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A Wilderness Mountain Kingdom
“If there is magic on this planet,” Loren Eiseley wrote, “it is con-
tained in water.” The diverse magic of the North Cascades—its 
craggy peaks and blanketing forests, bald eagles and mountain 
lions—begins as slgfr-borne waters stored in mountain glaciers 
and snow pack. Precipitation that falls on protected upper water-
sheds and headwaters works its way down, all year long, to the 
Skagit and Stehekin rivers. It arrives still cold, still clean, still 
clear, life’s crucial fuel for astonishing biological diversity. These 
high mountains, wet on west slopes and dry on the east, provide 
plants and animals with many niches to exploit. And their com-
plex geology breaks down into many soil types, encouraging the

area’s species diversity. These parklands—North Cascades 
National Park, Ross Lake National Recreation Area, and Lake 
Chelan National Recreation Area—are the 10-million-acre North 
Cascades Ecosystem’s protected core. The ecosystem extends 
from the Columbia River on the east to Puget Sound and from 
Canada’s lower Fraser River on the north to the Snoqualmie 
River. This is our last chance in the Northwest to save a land-
scape-scale working sample of nature’s dynamic, interpenetrat-
ing pathways of life. There is nothing not connected here: bears, 
salmon, eagles, humans, forests, glaciers. Indigenous people 
used this land seasonally, taking salmon or gathering berries,

mountain goat hair, or chert (for stone tools and points) they trad-
ed over a wide area. The 260 archeological sites here trace this 
human presence back 8,000 years. The mission of the National 
Park Service is to preserve for this and future generations these 
parklands’ majestic mountain scenery, glaciers (more than in any 
other national park outside Alaska), and other natural and historic 
features. Despite the dams, the Skagit River still hosts all five 
species of salmon and two of anadromous or sea-running trout: 
the steelhead and cutthroat. We know these fish facts, but how 
much don’t we know? And can we save what we don’t know we 
have? A most important job of the National Park Service is inven-

torying and monitoring—finding out what plants and animals are 
here and then tracking their health. This groundwork isn’t glam-
orous, but it is vital to our vision for preserving nature. In 1988 
Congress designated 93 percent of these parklands for protec-
tion under the 1964 Wilderness Act. Wilderness is meant to pro-
tect forever both the land’s natural copditions and opportunities 
for solitude and primitive recreation and scientific, educational, 
and historical values. In wilderness many people can sense being 
a part of the whole community of life on Earth. Preserving wilder-
ness shows restraint and humility—for what we don’t know about 
the land, which ultimately feeds, clothes, and houses all.
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North Cascades National Park

From some park trails endless views unfold 
of glacially sculpted mountain landscapes. 
Flower-sprinkled hillsides and meadows 
persist long into summer at higher eleva-
tions. For flowering plants on high mountain 
passes and in alpine meadows, spring and 
fall may occur in the same week. There are 
more than 1,700 species of plants here, 
many ferns and fungi, hundreds of birds, 
reptiles, and amphibians, and thousands of 
insects. Many scientists feel our planet’s 
future lies in the biological diversity that is 
preserved in protected natural areas.

Breathtakingly Beautiful Mountain Scenery
North Cascades National Park contains 
some of America’s most beautiful mountain 
scenery—high jagged peaks, ridges, slopes, 
and countless cascading waterfalls. Glac-
iers scored by crevasses, permanent snow- 
fields, sheer-walled cliffs, spires, and pinna-
cles challenge mountaineers. Few roads 
reach into the park, but views can be had

on clear days from the North Cascades 
Visitor Center and North Cascades Highway 
at Goodell Creek, Diablo Lake Overlook, or 
other points. Cascade River Road, 23 miles 
of improved dirt and gravel, gives summer 
and fall access to the park and to Cascade 
Pass Trailhead. Most hikers enter the na-
tional park from trailheads along the North 
Cascades Highway. Others enter from trail- 
heads along Cascade River Road and 
Stehekin Valley or via Forest Service trails 
next to the park.

