
Five Pass Century – Glacier National Park  

We were a little unsure of getting a permit when it got to be the middle of May, so I called the Ranger 
Station in Glacier to check the status. It turned out that they had sent us an email, but the email address 
they used was not correct. When we did get the permit notification, the route that we received was very 
close to what we had requested.  

When we got to Glacier to pick up our permit, we asked the ranger if it was possible to make some 
changes to the route that we were given. We wanted to have a trip that was as close as possible to the 
trip we had requested. The ranger said that it was possible to make changes, depending on availability 
of campsites. Because the part of the trip that we wanted to change was at the end of the trip, the 
“walk-up” sites had not yet been reserved. The ranger was very helpful as she checked on her computer 
to see what was available. We were able to change the second part of our trip from going through the 
Ptarmigan Tunnel and into the Belly River drainage to going over Swiftcurrent Pass, Stoney Indian Pass, 
and down the Belly River. So, we had our trip route: 110 miles in 10 days with 5 mountain passes to 
cross, starting from Two Medicine and ending at Chief Mountain. The “Five Pass Century”. The ranger 
also let us borrow a bear vault so that we could make a food drop at the Many Glacier Ranger Station. 
This was at the half-way point of the route, so we would only have to carry a maximum of five days of 
food. 

Day 1: We were driven from East Glacier to the Two Medicine trailhead by a friend of ours who was 
working in East Glacier for the summer. She would also pick us up at Chief Mountain trailhead ten days 
later. From there, we would give her a ride back home so she could finish college.  

We got an early start but it was a sunny morning so the first part of the trail was a warm walk through a 
relatively flat section from the outlet of Pray Lake to the crossing of Dry Fork Creek. From there, the 
trails turns almost straight west as you gradually climb along the north side of Dry Fork. Eventually you 
reach a point where you have a great view of Oldman Lake sitting in a bowl below Flinsch Peak and Mt. 
Morgan. A side trail leads down to the backcountry campsites at Oldman Lake. The main trail continues 
west and up to Pitamakan Pass. The trail is not steep, but rather uses long gradual switchbacks to reach 
the pass. We were greeted by an over-friendly marmot at the pass. Apparently, the marmot was 
accustomed to being fed by hikers, because it was borderline aggressive as far as approaching us and 
our packs. No food from us! From the pass, there are outstanding views to the north down the North 
Fork of Cut Bank Creek. We also saw a small group of bighorn sheep ewes and kids on the north side of 
the pass. The trail down the north side of the pass also uses gradual switchbacks as it drops down to 
pass by Pitamakan Lake, levels out somewhat, and then drops down again to cross an outlet of Katoya 
Lake. The last section of the trail to Morning Star Lake is a gradual drop through woods and open areas. 
The camp sites at Morning Star are set back in the woods with good separation between sites and the 
cook area. We could not see the lake from our tent site.  

For the day we had about 11 miles of trail walked with one mountain pass crossed. 



 

1 Looking Up Dry Creek Canyon 

 

2 Oldman Lake 



 

3 North Side of Pitamakan Pass 

Day 2: This was a short day as we continued down the North Fork of Cut Bank Creek to the Atlantic 
Creek camp site. Just before you reach the camp site, the trail crosses Atlantic Creek just downstream 
from Atlantic Falls. The falls are not high, but they are wide and are set in a nice location. After setting 
up our camp, we set out on a side trail to Medicine Grizzly Lake. This trail gains very little elevation as it 
heads into the bowl that contains the lake. Many spectacular waterfalls flow down the sides of the 
mountains and into the lake. At one point, we had to cross through a length a trail that had been 
damaged by an avalanche in the recent past. This amounted to working our way over and around 
downed trees, large boulders, etc. Luckily, many hikers had gone through here before us, so it was a 
matter of following a “social” trail through the debris. The extra work was well worth the effort. This 
lake and canyon is one of the best scenes in Glacier. The location is spectacular. If you are not a 
backpacker, you can still reach this area by day-hiking from the Cut Bank trailhead. We highly 
recommend doing a hike to Medicine Grizzly Lake. At the upper end of the lake there appears to be an 
area that was at one time a backcountry camp site. Fortunately, the Park Service does not allow 
camping here, so the area can remain pristine. 

