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  In 1878 S. A. Snyder’s great-great-grandparents homesteaded in Montana. Their small farmhouse in the Bitterroot Valley still stands occupied today. An inveterate traveler, Snyder has journeyed throughout many countries and across much of the United States. Her college education in biology and journalism, along with her work in, and dedication to, conservation, provide the fodder for both her personal and professional writing.




  Today, Snyder lives in Virginia with her husband. She is an oral storyteller, and she also writes and blogs about conservation, spirituality, and self-care at LunaRiverVoices.com. Her other books include a memoir, Plant Trees, Carry Sheep: A Woman’s Spiritual Journey Among the Sufis of Scotland and The Value of Your Soul: Rumi Verse for Life’s Annoying Moments, both published by Luna River Publishing, LLC. Visit her website to learn about more upcoming books.
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Introduction







   What we [Montanans] are not is often more compelling than what we are. The fact of our emptiness is in itself immensely significant.




  —K. Ross Toole, Montana: An Uncommon Land







  Few western states conjure up images of leathery cowboys, unscrupulous outlaws, Native Americans, dusty trails, unforgiving mountains, endless wilderness, and old-fashioned lawlessness like Montana does. Throw in a few explorers, trappers, settlers, lots of wild animals, and some cattle and sheep, and you have the state as it once was. This young state, which joined the Union in 1889, couldn’t have a richer history if it were left to simmer for a few hundred more years.




  Montana is the fourth largest state, after Alaska, Texas, and California, and its more than 147,000 square miles are still sparsely populated in relation to the rest of the country. In 2010 the population was just under 1 million people, although between 2000 and 2010, the population grew by 9.7 percent. Still, cattle outnumber people here three to one. Of all the states, Montana ranks 48th in population density (after Alaska and Wyoming), with nearly 7 people per square mile, if they were spread out evenly. But most residents live in western Montana; in eastern Montana—roughly two-thirds of the state on the Great Plains—many neighboring towns are separated by 2-hour drives. In such communities, the landscape overshadows the people.




  Montana borders 3 Canadian provinces and 4 other US states. Within its boundaries lie 2 national parks, 10 national forests, 7 Indian reservations (representing 11 tribes), more than 40 state parks, nearly a dozen wilderness areas, more than 15 national wildlife refuges, dozens more state-owned wildlife management areas, and several national monuments and historic sites.




  Huge and diverse, Montana has more than 22 million acres of forest. The rest of the state is a mix of grasslands, “badlands,” cultivated crops, rocky mountains, sagebrush flats, glaciers, and water. The name Montana was derived from either the French or the Spanish word for “mountain,” although only the western third of the state is mountainous. The eastern part, with scattered bumps, bulges, and canyons, is relatively flat, and agricultural plains and grasslands are dominant features. “Island” mountain ranges add relief to Montana’s wide spaces, rising in great lumps, seemingly out of nowhere.




  This variable landscape is one reason for Montana’s weather extremes—many are record-breaking. In 1954 the lowest recorded temperature in the Lower 48 states was registered at Rogers Pass north of Helena at a brisk -70 degrees Fahrenheit. The largest temperature drop was 100 degrees in 24 hours near Browning in 1916. Montana has the lowest average monthly temperatures in the contiguous United States for 6 months of the year, including the month of August, which has seen a low of 5 degrees. West Yellowstone, on Montana’s southern border, is consistently the nation’s cold spot year-round. Conversely, the state’s hot, dry summers can bake the life right out of the land. In northeastern Montana, Medicine Lake holds the state’s record for the highest recorded temperature: 117 degrees.
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  Since I first wrote this book in 1994, Montana has seen dramatic changes. In some places, the landscape remains unchanged since 19th-century settlement. In other places, the landscape would be unrecognizable to 19th-century time-travelers, having been altered by human development as well as natural events like wildfire and flooding. Climate change has created new landscapes, as have people. Glaciers are receding, wildfires and droughts are more frequent, the pine beetle has taken its toll on forests, and floods have altered riparian habitats and in some cases the course of streams and creeks. On a positive note, more multiuse paths for cyclists, pedestrians, joggers, inline skaters, and cross-country skiers have been built, many on reclaimed land once scarred by mine tailings and timber mills.
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  It seems ironic, therefore, that this book promotes scenic driving in vehicles fueled by oil. Personally, I prefer my bike to my car. But Montana is too vast to see efficiently from the seat of a bicycle, and not all that safe for riding in some places. So instead, opt for a hybrid car or a motorcycle to explore the drives in this book.




