
A Meeting Place 
Old-growth forests, w ind-swept pra ir ies, 
ancient g lac iers, and deep lakes may 
seem w orlds apart. But here in Waterton­
Glacier International Peace Park plants 
and animals of the hum id Pac ific North­
west m eet and mingle w ith those of the 
great p lains and northern fo rests . In the 
space of a few m iles, vis itors can travel 
from lush cedar/hemlock forest through 
alp ine meadows to the edge of the west-

Beargrass 

Blackfeet at Atlantic Falls, 1914 

Blackfeet 

Native peoples have 
l ived here for millennia. 
Modern roads and hik­
ing trails now trace the 
routes they used over 
the Rocky Mountains. 
Campgrounds and visi­
tor facilities now stand 
where they camped 
while gathering plants 

ern prairies. George Bird Grinnell , co­
founder of the Audubon Society and the 
Boone and Crockett Club, often visited 
this p lace where t he prairies g ive way to 
g lacier-sculpted mounta ins. Grinnell was 
a t ireless advocate both of the interests 
of native Blackfeet people and for estab­
lishment of Glacier National Park. It was 
Grinnell who aptly named this place the 
"Crown of the Continent" in 1908. 
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The mountain landscape cedar or Douglas fir for-
holds a diverse mosaic est. Many plants grow 
of plants. Sunny hi llsides else.Yhere too. but how 
are warm and dry ; shady they •orm communities 
slopes cool and moi st. here ,, th others norma -
Valley fl oors accumulate fy !iv ng '1 very d erent 
deep soils, but mountain envi·o mer•s s .Jn que 
ridges are bony and raw. 
Shale weathers into c lay 
soils. Limestone breaks 
into coarse fragm ents. 

More tha ri 1 200 vascular 
plant species are found 
within the International 
Peace Park. Ones w ith 
similar physica l require­
ments grow near each 
other: wintergreen and 
feather mosses prefer 
the shade of old -growth 

The International Peace 
Park is one of the few 

,,, places in North America 
where all the native car­
nivores survive. Grizzly 
and black bears forage 
amid the greenery along 
streams and avalanche 
slopes or fatten on huck­
leberries or saskatoons. 

In 1986 wolves denned 
in the North Fork of the 
Flathead River for the 
first time in 50 years and 
now range both parks 
and surrounding land­
scapes. They hunt elk 
and deer, especial ly as 
they gather in the valleys 
for winter. Cougars, too, 
are widespread. mostly 

Native people have gath­
ered plants and hunted 
in these mountains for 
thousands of years. Tra­
ditional cu ltural activit ies 
remain important to the 
Blackfeet, whose reser­
vation lies along the east 
side o f Glacier National 
Park. Waterton Lakes 
National Park, in Can­
ada, nearly surrounds a 
wi lderness portion of the 
Blood Indian Reserve. 

In the past century other 
groups have developed 
deep bonds to the land, 
too. Many ranches here 
have been owned by the 
same families for four 
generations. And ranch-

and hunting animals. 
European colonization 
of western North Amer­
ica replaced traditional 
ways with successive 
waves of change. Trap­
pers exploited the re­
gion 's furs in the early 
1800s. Gold and silver 
brought prospectors 

Here 'esc e ~-ass a'1d 
usua 1 'o d ,... the '1 gti 
platr s east of ne Roc><­
ies. grows on mounlatn · 
~np5 .'he,.e prairie p!ants 
mix with alpine fl owers. 
Lusll b ut thorny devil's 
club. a wet- forest plant, 
grows here iust a half­
day's hike from grassy 
ridges c rowned with lim­
ber pine. 

at low elevations. Large 
predators ind icate a 
heal thy landscape with 
abundant prey. intact 
habitats, and tolerant 
people. 

Bear tracks and wolf 
howls offer us all hope 
and inspiration. So do 
the more than 250 kinds 
of bi rds-bald and gold­
en eagles, harlequin 
ducKs and rufous hum­
mingbirds- and the 70 
species of mammals that 
dwell in the International 
Peace Park. Nat ive bul l 
and cutthroat trout are 
among more than 25 
kinds of native fish. 

ing keeps land next to 
the International Peace 
Park rural and lightly set­
tled , helping to sustain 
w ild life and open space. 
Residents of area towns 
work in the forest or oil 
and gas industries. Many 
people find employment 
serving those who visit 
the parks each year. 

