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Bears; Where They Fought



Life in Glacier Park’s Swiftcurrent
Valley

 


"Give a month at least to this precious
reserve.  The time will not be taken from the sum of your
life. Instead of shortening, it will indefinitely lengthen it
and will make you truly immortal. -- John Muir, “Our National
Parks," 1901

 


“Far away in Montana, hidden from view by
clustering mountain-peaks, lies an unmapped northwestern corner-
the Crown of the Continent. The water from the crusted snowdrift
which caps the peak of a lofty mountain there trickles into tiny
rills, which hurry along north, south, east and west, and growing
to rivers, at last pour their currents into three seas. From this
mountain-peak the Pacific and the Arctic oceans and the Gulf of
Mexico receive each its tribute. Here is a land of striking
scenery.” -- George Bird Grinnell, “The Century Magazine,”
1901

 


“...hereby dedicated and set aside as a
public park or pleasure ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the
people of the United States under the name of “The Glacier National
Park;” … and for the care and protection of the fish and game
within the boundaries thereof.” Enabling legislation
establishing Glacier National Park May 11, 1910

 


 


When Hudson’s Bay Company agent Hugh Monroe
and a Piegan hunting party rode up the Íxikuoyi-yétahtai
(Swiftcurrent Creek) into a U-shaped valley that would become part
of Glacier National Park a half century later, they saw two male
grizzly bears fighting next to two small lakes. They named the
place Kyáiyoix ozitáizkahpi (Bears-Where-They-Fought-Lakes)
because that’s what happened there and that’s how they would speak
of it later when they told their stories.

A hiker following Glacier Route Three west
into the valley from the plains along lateral moraines left behind
when the valley glaciers melted off 8,000 years ago will hear no
residual growls from those fighting bears. No sign marks the spot.
The wise aspen, spruce and pine keep their counsel. On a quiet day,
however, those walking alongside the relatively recent Lake
Sherburne reservoir may hear the voice of grandfather rock
whispering a secret: within the scope of geologic time, all rivers
are new, and the men and women who follow them are as ephemeral as
monarch butterflies on a summer afternoon.

From the perspective of Glacier National
Park’s Proterozoic rock born in a great sea 1.6 billion years ago,
the immortality man acquires here in the Shining Mountains comes
through his stories. On the eastern side of the park, the oldest
stories come from the Pikúni tribe of the Blackfeet
Confederacy. Also known as the South Piegans, they fished, trapped
and hunted in the mountains long before Europeans arrived on the
continent, and their stories were part of a long-standing oral
tradition before they were recorded and published by such writers
as George Bird Grinnell (1849-1938) and James Willard Schultz
(1859-1947).

 


 


Place Names Capture the Stories

 


Other stories—Pikúni and explorer
alike—have been captured in the park’s place names. Twenty-two
miles south of Lake Sherburne, Rising Wolf Mountain carries Hugh
Monroe’s Blackfeet name. Monroe, some said, awoke like a wolf. His
name, translated from the Blackfeet Mahkúyi-opuáhsin is “The
way the wolf rises.” The view of both mountains and plains from the
9,505-foot summit is among the more spectacular in the park. Seven
miles up Canyon Creek from Lake Sherburne, Mount Siyeh, from the
Blackfeet Sáiyi (Mad Wolf) is named after an honored
warrior.

George Bird Grinnell is often called the
“father of Glacier National Park.” His name adorns a glacier on the
eastern face of a narrow arête along the continental divide seven
miles from Lake Sherburne. Like the park’s other existing Glaciers,
Grinnell Glacier was born 4,000 years ago and reached its maximum
size during the mid-1800s. While the glacier still moves an inch
and a half per day, it’s shrunk to 35% of the size it was when Hugh
Monroe saw it. Apikuni Mountain, next to Swiftcurrent Falls at the
head of Lake Sherburne carries a revered tribal name (literally
“spotted robe”). It was conferred on James Willard Schultz who,
like Monroe, lived with the Piegans for many years.
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