Scenes from Idaho’s Wilderness Areas
I love to fly fish Idaho’s backcountry. Whether it’s a day hike or a backpacking trip for the week,
the wild of the outdoors recharges my batteries and reminds me of the important things in life.
It gets even better when I can share those moments with family or friends. The scenery is
spectacular and I can’t help but feel inspired. I love what nature does to my soul. Whether it is
coming face to face with a Bear on the trail, watching a trout rise to my fly, seeing flower
covered meadows, taking cover from an oncoming storm, hearing an Elk bugle or having my
heart jump-started by a flushing Chukar - I just can’t seem to get enough.
My newly acquired pastime of birding the last few years has greatly augmented my outdoor
experience. I’m much more aware of my surroundings and it generates a certain excitement of
what’s around the next corner. Idaho’s wilderness areas afford many opportunities to see birds
that I wouldn’t ordinarily see. I’ve added a pair of binoculars to my list of non-essential
backpacking items. My small pocket camera is the other non-essential item that I carry but one
I would feel incomplete without. The scenes I shoot with my camera are a constant reminder of
why I need to return and hopefully inspire others to do the same. Each picture tells a story that
I never want to forget. The following are a few scenes from my wilderness excursions and birds
I saw along the way.
Owyhee Canyonlands Wilderness
Springtime is a great time to visit the Owyhee Canyonlands. The desert is green, it’s not too hot
and the wildlife is active. Weather and your vehicle will determine the areas you can visit in this
remote, unforgiving high desert plateau of river carved canyons. It is a special place to those
who have visited. Adjacent to the wilderness area is the world renowned Snake River Birds of
Prey National Conservation Area.
On one occasion while hiking along the rim of Little Jack’s Creek I came across a noisy Raptor
sounding its alarm call. I soon saw it as it started frantically flying around and realized it was my
first Peregrine Falcon seen in the wild. It was letting me know I wasn’t welcome. I have also
seen Bald Eagles, Golden Eagles, Buzzards, Prarie Falcons, Osprey, Northern Harriers, Redtailed Hawks and a Ferruginous Hawk. I’ve also seen Burrowing Owls and Long & Short-eared
Owls in the conservation area. Other birds I see in this wilderness area are Canyon Wrens, Rock
Wrens, Rock Doves, White-throated Swifts, Horned Larks, Chukar, and the iconic Sage Grouse.
One of my favorite outdoor experiences happened while traveling by foot on April fool’s day a
few years back. As I made my way across the sagebrush to a remote canyon overlook I flushed a
couple of Sage Grouse. After gathering myself I noticed another thumping sound besides the
beating of my heart. I walked a little further and realized there were several Sage Grouse. I

noticed males on the small hillside puffing out their chests. The sound I heard was the booming
of the males as they strutted their stuff. I was standing in the middle of an annual mating ritual!
At that moment I just sat down and watched - thankful to witness such a spectacular event.

A place known as “The Tules” on the East Fork Owyhee River

A struggle to survive

I got this lucky photo of a Bighorn Sheep in the Bruneau River Canyon.

The East Fork Owyhee River

A view into Big Jacks Creek

A Loggerhead Shrike seen in the Owyhees

Sawtooth Wilderness
The Sawtooth Wilderness was close to becoming Idaho’s first National Park. This wilderness is
aptly named for its scenic Granite spires. I have hiked many of its trails and fished many of its
lakes and I can’t say enough about how incredible it is. From its pine covered trailheads to its
inspiring bald peaks, the Sawtooths provide for some incredible birds.
My favorite sighting was in the summer of 2010. I was driving along the edge of the Stanley
Basin when I noticed a Great Gray Owl fly from the edge of the forest out into the grassy
meadow. I noticed it fly low and then pounce into the grass. I got to see several pounces from
several perches while it hunted the meadow. I didn’t realize at the time what a grand occasion
that really was. In this same area near Stanley Lake I also got a glimpse of my first Northern
Goshawk fly and land in a tree next to a clearing.
Other birds that were special highlights included close-ups of a Pileated Woodpecker, Wilson’s
Snipe, Swainson’s & Hermit Thrush, American Pipit, American Dipper, Western Tanager,
Osprey, American Three-toed Woodpecker and my first ever Rufous Hummingbird, Pine
Grosbeak and Black Rosy-finch at snowline among the granite spires. I was also rewarded with
Williamson’s Sapsuckers, Black-backed Woodpeckers and Peregrine Falcons on the same hike.
A Western Tanager seen foraging on the forest floor

Stanley Lake - near where I saw the Northern Goshawk and Great Gray Owl

Toxaway Lake (below)