  Montana Past & Present




  




  Some anthropologists believe the Kootenai Indians were the first native inhabitants of Montana. The tribe’s oral traditions say they have been here for several thousand years. The Kootenai were followed by the Salish, Crow, and Pend d’Oreille peoples, who arrived a few hundred years ago, and shortly thereafter were joined by the Blackfeet, Sioux, Assiniboine, Gros Ventre, Cheyenne, Chipewyan, and Cree.
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  The first whites to come to the region were probably French trappers, but close on their heels were Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, and the other members of the Corps of Discovery. When the United States bought the city of New Orleans and environs in 1803, the French government threw in an extra chunk of land—the Louisiana Purchase—totaling 838,000 square miles of what is now the American West. Anticipating this acquisition, President Thomas Jefferson planned to send an expedition to the region and asked Congress for money to fund it, even before its purchase was finalized. Upon congressional approval the Corps of Discovery set out from St. Louis in 1804 with orders to map the United States’ new holdings and record its plants, animals, and minerals. The explorers were also asked to make contact with any human inhabitants they came across as well as make celestial observations. Most important, Lewis and Clark were hoping to find a passage to the West Coast and the Pacific Ocean.




  The expedition covered more than 8,000 miles in 2 years, 4 months, and 9 days, and the journals that the team kept remain some of the world’s most detailed and meticulous. The leader of the expedition, Meriwether Lewis, was only 29 years old when the Corps of Discovery set off (and 4 years younger than Clark). Lewis made scientific observations and kept records, while Clark acted as diplomat and negotiator with Native Americans. Only one of the expeditionary party died on the whole trip, reportedly from a ruptured appendix, and there was only one fatal encounter with Native Americans, in which two Blackfeet were killed. The expedition was considered a grand success by Jefferson and other officials. Montana historian K. Ross Toole attributed the success to Lewis’s and Clark’s intelligence and ability to command.




  The explorers initially made their way across what would later become Montana by following the Missouri River. In the 1840s and 1850s, this wide waterway became Montana Territory’s first “road” of sorts, bringing more trappers and explorers, such as John Colter (who had accompanied Lewis and Clark), Jim Bridger, and Manuel Lisa (who established the first fur-trading post) to the territory. Jesuit priests, called “black robes” by Native Americans, arrived around the same time and tried to convert Native peoples to Christianity.




  This relatively quiet period in Montana Territory came to an end when gold was discovered in the early 1860s. Strikes in Grasshopper Creek (Bannack), Alder Gulch (Virginia City), and Last Chance Gulch (Helena) made news back East, and the rush to Montana was on. Trappers and explorers were joined by miners, enterprising settlers, and merchants who served their needs. Steamers and keelboats brought more gold seekers up the Missouri River, and wagons streamed across the continent in long trains, bringing dreamers and hopefuls to a seemingly endless land for the taking.




  The wave of Montana’s agricultural pioneers, known as “honyockers,” began flowing during the 1880s (including my ancestors), although the peak of the homestead era in Montana came later in the dryland farming days from 1914 to 1918. The Homestead Act of 1862 entitled anyone who could make a go of it to 160 acres. All you had to pay was a $10 filing fee! More land was homesteaded in Montana than in any other state. Although many of the honyockers were seasoned, determined, and tenacious, most were nevertheless defeated by geography—Montana’s dry and severe climate, combined with natural disasters, eventually broke their spirits. My own great-great-grandparents sold their Bitterroot ranch and moved to Missoula to work for the railroad after the devastating floods around the turn of the 20th century.




