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Exploring Wild Sky
Where to hike in Washington’s next wilderness

By Pam Roy

Wild Sky. The name itself invites ex-
ploration. So, ease into your hiking boots, 
shoulder a pack and join me on a tour of 
what will likely be the first new wilder-
ness area designated in Washington in 
over twenty years.  

My first memories of this wilder-
ness are from when I was in my teens.  
Troublesome Creek was a favorite spot 
for family fishing and camping trips.  I 
remember following my dad, me hop-
ping excitedly from boulder to boulder, 
with fishing pole in hand above the 
clear waters of Troublesome Creek.  We 
continued to have an occasional family 
camping gatherings there  over the years.  
Each trip would find me sprawled flat 
across one of the huge boulders of upper 
Troublesome Creek,  marveling at the 
patterns of water rushing by.

The Wild Sky Wilderness will encom-

pass an area of over 106,000 acres of 
diverse, wild landscape in and around 
the Skykomish River Valley.  Included 
in this wilderness are rugged peaks, 
pristine lakes, lush meadows and old 
growth forests with trees over 200 
feet tall and around 300 years old. The 
Wild Sky Wilderness will differ from 
Washington’s other wilderness areas in 
that approximately 30 percent of Wild 
Sky is located in low-elevation forests. 
About 14,000 acres of this is old growth 
forest.  Much of the logging in this area 
occured about 80 years ago when logging 
practices were markedly different than 
today  and only the most valuable trees 
were removed. Cutting was done by hand 
and the felled trees were removed  by 
horse and winch. This careful approach 
to logging left an intact forest, which has 
since developed into a rich and diverse 
ecosystem that provides prime spawn-
ing habitat for salmon.    The wilderness 

designation will also protect habitat for 
steelhead, bull trout, eagles, deer, cou-
gars and other wildlife.  

The Wild Sky Wilderness Act was first 
introduced in May 2002 by Senator Patty 
Murray and Representative Rick Larsen.  
The proposal received widespread 
support from the state’s congressional 
delegation, as well as a broad coalition 
of hikers, recreationists, anglers, and 
local communities near Wild Sky.  After 
committee hearings in both the House 
and Senate, the Senate  unanimously ap-
proved the bill in November 2002.  The 
House adjourned  that year before the 
bill could be passed.  The bill was rein-
troduced by Patty Murray the following 
year, but again did not make it out of the 
House.  In September 2004, the House 
considered an alternate bill introduced 
by Representative George Nethercutt, 
but proponents of the original proposal 
rejected this because it did not give the 

Glacier Peak from the Scorpion Mountain Trail in the proposed Glacier Peak Wilderness. Congress is 
poised to pass legislation designating the first new wilderness area in Washington since 1984.
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same protection to the lowland forests.  
Earlier this year, the Wild Sky Act 

passed in the House and was approved 
by a Senate committee.  It is expected 
to receive final approval when it is in-
cluded with several other wilderness 
bills around the country in an omnibus 
bill before the Senate this fall.  

Many parts of the proposed wilder-
ness are remote and lack trails—from 
high glaciated ridges to remote stream 
valleys. But nevertheless, there are plenty 
of trails for hikers to explore in Wild Sky. 
One memorable July day I set off with a 
botantist friend for Johnson Ridge/Scor-
pion Mountain. Careful attention to the 
directions given in the guidebook Best 
Wildflower Hikes:Washington got us 
to the end of a long logging road that 
seemed to climb into the sky.  There 
was no trail sign, but we followed the 
boot path that begins at road’s end.  It 
followed an old road for 0.5 mile, then 
turned uphill.  Soon we entered a for-
est and a more apparent trail emerged. 
We alternated between forest and open 
meadows, all above 5,000 feet.  It was 
a beautiful, clear day with blue skies 
overhead, abundant wildflowers along 
the ridge top trail and layers and layers 
of peaks standing out in full glory all 
around. Just after the summit of Scorpion 
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Mountain, the trail descended  into more 
flower meadows and then dropped an 
easy 400 feet to Joan Lake, entering the 
Henry M. Jackson Wilderness.