Our camp site at Atlantic Creek was in the woods, but did not have good separation between the 
individual sites, so it was somewhat noisy. The cook area has good views of the creek and there are 
several areas along Atlantic Creek to soak your feet. For the day we had about 3 miles of trail with full 
packs and about 5 miles of trail with light packs (to Grizzly Medicine Lake and back). Mostly downhill or 
level trails all day. 



 

4 Morning Star Lake 

 

5 Trail to Medicine Grizzly Lake 

Day 3: The trail heads west from Atlantic Creek camp and right away starts to climb gradually towards 
Triple Divide Pass. The trail is across a south-facing slope and provides great views of Medicine Grizzly 
Lake below and the multiple waterfalls flowing down the surrounding mountainsides. Another morning 
of fantastic views. There are some short switchbacks as you get close to the pass. The view north from 
the pass is down the Hudson Bay Creek drainage. The view south is down to Medicine Grizzly Lake that is 
the start of the Atlantic Creek drainage. Out of site to the west behind Triple Divide Peak is the Pacific 
Creek drainage. Triple Divide Peak is the only location where water drains to three different oceans, 



depending on which side of the mountain the water falls on. The trail follows the Hudson Creek drainage 
to the north and drops through a few switchbacks near the pass before reaching a more gradual slope 
through woods and open areas. We noticed that several of the open areas were being overgrown with 
Canada thistle, probably a result of past horsepackers not using proper hay to feed their livestock. It 
would take several trail crews all summer to eradicate all of the thistles.  

Several waterfalls coming down the mountainsides to the west of the trail can distract you from noticing 
all of the thistles. As the trail continues north, you enter a burn area that has started to regrow with 
small pine trees, fireweed, and other small vegetation. We lost count of the number of deadfalls we had 
to go over, under, or around along this section of trail. After we returned home and checked the park 
website for trail conditions, we noticed that a trail crew had been assigned to clear this trail of deadfall, 
so we were about two weeks early from having a cleared trail! Not long after you cross a large wood 
bridge that is near the confluence of Hudson Bay Creek and Red Eagle Creek, the trail drops down a 
slope and you reach Red Eagle Lake. There are backcountry camps at the head of the lake and at the 
foot of the lake, with over one mile between them. Since our reserved site was at the foot of the lake, 
we only took a quick look at the sites at the head of the lake, and continued on north. The camp site at 
the foot of the lake is located on a slope on the east side of the lake. Due to being located in an old burn 
area, the distance between the individual sites seems small. A regrowth of vegetation will help the 
feeling of distance between the sites. The cooking area has a good view of the lake.  

For the day we had about 12 miles of trail with one mountain pass. The last part of the trail seemed long 
due to the openness of the trail through the burn area on a warm, sunny day and the many downfalls 
that we had to deal with. 

 

6 Trail Above Medicine Grizzly Lake 



 

7 Medicine Grizzly Lake 

 

8 Hudson Bay Creek Drainage 



 

9 Crossing Red Eagle Creek 

 

10 Red Eagle Lake 

Day 4: This day had the least amount of elevation gain or loss of any day on this trip. The trail goes down 
the valley of Red Eagle Creek to a substantial bridge that crosses the creek. From there, the trail turns 
back to the west and meets up with the south side of Saint Mary Lake. It would be possible to save 
about one mile of hiking by fording across Red Eagle Creek upstream of the bridge and walking off trail 
to the northwest until you found the trail that leads to Saint Mary Lake. Because of a past burn in this 
area, the woods are very open and it would be difficult to get lost, especially if you were carrying topo 
maps.  

The trail along Saint Mary Lake stays high above the lake with no real water access unless you were to 
scramble down a scree slope. However, about the time we were starting to run low on water, the trail 
crossed a stream draining down the mountainside from the south. We had previously filled up on water 
at Red Eagle Creek. After several miles of walking along the lake, with Rising Sun and Going-to-the-Sun 



Point on the north shore in view, we came to Virginia Falls and a large amount of day hikers. The large 
number of day hikers remained as we took the trail past St. Mary Falls to a trail junction. The day hikers 
turned east at the junction to go back to their cars and we turned west to head towards the Reynolds 
Creek campsite and back into quiet. The Reynolds Creek campsite has only two sites with good 
separation between the sites and cook area. There are also several areas along the creek to rest and 
soak your feet.  