North face of the southern Picket Range

Ross Lake National Recreation Area

The Skagit River’s Wild Stretches and North Cascades Highway
Ross Lake National Recreation Area pro-
tects its namesake lake and stretches of the 
Skagit River below the dams. As the North 
Cascades Highway corridor, it also divides 
the national park units. Bald eagles feed in 
mid-winter on salmon along the river near 
Bacon Creek and farther downstream (see

map). In the high mountains these park- 
lands protect, glaciers release water all 
summer. The Skagit River provides clean, 
cold water year round—and river recreation 
all summer. Just off the highway near New- 
halem, the North Cascades Visitor Center 
is open daily spring to fall and on weekends 
in winter. It provides information, exhibits, 
audiovisual and ranger-led programs, and 
short trails. Snow closes the highway about 
mid-November to April. Watch for fallen 
rocks on the road in any season.

Seattle City Light sponsors regular, sched-
uled tours of its Diablo Lake and Ross Dam 
hydro facilities. The reservoirs are scenic 
water gateways to remote areas. Ross Lake 
— 24 miles long and up to two miles wide— 
covers 12,000 acres, Diablo Lake 910, and 
Gorge Lake 210. Newhalem Store sells fish-
ing supplies, food, and souvenirs. Ross 
Lake resort offers 'odging. boat gas. water 
taxi, and boat rentals. The only launch facili-
ties for Ross Lake, at its north end at Hozo- 
meen, are reached by a dirt-and-gravel road 
from Canada (see map).

Ross Lake

Lake Chelan National Recreation Area

A Passenger-Ferry Ride To Wilderness and History
You can hike, boat, or fly to Stehekin at the 
head of Lake Chelan, but you can’t drive 
there by car. A wilderness-edge community 
50 miles uplake from Chelan, it is set amid 
towering mountains. Stehekin Valley history 
saw short-lived fur trapping and mining and 
then homesteading. As the 20th century 
began, outdoor recreation and scenery saw

hotels and summer cabins built. A few 
year-round residents then depended on fruit 
farming, timber, horsepacking, and recre-
ation for a living.

Today travelers enjoy Rainbow Falls, the log 
school house used from 1928 to 1988, and 
historic Buckner Orchard. In season, shuttle 
buses serve up-valley campgrounds and 
trailheads for the national park. From one 
and a quarter to four hours long, the pas-
senger-ferry rides give shoreline views of 
houses and orchards, then national forest, 
and the lake’s upper four miles in the recre-
ation area. Lake Chelan is a natural lake set 
in a glacier-carved trough, and at 1,500 feet 
deep it is one of the nation’s deepest lakes. 
Its bottom lies 400 feet below sea level. A 
dam built at Chelan in 1927 to boost elec-
tricity production raised lake level 21 feet.

Lodging and meals, postal service, and 
_ minimal camper supplies are available in 
|  summer at Stehekin Landing, where the 
“  Golden West Visitor Center also is located.
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Passenger ferry on Lake Chelan

Planning Your Visit
In fo rm a tion
Find information about 
National Park Service 
and Forest Service facili-
ties at North Cascades 
Headquarters in Sedro- 
Woolley or national park 
or forest information or 
ranger stations at New-
halem, Marblemount, 
Stehekin, Glacier, or 
Chelan. Or contact the 
Superintendent, North 
Cascades National Park, 
2105 State Route 20, 
Sedro-Wool ley, WA 
98284; 360-856-5700; 
or www.nps.gov/noca.

P ub lica tio n  Sales
Books, maps, and pam-
phlets are sold at park 
headquarters and ranger 
or information stations 
by the nonprofit North-
west Interpretive Associ-
ation. For a free sales 
list, write to the associa-
tion at the park address.

S easons and W eather
Trails and lakes at lower 
elevations are usually 
free of snow from early 
April to mid-October. 
Some trails at higher 
elevations will not open 
until mid-July. Over 300

miles of maintained trails 
take you into the park 
and recreation areas and 
adjacent national forest 
lands. Parking at some 
trailheads requires a 
Northwest Forest Pass 
(fee) available at national 
park or forest offices 
and some stores.

