The Selkirks
September 2019

Chimney Rock

My coworker and I did a tour of the Selkirk Mountains. The plan was to hike as many trails as
we could in a week and canoe to Upper Priest Lake to get a good feel for this region of Idaho.
We also wanted to do a little fishing. The Selkirks are in Idaho on the Canadian border. It’s a
boreal forest and the only place in Idaho with Caribou. It’s also one of the few places where
there are Grizzly Bear. The alpine lakes are gems and hiking down the crest of the white granite
Selkirks instilled a lasting memory of being on top of the world.
The Huckleberry picking was out of this world! My favorite memory however was seeing a
Boreal Chickadee for the first time and coming across possible White-tailed Ptarmigan in the
high country that some believed have been extirpated from Idaho for a couple of decades.

Itinerary - Sept. 1-7, 2019
Sunday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday

Drive to the Selkirk Mountains after church
Hidden Lake (1.5m rt) & Pyramid/Ball Lakes (5m rt)
Chimney Rock (10.5m rt)
Harrison Lake/Beehive Lake cross-country loop (11.5m)
Upper Priest Falls (5m rt)
Canoe “The Thorofare” to Upper Priest Lake (3m one way)
Rapid River Trail (11m rt) near Riggins; Home

Trip Photos & Videos: https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/albums/72157710771356201

Canoeing “The Thorofare” to Upper Priest Lake

We left my house after church on Sunday and arrived at a roadside camping area along a creek
around 2am a few miles from the Canadian border. We awoke at 7am, ate breakfast at a nearby
picnic area and headed up Smith Creek Road to do a .75 mile morning hike to Hidden Lake. Our
plan was to move from north to south down the Selkirks hiking the highlight trails that I had

researched. The main objective of hiking into Hidden Lake was to find a Boreal Chickadee. I was
intent on finding a Boreal Chickadee which I had never seen before. They only exist in Idaho
along the Canadian border at the edge of the Boreal forest. I had searched many flocks of
Chickadees with no success throughout the morning. There are four species of chickadee in
Idaho and I had seen the other three. After catching a couple of Rainbow Trout and picking
many Huckleberries the size of Blue Berries, we arrived back at the trailhead not having seen or
heard a Boreal Chickadee. I was bummed as we started back down the canyon in the truck. Just
a bit down the road I yelled to Daniel to stop the truck. I heard a chickadee flock. I picked out
the distinct but similar call of the Boreal Chickadee. I followed the flock with my binoculars and
there it was. Not only one, but two Boreal Chickadees with their light brown caps. It was such a
great moment to find them. I saw all four species of Idaho chickadees within a few hours
(Mountain, Black-capped, Chestnut-sided and Boreal). Now I was ready to hike!

FISHING - We caught a few pan sized Rainbow Trout in Hidden Lake. We didn’t take our fishing
poles into any of the other alpine lakes due to time but they all had fish - Cutthroat and
Rainbow. I tried fishing Upper Priest Lake from the canoe with no success. Perhaps because
there were thousands of dead moths on the water and the fish were already full. I had never
seen anything like it before. Between Priest Lake and the Canadian border we had encountered
thousands on our tent, in the truck, along the trail, on the water, just everywhere!

Hidden Lake

We drove up Trout Creek Road to get to the Pyramid Lake trailhead for the second hike of the
day. The plan was to backpack into Pyramid Lake and camp and then hike over to Balls Lakes. It
is a 5 mile out and back hike. I loved the hike to the pass between the two lakes. Fish were
jumping leaps and bounds in Upper Ball Lake. It is a simple hike into Pyramid Lake and a great
place to take the kids for an overnighter. The Milky Way was beaming bright in the dark sky.
Pyramid Lake

Upper Ball Lake (above)

Pyramid Lake (below)

The next morning we hiked from Pyramid Lake to the trailhead and drove almost to Sandpoint
before driving up Upper Pack River Road to the trailhead for Chimney Rock. This is one of the
few alpine hikes in Idaho that I’ve done that wasn’t to a peak or lake. I was excited to finally see
Chimney Rock in person after seeing it on the television program “Outdoor Idaho”. It is an 11.5
mile out and back hike with almost 3,000 feet elevation gain. To me it’s the icon of the Selkirk
Mountain Range. The hike around the north side of Chimney Rock to get to the east side is a
nail biter with views of Priest Lake. It’s worth the views if you dare cross the narrow steep path.

Chimney Rock from the west

Looking north from Chimney Rock

The next day we drove a couple miles up the road to the Harrison Lake Trailhead. This 11.5 mile
loop along the Selkirk Crest between Harrison Lakes and Beehive Lakes is amazing and one of
my favorite hikes in Idaho! Half of the hike is trail and the other half is steep cross-country.