  With the arrival of European peoples to Montana Territory, Native Americans and their traditional lifestyles were soon threatened. Long-used hunting grounds and sacred sites weren’t respected by land-hungry settlers or gold-greedy miners who believed it was their manifest destiny to use these “empty” spaces. Increasing settlement caused more and more conflicts with Native Americans. Miners wanted access to tribal lands, under which lay vast mineral riches. Settlers demanded land and water rights, and they sought protection from the US Army, especially in the days following the Civil War. Most Indian nations depended on bison for the bulk of their protein, shelter, tools, and clothing, only to see commercial hunters exterminate bison herds by the millions. Many Native people starved. In an effort to control “unruly” Natives and “civilize” them, the government decided to move them onto reservations, lands often deemed unsuitable for crops, livestock, or mining. Reservation boundaries were often redrawn if minerals proved to be rich there.




  The history of the relationship between the US government and Native Americans was one of broken promises. As K. Ross Toole wrote in Montana: An Uncommon Land:






   Our “policy” toward the Indian has been no policy at all. It has run an extraordinary gamut from extermination to impractical Christian humanitarianism, but has always been a “policy” which ignored the Indian himself and his peculiar heritage.







  Conflict was inevitable when the two cultures clashed. The most famous battle between the US Army and Native Americans in Montana took place on the Little Bighorn River in 1876. The bloody fight killed many on both sides and brought Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer to his end. Just days before the confrontation, Sioux and Cheyenne warriors had defeated General George Crook at Rosebud Creek, an event that affected the outcome of the Battle of the Little Bighorn.




  A year later another series of battles involved the Nez Perce tribe. In 1860 gold was discovered on the Nez Perce Reservation in Idaho, and for several years the Nez Perce had lived in peace with the miners. But when the US government drew up new boundaries for the reservation, shrinking it to about one-tenth of its original size, five bands of Nez Perce refused to sign any more treaties. These bands were considered hostile and ordered onto their new reservation nevertheless. Somewhere in the course of the story, a Nez Perce warrior was killed; his friends retaliated by killing some whites, and the saga of the 1,170-mile Nez Perce march began.




  Under the leadership of five chiefs, the nontreaty Nez Perce—as they were called—fled their homeland in search of a new home free from US government interference. Chief Joseph, the Nez Perce spiritual leader, led the entire crew of 800 people, including 125 warriors, and 2,000 horses. During their 4-month journey across Montana, the Nez Perce entered from Lolo Creek, went south up the Bitterroot Valley, crossed into the Big Hole, headed south again into Idaho, cut east through Yellowstone Park, reentered Montana passing west of Billings, and headed north toward Canada, where they surrendered just shy of the border. In all, nine skirmishes were fought between Nez Perce and US military forces before Chief Joseph’s poignant surrender in the Bears Paw Mountains. Scenic Drives 4, 6, 20, 21, and 24 in this book cross parts of the Nez Perce National Historic Trail (Nee-Me-Poo Trail).
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  As Montana’s Native Americans were driven onto reservations, the tide of miners, loggers, and agricultural settlers continued to advance. It wasn’t long before railroads crisscrossed the state, hauling livestock, minerals, wool, grains, and furs from the commodity-rich West to population centers in the East. Many boomtowns choked and died after just a few short years; many others sprang up to take their places. One of the more successful towns was Butte, atop “the richest hill on earth,” considered the copper-mining capital of the world. Its mines yielded gold, silver, copper, and abundant minerals. Mining continues in Butte to this day.