Despite the relatively “level” trail on this day, the hike seemed long because of the distance of about 15 
miles and the nuisance of all of the day hikers near the end of the trail. 

 

11 Red Eagle Lake 

 

12 Trail Thru Old Burn 



 

13 Red Eagle Creek Drainage 

 

14 Saint Mary Lake 

Day 5: We started off this day with a relatively steep climb up from Reynolds Creek to a crossing of the 
Going-to-the-Sun Road. About half way through this section, we met a Park Service ranger that was 
beginning her back-country patrol. She checked our permit and asked about any wildlife we had seen. 
She also told us that the Fifty Mountain campsites were having problems with bear activity due to 
someone leaving food in their tent. The campsites had been closed and the Park Service was sending in 
a ranger to determine if they could be re-opened. We were curious about Fifty Mountain because we 
had a permit to stay there in 3 days.  

After we left the ranger, we crossed the road and continued a gradual climb above Siyeh Bend and up 
towards Preston Park. This is another exceptionally pretty area of Glacier and we saw a few day hikers 



on their way to either Siyeh Pass or Piegan Pass. After a trail junction with the Siyeh Pass trail, we 
continued our gradual climb along the south side of Cataract Mountain up towards Piegan Pass. The trail 
on this side of the pass is a very long but gradual uphill walk with great views to the south, including a 
view of Jackson Glacier far to the south. At the pass, it is difficult at first to see where the trail goes on 
the north side. Because of the steep terrain, you have to take some time to see that the trail goes 
through a series of short switchbacks as it starts the drop into the Cataract Creek valley. Once again, the 
views are tremendous. There are multiple waterfalls and cascades to pass as you descend to the north. 
One of the first falls you pass is Morning Eagle Falls working its way through dark red rocks. As the trail 
gets adjacent to the falls, there are several great places to stop for lunch. Farther down, Feather Plume 
Falls comes down the mountainside to the west of the trail.  

As the trail gets closer to Grinnell Lake, you will notice more day hikers from the Many Glacier area. The 
trail goes along the north side of Lake Josephine and Swiftcurrent Lake, which is a very popular hiking 
area that is also accessed by boats on the two lakes. We headed to the backcountry sites that are 
reserved in the Many Glacier campground to drop our packs before we headed to the Many Glacier 
Ranger Station to pick up the food we had left there a few days earlier. We also looked forward to 
having a meal that we did not have to cook over a small stove, and to be able to get water we did not 
have to filter. This was a long day, both in distance and time on the trail. The 15 miles and crossing of a 
big mountain pass meant that we would sleep well this night. 

 

15 Piegan Pass Trail at Preston Park 



 

16 Jackson Glacier in Distance 

 

17 Trail to Piegan Pass 



 

18 Morning Eagle Falls 

Day 6: The day started with a big breakfast at the Swiftcurrent restaurant and a trail that started out 
level as it headed west along the Swiftcurrent Creek drainage. Soon after we started, we were able to 
watch a moose feeding in the swallow waters of Fishercap Lake. After all the miles of trail in the 
backcountry so far, here was a moose that was a short distance from the developed area at Many 
Glacier! The trail gradually climbs as it continues to follow the drainage uphill past Bullhead Lake, and 
then the climb starts. By this time, the sun was high in the sky and so the steep climb up to Swiftcurrent 
Pass was very warm. The pass itself was somewhat of a disappointment – it is not really a typical 
mountain pass, but more of a saddle that does not really have great views in all directions. We would 
have liked to take the side trail up to the Swiftcurent fire lookout, but we could not find a safe place to 
leave our packs. We had no desire to carry our packs up the steep trail to the lookout and there were no 
trees of any size where we could hang our packs. This would be a good location for the Park Service to 
add a couple of bear-proof storage boxes.  