It was from this viewpoint above Baron Lakes that I saw my first Black Rosy-finches

Alpine Lake (below)

Boulder White Clouds
The most scenic hike that I’ve undertaken in Idaho could arguably be the thirty-mile loop
around Castle Peak in the White Clouds. It is currently part of the Sawtooth National Recreation
Area but has been tied up in the courts for decades waiting to receive wilderness designation.
The scenery and experiences of this weeklong trip with my brothers was unlike any other. I
caught my first Golden Trout; escaped an avalanche caused by Mountain Goats along a steep
trail; slept with my poncho over my head one night during a bad storm thanks to a leaky tent;
and I backpacked the last 10 miles/ two days without food or water because I couldn’t keep
anything down thanks to the flu. Oh the memories!

Castle Peak and Washington Basin in the White Clouds

My most memorable bird sighting was while lying on my sleeping bag and watching a Red
Crossbill in the tree above my head that seemed to disregard my presence. On the lakes edge
was a Solitary Sandpiper which took me by surprise in this high mountain lake over 9,000 ‘. I
remember hearing the chatter of Clark’s Nutcrackers that seemed to be everywhere we went.

Baker Lake

Quiet Lake and Serrate Ridge (below)

Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness
This wilderness is the largest wilderness in the lower forty eight. It is also the closest definition
of wild that you’ll find in the lower forty eight. King Salmon travel 900 miles to spawn in its
ginger clear streams and reintroduced Wolves continue to hunt the countryside for Elk and
Deer.

Hiking along Fishfin Ridge in the Bighorn Crags

The thing I remember most about one of my trips was walking up and getting very close views
of Grouse. The Grouse in these alpine areas that I’ve seen include Dusky, Ruffed and Spruce
Grouse. It’s the one bird I can get a decent picture of with my small Olympus pocket camera.
It’s not uncommon to get great close-up views of Grouse on most hikes I take in Idaho.
Robert Mortensen and I were scout leaders when we hiked into Knapp Lakes/Crimson Lake. I
glanced my first Three-toed Woodpecker with Robert on this trip along with a Townsend
Solitaire. I loved the evening chorus in camp of a Swainson’s Thrush and Olive-sided
Flycatcher as an Osprey watched from a nearby snag. You can read more details about this hike
on Robert’s Birdingisfun blog under August 2010.

A Grouse seen along the trail

Ship Island Lake in the Bighorn Crags

Crimson Lake (lowest lake)

Hells Canyon Wilderness
The elevation in Hells Canyon Wilderness is extreme. Hells Canyon is the deepest river gorge in
North America. The Snake River is at 1200’ and the peaks of the Seven Devils rise to over 9,000’.
The trail along the river is great to hike in the spring while the Seven Devils can usually be
accessed by early summer.
I’ve seen Wild Turkey in the canyon but the biggest memory of hiking the trail along the river is
the constant jolts to the heart of flushing Chukar or the less frequent Gray Partridge. The best
memory of the high country was a hike where I saw Gray Jays, Steller’s Jays and Clark’s
Nutcrackers all within the same vicinity. These Corvids are seen on many hikes in Idaho’s high
country but it really stood out on my trip to the southern Seven Devils. A nice rarity on this trip
was seeing a Pine Grosbeak and an unusual number of Mountain Blue Birds.
Other possibilities for Warblers include Yellow, Yellow-rumped, Townsend’s, MacGillivray’s
Nashville, Wilson’s & Orange-crowned. I have also seen Cassin’s Finch, Chickadees, RedBreasted Nuthatches, Cedar Waxwings, Evening Grosbeaks, Pine Siskin and a variety of
flycatchers to name a few highlights. I’ve even seen a few Common Mergansers in some highcountry lakes.

Hells Canyon hike from Pittsburg Landing to Kirkwood Ranch

Chukar

Southern Seven Devils (above)