  Two figures in Montana’s history, Marcus Daly and William Clark, are synonymous with mining. Known as the “copper kings,” both Daly and Clark owned extensive mining claims, mills, and smelters in Butte and Anaconda, as well as their own newspapers. After falling out over territorial delegate elections, Daly and Clark saw fit to destroy each other through slander and other dirty tricks. They fought over the designation of the newly created state capital: Clark won with his pick of Helena. Later he also won the race for US Senate, but Daly’s relentless pursuit to get him evicted over allegations of bribery proved fruitful. Clark was forced to resign from the Senate, although he later served a full term. The “war of the copper kings” became worldwide news.
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  Butte’s streets witnessed other mining wars. Horrible working conditions in Montana mines motivated laborers to form unions—among the first workers’ unions ever created in the United States. Violent and bloody clashes between union members and anti-unionists were frequent in Butte during the latter part of the 19th century and the early days of the 20th century.




  Not all of Montana’s history was violent, though. In fact, one of the state’s more famous legislators was known for her pacifism. In 1916 Jeannette Rankin became the first woman elected to the US Congress—before most women in the United States could vote. She served two separate terms and was the only member to vote against entry into both world wars. In 1941 she announced, “As a woman, I can’t go to war, and I refuse to send anyone else.” Her congressional career ended after she refused to declare war on Japan, but that didn’t stop her from promoting peace. She died in 1973, but the Jeannette Rankin Peace Resource Center in Missoula still carries out her mission.




  Montana’s present is deeply ingrained with mythic cowboys and Indians, cattle drovers, miners, vigilantes, and mountain men, but its future will most likely be marked by tourists and small-business owners who need only cell phones and computers to conduct business. Today, the state’s “gold” lies in its scenery, wildlife, and outdoor recreational opportunities. Towns boomed again in the 1990s as newcomers sought quieter, slower lifestyles in safer, friendlier communities.




  Yet many native Montanans have soured on the arrival of too many neo-westerners, many of whom have been perceived to threaten the values and lifestyles from which Montana evolved. Like Montana’s Native Americans, ranchers, miners, and loggers have felt as if they were targets of Montana’s latest heritage assault. Battles continue to be fought over how much wilderness is necessary, how many trees can be cut before destroying habitat and watersheds, how much public land should be allowed for grazing livestock, and how many mountains should be bulldozed for minerals and precious metals. Montana is still thought by some to be full of limitless natural resources for the taking. Battles over the consequences of such takings have been waged in courtrooms and in Congress. Their outcomes may change Montana by a magnitude that it hasn’t seen in more than a century.




  Natural History




  




  Most of Montana’s native trees are conifers, and many native hardwoods are only shrubs. Forest types vary from wet to arid and comprise pines, spruces, firs, larches, hemlocks, cedars, Douglas firs, and junipers. Cottonwoods, aspens, box elders, ashes, and elms are dominant along rivers and streams. Native herbs, grasses, and shrubs number more than 300. Montana is home to 107 native mammals, from the tiny shrew to the awesome grizzly bear. All of our nation’s native large hoofed mammals, except caribou, can be found roaming Montana’s mountains or eastern prairies. Mountain lions prowl the forests and, lately, many urban areas. The endangered black-footed ferret was reintroduced to Montana, and wolves—once exterminated from the state—have made a dramatic comeback such that hunting of wolves is on the table again.




  Nearly 380 bird species have been recorded here, and about 250 of those birds nest in Montana or are year-round residents. Our largest bird is the trumpeter swan, weighing in at 40 pounds; the smallest is the calliope hummingbird, a whopping 0.1 ounce. Reptiles and amphibians are few because of the cold climate, although 33 species (17 reptiles and 16 amphibians) live in the state’s forests, water sources, and arid plains. Montana lakes, rivers, and streams harbor more than 80 fish species. About 55 are native, while 32 have been introduced.