Selkirk Crest

Harrison Lake (below)

Little Harrison Lake

The hike starts at Harrison Lake trailhead and ends at Beehive Lakes trailhead. These two
trailheads are a mile apart at the end of Upper Pack River Road. We only had one vehicle so we
walked the road from the Beehive Lakes trailhead to the Harrison Lake trailhead for the last
mile of the hike. The trails lead to both lakes but after that you’re on your own.
After following the trail to beautiful Harrison Lake you skirt the south side of the lake across the
boulders and then climb to the ridge to the west. You are in Bear Country (both Black and
Grizzly). There is a bear box at the lake for your use. It is mandatory to store your food in Bear
Proof containers or hang it. This was a long day hike for us so we didn’t have to worry about
that but it’s good to know if you’re camping in this range.

Harrison Lake

The cross-country hike from lake to lake across the crest of the Selkirks isn’t for everyone. My
partner was on edge in a couple of rough spots due to the steep terrain. He was very happy
when we made it to Beehive Lakes and were able to hike on a trail again.
I had a cool experience hiking to the crest from Harrison Lake. I heard a couple of soft clucks. As
I reached the ridge I then heard a softer non-cluck sound. It was brief so I couldn’t see the bird
making it. My hunch is that they were White-tailed Ptarmigan. They didn’t make the erratic

calls they are known to make but I was able to match up the sounds I heard on xeno canto that
pointed to Ptarmigan. That was very exciting for me knowing they haven’t been reported in the
area for almost a couple decades. Some think they are extirpated in Idaho. I was able to record
the last sound I heard and send it to some experienced ornithologists for their comments.

Along the Selkirk Crest where I heard the Ptarmigan

This hike was difficult but it was so worth it. The views felt like you were on top of the world.
One of my favorite lakes I’ve hiked into in Idaho is Little Harrison Lake. You’ll see it before you
get to Beehive Lakes. It’s hard to hike into but it is one of the most scenic lakes I’ve seen
anywhere.
The crest is a granite ridgeline with views of Washington to the west, Montana to the east and
Canada to the north. You can also see Chimney Rock to the south. When you get to Beehive
Lake, see if you can’t spot a couple Elephants up on the ridge line. As I mentioned earlier, the
Huckleberries were ripe and plentiful for the picking on these hikes. I’ve never seen it so good.
On our hike from Beehive Lake to the trailhead we kicked a Black Bear off his Huckleberry
patch. What a hike! It doesn’t get much better than this for scenery and solitude.

Little Harrison Lake

Beehive Lake

The next day, we left the high elevation of the Selkirks to hike and Canoe near Priest Lake. We
drove north of Priest Lake to the Canadian border to hike the last couple miles of the Idaho
Centennial Trail. We hiked to its northern terminus to Upper Priest falls (aka American Falls). It
is a beautiful drive on decent gravel roads getting narrower as you reach the trailhead at roads
end. It’s a steep hike down the canyon to get to the last mile of the Idaho Centennial Trail but
it’s only 5 miles out and back. The trail will take you through old growth Cedars that have had
years to mature into huge tall trees.
The waterfall at the end is a great destination and reward after following a beautiful creek. It’s
a neat hike knowing that you are at the end of a hike designed to go from the northern to
southern border of Idaho. I’ve been to the southern terminus and several sections in between.
Idaho has some beautiful backcountry! One could spend a lifetime trying to see it all.

The hike to Upper Priest Falls

We spent the last day in the area canoeing what’s called “the thorofare”. It’s the slow moving
lake-like river between Priest Lake and Upper Priest Lake. This is also something I’ve wanted to
do since seeing it on Outdoor Idaho. It was the only day of the trip that was overcast with a
little rain. It was perfect weather for canoeing. It’s a must if you’re ever in the area.

Priest Lake (above)

Upper Priest Lake (below)

You can rent canoes at Lionhead on the north end of Priest Lake near the river. Watch for
wildlife because it is abundant. After canoeing on these beautiful lakes, we headed to Ardy’s
Café in Coolin for a delicious Huckleberry shake.
We then made our way to Spokane and stopped at Riverfront Park to show Daniel the
waterfalls and catch part of a free concert that was going on. We eventually made our way to
Winchester State park around 10pm to camp for the night. We picked up insect traps that
Daniel had there for the summer season. What a beautiful camping spot!
The next day we also picked up traps at the Rapid River Fish hatchery in Riggins. Adult King
Salmon had returned from the ocean and could be seen in the viewing ponds. That is always a
sight to behold after you think about their journey they have just completed.
We ended our trip with an 11 mile roundtrip hike up to Potter Flat on the Rapid River Trail. It is
a beautiful rugged hike through the canyon along the river. I was hoping to find some Mountain
Quail with no luck. It’s definitely a good spring or fall hike if you’re in the area. It’s too hot and
there are too many Rattlesnakes in the summer for me. Also, watch out for Poison Ivy.
What a fun whirlwind trip to another great part of Idaho! Idaho has so much to offer!

Priest Lake (above)

Huff Lake – north of Priest Lake (below)

Rapid River Trail