Swiftcurrent Pass is on the Continental Divide, so now we were in the west side of the park and just 
above Granite Park. By the way, “Granite Park” is a misnomer because the rock in this area is not 
granite, despite what it looks like. We recommend reading the book “Night of the Grizzlies” for 
background on this area of the park and the events of a fateful night in 1967. There are several side 
trails in the area of Granite Park Chalet and it was a little difficult to find the correct route to the 
backcountry sites that are quite a ways downhill from the chalet. After stopping at the chalet to get 
directions, we were told the best place to get water and were also invited to come back after our 
evening meal to get some hot chocolate.  

The backcountry camp at Granite Park was a little disappointing. There is very little distance between 
sites, hardly any shade, and the water source was running low at the time we were there. However, the 
scenery in this area is terrific and the sunset view was great. Our total for the day was about 10 miles – 8 
miles with full packs and about 2 miles of just hiking around the Granite Park area. We crossed one 
mountain pass this day.  



 

19 Fishercap Lake 

 

20 Trail to Swiftcurrent Pass 



 

21 Looking East from Swiftcurrent Pass Trail 

 

22 Swiftcurrent Creek Drainage 



 

23 Heavens Peak 

 

24 View From Granite Park 

Day 7: This was another day that had small elevation gains and losses although we crossed the 
Continental Divide again near the end of the day. This was not really a mountain pass, but was just a 
higher point on the trail along the western slope of Mt. Kipp. This section of trail is on the Highline Trail 
along the Garden Wall north of Granite Park with expansive views to the west across Flattop Mountain 
to the Livingston Range. The trail meanders as it crosses many drainages coming down from the slopes 
to the right. It was a good year for Beargrass, and we passed through many fields that were in full 
bloom. In some years the Ahern Drift (a large seasonal snowdrift located along a north facing slope) can 
be a little treacherous to cross without proper equipment. We were late enough in the season so that 
we were able to make a careful and slow crossing with the use of trekking poles.    



As you near the Fifty Mountain camp site, a side trail goes off to the right and leads up hill to the top of 
the Garden Wall for a dramatic overlook of Sue Lake far below. We recommend this short, but steep, 
trail because of the views you get. The side trail is close enough to Fifty Mountain so that you can set up 
camp and do this as a day hike with light packs. We took the trail to the overlook in the early morning 
and had a quick breakfast at the top.  

The area around the Fifty Mountain camp ground has some of the best views in Glacier. The views 
across fields of wildflowers as you watch the sun go down over the fifty mountains to the west are 
unbeatable. This was one of the better days of the trip. We had a remarkable length of trail mostly to 
ourselves, the weather was clear and not hot, and the scenery was outstanding. The trail length for the 
day was about 12 miles with no mountain passes but a gradual crossing of the Continental Divide. 

We recommend one particular tent site at Fifty Mountain. If you get to the camp ground early enough, 
go to the cook area and look up the slope and to the right. The tent site that is located highest up the hill 
to the right is the best at this camp ground. It is farther from the cook area than the other sites, but it 
has the most privacy and has easy access to water.  

 

25 Morning View of Heavens Peak 



 

26 Trail Across Ahern Drift 

 

27 Flowers Below Garden Wall 



 

28 Flowers Below Garden Wall 

 

29 Trail to Fifty Mountain 



 

30 Sunset at Fifty Mountain 

Day 8: The trail leaves the terrific Fifty Mountain camp on a gradual upslope as it heads north across 
opens fields with the views to the west continuing. After a short time, a high point is reached with the 
remnants of a cabin just west of the trail. The remnants consist of an outline of large, very colorful, 
stone blocks. It is easy to imagine the harsh weather conditions during the winter along this very 
exposed ridge. After passing the old structure, the trail starts a descent into the Waterton River valley. 
The trail is gradual and remains high above the river with water available from several streams that are 
coming down the mountainside to the east.  

