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iig n o rn C a n yo n  co u n try , look in g  sou th, w ith  the  Pryor M ounta ins  in th e  bacRgrouni

At first glance, tim e seems to have stopped 
at Bighorn Canyon. The lake and the steep-
sided canyons provide a peaceful setting 
for those seeking a break from the daily 
routine. The focus of the area is 113-kilo- 
meter-long (71-mile) Bighorn Lake, created 
by Yellowtail Dam near Fort Smith, Mont. 
Dedicated in 1968, the dam provides electric 
power, water fo r irrigation, flood control, 
and recreation. Boating, fishing, waterskiing, 
swimming, and sightseeing are the principal 
attractions.

While you enjoy the play of light and shadow 
on rock and water take tim e to comtemplate 
the changes that the land and the life upon 
it have undergone. Time and water provide

A Challenging Land
Rivers have always been man's highways. 
For more than 40,000 years in the New 
World, men have traveled and made the ir 
livings along rivers and streams. But the 
Bighorn River was too treacherous and too 
steep-walled until the dam tamed it, so for 
thousands of years men lived near the river 
but avoided navigating it.

In a similar way, the broken land here has 
challenged man's ingenuity, forcing him to 
devise advantageous strategies of survival. 
More than 10,000 years ago, ancient Indian 
hunters drove herds o f game into land traps. 
These Indians lived simply, gathering wild 
roots and seeds to balance and supplement 
their meat diet. They made clothes of skins, 
baskets and sandals of plant fibers, and tools 
of stone, bone, and wood. The many caves of 
the Bighorn area provided seasonal shelters 
and storage areas for these ancient men, as 
well as for early traders and trappers.

Absaroke means "People of the large- 
beaked bird,” in the Siouan language of the 
Crow. Their reservation surrounds most of 
Bighorn Canyon. O rginallyafarm ing people, 
the Crow split o ff from the Hidatsa tribe 
more than 200 years ago. They became a 
renowned hunting people, described by a

the keys to Bighorn Canyon, where the land 
has been shaped by m oving water since vast 
upheavals of the earth's crust produced the 
Pryor and Bighorn Mountains m illions of 
years ago.

For 22 kilom eters (15 miles) upstream from 
the dam, the lake bisects a massive, arching 
anticline, exposing fossils that tell of suc-
cessive times when this land was submerged 
under a shallow sea, when it was a tropical 
marsh, and when its con ifer forests were in-
habited by dinosaurs. Man first arrived here 
more than 10,000 years ago, living nomad- 
ically as a hunter and gatherer In modern 
times, he has further shaped and altered the 
land.

member o f the Lewis and Clark Expedition 
as “ the finest horsemen in the w orld ." In 
the early 1900s they bu ilt an irrigation sys-
tem at the mouth of the canyon, responding 
in the ir own way to the challenge of the land.

Explorers, trappers, and traders found the ir 
way up the Bighorn early in the 19th cen-
tury. The earliest was Charles Larocque who 
met the Crow at the mouth of the Bighorn in 
1805; Captain William Clark passed through 
a year later. Jim Bridger claimed he had 
floated through the canyon on a raft, but 
later fur traders packed the ir goods overland 
on the Bad Pass Trail, avoiding the rive r’s 
dangers.

During the Civil War the Bozeman Trail led 
to the mines of western Montana by crossing 
the B ighorn River. Open from 1864 to 1868, 
the trail was b itte rly opposed by the Sioux 
and Cheyenne, though the Crow remained 
neutral. The Federal Government was forced 
to close the trail in 1868 after the treaty of 
Fort Laramie. Fort C.F. Smith, now on pri-
vate land, guarded the trail as its northernmost 
outpost. A simple stone monument now com-
memorates the Hayfield Fight, a desperate 
but successful defense against marauding 
Sioux and Cheyenne warriors. In this skir-

Most of B ighorn's visitors come to enjoy the 
recreational opportunities the setting offers. 
Boaters, water skiers, fishermen, and scuba 
divers each find special attractions here. 
But the park holds much to interest the 
v is ito r beyond the lake, from spring and 
summer w ildflowers to more than 200 spe-
cies of birds, and from the stories of life 
forms adapting to a harsh environm ent to 
the modern search fo r energy. You may 
obtain more inform ation on what the park 
offers at vis itor centers near Lovell, Wyo., 
and Fort Smith, Mont. Most of all, we hope 
you w ill find your own place of solitude to 
rolax and to  onjov thp d ivorsity and timp- 
lessness of this uncommon canyon waterland.

mish a small party of soldiers and civilian 
haycutters, working 5 kilom eters (3 miles) 
north of Fort C.F. Smith, fought for eight 
hours until rescued by troops from the fort 
on August 1, 1867,

A fter the Civil War cattle ranching became a 
way of life here. Among the huge open-range 
cattle ranches was the Mason-Lovell (the 
ML), some of whose buildings remain. Dude 
ranching, reflected in the remains of Hills-
boro, enjoyed a period of popularity at the 
turn of the century.