  Hidden in Montana’s bowels are the remains of much earlier flora and fauna. Montana is one gigantic dinosaur-and-fossil bed, where some of the world’s most important (and only) finds have been made. Most of the world’s Tyrannosaurus rex skeletons have been unearthed in Montana (more than 30 to date), the first discovered in 1902 and the most complete dug up in the first decade of the 21st century. Even soft tissue of dinosaurs has been discovered in Montana recently, including that of a T. rex. One of the world’s few discovered dinosaur nesting colonies was found along the Rocky Mountain Front as recently as the 1970s. And one species of dinosaur uncovered in eastern Montana, a type of Hadrosaurus, is the only specimen of its kind.




  Fossils of marine plants and animals tell us that a much different landscape once existed in what is now eastern Montana. A gargantuan Cretaceous-era sea covered this portion of the state about 75 million years ago. Montana’s rich coal deposits and scattered oil fields are the biggest legacies left by ancient creatures and the sea.




  Scenic Driving Montana gives you just a taste of what the Big Sky Country has to offer. I encourage you to explore the many places not mentioned in this book and meet Montana’s people. Montanans are not ostentatious, nor do they make apologies for who they are. They are proud to be hardworking and grounded to the land, and they are painfully honest about the way life is. The best way to get to know Montanans is to go to county fairs, rodeos, powwows, and museums; hire guides for fishing, hunting, or backpacking; or hang out in local cafes and bars. In many cases, saloons were the first establishments to be erected in every Montana boomtown and the last to close their doors when a town went bust. Even today Montana bars are gathering places for members of small communities of all ages. I once saw a hand-printed sign hanging behind the bar in a small-town saloon that read, “Please Watch Your Language. This is a Family Bar.” Considerate, unapologetic, and honest. Welcome to Montana.







  



  
Before You Begin





  From east to west and north to south, Montana’s highways are adorned with occasional white metal crosses. These sad reminders of lives lost on the road are also warnings to others: slow down, be watchful of wildlife and other users of the road (not just high-speed motorized vehicles), and use common sense regardless of driving conditions. Most Montana roads are unimproved gravel or dirt tracks, which are rarely or never maintained. In many counties, even secondary paved roads receive little attention. Many steep, narrow mountain roads have no guardrails, so go easy on those turns. If you were to have an accident in such rural country, help might not arrive for several hours—if at all—in the remotest places. Simply phoning for help isn’t always an option either, since cell phone coverage is spotty in many locations.




  Also keep in mind that although officials report all roads on the routes in this book are passable, flooding does cause damage in some areas yearly. Wildfires have also left their mark across the state, forcing road closures not only from fire damage but also from subsequent landslides. As with all the remote drives in this book, especially those that are mostly unpaved, check conditions with the local jurisdictional authority (e.g., the Forest Service, BLM, or BIA) before heading out. Road access may have changed since this book went to publication.




  Note that winter-like conditions can occur during any month in Montana, and severe storms can pop up faster than a tick dropped in a hot frying pan. Be prepared for all driving conditions, regardless of geography and season. Winter is a spectacular time in Montana, but if you venture into the Treasure State during this time, check travel conditions before heading out on any long-distance drive.




  For the latest road report, call the Montana Department of Transportation at (800) 226-7623 (TTY call 800-335-7592), or listen to local weather radio. This website reports all road closures and other road conditions: roadreport.mdt.mt.gov/travinfomobile. Also, you can contact local chambers of commerce, ranger districts, or parks offices for more specific information and updates.




  As far as the maps in the book go, use them as a guide. Where cell phone coverage is available (remember, you can’t always count on it), use your GPS. I also recommend getting an official Montana State Highway map, Forest Service maps, and the Montana Gazetteer map book. It’s best not to rely on any single source for directions.