After a long descent down to almost the level of the river, a patrol cabin is reached near a trail junction. 
The cabin is locked, but does provide a nice overhang if you need to get out of the rain. There is also an 
outhouse behind the cabin. It is a good idea to refill water bottles from the stream that is near the patrol 
cabin. The trail from the junction up the Pass Creek valley is steep in sections, very brushy, and it is 
difficult to actually get to the creek for water. In several places it is easy to see the creek, but it would be 
a very rough bit of work to get water. The trail is brushy enough that despite being only about 40 or 50 
feet apart on the trail, we could not see each other while hiking. The cooking area at Stoney Indian camp 
ground has a food storage box that is difficult to see because it is slightly uphill from the cook area and 
an old bear pole. We had our food raised on the bear pole before we noticed the storage box after 
looking around a bit. The sites at Stoney Indian are well separated from each other, the cook area, and 
the latrine. The outlet stream from the lake runs between the cook area and the tent sites. Despite this 
camp being popular and hard to get reservations for, we had it all to ourselves for the night. 

The trail for the day was like a large “V” – a long descent down into a valley, and then a long ascent up 
to a beautiful mountain lake. The hike was about 9 miles. 



 

31 Trail North of Fifty Mountain 

 

32 Remnants of Old Shelter 



 

33 Patrol Cabin at Pass Creek 

 

34 Trail Up Pass Creek 



 

35 Stoney Indian Lake 

  

Day 9: When we climbed out of the tent in the morning, the sky was overcast and the low-hanging 
clouds made it look like rain could start at any time. We decided to have a quick breakfast and try to get 
all packed up before the rain started. There is nothing worse than filling up your pack in the rain. We 
almost made it – the rain started as we began to stuff sleeping bags and roll up our sleeping pads. 
Hurrying as best we could we were able to get our packs ready and our pack covers on before the rain 
got too heavy.  

The trail goes on around to the south side of the lake and then immediately starts the climb to Stoney 
Indian Pass. The trail has gradual switchbacks, which provide plenty of chances to look back down at the 
lake and the mountain bowl that it sits in. The climb to the pass is not long or strenuous and the pass 
itself is just barely above treeline. It is a good place to take a break and have a second breakfast. The 
scenery on the south side is equal to or better than the scenery on the north (lake side) of the pass. We 
had seen many photos of the pass in various publications taken on bright sunny days that looked 
fantastic. The rain and overcast skies that we experienced did not detract from the scenery, and may 
have added some “drama” to the scene. The rain was light enough that we were able to take photos, 
and the clouds had enough breaks in them that we were able to see the surrounding mountains.  

As the trail descends from the pass, it enters another mountain valley surrounded by slopes with 
multiple waterfalls. The trail levels out for a short distance as you pass several small lakes and ponds 
that are being fed by the many streams. Even in a misty rain, the scenery cannot be matched. Another 
steep section with switchbacks leads past more waterfalls and you cross the outlet of Sue Lake. This is a 
very chilly ford of a swift-flowing creek. The views down the Mokowanis River valley start to open up as 
you are able to see the very long Glenns Lake and farther down to Cosley Lake. Be sure to turn around 
periodically and look back up the valley to see views you may have missed as you concentrate on the 
downhill trail. The steady and gradual downhill trail leads past Mokowanis Junction camp ground almost 
at the head of Glenns Lake. We stopped here to use the latrine and to “check-out” the sites for future 



reference. The campground is large with good distance between the sites but it is set in heavy woods 
with no views and it was buggy, even in late August. Just past the campground is a side trail to 
Mokowanis Lake. We highly recommend taking this short trail to the lake and the campground at the 
lake. This campground is a lot smaller but has very good views of the lake and surrounding area and has 
more of an isolated feel than the Junction campground. There is a social trail on the south side of the 
lake that leads up the drainage coming from Margaret Lake. And of course, more waterfalls to see. 

Back on the main trail, it is a short distance to the camp known as Glenns Lake “Head”. The sites here 
are right on the lake but have very little privacy. Food storage and the cook area have good separation 
from the tent areas. A level walk along the long, narrow lake is through the woods and out of view of the 
lake for many stretches. At the east end of the lake is Glenns Lake “Foot” campground.  As you leave 
Glenns Lake and continue towards Cosley Lake, you cross Whitecrow Creek as it flows down from the 
valley to the northwest. The trail is mostly through heavy woods with some open areas that allow views 
to the east and west, up and down the Mokowanis Valley.  