Perhaps one of the most-used areas in 
the new wilderness is the Barclay Lake 

Trail. This trail is popular with families 
and offers a lot of scenic beauty for such 
an easy walk. WTA crews worked there 
this summer, replacing old puncheon 
with turnpike and repairing storm 
damage. A narrow trail corridor and the 

Hiking the Scorpion Mountain Trail. Though many areas of the proposed wilderness lack established 
trails, hiking opportunties can be found at places such as West Cady Ridge, Barclay Lake and Lake Isabel. 
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Wild Sky Wilderness will contain over 106,000 acres of mature lowland 
forests and rugged alpine country in the Skykomish River drainage. Access 
has been complicated by damage from 2006 storms.
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lake itself will remain outside the newly 
designated wilderness in order to allow 
larger group use for educational purposes 
(wilderness limits party size to 12). One 
can re-enter the Wild Sky Wilderness by 
continuing on the steep climb to Eagle 
Lake (elevation gain 1,400 feet in ap-
proximately 0.75 mile).

Getting to many of the hikes in the 
Wild Sky Wilderness has become chal-
lenging after the floods of last fall.  The 
Index –Galena Road (FS 63, also known 
as the North Fork Skykomish Road) is 
closed 6 miles east of Index and may 
not be reopened for several years due to 
extensive flood damage.  The North Fork 
Skykomish River is currently flowing over 
the old road in several places.  The U.S. 
Forest Service cautions against attempt-
ing to ford the river, as it is deeper than 
it appears and running rapidly enough 
to be hazardous.

Driving the Beckler River Road over 
Jack Pass provides an alternate access to 
the West Cady Ridge trailhead, another 
entrance to the Wild Sky Wilderness.  
Currently, one must walk the road  prior 
to trailhead, adding 3.5 miles one-way to 
the hike.  Evergreen Mountain Lookout 
Trail, also within Wild Sky,  is inacces-
sible due to road damage (you’ll have to 
walk an additional 8.3 miles one-way.)

No doubt about it, there is much to 
explore in this newly designated wilder-
ness.  Karen Sykes in her book Hidden 
Hikes in Western Washington describes 
the hike to Mineral City/Silver Creek as 
“by far one of the most beautiful places 
we have walked in the mountains.” A 
perusal of trip reports on the WTA 
website reveals few recent accounts of  
trips into the Wild Sky. Many of the 
well traveled hikers I spoke with while 
researching this article had not had a 
chance to hike  these trails. In 55 Hikes 
Around Stevens Pass,  descriptions of  
several of the hikes in Wild Sky eventu-
ally use the word “brushy.”  Wild Sky is 
truly wild in many senses of the word. 
Hopefully wilderness designation will 
provide impetus for trail maintenance in 
the region and invite hikers to explore all 
that this fascinating area offers.  

Pam Roy is a WTA member from 
Everett. 

Where to Hike Wild Sky
Iron Mountain/Trout Creek
Trout Creek 8 miles RT 
elevation gain 1,400 feet.

See  ruins of Sunset Mine, walking 
an old logging road grade with a 
waterfall 1 mile after mine

Iron Mountain
7 miles round trip 
elevation gain 2,600 feet

Start as for Trout Creek. At 0.75 mile 
is junction-head uphill on old road, 
views out to Gunn Peak and Jumpoff 
Ridge at 3.5 miles. 

Mineral Butte 
12 miles round trip 
elevation gain 3,700 feet

Hike up along old road, passing a 
band of  old growth to 4,000 feet  
From there follow an ORV  trail up 
through berry meadows to a rocky 
promontory at 4,650, 5.5 miles 
from the trailhead   It is possible 
to scramble to the 5,255 summit of 
Mineral Butte.

For more detailed information on the 
hikes, refer to 55 Hikes  Around Stevens 
Pass by Rick McGuire and Ira Spring. 
(Mountaineers Books, 2003)

Eagle Lake
6 miles round trip 
1,700 feet elevation gain.  

Hike 2 miles to Barclay Lake at 
the base of Mt. Baring.  Continue 
steeply up another mile to Eagle 
Lake. Go midweek for solitude.

West Cady Ridge
8 miles round trip to viewpoint 
2,200 feet elevation gain. 

Ascend through old growth forest 
to  miles of ridges and meadows, 
berry fields and views. Possibili-
ties of loop hikes continue from 
here.

Silver Creek/Mineral City
7 miles round trip 
elevation gain 800 feet

This follows an old mining road 
with a somewhat airy section 
over old slide.  Look down deeply 
into Silver Creek,  then walk up 
open valley to old mining site of 
Mineral City

Lake Isabel
6 miles round trip 
 2300 feet elevation gain.

At this time trail starts in ORV 
land up Reiter Road at May Creek.  
One of the largest mountain lakes 
in Cascades.

Eagle Lake can be reached by a steep trail above Barclay Lake.
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