Big Sand Lake, ID
Selway Bitterroot Wilderness
Sept. 16-19, 2015

Diablo Mountain Lookout

Highlights:
Bear encounter, Great Gray Owls, 8 species of Woodpecker and getting drenched
Blodgett Pass – https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/21441436149/in/datetaken
Diablo Mountain Lookout - https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/20965911493/in/datetaken
Big Sand Lake’s sandy beach and scenery

Itinerary:
Wednesday Sept. 16: Drive ~7 hours from Boise to Hoodoo Lake near the trailhead.
Thursday Sept. 17: Backpack 7.7 easy miles to Big Sand Lake
Friday Sept. 18: Hike 11.6 miles roundtrip to Blodgett Pass on the Continental Divide
Saturday Sept. 19: Backpack to trailhead with a 5.5 mile roundtrip side trip to Diablo Mountain
Lookout. Drive home. Drive the Lolo Motorway if you have time!
Directions:
From Powell, ID (mm 163-164 on Hwy 12): 5.4 miles on FR 111, 13.8 miles on FR 360 to Elk
Summit Camp Loop A on Hoodoo Lake. Trailhead is nearby. Steep, narrow road in places but
doable by car under normal conditions.

Another storm rolling in to Big Sand Lake

This was a trip for the memories. I knew going into it that the trip would be wet and cold. That
was the time slated on my calendar and I didn’t want to postpone since this would be my last
chance this year. Besides, I couldn’t look like a wimp going with my friend Darrin since he’s tuff
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stuff, being a mason by trade. My biggest concern was that my gear wasn’t up to snuff. We were
plagued by wet weather but that’s what made it an experience we will never forget.
We started the trip driving up Wednesday afternoon and camping at Hoodoo Lake. It is known
for having Moose but it was hunting season and we didn’t see a Moose on the trip. The first night
was a memorable one. I fell asleep to the sound of rain hitting my tent. I don’t know how asleep I
was since I don’t sleep well a lot of the time but I awoke to a “hey, hey, hey”, from Darrin. I
asked if everything was ok and I didn’t hear anything. I asked again a second time and he said
everything was ok. I went back to sleep not thinking much of it.
I awoke later as it was getting lighter and heard something outside my tent. I yelled for Darrin
and he said it was him walking around. I asked what he was doing up since it was raining. I had
planned on staying in the tent until it stopped to stay somewhat dry. Darrin said to come and
look. I got dressed and went and looked at his tent that he was pointing at.
I looked and saw two big claw marks on his
tent. I looked at him in surprise and he told
me the story. He said he was awoken when
his tent collapsed on his chest. He didn’t
know what to think at first. He realized his
son Isaak and his friend Johnny weren’t
along and he didn’t think I would prank him.
He got out of the tent in the dark and under
the light of his flashlight could see that the
tent poles were bent. He found it strange,
since this was a nice durable tent being able
to withstand 60 mph winds. After a walk
around the campsite looking for pranksters
and realizing we were alone he got back in
his tent. It was then, with his head resting on
his pillow and looking up at the roof of his
tent, that he noticed the penetrating claw
marks. It was then that the reality of what
happened started sinking in. It was his first
Black Bear encounter at a campsite. He had
encountered a curious bear that left no trace
of his presence except for the collapsed tent
with broken poles and his two paw marks
that he left when pouncing on the tent.
I was surprised since this was my first
dealings with a bear in camp. I’ve seen
many on the trail including some hair-raising encounters but a bear in camp is a whole different
ball game. I never really thought twice about being nervous around Black Bears. I still wasn’t
real concerned but I have to admit I was a little on edge. A Grizzly encounter would be a whole
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different situation. I’d hate to have Darrin hear me scream like a girl! Luckily for Darrin the bear
didn’t like green burritos! Something to think about when you buy your next tent!
We waited until it stopped raining to begin our hike into Big Sand Lake on day 2. It was about
11am when we left which was a good move because we avoided rain for the most part. There
was one area where we lucked out and found a nice overhanging rock to take cover. We still got
soaked from the waist down thanks to all the wet vegetation. It was a leisurely hike most of the
way. That gave us time to contemplate and discuss why the bear liked his green burrito tent over
my yellow domed shaped tent. We all know that bears are attracted to bad odors so I concluded
that Darrin smelt worse than I did. The Bear knew he had met his match when he met Darrin. I
know I wouldn’t want to mess with Darrin! We’ll never know but I sure enjoyed teasing him
with my ideas.
My best memory from the hike that day was all the species of woodpeckers we saw along vast
stretches of burnt forest. I’ve never seen anything like it (Northern Flicker, Hairy, Downy, Rednaped & Williamson’s Sapsuckers, Black-backed, Three-toed and the large Pileated Woodpecker). A
couple of these species are very difficult to run across in Idaho.
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Big Sand Creek & Big Sand Lake

