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Mad River Memories
How to find solitude and sanity in the Entiat Mountains

By Joan Burton

The Mad River area in the Entiat 
Mountains is a unique and beautiful 
place. When we backpacked there, the 
meadowland felt unlike anything we’d 
seen before. It is a glorious place to take 
children for three days or a week. You’ll 
find streams to wade in, a gorgeous lake 
to swim in, loop trips and viewpoints—all 
on a plateau where the sub alpine forest is 
richly filled with meadows.  Flowers are 
typical of the eastern Cascades. Along 
road cuts on the way in we found clumps 
of peach-colored Lewisia tweedii.

Midweek, wheels are scarce. Away 
from the busy weekends, a family can 
have miles of wild area to itself. And on 
weekends, machine riders go home by 
nightfall. There are countless campsites 
to choose from.

Four of us set out to see the Mad River 

area before ORVs are allowed on its trails 
(each year the area is closed to wheels 
until July 15). On June 26 we drove to 
Maverick Saddle and started on the trail 
before noon. We followed along the river 
on a partly sunny day, rejoicing because 
we had the trail all to ourselves. That was 
almost true the entire three days.

We found excellent trail conditions 
all along the river, with only one bridge 
out on the Upper Mad, which we could 
easily ford, as the Mad is really a stream, 
not a river at this point. 

We camped in Lower Whistling 
Pig Meadow, along with its marmot 
residents, and went on to explore the 
partly collapsed Blue Creek guard 
station (built in the 1920s) in Up-
per Whistling Pig Meadow and Blue 
Creek Campground at elevation 5,400 
feet. Expensive-looking, new concrete 
bridge supports and heavy timbers had 

Trip Essentials

Mad River Loop

Hikable: July–October 
Loop trip: 12 miles 
Elevation gain: 1,250 feet 
Map: Green Trails 146 Plain 
Contact: Entiat Ranger District, 
(509) 784-1511 
To get there: From U.S. Highway 
2, turn north on state highway 
207 toward Lake Wenatchee; at 4 
miles continue straight ahead on 
Chiwawa Loop Road; cross the 
Chiwawa River and at 4.2 miles 
turn left on Forest Service Road 
6100; after 1.6 miles turn right 
on FSR 6101 at a spot marked 
Maverick Saddle. Walk the rough 
road 0.3 miles to the trailhead, 
elevation 4,250 feet.

Alpine ponds and meadows abound on the network of looped trails in the Mad 
River area in the Entiat Mountains. But you’ll want to time your trip for early July 
or a weekday to avoid encounters with noisy off-road vehicles (ORVs).

WTA’s Mad River 
Hiking Weekend
Join WTA for spectacular hiking in 
the Mad River area the weekend 
of July 7–9. Camp with WTA at 
the Grouse Creek Group Camp 
on Chiwawa River Road on Friday 
night. Bright and early Saturday, 
we’ll hike into the Mad River high 
country, which should be filled 
with wildflowers at this time of 
year. On Saturday night, WTA 
hosts a campfire potluck dinner, 
where we’ll be joined by Forest 
Service staff to discuss both the 
scenery and problematic ORV 
proliferation. ($10 per person per 
night, children under 12 free).

Hikes vary from 8 to 15 miles 
round trip.
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Soft Beds & Day Hikes
Set up basecamp for family-friendly day hikes

been flown in to repair the bridge. We 
wondered if they were financed by ORV 
funds through the Non-highway and 
Off-road Vehicles Program (NOVA). 
The second day, we left our flowery 
meadow camp early in the morning 
for a 10-mile loop trip to Mad Lake, 
elevation 5,800 feet. A large and lovely 
alpine lake set in a meadow basin, it was 
filled with jumping fish and seemed to 
have only recently melted out. Excellent 
campsites tempted us on the west shore, 
but we returned to our original camp. 
Again we were delighted to find there 
was no one around. That night we heard 
whistling marmots and saw deer grazing 
in the meadow at twilight.

The hike out was sunny and pleasant. 
Hunters, ORV riders, horseback riders 
and mountain bikers use this area in 
summer and fall, but backpackers should 
stake their claim to enjoy its beauty as 
well.