Visitors to this place 
become part of a human 
community that shares, 
and works to sustain, 
the rich ecosystem that 
gives it life. 

into the Rockies in the 
last half of the 19th cen­
tury. Some found prom ­
ising signs of oil in what 
is today the Internation­
al Peace Park, but the 
brief oil boom died out 
quickly. Between 1857 
and 1874, boundary sur­
veys clearly defined the 

From Tr iple Divide Peak, southeast of 
ogan Pass, a hand 's w idth can deter­

mine whether a raindrop becomes part of 
the Columbia, Mississippi, or Saskatch­
ewan river systems (see the map below). 
Wate rs from t he International Peace Park 
flow to the Pacific Ocean, Gulf of Mexico, 
and northeastward into Hudson Bay. Life 
also f lows into the International Peace 
Park. A great diversity of plants, from 

(§) Tne international Peace =>arK was 
des gnated as a World Heri tage 
Ste n 1 95. 

devil's clubs and western red cedars to 
alpine poppies, fescue bunchgrasses, 
and aspens, combines in a living mosaic 
of habitat s richer than almost anywhere 
else in the Rocky Mountains. One of the 
few areas in North Ameri ca where grizzly 
bears stil l live at peace with humans, th is 
is also a place where wolves, once per­
secuted close to extinction in this reg ion, 
found peace and safety when they 
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Powerfu l forces in the Earth shoved the 
colorfu l rock of the Lewis Overthrust 

into the sky 75 mi llion years ago. The 
young mountains intercepted clouds. Rain 
and snowmelt fed streams draining into 
three major river systems, and living things 
found their way up into these mountains 
from al l direct ions. The Crown of the Con­
tinent trapped so much moistu re t hat, in 
t ime, snowfie lds became glaciers . Growing 
and spreading, glaciers carved the land­
scape we see today. About 12,000 years 
ago the last of those great glaciers melted 
back. Today's younger glacier ice survives 
in only the highest, coldest places. 

For thousands of years fire and water have 
been the dominant forces at play on this 

49th parallel to head off 
future conf lict betw een 
Canada and the U.S.A. 
Surveyors put their 
names on many peaks 
and mountain lakes. As 
ranchers and fa rmers 
laid claim to the su r­
rounding lands, a grow­
ing number of visitors 

discovered the beauty 
of the high Rockies. The 
Great Northern Railway, 
built in 1892 through 
Marias Pass, opened 
the region's beauties to 
d iscovery by tourists. 

A few frontier vis ionar­
ies like Canadian ranch-

STA TES 

landscape. Streams flood and ebb each 
year. Avalanches th under down steep 
slopes. Lightn ing ignites forest fires and , 
not so very long ago, aboriginal hunters lit 
grass fi res. These are dynamic ecosys­
tems- wi ld and diverse. 

In 1995 the Waterton-Glacier International 
Peace Park gained recognition as a World 
Heritage Site, one of the great treasu res of 
the world. Ancient rocks scratch the pass­
ing clouds here, grizzly bears dig roots on 
windswept slopes, mighty bull trout swim 
up the clear-runn ing spawning streams, 
and thousands of visitors return each year 
to refill themselves wi th awe, inspiration, 
and the peace that lives in this place. 

Building Going-to-the-Sun Road 

er Fredrick Godsal and 
George Bird Grinnell 
saw the need to protect 
the area's wildlife from 

explo itation and its nat­
ural scenic beauty from 
piecemeal development. 
Thei r lobbying led t o 

1 t'1e 1 70s Glacier and Waterton 
. akes nn 1onal oarks were named 
31osphere 9eserves 

crossed the 49th paralle l back into Gla­
c ier Nati onal Park to begin reclaiming 
their w ilderness birthright. 

People come to th is meeting place from 
around the world. Here they find peace 
am ong the peaks and savor scenery that 
was carved by glaciers from some of t he 
world 's oldest sedimentary rocks. Many 
nat ions meet here in a spectacular land-

Plains and Mountains Together 

Seen from the east, the 
mountains here seem to 
rise right out of prairie 
grasslands like a startled 
gr· zzly n a berry patch . 
Fa~.,e .. rin..+h a band of 

,•, '.>C: s orcvides a 
;irad;;a "'a s · on from 

s :o y • ins. To 
t e soul • e outlying 
mo mam ranges break 
up the approach. But in 
h b tn'K of an eagle's 

eye here, nearly flat 
becomes nearly vertical. 

Hikers on the C<arthew­
Alderson, Redgap Pass, 
and Two Medicine Pass 
trails climb through the 
resin-scented mountain 
forests of Engelmann 

spruce and subalpine fi r. 
Emerg ing into a meadow 
at treel ine, they look east 
and see prai ri e almost at 
their feet. Few mountain 
landscapes can offer 
such contrast. 

