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Montana’s Geography

Mountains
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The Bitterroot Range
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The Bitterroot Range

• Separates Montana from Idaho
• 3,000 to 10,000 feet in elevation
• Trapper Peak is the highest point
• Contains the Lolo National Forest

• Threatened by logging & 
motorized recreation

West of Bozeman lie the impressive Bitterroot Mountains. The Bitterroot Mountains serve as the border of 
western Montana and eastern Idaho and are considered part of the Northern Rocky Mountains. To get to the 
Bitterroot Mountains from Bozeman, head west on I-90. You can turn north just after Missoula onto HWY. 93 
which connects you to MT. 200, bringing you through the valley between the Bitterroot Mountains and cabinet 
Mountains. You can also continue west on I-90 and turn east onto MT. 135 which connects to MT. 200 as well.
The southern part of the Bitterroot Mountains is accessible if you turn south on HWY. 93 in Missoula. The 
Bitterroot Mountains encompass 1.6 million acres of the Bitterroot National Forest. The Bitterroot National 
Forest starts at the foothills of the Bitterroot Valley between the Bitterroot Mountains to the west and the 
Sapphire Mountains to the east. The elevations of these mountains range from 3,200 feet to 10,157 feet, the 
summit of Trapper Peak. 

Because of the many different elevations and its large size, the Bitterroot Mountain Range is home to a variety 
of vegetation and ecosystems. The valley floor is drier and bears a mix of sage, juniper and paintbrush. 
Ponderosa pine grows only in a few places in these arid-lands. Spruce, sub-alpine fir, and sub-alpine larch can 
be found growing in the higher elevations where there is more water and moisture. Some species, such as the 
sub-alpine larch are only found in a few other places in the US. 

The wildlife is just as varied as the flora of the Bitterroot Forests. Here you can find mule deer, white-tailed deer, 
bighorn sheep, elk, moose, wolves, and mountain goats. Keep your eyes peeled for mountain lions and black 
bears because they also inhabit these forests. If you should see one, do not run or panic. The Bitterroot Forest 
offers information on what to do if you encounter a bear or mountain lion. Grizzly bears, however, are not know 
to dwell here. 

The Bitterroot Mountains offer an array of outdoor activities. There are over 1,600 miles of trails so don't forget 
your hiking boots or mountain bike. There are also excellent places to fly-fish, rock climb, and hunt. 

Today, the Bitterroot Range is threatened by logging and motorized recreation. There was a big conflict over 
salvage logging after the summer fires of 2000. The Sierra Club and other environment groups opposed the 
harvesting of 190 million board feet of timber that would have been taken out of 46,000 acres of burned forest. 
The outcome included an agreement that protects 15,000 of pristine forest area that is to remain free of roads, 
while logging will be limited to 55 million board feet. The Bitterroot Mountains are worth taking the time to 
experience and enjoy. 
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The Bitterroot Range
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The Bear’s Paw Mountains
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The Bear’s Paw Mountains

• South of 
Havre

• Locally known 
as “The Bear 
Paws”

"From where the sun 
now stands, I will fight 
no more, forever." 

~Chief Joseph, Nez 
Perce

Bear Paw Battlefield is part of Nez Perce National Historical Park and Nez Perce National Historic Trail. It is 
the site of the last battle of the Nez Perce War of 1877. On September 29, 1877, a community of 700 men, 
women and children made camp on the banks of Snake Creek at a place they called C'Aynnim 'Alikinwaapsa
(The Place of the Manure Fire). On September 30 a battle occurred followed by an extended siege lasting until 
October 5. At 2:00 PM on the afternoon of October 5, Chief Joseph, on behalf of 432 survivors, ended the 
battle as he gave his rifle to Colonel Nelson A. Miles saying "From where the sun now stands, I will fight no 
more, forever."
The Nez Perce were unaware that Colonel Nelson A. Miles had been ordered from the Tongue River 
Cantonment (near Miles City, Montana) to intercept the "fugitives." Mile's 400 soldiers of the 2nd and 7th 
Cavalries, the 5th Mounted Infantry, and 40 Indian scouts crossed the Missouri River by steamer on September 
25. This was two days and 70 miles east of the Nez Perce crossing at Cow Island. Approaching from the 
southeast on September 29, Miles ordered his forces to make camp. Miles was unaware of the Nez Perce 
camp's location just 12 miles away northwest.