The Crow made the transition from hunter- 
gatherers to ranchers in one generation. 
They com pleted an irrigation system in 1904 
after twelve years of labor and opened 
14,140 hectares (35,000 acres) o f land to 
irrigated farming. Water was diverted into 
the Bighorn Canal by a 129-meter (4 16-foot) 
diversion dam, moving 21 cubic meters (720 
cubic feet) o f water per second. Visit the 
Bighorn Canal Headgate, near Afterbay 
Campground, and other vestiges of the 
human past.

Pryor M ountain W ild 
Horse Range This 
area was established in 
1968 to  provide a well- 
maintained sanctuary 
fo r w ild  horses. The 
herd size, now about 
120-140, is managed 
by the Bureau of Land 
Management.

Bighorn W ild life  The
w ild life  o f the Bighorn 
Canyon country  is as 
varied as the land, 
which can he divided 
into fou r specific  c li-
mate o r vegetative 
zones. In the south is 
desert shrubland inhab-
ited by w ild horses, 
snakes, and small ro-
dents. M idway is juniper 
woodland w ith coyotes, 
deer, b ighorn sheep, 
beaver, woodrats, and 
porcupine. A long the 
flanks of the canyon is 
p ine-and-fir woodland 
with mountain lions, 
bear, elk, and mule 
deer. To the north is 
shortgrass prairie, 
once home to  herds of 
buffalo. Many of the

Bighorn Visitor Center
The solar-heated visitor 
center near the town of 
Lovell, Wyo., symbolizes 
the energy-conscious 
concerns of the National 
Park Service and of 
modern Americans. 
Heating is accom-
plished by storing heat 
from the sun in a rock 
bin, then blowing hot 
a ir through the build-
ing. A separate facility, 
the Yellowtail V isitor 
Center, is located within 
the park between the 
com munity o f Fort 
Smith and the dam. It is 
approachable from the 
north by car.

smaller animals, such 
as skunks, cottontails, 
coyotes, and ra ttle-
snakes, are seen fre-
quently throughou t the 
park. M ore than 200 
species of birds, includ-
ing many kinds of wa-
terfowl, have been seen 
in the park. Each plant 
and animal species is 
adapted to the particu-
lar conditions of tem -
perature, moisture, and 
landform  w ith in one or 
more of the park's four 
prim ary zones.

Yellowtail Dam
Named in honor of 
Robert Yellowtail, fo r-
mer Crow tribal chair-
man and reservation 
superintendent, the 
dam creates one of the 
largest reservoirs on 
the M issouri R iver trib -
utary system. The dam 
is 160 meters (525 feet) 
high and of the arch 
type.

Mason-Lovell Ranch
A.L Mason and H.C 
Lovell b u ilt th e irc a tt le  
ranch headquarters 
here in 1883. A classic 
open-range opera -
tion , ca ttle  roamed 
the B ighorn  basin 
un til the  adven t o f 
barbed w ire. You can 
v is it the  bunkhouse, 
b lacksm ith  shop, and

the  m arried em -
p loyees cab in . A sk fo r 
to u r in fo rm atio n  a tth e  
v is ito r ce n te r near 
Love ll, W yo.

Bad Pass Trail A n-
c ie n t hun te rs  cam ped 
a long th is  tra il 10,000 
years ago, and in p re-
h is to ric  and h is to ric  
tim e s  the  S hoshone 
used it  fo r  access to 
th e  B u ffa lo  plains. 
E arly  tra ppe rs  and 
traders  used it to  
avo id  th e  dangers  of 
the  B ighorn  R iver. 
You can see rock

ca irns le ft a long the 
route between Devil 
Canyon O ve rlo o k  and 
B a rry ’s Landing. 
B e fo re  the  adven t o f 
the  horse, lifew ays 
changed lit t le  here 
fo r thousands of 
years. S m all fam ily  
g roups w in te re d  in 
caves near th e  can-
yon bo ttom s. In ea rly  
sp rin g  the y  m oved out

o f the  canyon bo ttom s 
in search o f p lan ts  and 
sm all an im als, and in 
sum m er the y  m oved 
to  the  h igh land s  in 
search o f gam e and 
sum m er-m atu ring  
plants. Large groups 
ga the red  in au tum n 
fo r  a com m una l b ison 
hunt.

D evil C anyon O ve r-
look  H ere  the  can-
yon  c rosscu ts  the  
g ray lim es to ne  o f the  
D evil Canyon A n ti-
c lin e , a 33 0-m e te r 
(1 ,000-fee t) high 
seg m ent o f the  fau lt 
b locks th a t m ake up 
the  P ryor M ounta ins.