  
Notes about Montana Attractions





  




  Before setting your heart on visiting any of the funky little museums and back-roads sites mentioned in this book, remember that many attractions in Montana, especially outside of major urban areas, are open only from Memorial Day to Labor Day. So call ahead for the latest information if you’re unsure. In some cases, a local docent will open a museum upon request, and in such instances you might find a sign on the door with someone’s phone number. Call it; they’d be happy to let you in, and you can often get an earful of local history and stories. If you find yourself in Glasgow in October and you really want to see that pioneer museum, you can also stop by the chamber of commerce and ask about it. Don’t be surprised to hear, “I know Bob, the owner. I’ll give him a call and he can pop on down to let you in.” If Bob does open up the place for you, have the courtesy to take your time there and chat with him. He’ll have a ton of great stories to tell and may even point you in the direction of some really cool place that got left out of this book! Also, give him a small donation to help keep the place running.




  All of Montana’s state parks managed by the Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks are free to Montana residents. Nonresidents must purchase a state park pass for day use in Montana state parks (7-day, consecutive, is $35). A 1-year pass (12 months from day of issue) is $50. Passes can be purchased on the FWP website or in person at locations that sell FWP permits and licenses. Camping fees are usually additional, and please don’t begrudge paying them. They are negligible and necessary for the maintenance of these beautiful places. Also, most parks have a limit on the number of consecutive nights you can stay.




  As you drive throughout western Montana, you may notice thousands of acres of burned forest. Since the original edition of this book in 1995, the state has experienced many years of severe drought and accompanying wildfires just about everywhere. Also, there have been recent floods across the state. It’s impossible to keep up with, so some of the descriptions in this book may describe an area that has since been burned or flooded. Keep in mind that fires are necessary for rejuvenating forests, though due to suppression over many decades, some fires have burned wildly out of control and have proved deadly to more than just trees. Don’t despair if you see lots of charred forests; they’ll soon recover, and with caution you can still enjoy a walk among the standing dead. Just be careful with those matches.




  Watch for Wildlife




  




  Some visible victims of the highway are wildlife of every species, from small reptiles recharging on hot pavement to huge moose eyeballing succulent willow shoots on the other side of the road. Even in the best of situations, a collision with a large animal will damage your vehicle and likely kill the animal. In the worst case, both you and the moose could die. Please be alert for wildlife near all Montana roads during all seasons and at all times of the day, but especially from dusk to dawn. Slow down whenever you see wildlife near the road. I like to pull over to a safe spot and move turtles out of the road, too. They often don’t stand a chance against high-speed vehicles. If you follow suit, remember to pull over where it’s safe to do so and take care when venturing into the road. Move turtles to the side of the road in the direction of turtle travel, rather than taking them back to where they came from.




  Access on Indian Reservations




  




  Both private property and tribal lands can be found on Montana’s 7 Indian reservations. Because most tribal lands are off-limits to nontribal members, you must ask permission before using many of the areas for hiking, fishing, hunting, or other outdoor activities. Permits may be required for any activity, and regulations differ from place to place, so check with tribal headquarters at each reservation for details. Contact information is listed in For More Information.




  Montana’s Speed Limit




  




  For a few short years in the late 1990s, the speed limit on Montana’s highways was “reasonable and prudent.” In case you missed the opportunity to drive your Ferrari at 120 mph across the Big Sky, well, I’m sorry. The speed limit is now 70–80 mph for most vehicles on the interstate and 50–70 mph on other public highways. Please be reasonable and obey the generous limit with prudence. Because of severe winters, road construction usually takes place from May through September, depending on when the snow flies. And because of severe winters, road construction is usually necessary to repair ice- and snowplow-damaged roads. That’s another good reason to follow all posted speed limits.




  So, bearing all this in mind, enjoy your travels, drive safely, watch out for wildlife, take only memories away with you—and please don’t litter. Thanks!
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  Yaak River Country Libby to Yaak to Eureka Loop




  




  General description: A 175-mile drive through the damp spruce and fir forests of northwest Montana, following rivers, traversing a steep mountain pass, and hugging the shores of fingerlike Lake Koocanusa.




