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Editorôs note:  This year Sally 
Cathey, our Southwest MT 
Field Director, will be writing a 
series of articles about priority 
campaign areas for MGC news-
letters.  This is the first. 

 

Last summer I joined MWA 
staff in traversing the Crazy 
Mountains. We crossed the 
range starting at the Big Tim-
ber Canyon trailhead and end-
ing at the Ibex Cabin. My first 
time deep in the range, I found 
myself constantly in awe of the 
rugged peaks, alpine lakes and 
pristine landscape. This range 
is a backpackerôs dream with 
over a dozen 10,000-foot 
peaks and even more alpine 
lakes. 

Management of the island 
range is divided between two 
forests, the Custer Gallatin and 
the Helena-Lewis & Clark Na-
tional Forests.  Each forest is 
currently determining the fu-
ture of this wild and special 
place. 

The Crazies are a roughly 50 
million year old igneous for-
mation that rise from the plains 
just north of the Yellowstone 
River. The island range pro-
vides tremendous elk habitat, 
mountain goat habitat and is 
occ.  These critters find a safe 
space among the 82,000 road-
less acres found on the CGNF 

portion and 30,000 found on the 
HLCNF. 

The range is also a culturally sig-
nificant landscape. The name 
Crazy Mountains were named 
from a loose interpretation of the 
mountainôs true name given by 
the Crow tribe, Awaxaaippia, 
meaning ñhigh landscape that is 
jagged or rough and have a bad 
reputation or omen.ò 

A complicated range, there re-
mains a significant amount of 
private inholdings and many ac-
cess issues. When hiking in the 
Crazies, it is important to keep in 
mind the private land you trav-
erse. 

Over the next couple years, 

MWA will be asking members 
and supporters to speak up for 
the Crazy Mountains. We would 
like to see the roadless lands 
within the range given recom-
mended wilderness status so 
as to preserve its wild, rugged 
character and to protect the 
cultural significance that makes 
the range so special. 

For more information on how 
to get involved in protecting 
special places like the Crazy 
Mountains, please contact 
MWAôs Southwest MT Field Di-
rector, Sally Cathey, at 
scathey@wildmontana.org. 

Crazy Mountains, Peaks and Patchwork by Sally Cathey, 
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So Distant So Near  by Tom Ross 

We tread a narrow, snow packed 
trail to our destination, through a 
forest of Lodgepole pine and 
Douglas fir and mainly in the 
shadow of higher ridges to our 
south.  Seldom do we have patch-
es of sunshine to enjoy, but we 
benefit from the forestôs shelter 
from the wind.  Off the trail, the 
snow is deep and soft, and animal 
tracks abound. At one point we 
scan a small meadow below the 
trail for moose tracks, but canôt 
verify anything without a steep 
descent through deep snow, 
which we are unwilling to attempt 
at these temperatures. We stop 
for only short rests, balancing the 
chance to catch our breath and 
share our thoughts against the 
penetrating chill we feel when not 
moving. The creek we followed 
upstream is frozen in spots and 
rushing wildly in others, creating 
the only sound we hear other 
than our voices and muffled foot-
steps. Spray has covered the 
snowy logs lying across the creek 
with ice columns that reach down 
to the water like seasonal stalac-
tites. 

Itôs a welcome sight for our small 
group, eager to stop for rest, food 
and warm drink. We hope to find 
a spot in the sun and out of the 
wind for our lunch, and our 
search is successful. Itôs a beauti-
ful setting, even though some of 
our group have to take the word 
of others that there is indeed a 
wonderful alpine lake before us. 
Itôs habitat for trout, eagle, bear, 
cougar, deer, elk, moose, squirrel, 
hare and chipmunk. Now, we see 
only a flat and brilliant expanse of 
snow, soft and gently buffeted by 
the breeze that seems to be build-
ing, sometimes lifting powder off 
the canyon slopes and rock faces 

and blowing it across the flatness. 
Nothing else moves. We wonder 
where the actual shoreline is, given 
how low the lake appears to be and 
how well hidden the liquid is, buried 
under feet of snow and maybe half 
as much ice. 

Weôre alone, eating and talking and 
enjoying the surroundings as we sit 
on logs and rocks brushed some-
what free of snow. We gather 
warmth from the sun, whose low 
journey across the winter sky has 
lifted it just above the high ridge to 
our south. That ridge is steep with 
scree and scattered trees and is 
matched by forested slopes else-
where, save where occasionally in-
terrupted by vertical rock faces and 
ancient avalanche debris at the 
shoreline. The frozen lake is nestled 
far below 10,000+ foot peaks bare-
ly visible in the distance, farther up 
the shoulders of the watershed. 
Weôve climbed 1600 vertical feet to 
reach this 47 acre jewel, which was 
created by landslide, unlike the 
many glacier-carved lakes in the 
region. Itôs beautiful, serene and 
pristine in its cloak of snow and ice. 

This is a wilderness experience, one 
that reso-
nates with 
our soul. It 
connects us 
to a distant 
past perhaps 
because it 
runs up-
stream 
against 
change and 
counter to 
what some-
times passes 
for progress. 
Nature and 

weather and natural events creat-
ed and continue to dominate this 
landscape and our experience. It 
inspires us to lofty thoughts and 
an appreciative mindset. 

So, how far did we have to jour-
ney to reap these benefits? Well, 
not far at all. No, itôs simply a win-
ter hike up nearby Cascade Creek 
to Lava Lake in the Spanish Peaks 
Unit of the Lee Metcalf Wilderness 
Area. Yes, that Lava Lake; Bo-
zemanôs nearby, easily accessible 
and often visited alpine lake. 
Barely 30 miles from Bozeman 
and three miles from the highway, 
this popular destination is still at-
tractive and still providing the tan-
gible and intangible benefits of 
wilderness precisely because, and 
only because, it is Wilderness, 
officially designated and protected 
by the Lee Metcalf Wilderness and 
Management Act approved by 
Congress and signed by President 
Regan in 1983. 

The bill was sponsored by Mon-
tana Senator John Melcher and 
named in honor of former Senator 
Lee Metcalf.  

Continued on next page 

Lunch at Lava Lake, photo by Tom Ross 