Land and Life at Bighorn

Bozeman Trail
Opened during the Civil 
War as a shortcut to 
mines in western Mon-
tana, the Bozeman Trail 
crossed some of the 
best Indian hunting 
grounds and was b it-
te rly  opposed by the 
S ioux and Cheyenne. 
Forts C.F. Smith, Reno, 
and Phil Kearny guarded 
the tra il, but they were 
abandoned after a 
peace treaty w ith the 
S ioux and Cheyenne in 
1868. The Bozeman 
Trail, the H ayfield Fight 
Monument, and Fort 
C.F. Sm ith are on pri-
vate land.
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Getting Around the Park
As you can see on the 
adjacent map, the 
north and south ends 
of the park are not 
connected by a d irect 
road. Use th is  map to 
de term ine the route 
you wish to use if you 
plan to  v is it both ends 
of the park by car. We 
suggest you stop first 
at the National Park 
Service v is ito r cen-
ter at Lovell, Wyo., or 
at the one near the 
dam at Fort Smith, 
Mont.

Access to  the south 
end of the park is by 
U.S. 310 from B illings, 
Mont., or U.S. 14A 
from Sheridan, Wyo. 
From Hardin, Mont., 
take Mont. 313 to get 
to the north end of 
the park. Rental cars 
are available in 
nearby com munities,

but no public trans-
portation is provided 
to the park. Sched-
uled a irlines serve 
Cody, Wyo., and B il-
lings, Mont. Trans-
continenta l buses 
serve Cody, Greybull, 
Lovell, and Powell, 
Wyo., and B illings and 
Hardin, Mont. Unat-
tended aircraft land-
ing strips are at Fort 
Smith, Mont., and 
Cowley, Wyo.

Accommodations, in -
c lud ing hotels and 
motels, restaurants, 
service stations, gro-
ceries, and sporting 
goods stores, are in 
Lovell, Wyo., and 
Hardin, Mont. Fort 
Smith, Mont., at the 
north end of the park, 
has a motel, restau-
rant, service station, 
and grocery.

Further Information
about the park and 
nearby fac ilities and 
attractions can be 
obtained by w riting to 
the Superintendent, 
B ighorn Canyon Na-
tional Recreation Area, 
P.O. Box 458, Fort 
Smith, MT 59035, or by 
telephone: (406) 666- 
2412. Please w rite  or 
telephone well in ad-
vance of your v isit if you 
plan to bring a large 
group; this w ill help 
the staff to  plan inter-
pretive services for your 
group.

Private Property The
Crow Indians own prop-
erty w ith in  the bound-
aries o f the national 
recreation area. This tri-
bal land is closed to  the 
public Check w ith a 
park ranger for more 
information.

Boating Tips Please 
be sure to get a copy 
of the boating map of 
the park before you 
head for the water; it 
shows boating facil-
ities, campgrounds, 
boat ramps, and navi-
gational markers Diver's Flag Swimming Area Warning Buoy Control Buoy

What to See and Do
An orientation film is shown at B ighorn Can-
yon Visitor Center on activities throughout 
the park. Exhibits high ligh t the canyon's his-
tory and natural features.

Boating enthusiasts w ill find a marina, snack 
bar, campstore (gas and oil), and boat launch 
ramp at Horseshoe Bend and Ok-A-Beh. Ramps 
are also at Afterbay Dam and Barry's Landing. 
Boaters should sign registration sheets found 
at the ramps when entering and leaving the 
lake. If mechanical problems develop while on 
the lake, stay with your boat; hail other boaters 
and ask them to  notify a park ranger. Carry 
both day and night signaling devices. Do not 
try  to  clim b the lake's steep canyon walls. 
Swimmers are encouraged to use the life- 
guarded area at Horseshoe Bend.

Camping is restricted to designated areas 
located on the map above, unless you have a 
fire  perm it. Note the  boat-in cam psites 
shown on the map above. Please be sure to 
pour water on your fire  to be certain it is out.

Fishing in e ither Montana or Wyoming re-
quires the appropriate state fishing license. 
Fine game fish, such as brown and lake trout, 
sauger, ling, and perch, abound. The most 
popular game fish, a gourmet's delight, is the 
walleye. W inter ice fishing around Horseshoe 
Bend is good In local streams you w ill find 
brook, rainbow, brown, and cutthroat trout. Be 
sure you have the correct state fishing license.

Hiking is available in the national recreation 
area and in nearby forests. Inquire at the 
v is ito r centers for fu rthe r information.

Please Observe: Firearms are prohibited in 
deve loped  and concen tra ted  public-use 
areas, unless unloaded. Pets must be kept 
under physical contro l in developed and 
concentrated public-use areas. Trash and 
waste disposal into the waters o f the area is 
s tric tly  prohibited; all vessels must have a 
waste receptacle on board. A first-aid kit 
should be carried as a precaution against 
poisonous snakebites.
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for Bighorn Lake. 
Additional informa-
tion is listed on the 
back, including reg-
ulations for boating 
safety while you are 
on the lake. Please 
read the boating 
folder carefully, and

observe all rules and 
warnings. Have a safe 
and pleasant outing 
on the lake. For your 
safety, please sign the 
registration sheet at 
the boat ramps.