We were able to get our tent set up in the Cosley Lake campground before the rain got too heavy and 
we waited out the rain before having supper. This camp has good separation and privacy between the 
sites, the sites are located along the lake, each one has a beach, and they are well away from the cook 
area and food storage. After supper, the rain had stopped and the clouds started to break up and we 
were treated with the setting sun shining on the west side of Chief Mountain. From the west, the 
mountain looks like a big block of stone jutting above the Belly River valley. Despite the heavy rain, light 
rain, and misty rain throughout the day, this was a very enjoyable hike through incredible scenery that 
covered about 10 miles and crossed one mountain pass. No more passes to cross on this trip! 

 

36 Stoney Indian Lake 



 

37 East Side of Stoney Indian Pass 

 

38 Below Stoney Indian Pass 



 

39 Mokowanis River Valley 

 

40 Falls Below Stoney Indian Pass 



 

41 "Step" Cascade 

 

42 Sundown at Cosley Lake 

Day 10: The cloudy and rainy weather from the previous day had all cleared away and we woke up to a 
bright sunny morning. We were able to look up the valley that we had hiked yesterday and could see 
several of the many waterfalls that we had passed. We got an early start because we wanted to take the 
side trail up to Bear Mountain Point above the Belly River valley. We also needed to get to the Chief 
Mountain trailhead at a certain time to meet our ride.  

The trail up Bear Mountain is in heavy woods and is relatively steep with some small switchbacks. We 
could not find a suitable place to hang our packs, so we started up the trail with full packs. Due to time 



limits, we did not make it to the lookout point. Another day perhaps. Back on the main trail, it is a short 
distance to a side trail to Gros Ventre Falls. This is another good place to take a break and have a snack. 
The falls are not high, but they are wide and in a good setting. This is also a good place to refill water 
bottles as the next section of trail is across an open slope that faces south so it can be pretty warm. As 
you hike along this slope above the Belly River, you will get your first sight of the Belly River Ranger 
Station located in an open area on the south side of the river. There may be a few horses in the large 
fenced area to the west of the cabin.  

The patrol cabin can be reached after crossing a long suspension bridge over the Belly River and 
backtracking a bit to the west. There is also a backcountry campground located nearby. We had camped 
here on a previous backpack trip and also visited the patrol cabin after an invitation from one of the 
backcountry rangers. On this trip, we decided not to stop at the cabin, and continued to the northeast. 
We had noticed that storm clouds had started to come across the mountains and were headed down 
the valley behind us. The trail along the Belly River is actually on a “bench” above the river and the trail 
is mostly dry and dusty. If you run low on water, you will need to go off trail and drop down to the river 
to refill. As you approach the trailhead the trail climbs out of the river valley and up a slope that can get 
steep at times. Heavy horse traffic also has left the trail muddy and chewed up in places. Just as you are 
getting tired of the uphill slog, you hear some traffic noises from the highway and a few moments later 
you are at the trailhead. The trailhead has very nice latrines and the building has large overhangs. The 
overhangs were nice because the rain had caught up to us and we had to wait a few minutes for our 
ride. We were early getting to the trailhead but our ride was right on time, so it was time to find a 
shower, a burger, and some beers!  

The last day started out in bright sunshine, ended in rain and crossed wet trails, dry trails, and horse-
used trails to cover about 10 miles. No mountain passes on this day.  

 

43 Early Morning at Cosley Lake 



 

44 Sunrise at Cosley Lake 

 

45 Breakfast at Cosley Lake 



 

46 View From Bear Mountain Trail 

 

47 Belly River Patrol Cabin 



 

48 Corral at Belly River Ranger Station 

 

49 Trail Leaving Ranger Station 



 

50 Gathering Storm Following 

We would redo this trip without a doubt if we ever have a chance. There were very few sections of the 
trail that were “unpleasant” or “boring” but had many highlights including Medicine Grizzly Lake, Piegan 
Pass, Morning Eagle Falls, Swiftcurrent Pass, Fifty Mountain, Stoney Indian Lake, Stoney Indian Pass, and 
the trail down the Mokowanis River Valley.   

Additional Photos: 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 