Big Sand Lake inlet and storm

We found a nice campsite at the outlet of Big
Sand Lake and set up camp. We explored around
for the rest of the afternoon and found very nice
campsites at the inlet including a nice sandy
beach. We sat along the side of the lake as
evening drew near. A beautiful sunset graced the
sky during an interruption in storms.
There were a few average sized Cutthroat that I
could see swimming around in the lake. I didn’t
do any fishing on this trip. I was more interested
in exploring than catching some average-sized
Cutthroat.
This lake is known for being able to catch wild
Cutthroat while standing just down the beach
from a Moose. Just don’t expect that to happen
during hunting season.
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We planned to hike to Blodgett Pass on day 3. According to the forecast the storm was
supposed to break up in the afternoon. That is what we were hoping. We started our hike and
soon found that our boots were filling with water due to all the water from the vegetation running
down our legs. That was a new experience for me that I didn’t much care for. We were hoping
the clouds would lift so we could see the peaks.

Hiking up to Blodgett Pass

A Spruce Grouse seen along the way

As we began to
approach the pass we
noticed a couple large
piles of fresh bear scat.
It was larger than the
many piles of Black
Bear scat I had seen in
the past. Although
uncommon, we knew
that Grizzlies used the
area at times and we
were pretty sure based
on the size of the scat
that there was one
around. We were on
alert and began making
more noise than usual. I
don’t much care for
carrying dinner bells.
Blodgett Pass was spectacular! We got glimpses of some of the peaks but for the most part we
were socked in with clouds. We looked east into Montana and west into Idaho.
Check out the video from Blodgett Pass:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/21441436149/in/datetaken
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Looking west into Idaho

Looking east into Montana up Blodgett Canyon
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Looking east into Montana up Blodgett Canyon

Darrin standing on Blodgett Pass
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More views near Blodgett Pass

We sat down and ate lunch admiring the beauty of the area. It was worth all the discomfort of
being cold and wet. I soon realized though that I needed to keep moving because I was starting to
get chilled. We made our way back down the canyon to camp. It wasn’t long before the storm
broke and we had beautiful blue skies for the rest of the trip. We could finally start drying out
our gear.
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That night we stayed up late until we got real tired. We wanted to sleep through the noises and
mice crawling over our tents. The thought of a Grizzly in the canyon had us on edge. This made
for a prime opportunity to hear some owls. We had Great Gray Owls calling in the trees above
and around us. We also had Northern-pygmy Owls calling across the lake. We may have had a
rare Boreal Owl calling but I couldn’t differentiate its staccato call from that of the Pygmy Owl
at the time. Listen to the Great Gray Owl I recorded:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/21588523845/in/datetaken
We decided to take a side trip to Diablo Mountain Lookout on our last day. We were going to
hike to the lookout on our hike in but it was too rainy. It is a must see side trip! The views of the
Continental Divide are stunning from the lookout. You can see miles in all directions. You can
look west to see Graves Peak lookout, south to see the Goat Lakes and the upper stretches of the
east fork of Moose Creek. You can look north down on Duck Lake and across vast wilderness
but my favorite views are looking east at the spine of the Continental Divide.
See 360° views from Diablo Mountain Lookout:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/20965911493/in/datetaken

A view on the hike looking west toward Horse Heaven Meadows and Graves Peak

It was a fabulous trip! Another great outdoor memory from Idaho’s back-country!
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The view south toward Goat Lakes

The view of Duck Lake while hiking to the lookout
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Views looking northwest

Views looking east toward the Continental Divide

Darrin and I at the end of the trip (last page)
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