About 4 a.m. on September 30, army scouts alerted Colonel Miles of the Nez Perce camp. Miles ordered his 
troops to march, expecting to surprise and overwhelm the Nez Perce with a sudden attack. In the Nez Perce 
camp, people awoke to cold and cloudy weather. Early morning calm was soon shattered as a cavalry charge 
came from the southeast. Despite the surprise, the Nez Perce inflicted heavy casualties on the frontal attack 
made by Company K of the 7th Cavalry. The 2nd Calvary made a flanking movement to the west, successfully 
separating the Nez Perce from their horses. With the 7th Cavalry reinforced by the 5th Infantry, the Nez Perce 
were forced to the north end of their camp. The army secured the bluff to the south. The Nez Perce held their 
position and prevented any further advance. Both sides suffered heavy casualties the first day. The Army lost 
23 soldiers, and had 45 wounded. The Nez Perce lost 27 men and women with another 46 wounded. Later 
three additional Nez Perce civilians were killed when canon fire hit their shelter area. During the first day of 
action about 150 Nez Perce were able to flee north to Canada. Many reached the camp of Sitting Bull with 
word of the events at Bear Paw. A few were given refuge by local tribes, some were killed, while others were 
captured and turned over to the Army.

Unable to defeat the Nez Perce, the troops encircled and laid siege to the camp. On October 4, General 
Howard arrived with a small escort, and the possibility of reinforcements. With concern for the welfare of the 
women and children, and on the promises of Miles and Howard, Joseph agreed to quit the fight. On the 
afternoon of October 5, Chief Joseph, representing many of the remaining Nez Perce, ended the Battle of Bear 
Paw and the Nez Perce War by handing his rifle to Colonel Miles.

CHIEF JOSEPH'S SPEECH

Popular culture places much emphasis on the speech of Joseph, presented in a popular form on a battlefield 
wayside. Research and Joseph's own testimony indicates that there is much more to this speech. On the 
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The Bighorn Mountains
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The Bighorn Mountains

• Officially part of the Rocky 
Mountains

• After the Battle of the Little 
Bighorn, the Sioux Indians 
withdrew into the Bighorn 
Mountains, fragmenting tribes.

range of the Rocky Mts., N central Wyo., extending c. 120 mi (190 km) N into S 
Montana, E of the Bighorn River. Cloud Peak, 13,165 ft (4,013 m), is the highest 
point. The glaciated mountain range contains Bighorn National Forest. 

The Bighorn Mountains extend from the plains and Great Basin area of Wyoming 
northward into south central Montana ... The Bighorn Mountains and Bighorn 
National Forest are an outdoor paradise filled with recreational opportunities 
including hunting, fishing, camping, hiking and backpacking, horseback riding, 
mountain biking, picnicking, sightseeing, photography, snowmobiling, skiing, and 
sledding.

The Bighorn National Forest, including the Cloud Peak Wilderness area, is 
unique and diverse. Within the National Forest area, you can encounter grass 
prairies, evergreen forests, mountain meadows, rugged alpine peaks, dramatic 
canyons, arid desert lands and cascading waterfalls -- all within a day's journey.
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The Rocky Mountains
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The Rocky Mountains

• A series of parallel ranges
• Montana’s Rockies are called 

“The Northern Rocky Mountains”

The Northern Rockies, in NE Washington, N and central Idaho, NW Wyoming, and 
W Montana extend N from Yellowstone National Park to the U.S.-Canadian border. 
They are composed of the Clearwater and Salmon River Mts., the Sawtooth and 
Lost River ranges (all of which developed in the batholith of central Idaho), and the 
Bitterroot Range along the Idaho-Mont. line. In the east are the Front Ranges of 
Montana. A series of north-south trending ranges separated by narrow trenches and 
valleys occupies most of N Montana and the Idaho panhandle. Two especially 
distinctive trenches are the Rocky Mountain Trench, which extends NW from 
Flathead Lake, and the Purcell Trench, which extends N from Coeur d'Alene Lake. 
The Okanagan Highlands, in NE Washington, form the western edge of the 
Northern Rockies. The peaks of the Northern Rockies are generally lower than 
those to the south; among the highest are Borah Peak (12,655 ft/3,857 m) and 
Leatherman Peak (12,230 ft/3,728 m) in the Lost River Range. 
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The Rocky Mountains
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The Continental Divide
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The Continental Divide

• Imaginary Line
• East of the Divide, water drains to 

the Gulf of Mexico
• West of the Divide, water drains 

to the Pacific

The Continental Divide is an imaginary line running along the peaks of the Rocky 
Mountains. In Montana to the east of the Divide, water drains through the Missouri-
Mississippi into the Gulf of Mexico. Streams and rivers west of the Divide drain 
through the Columbia River system into the Pacific. 
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Study for your Map Test Here!
http://www.mrsquinn.com/montana/practicemaps.htm

Test: Friday, February 9 th

(or later)