The western side of the 
North Cascades gets 
more rain than the east-
ern side. Look for more 
cloudy days and lower 
temperatures on the 
western side compared 
to the eastern side.

N atu ra lis t A c tiv ities
Enjoy the self-guiding 
trails, evening programs, 
and other naturalist ac-
tivities in the summer 
season —ask for infor-
mation at campgrounds, 
Stehekin, and informa-
tion and ranger stations.

A ccom m oda tio ns
Services are limited, and 
lodgings are found only 
in the national recreation 
areas. Vehicle access 
campgrounds on North 
Cascades Highway are 
at Goodell, Newhalem, 
and Colonial creeks,

first-come, first-served 
(no reservations). Group 
campsites (reservations 
required) are at Goodell 
and Newhalem creeks in 
Ross Lake National Rec-
reation Area, at Harle-
quin in Lake Chelan Na-
tional Recreation Area, 
and Bridge Creek, North 
Cascades National Park.

B ackco u n try  Perm its
Backcountry permits are 
required for all overnight 
backcountry use and for 
boat-in camp sites (ex-
cept on Lake Chelan).

The permit system helps 
to prevent overcrowding 
and damage to fragile 
mountain environments. 
Climbers; please register 
before making ascents. 
Most climbing accidents 
occur when climbers ig-
nore recommended pro-
cedures. Ask a ranger 
for advice and a report 
on local conditions.

W arning!
The waters of Ross, Di-
ablo, and Gorge Lakes 
and Lake Chelan can be 
extremely cold from 
glacial runoff and melt-

ing snowfields. Sudden 
summer storms can lead 
to hypothermia, the life- 
threatening, rapid loss of 
core body heat. Take 
proper precautions.

B oating
Diablo Lake has a boat 
launch ramp at Colonial 
Creek Campground; 
Ross Lake at Hozomeen 
(accessible only from 
Canada); and Gorge 
Lake a small one near 
the town of Diablo. You 
can rent small boats at 
Ross Lake Resort and 
North Cascades Stehe-

kin Lodge. Skagit River 
raft trips put in at Good-
ell Creek Campground. 
Ask for up-to-date infor-
mation. Chelan and 
Manson and state parks 
at First and Twenty-five 
Mile creeks offer boat 
access to Lake Chelan. 
Boaters on Lake Chelan 
must have a dock pass 
(fee) to use U.S. Forest 
Service or National Park 
Service docks. There are 
other docks at the lake’s 
lower end where this 
pass is not required.

H unting  and F ish ing
Hunting is not permitted 
in North Cascades Na-
tional Park. Trapping is 
not permitted in the park 
or recreation areas, but 
hunting is permitted in 
parts of the recreation 
areas in season. A valid 
Washington state hunt-
ing license is required, 
and state laws apply.

Washington state fishing 
licenses are required, 
and state laws apply.

R egu la tions and Safety
Pets are prohibited in the 
national park, except on 
a leash on the Pacific 
Crest National Scenic 
Trail. Pets are permitted 
on a leash in the recre-
ation areas.

Fires are permitted only 
at authorized locations. 
No firewood gathering in 
campgrounds—use local 
firewood vendors.

Before you drink any 
water from any untreat-
ed source, treat it by an 
approved method.

Use extreme caution 
outside the developed 
areas. Falls in rugged 
terrain have resulted in 
fatalities. Cross all un-
bridged streams with 
caution, especially dur-
ing spring’s runoff: slip-
pery stream bottoms 
and swift currents can 
knock you down and 
sweep you away.

Bears
Bears and other wild 
animals are attracted to 
food odors and to many 
odors—such as tooth-
paste—that may not say

“food” to you. Lock food 
and associated items— 
dishes, cooking equip-
ment, ice chests—in 
your vehicle at night or 
anytime you are away 
from camp. In the back- 
country keep a clean 
camp and hang your 
food and other odorous 
items properly. Or store 
them in a bear-resistant 
food canister you can 
borrow from the park 
staff. Do not feed wild-
life, even unintentionally. 
Help keep wildlife wild.