  Special attractions: Kootenai Falls, Yaak River Falls, Lake Koocanusa, Libby Dam, Ross Creek Cedar Grove Scenic Area; Tobacco Valley Historical Village; museums; skiing, snowmobiling, hiking, backpacking, boating, fishing, wildlife viewing, camping.




  Location: The extreme northwest corner of Montana between the Idaho and British Columbia borders, beginning and ending in Libby.




  Drive route numbers: US 2, Route 508 (Yaak River Road, Yaak Valley-Libby Dam Road, FR 92, West Side Yaak River Road), Highway 37.




  Travel season: Year-round. Snow and ice conditions make winter travel hazardous. Be mindful of log truck traffic along the entire route.




  Camping: There are several campgrounds in Kootenai National Forest. More campgrounds border Lake Koocanusa.




  Services: Full services in Libby and Eureka. Limited services in Troy, Yaak, and Rexford.




  Nearby attractions: Cabinet Mountains Wilderness.




  The Route




  




  Both this drive and Scenic Drive 2 course through Montana’s wettest habitats, where forests of spruce, fir, hemlock, and western red cedar dominate the plant community. Hundreds of square miles of hiking trails make Kootenai National Forest a great place to play if solitude is your goal—or you’d like to commune with grizzlies, moose, and wolves. Large blocks of forest and riverine ecosystems, though fragmented from logging, provide great habitat for all of Montana’s charismatic megafauna. The wildlife management area near Kootenai Falls is home to bighorn sheep, best seen during fall through winter, as well as black bears, mountain lions, bobcats, and deer, among others. Several other wildlife areas across the state’s northwest corner are worth a visit, too. Unlike the rest of Montana’s “big sky,” this region feels more like “big woods” and, sadly, in places “big clear-cuts.” However, in the 25 years since this book was first written, many of the logged over areas are starting to look like a young forest again.




  Evidence of human habitation in the Kootenai River Valley dates to at least 8,000 years ago. Back then the elevation of the Kootenai River was higher, and the river channel was wider. Archaeological finds include spearpoints and evidence of campsites along what would have been the banks of the river at that time. These




  Yaak River Country
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  historic finds, combined with the colorful past of settlers and a rich collection of wildlife, make for a well-rounded tour.




  Libby




  




  The drive begins on US 2 in Libby, originally a gold-mining camp founded in 1886. When word reached the miners that a railroad had been proposed for the area, the tent camp—cobbled together on Libby Creek—transformed into a real town. Given Libby’s location, bung in the middle of hundreds of square miles of virgin forest, a seemingly endless supply of timber provided all the buildings the town needed. In 1906, however, a fire destroyed a whole business block and damaged several others. Take a historic walking tour of the town; self-guided pamphlets are available from the chamber of commerce. If you want to learn more about the town’s history, visit the Heritage Museum (libbyheritagemuseum.org), open May through September, exhibiting artifacts and telling the history of the people who lived in the area: miners, loggers, trappers, and Native Americans. Local wildlife (albeit stuffed) are also on display. You can tour several buildings on the grounds, such as a miner’s cabin, forestry cookhouse, and wagon barn. You’ll find the museum just south of Libby on US 2.




  In July celebrate the Two Rivers Rendezvous, where mountain men and women can test their outdoor skills. Also during summer, Montana Shakespeare in the Parks comes to Libby. The troupe is composed of professional actors that travel the state bringing the Bard’s works to life for the public to enjoy free. The farmers’ market is Thursday, May through August, 3 p.m. to 7 p.m. The International Chainsaw Carving competition is in September. In May, enjoy an Amish auction.




