Road. It is one of 74 Whatcom County sites on the National Register of Historic Places. The other one in the Mount Baker foothills is the Glacier Public Service Center, just east of Glacier on Mount Baker Highway.

After the bridge, Mosquito Lake Road passes within sight of its namesake, Mosquito Lake. The lake was so-named by surveyors “on account of insect pests they there encountered,” according to the last postmaster of the town of Welcome, Frank B. Garrie, in 1923. Both Mosquito and adjacent Jorgenson Lakes are surrounded by peat bogs in a glaciated valley. A few miles south of the lake, the road crosses Hutchinson Creek in two places, 1 mile apart.

Following the steep descent to the South Fork of the Nooksack and before the town of Acme, visitors will find the recently opened South Fork Park, with hiking and equestrian trails but no camping.


[image: fig_14_1.jpg]
The Middle Fork Bridge, over the Middle Fork of the Nooksack River, is on the National Register of Historic Places.




[image: fig_14_2.jpg]
Aptly named Mosquito Lake in the Cascade foothills.
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Horseshoe Highway on Orcas Island


	
General description: This 20-mile Orcas Island drive starts at Orcas, visits a few exciting rural communities, winds around the shoreline of a deep fjord, and summits at the highest point in the San Juan Islands—Mount Constitution.

	
Special attractions: Moran State Park, Mount Constitution, hiking, fishing.

	
Location: Orcas Island, one of 172 San Juan Islands in Puget Sound.

	
Highway number: Orcas to Olga Road (also called the Horseshoe Highway) and Mount Constitution Road.

	
Travel season: The drive is open year-round except when the portion to Mount Constitution is closed during snowstorms or icy conditions.

	
Camping: Orcas Island camping facilities include 136 sites at Moran State Park, open all year. Doe Bay Resort has campsites, yurts, domes, cabins, hot springs, and a cafe that is open to the public. Kayak rentals are also available for visitors. West Beach Resort has campsites, yurts, and cabins.

	
Services: Full services including charging stations in Eastsound, the island’s commercial center, and limited services in the villages of Orcas, Deer Harbor, and Olga.

	
For more information: San Juan County Parks, San Juan Island Chamber of Commerce & Visitor Information Center, Moran State Park, Washington State Ferries, Doe Bay Resort & Retreat, West Beach Resort, Department of Natural Resources (see Appendix).




The Drive

Since the Washington State Ferries system is an extension of the state highway system, start the “drive” to Orcas Island at the busy Washington State Ferries dock in Anacortes. From I-5, take exit 230 at Burlington and turn west onto SR 20. Follow SR 20 for 16 miles to Anacortes. From there, signs will direct you the last 5 miles to the terminal, which is 84 miles from Seattle and 90 miles from Vancouver, British Columbia.

The state ferry system was established in 1951, when the state bought Puget Sound Navigation and replaced the Mosquito Fleet of small
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Washington State Ferries passengers have plenty of time to enjoy the passing islands and stops on the way to Orcas Island.





Horseshoe Highway on Orcas Island

[image: fig_16_1.jpg]



private boats with state ferries. Ferries leave Anacortes for the four ferry-served islands about 19 times per day during the summer, 14 in other seasons. Some carry up to 175 cars and 2,000 passengers. Even with that large capacity, long waits to board are inevitable in the summer. You can pay round-trip passenger and car fees online or before embarking. In any season, reservations are recommended, especially during the summer and on holidays.

Once snugly parked on board for the sail to Orcas Island (about 1 hour and 20 minutes), passengers are free to roam the ship’s upper decks. There are wide outside walkways on both sides of the large cabins. Inside, the cafeteria serves full breakfasts and lunches, and there is a small gift shop with books, newspapers, and magazines. The lounge area has racks with travel brochures for Washington and British Columbia.
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