On another trip to the Mad River 
our friends had an encounter with an 
ORV-riding father and son in desperate 
trouble. The son, riding at high speed on 
a Mad River Trail, had impaled himself 
on a sharp, pointed branch. The father 
frantically asked if our friends had a first 
aid kit. Not only did they have first aid 
materials, but one of them had been a 
nurse. She wrapped the boy in a jacket 
and stayed with him—with the branch 
in his chest—while the father and our 
friend rode off on the ORV to get help. 
Eventually he was airlifted out. Our 
backpacking friends received a letter of 
thanks from the Forest Service, but noth-
ing from the family of the injured boy. 
No wonder we have user conflicts! 

The Mad River area is place with 
many side trips to keep you wandering 
for days. With additional time, explore 
side trails to Cougar Mountain, elevation 
6,701 feet, Cougar Meadows, and the 
summit of Klone Peak, elevation 6,820 
feet—with its spectacular meadows. 
Both trails also offer great backcountry 
camping. 

Joan Burton is a WTA member from 
Seattle and author of Best Hikes with 
Kids: Western Washington and Cascades, 
published by Mountaineers Books. 
 

By Andrew Engelson

In a meadow of purple lupine and 
yellow balsamroot, not far from the 
banks of the North Fork Teanaway River, 
we’ve found our homestead. Our home 
for the weekend is a tiny log cabin in 
the woods.

Our family of four (including Fiona, 
age 3, and Matilda, 6 months) has de-
cided to do day hiking in the Teanaway 
region and spend our evenings in the 
comfort of a Forest Service log cabin. 
Getting out in the wilderness doesn’t 
necessarily mean you have spend every 
night in a tent. For families, or for those 
getting a bit older and wiser, or those 

of us whose backs prefer an occasional 
soft bed to a Thermarest, there are a 
wealth of options for hike-by-day, bed-
by-night trips.

During the day, we moseyed our way 
up into Esmeralda Basin, where wild-
flowers paint the valley in early July. 
The next day, it was up a short trail to 
the tip-top of Red Top Mountain, to see 
the historic lookout, hunt for clear-quartz 
agates, and enjoy views of the gnarly 
Stuart Range.

Each evening, it was back to the 
cabin, for home-cooked meals and a 
toasty warm fire. Looking around the 
cabin, which was made with impressive 
foot-and-a-half wide logs, my 3-year-

Home sweet home: Cabins, (such as the former Teanaway Guard Station) forest 
lookouts, and inns are a great way to combine soft beds and fantastic day hiking.

Northwest Explorer
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old suddenly exclaimed “this place is 
really cool.” She even complained on 
the return car trip “I don’t want to go 
home.” Success! 

Many former Forest Service guard 
stations, and even an occasional fire 
lookout, are a fun option for families. 
How often can you say you’ve slept in a 
log cabin, or a lookout on top of a moun-
tain? Teanaway Guard Station, where we 
spent two nights in early June, is a rustic 
log cabin circa 1950 that’s available for 
$40 a night. 

You’ll need to bring your own sleep-
ing bag, food, and a cooler—but the 
cabin (as do many other Forest Service 
rentals) has a propane stove and lights, 
a smattering of cooking utensils, bunk 
beds, pit toilet, wood stove, plenty of 
firewood and an axe and hatchet to keep 
you in shape. One note for families or 
couples: most cabins and lookouts were 
built pre-Brokeback Mountain, so that 
means single beds. These were places 
were built for working forest employees, 
not snuggling couples. It’s a good idea to 
bring along a few pads for the sleeping 
bags (I know, this sort of defeats the 
purpose of “soft beds” but at least you 
have a roof and a warm fire). Generally, 
no running water is available, and you’ll 
want a water filter to treat water you pull 
from the nearby creek or river.

Many cabins are also available in win-
ter, although this often means skiing in 
several miles and shoveling the cabin out 
from snows. Contact individual ranger 
districts for information on seasonal 
closures. 

There are plenty of other options for 
soft beds: tourist havens such as Ashland, 
outside Mount Rainier National Park, 
abound with a plethora of B&Bs, motels, 
and assorted lodging. Historic lodges 
such as Longmire in Mount Rainier 
or Quinault, Kalaloch and Cushman 
Lodges in Olympic National Forest of-
fer a great mix of history, relative luxury 
(rooms are often quite affordable) and 
easy access to trails. Note that Paradise 
Lodge in  Mount Rainier National Park 
is currently closed for renovation.