This abrupt t ransition 
from prairie to sheltering 
mountain forests is one 
reason why the lnterna­
tiona Pe ce P rk sup­
ports such large herds of 
elk, deer, bighorn sheep, 
and other herbivores as 
well as many bl ack and 
grizzly bears. 

Converging Ecosystems 

No protected area of 
simi lar size in the Rocky 
Mountains has ctS much 
ecological d iversity as 
th e Internat ional Peace 
Park. Here at the Crown 
of the Continent, ecosys­
te ms f rom north, south, 
east, and west c onverge 
at the most narrow point 
in the Rocky Mountain 
chain. Other ecosystems 
connect to this area 
along mountain ridges 
and hill systems extend­
ing north and south. 

Watersheds converge 
here, too, encouragi ng 
the migration and dis­
persal of plants and ani­
mals. Cutbank Creek 

Movement on the Lewis 
Overthrust Fault has 
accounted for both the 
sudden mountain-to­
plains t rans it ion and the 
Rocky Mountains' nar­
row width he re-barely 
35 miles (60 km). 

Massive Earth fo rces 
built the Rocky Moun­
tains by uplifting, folding, 
and fault ing beds of rock 
that ormerly lay in flat, 
parallel layers. About 75 
mi llion years ago a vast 
expanse of rock some 60 
miles (100 km) west of 
here cracked, lifted, and 
began to slide east. By 
the time this thrust block 
stopped t raveling it had 

creation of national 
parks in Canada (1895) 
and the United States 
(1910). The great experi­
ment embodied in the 
national park ideal con­
tinues to evolve. In early 
days, rangers and war­
dens killed predators. 
New roads and lodges 

and th e Two Med icine 
River drain east into the 
Missouri River, connect­
ing the parks to plants 
and animals of the Miss­
issippi drainage and Gulf 
of Mexico. Farther north 
the St. Mary, Belly, and 
Waterton rivers flow into 
the Saskatchewan River 
system across Canada's 
plains to the northern 
forests of the Hudson 
Bay drainage. 

West of the Continental 
Divide, the headwaters 
of the Flathead River 
eventually join the 
mighty Columbia. 

The red and green argi l­
lites and pale limestones 
of the Lewis Overthrust 
are ancient rock. They 
began as mud and sedi­
ments 1.5 billion years 
ago in Precambrian 
oceans. Normally, o lder 
rock will lie beneath 
younger rock. However, 
here, the Lewis Over­
thrust forced ancient 
Precambrian rock over 
top of Cretaceous rocks 
that are just 75 million 
years old. 

were thought essentia l 
to make parks relevant 
in a West largely inac­
cessible at that time. 
Flooding and wildfire 
were deemed disasters, 
not natural events. 
Today, millions of peo­
p le come as visitors to 
this landscape that 

The two nat.ona parks were named 
n nterna ona Peace Par~ by the 

United States an Canada 1n 1932. 

scape that con t inues to inspire each new 
generation w ith the ideal of living peace 
-between nations, among people, and 
with a ll of nature. 

Autumn colors beside St. Mary Lake 

wears few lasting signs 
of those 20th-century 
changes. As wilderness 
shr inks in most of the 
world, park managers 
now strive to protect 
wild habitats, control 
impacts of develop­
ment, and restore nat ­
ural processes, like 

fire, to the landscape. 
Through all the many 
changes in how people 
have used the land, one 
thing has not changed: 
this remains one of the 
world 's great p laces, 
worthy of special care 
and lasting respect. 
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Going-to-the-Sun Road 
The Going-t o-the-Sun 
Road is one of t he wor ld's 
most spectacu lar hi gh· 
ways. Bisect ing the heart 
of Glacier, t his 50-mi le­
long road follows the 
shores of the park's two 
largest lakes and hugs t he 
cli ffs below the Continen­
t al Divi de as it traverses 
Logan Pass . Numerou s 
sce n ic turnouts and way­
side exh ibit s allow travel­
ers to stop and enjoy the 
pa rk at t heir own pace. 

Winter Road Cl osings 
Most roads into the pa rk are 
dosed by snow for w inter ex­
cept from Sa int Mary near t he 
east boundary to t he Sa int 
Mary Campground, and from 
West Glacier to the Apga r Visi­
tor Center and Lake McDonald 
Lodge. Call 406-888-7800 for 
recorded information. 
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Veh icles longer t han 21 
feet (including bumpers) 
or wider than 8 feet (in· 
eluding mirrors) a re pro­
hibited between Ava­
lanche Creek and Sun 
Point. Rock overhangs 
may pose difficulties for 
vehicles taller than 1 O 
feet traveling west 
from Logan Pass t o The 
Loop. Gu ided tours are 
ava il ab le; check at a 
v isitor cent er. 
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