He Devil Peak overlooking Sheep Lake in the northern Seven Devils

Gospel Hump Wilderness
The Gospel Hump Wilderness is probably the least known wilderness in Idaho. I entered the
Gospel Hill area which features a unique drive across the top of a ridge that ends at a lookout.
All along the way are trails that plummet down to alpine lakes. It was a ways down on my Idaho
bucket list but it turned out to be a thriller!
Have you ever felt like you were being watched? Well I have and I found out what. I have
several more thrilling encounters but this makes the list. I’ll have to write another article on my
wildlife encounters in the wilderness. Some involve face-to-face encounters with two different
Black Bear, a Mountain Lion, a Moose, a Bull Elk, two Bulls and a Rattlesnake that dropped at
my feet on the trail off from the cliffs while trying to escape. I also witnessed a Grizzly destroy a
tackle box with one swipe of his paw but that was in Alaska. I’ll write those stories when I’m
older so they don’t get back to my wife - if I live to tell about it that is.
Back to the story; I followed fresh Wolf tracks down the trail to upper Twin Lakes. When I
reached the lake I had an eerie feeling that I was not alone. I kept my eye on the opposite side
of the lake where I had heard twigs snapping up in the trees. I eventually made my way over in
that direction to some logs where fish were rising. I caught some lunkers that made my reel
zzzzzzzzzzzing. While hopping from log to log – I ran at the sound of buzzing. I realized that they
were just flies. They were coming from a fresh Elk carcass strewn over the logs and chunks of
meat sitting on the bank. It doesn’t get much better than that except for watching it all happen.

The other highlight of the trip was spending the night in the lookout listening for Wolves that I
now knew were in the area. I never heard them howl but I witnessed a beautiful sunset with
360 degree views. It wasn’t until the following night that I realized I had picked up a hitchhiker
from the lookout. In the back of my truck in my bedding was a mouse. I kept feeling him walk
across my legs working itself to my belly. I couldn’t seem to shake it even after I shook out all of
my bedding. It must have been in the mattress. I finally relented by throwing the blanket over
my face and going to sleep. Bird highlights included close-up views of Spruce Grouse and a
couple of Winter Wrens. I also heard a Northern Saw-whet Owl while fishing.

Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness
The Selway-bitterroot Wilderness was one of the first designated wildernesses in the United
States and the last in Idaho that I sat foot in. It has one of the highest Elk densities in Idaho.
Warning signs suggest keeping watch for Mountain Lions and Rattlers on the Selway River.
I fished the upper Selway River with my brother via the Magruder Corridor Road; a 100 milelong road that cuts the Selway-Bitterroot and Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness’s. It’s
a unique experience that puts you in one of the most remote locations in the lower forty-eight.
As we entered the corridor late September, we crossed paths with a Pileated Woodpecker and
Spruce Grouse. The next morning, while at Poet Creek Campground, I heard the eerie howl of a
Wolf for the first time just upstream. The endless expanse of mountains and poetry that rang
through the air impressed upon my mind the beauty of true wilderness.
The second night we heard rain all night beating against the tent which I actually enjoyed. The
third night we heard a Northern Saw-whet Owl and the last night we heard a Western Screech
Owl. I consider these perks of spending the night in the outdoors. Other highlights from the trip
were Golden-crowned and Ruby-crowned Kinglets as well as my first Idaho Chestnut-backed
Chickadees. Mountain and Black-capped Chickadees were also present.

Western Screech Owl

Views along the Magruder Road Corridor including Burnt Knob Lookout

Upper Selway River

The upper Selway is now a magical place in my mind. Whether it was the Bald Eagle that flew
low over our head calling or the Osprey seen diving into the water and flying away with the fish,
nature can put on a marvelous production. As we hiked the trail we noticed several Bear sign
such as scat, broken berry branches, bear trails in the vegetation and round indents in the grass
where they sat eating berries. There is a place downstream to see the Bears congregate while
eating Salmon during the Salmon run. You can bet that this won’t be the last time I fish this wild
and scenic river. I’ve seen many Black Bear in Idaho, even face-to-face encounters that made
the hair on my neck stand up, but not on this trip.

The author seen landing a 16” wild Westslope Cutthroat Trout on the wild & scenic Selway River

A recent trip took me to the continental divide to spectacular Blodgett Pass. The hike via Big
Sand Lake was spectacular and so were the birds. Eight species of Woodpeckers including
American Three-toed and Black-backed Woodpeckers were a treat. Spruce Grouse, NorthernPygmy Owl, Pine Grosbeak and Northern Goshawk were also highlights of the many birds I
saw. The biggest highlight were a pair of noisy Great Gray Owls hooting just above our tent
during the night along the shores of Big Sand Lake. It’s probably the best birding trip I’ve had
while backpacking Idaho’s backcountry. The thing I’ll remember most was the curious Black
Bear that collapsed Darrin’s tent during the night leaving claw marks as a reminder of his visit. It
gave him a big scare but no harm done other than the tent.

Blodgett Pass and Big Sand Lake

Idaho has so many wonderful wild places to visit. I feel grateful to live in such a wonderful land
and to have so many great experiences and memories from my outdoor adventures.

The author on Thompson Peak – tallest peak in the Sawtooth Wilderness