  Libby to Yaak




  




  From downtown Libby follow US 2 about 11 miles west to Kootenai Falls, which overlooks the vertical bluffs of the Kootenai River. Named for the Kootenai Indians, who are said to be Montana’s earliest Native people, the falls are considered a sacred place, traditionally used for meditation and vision quests. They’re also the largest undammed falls in the Northern Rockies. Park in the wide area between the road and the river and take the short, paved trail through a copse of western red cedar and grand fir, where you’ll find picnic tables and barbecue pits. The trail continues over the railroad tracks to the river. The walking is easy, although to get to the falls you do have to go along an uneven rocky terrace; watch your footing. From the bank you can see the series of spectacular rocky ledges—about 2 miles long—adding zip to the river’s course during high water. You can also view the spectacle from a suspended bridge downstream. Signs will direct you to both bridge and falls. This stretch of Kootenai River made its screen debut in the 1994 film The River Wild, starring Meryl Streep and Kevin Bacon. Unless you’re a highly skilled whitewater boater, however, you might want to skip this section on your next float trip.




  
[image: A kayaker rides the “superwave” below Kootenai Falls. Dusti Thompson]





  A kayaker rides the “superwave” below Kootenai Falls. Dusti Thompson




  US 2 meets Highway 56 about 5 miles west of Kootenai Falls (about 15 miles west of Libby). Take Highway 56 south about 18 miles to Ross Creek Cedars Road 398. It’s another 4 miles to the parking lot at Ross Creek Cedar Grove Scenic Area, a 100-acre preserve of giant western red cedars. Turn west at the entrance and follow the road to the parking lot, where you’ll find a trailhead, vault toilets, and picnic tables. The winding, narrow road has some turnouts, but be sure to take the corners slowly to avoid oncoming traffic. The scenic area is open year-round but is managed only from Memorial Day to Labor Day. The vehicle gate is closed December 1 to May 1. You can camp a few miles from the scenic area on the south end of Bull Lake. Signs will direct you. There’s also camping at Bad Medicine Campground, about 4 miles away.




  Ross Creek Scenic Area was set aside in 1960 to preserve these rare, old-growth cedars. The larger trees are as big as 12 feet in diameter and tower above to 175 feet high. A 1-mile-loop trail (#405) leads you on a self-guided nature tour, complete with interpretive signs. It’s an easy walk on flat terrain. Take time to stand inside the cavity of one of the dead cedars; it can be a humbling experience. Understory plants here include wild ginger, trillium, queen’s cup bead lily, devil’s club, Rocky Mountain maple, and several species of fern. Western white pines and grand firs mix with red cedars to form a high canopy, allowing only filtered sunlight to reach the forest floor. Take a deep breath and smell the richness of the soil. You can picnic in the lush green array along Ross Creek, which tumbles over moss-covered rocks in moist years but is bone-dry in times of drought. For a longer hike (4.5 miles) take Ross Creek Trail 142 through the forest.




  Back on Highway 56 you’ll find additional recreation sites where you can camp, fish, and boat on Bull and Spar Lakes or boat and fish on Savage Lake. On the second week in August the Halfway House on Bull Lake hosts the annual Big Sky Rendezvous. Enjoy live country music and home-cooked food while camping. On the east side of the highway is the 94,000-acre Cabinet Mountains Wilderness, which you can access via trails along Highway 56. Refer to the Kootenai National Forest map for more details (fs.usda.gov/main/kootenai/home).




  To continue Scenic Drive 1, retrace your route back to US 2, then turn west and pass through the mining and timber town of Troy. This outpost was once a base for railroaders and freight trains on the Great Northern Railway, as well as the headquarters for silver miners working in the Cabinet Mountains. Learn more at the Troy Museum and Visitor Center (troymtchamber.org/node/166) on US 2 at the east end of town. The museum grounds also have disc golf, public restrooms, and picnic tables.




  About 14 miles past Troy, the Yaak River Road (Route 508) heads northeast. Follow the road, and about 6 miles after the turnoff is a small set of falls on the Yaak River, just above a campground. Though much smaller than the ones on the Kootenai River, the Yaak River Falls are worth the stop. They’re most impressive during early summer when snowmelt from the surrounding mountains cascades over the exposed rock, which geologists estimate to be 800 million to 1.5 billion years old. The road there is gravel but typically in good condition.
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