Scottish Lakes High Camp, a rustic 
little resort in the Chiwaukum Moun-
tains, is a great basecamp for a variety 

of day hikes. Nothing like coming back 
from a rewarding hike to a soak in a 
wood-fired hot tub. Other opportunities 
to soak those tired bones can be found 
at Soleduck Hot Springs in the Olympics 
or Goldmeyer Hot Springs on the Mid 
Fork Snoqualmie. Splurging at a place 
like Mountain Home Lodge near Leav-
enworth or Freestone Inn in Mazama can 
combine the best of both worlds: great 
hiking in the Cascades followed by gour-
met food, clean linens, and—miracle of 
miracles—hot showers.

Here is a very brief list of suggestions 
for soft bed-day hike combinations. For 
more information, try the Washington 
Bed & Breakfast Guild at www.bbonline.
com/wa/wbbg/ or search user-written 
reviews on www.tripadvisor.com.

Mount Baker Spectacular
The Bed: Inn at Mount Baker
The Hike: Heliotrope Ridge

Wildflower meadows, views  of icy 
Mount Baker and jagged Shuksan, 
and a trip to the toe of a glacier await 
on this 6.5-mile hike. In the evenings, 
rest up  at the Inn at Mount Baker, a 
European-style lodge with comfy beds 
and filling breakfasts. More info: www. 
theinnatmtbaker.com or (360) 599-
1776.

Teanaway Homestead
The Bed: Teanaway Guard Station
The Hike: Lake Ingalls

A classic 9-mile hike into the Alpine 
Lakes Wilderness offers a crystalline 
lake amid slabs of polished rock plus 
a superb vantage on 9,415-foot Mount 
Stuart. Spend your evenings in the rustic 
Teanaway guard station, a log cabin built 
by miner Archie Redding in 1950. More 
info: www.reserveusa.com, Cle Elum 
Ranger District: (509) 852-1100.

On the Lookout
The Bed: Evergreen Lookout
The Hike: Evergreen Lookout

It’s a brief 1.5 miles from the trailhead 
to the summit of Evergreen Mountain, 
site of an old forest lookout on the Nation-
al Register of Historic Places. You’ll have 

to pack in your food and bedding, but the 
views are unforgettable. Feast on wild 
blueberries in August and September. 
This lookout is generally booked many 
months in advance. Call the Skykomish 
Ranger District at (360) 677-2414 or visit 
www.reserveusa.com. 

Quinault Historic
The Bed: Lake Quinault Lodge
The Hike: Graves Creek 
trailhead to Pony Bridge

Stay at historic Lake Quinault Lodge, 
and then hike the opening stretch of a 
lovely rainforest trail that eventually 
leads into Enchanted Valley (a good 
turnaround spot is the “pony bridge” 
over the Quinault River at 2.5 miles). 
In the evening, return to the lodge for 
a trout dinner and a soak in the sauna. 
More info: (800) 562-6672 or www.
visitlakequinault.com. 

Larch March
The Bed: Scottish Lakes High Camp
The Hike: Larch Lake

Don’t even think of taking this trip 
until early October, when the larches 
in Ewing Basin and surrounding Larch 
Lake are a blaze of gold. After this stu-
pendous 11-mile round trip hike, spend 
your evening at the cabins of Scottish 
Lakes High Camp situated at 5,000 
feet. Cook your own meals and trade 
hiking stories with other guests in the 
communal kitchen. Then rejuvenate 
in the wood-fired hot tub and sauna. 
More info: (888) 9HI-CAMP or www.
scottishlakes.com. 

Indian Heaven
The Bed: Inn of the White Salmon
The Hike: Indian Heaven Loop

Spend the night at the Inn of the 
White Salmon, and fuel up for the day’s 
adventure at the Inn’s monstrous and 
tasty breakfast buffet. Burn all those 
calories on a 10-mile loop that takes you 
to a maze of tiny lakes and flower-filled 
meadows where the PCT passes through 
the Indian Heaven Wilderness. More 
info: www.innofthewhitesalmon.com or 
(800) 972-5226. 
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