http://www.nps.gov/noca


Exploring North Cascades

North Cascades Highway
A c c e s s  To re a c h  th e  N o rth  C a s c a d e s , d r ive  
W a s h in g to n  S ta te  R o u te  20, th e  N o rth  C a s -
c a d e s  H ig h w a y , fro m  B u r lin g to n  o n  th e  w e s t 
a n d  T w isp  on  th e  e a s t. I t  is  c o n s id e re d  th e  
“ m o s t s c e n ic  m o u n ta in  d r iv e  in  W a s h in g to n .”  
V e h ic le  a c c e s s  to  R o ss  L a ke  is  b y  u n im p ro v e d  
ro a d  fro m  C a n a d a  on ly . S te h e k in  is  re a ch e d  
o n ly  b y  b o a t, f lo a tp la n e  fro m  C h e la n , o r  tra il; 
th e re  is  no  v e h ic le  a c c e s s .

DO  N O T  USE TH IS  M A P  FO R H IK IN G

The h ighw ay passes 
Gorge, D iablo, and Ross 
lakes in Ross Lake Na-
tiona l R ecreation Area. 
Only Gorge and Diablo 
can be reached by veh i-
cle fro m  State Route 20. 
S top a t the  D iablo Lake 
O verlook fo r  grea t view s 
o f D iab lo  Lake; Sour-
dough M ounta in ; Davis, 
C olon ia l, and Pyramid 
peaks; and the Skagit 
R iver dra inage. Happy 
Creek Forest W alk is  a 
sho rt, w hee lcha ir acces-
s ib le  boardw a lk  through

an o ld -g ro w th  forest. 
A ccess ib le  tra ils  are 
also a t Gorge Creek 
O verlook and near the 
N orth C ascades V is ito r 
C enter in Newhalem . 
W ayside exh ib its  and 
v iew s o f Ross Lake and 
o th e r po in ts  o f in te rest 
are fou nd  a t roadside 
tu rn o u ts  in  the  Ross 
Lake area. The North 
C ascades V is ito r Center 
a t N ewhalem  in troduces 
th e  na tura l and cu ltu ra l 
h is to ry o f th is  diverse 
and rugged park. Ask

about o th e r accessib le  
tra ils  in the  area.

Rainy and W ashington 
passes in Okanogan 
N ationa l Forest to  the 
east provide rest stop 
and p icn ic  fac ilities . The 
P acific  C rest National 
S cenic Trail crosses the 
h ighw ay a t Rainy Pass, 
e leva tion 4,860 fee t. A 
one-m ile  w a lk to  a sub- 
a lp ine lake, Rainy Lake 
National Recreation Trail 
beg ins near the Rainy 
Lake res t s to p  and is

w hee lcha ir accessib le.
A t W ashington Pass, e l-
eva tion  5,477 fee t, near 
the  res t stop and p icn ic  
area, an ove rlook  g ives 
b rea th tak ing  v iew s of 
the  Cascade M ounta ins. 
The B aker Lake area of 
M t. Baker-Snoqualm ie 
National Forest offers 
cam ping, boating, fish -
ing, h ik ing , and p ic n ic k -
ing.

Posted speed lim its  fo r 
S ta te  R oute 20 are o ften  
lo w e r than  the sta tew ide

lim it: obey them . Use the  
roadside tu rn o u ts  to  see 
th e  scenery safely. Drive 
w ith  cau tion  and w a tch  
fo r  pedestrians o r h ikers 
on road shoulders, rocks 
in the  roadway, w ild life , 
b icyc lis ts , and d rive rs 
w ho  m ay be less careful.

North Cascades National 
Park and Ross Lake and 
Lake Chelan national rec-
reation areas are un its  of 
th e  National Park Sys-
tem , w h ich  con s is ts  of 
m ore than  370 parks

representing im po rtan t 
exam ples o f ou r coun-
try ’s natura l and cu ltu ra l 
inheritance.

W ild e rn e s s  Som e 93 
pe rcent o f the  park and 
recreation areas is des-
igna ted as the  Stephen 
M a ther W ilderness Area 
in the  National W ilde r-
ness P reservation Sys-
tem . M a the r served as 
the  f irs t d ire c to r o f the 
National Park Service.
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