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=Y lived in The Big Sky State for 18
' vE}'Earif 14 of which I've spent
climbing, and | know a few things. One thing |
believe is that the “Keep-Montana-a-secret-or-
it's-gonna-get-croweded!” chant perpetuated by
suspicious locals is just plain, misguided dogma.
If Montana can maintain the proud distinction
of having the lowest average income in the US,
not to mention the highest concentration of
Unabomber-types living in the woods, few peo-
ple will ever entertain serious thoughts of estab.-
lishing roots here, Second, most climbers tauring
the West will always deem Montana a little too
far aut of the way because, let's face it, it is.

For those willing to make the pilgrimage,
though, I say welcome, Come to Montana and
climb, On any given day, you'll have the state's
select crags to yourself. There's not too many
places like that left in the industrialized world. Expe-
tience the solitude and wildness of this vast land,
and, with this treasure map as a guide, take a piece
home in your heart,
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PLODGETT GCENYON

“Sierra-esque,” remarked climbing photog-
rapher Gordon Wiltsie, and he's right. Blodgett
Canyon is a little slice of the High 5ierra that
found its way to Montana's Bitterroot Moun-
tains. This two-mile-long canyon boasts eight
ar nine distinct, south-facing buttresses that jut
straight up out of the ground, some over 1,000
feet high. The brown, orange and gray granite
has an untrammeled, alpine feel, and the climb-
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ing is world class. The South Face of Shoshone
Spire (Il 5.8) is one of the best routes of it grade
in the country. Four or five pitches of moderate
crack climbing lead to a spectacular summit. If
you're set on utter solitude, plan a weekday
ascent — Shoshone is one of the few routes in

Montana that sees "traffic.”

Climbers solid at 5.10 should head for the
regular route on Flathead Buttress (South Face,
IV 5.10d), the crown jewel of Montana, Mas-
sive and steep, Flathead is the westernmaost for-
rmation in the canyon, and positive proof that you
don’t have to leave the state to get freaked out
an a big rock wall. Don't miss the hard aid routes
on Flathead, either, if that's what you're into.

The aesthetic Southwest Buttress on Nez Perce
Spire (IV 5.10) is another Blodgett classic. [t
leans toward loose, so wear a helmet. Climbers
who want a good 5.11 challenge should tackle
Time Binder (IV 5.11b) on the Prow. The wild
crux 800 feet up will make you squeal, "Yee-
haw, Montanal” If you don't have much time
or the weather looks iffy, head to the Parking
Lot Wall for traditionally bolted face routes. Keep
in mind that power drills are prohibited in the
Bitterroot Mountains. It is vital that climbers
adhere to an all-arcund, low-impact ethic. Future
access depends on it!

MILL GREEK GENYON
Mill Creek, one canyon north of Blodgett,
offers full-pitch, sustained sport routes. Positive
edges and superb rock quality make Mill Creek
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as good a granite slab as you'll find anywhere —
well worth the one-hour approach.

Be forewarned. Mill Creek has a few hazards:
Ticks and hicks. On a spring day, the former can
chase you out of the canyan. The hicks, however,
don't disappear when the weather gets warm.
Members of a fringe-religious community liv-
ing near Mill Creek’s trailhead once rained boul-
ders down on a small group of climbers fram
1,000 feet up, keeping them trapped for hours
and causing the climbers’ dog to charge off a 100-
foot cliff. (The dog lived.) When apprehended,
the perpetrators said they were unaware that
climbers had been below, and denied yelling,
“Die, hippies!” Ultimately, the climbers refused
to press charges and the bombers got off with
a public apology.

Try your luck on Meutered Rooster, Hooli-
gans, Kicking Gravel and Chickenhaist, all superb
165-foot, 5.10 and 5.11 bolted face routes. For
a longer (and looser) alpine experience located
nearby, get set for No Sweat Aréte (Il 5.9). A
legend was born years ago on this dicey climb
when the late Alex Lowe tried to free solo the route
with his arm in a cast, The story goes that Lowe
fiell off the crux pitch, broke an ankle on a ledge
hundreds of feet off the deck and then finished
the climb.

True or not, Alex Lowe left his mark all over Mon-
tana’s mountains. A native of the state, his energy
embodied this wild place. Lowe will be greatly
missed by Montana climbers.

BiG GREEK CENYON

Big Creek boasts a number of excellent vertical
sport climbs in a wonderful setting. The rock is
some of the finest you'll encounter in the Bit-
terroot Mountains: selid with awesome, posi-
tive edges. Set high on a shoulder overlooking
Big Creek Canyon, the crags offer breathtaking
views of the expansive Selway-Bitterroot Wilder-
ness to the west. There’s no reason ta recom-
mend one route over ancther — climbers who
like 5.9 to 5.11 can do all 20 of 'em in a day
and have a blast. Mo guidebook exists to this
area, s0 stop in at Pipestone Mountaineering or
The Trailhead (both in Missoula) to get beta and
directions to the cliffs.

EOOTENE] CENYON
Overhanging and full of jugs, Kootenai Canyon
is my favorite spot for hard sport routes in Mon-
tana. At its best, Kootenai requires a mix of



















