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INTRODUCTION

A funny thing happened on my weekly dash to the trailhead in the Belching Beast, my trusty Ford pickup: I began to slow down and enjoy the scenery. For many years, the Beast and I raced to the trailhead, eating forest road dust from hikers who got an earlier start than me. I learned early on in my adventures that no matter how soon I hit the road, somebody always hits it sooner.

It was this lesson, combined with the fact that my creaky knees now rival those of the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz, that first caused me to ease the pressure on the Beast’s accelerator pedal and start looking around. With good health and fortune, I’ll never stop walking the wilderness pathways. But more importantly, getting close to Mother Nature—even if it is only behind a steering wheel—is to my way of thinking the ultimate goal.

The Sunday Drive is disappearing, largely because the destination is more important than the adventure of getting there. As that splendid movie Cars pointed out, most people no longer drive for simple pleasure. The sad truth is, very few roads in Washington or any other state are built for driving pleasure. They are constructed primarily to get us safely and quickly from Point A to Point B. We speed from home to the office, the garage to the grocery, or the carpool lot to the trailhead. All of our attention is focused on getting the kids to the soccer pitch, and may the dolt in the big SUV who just cut you off rot in hell.

Yes, there are such things as backroads and country lanes that make operating a motor vehicle a more pleasant experience. These roads and secondary highways serve up some scenery and provide a chance to enjoy the trip. You’ll find a number of guides that point them out to you. But they aren’t the kind of thoroughfare where, should you see a deer grazing near the shoulder, you might stop in the middle of the road to watch without fear of getting rear-ended. Worse, should the deer cross the road, it is likely many motorists will be going too fast to stop.

So I’m happy to report that some roads—I call them “wild”—insist, by the quality of their surface or the scenery they traverse, that you slow down. They lead you to the edge of wilderness, through forests so tall the sky is a narrow slot overhead, up mountainsides to flower-filled meadows and August snowfields, across sagebrush prairies and stark basalt coulees. They are the last examples of the byways that existed everywhere seven or eight decades ago, roads built simply to be enjoyed.

Ironically, you’ll find most wild roads in Washington’s seven national forests, and most were not originally built for recreation. They were used—and continue to be used today—by people who make a living in our forests. So it is essential to remember that while we’re on our way to the picnic or campground, we’ll be sharing the road with others whose livelihood depends on it. In most, if not all cases, signs announce active logging or even road closures.

That’s fine by me. As you’ll see by looking at any state road atlas, there are literally hundreds of wild roads in Washington. What follows here are 80 of the very best, and I hope you’ll find them as enjoyable as I do. Get an early start, or you’ll be eating my dust.


USING THIS GUIDE

The tabular matter at the beginning of each drive is intended to give you specific and quick information that can help you decide whether you might like to ride this road. The information includes:

Road Number and Name

Most of the roads in this guide begin at junctions with main highways or byways in various regions of the state. For the most part, the byways are listed along each highway corridor from west to east. You’ll find recommended roads on the Olympic and Kitsap Peninsulas, the Mount Baker Highway (State Route 542), the North Cascades Highway (State Route 20), Stevens Pass Highway (US Route 2), Swauk Pass Highway (State Routes 970 and 97), Snoqualmie Pass (Interstate 90), the Chinook Pass Highway (State Route 410), White Pass Highway (US Highway 12), and the Road to Paradise (State Route 706) on the south side of Mount Rainier. I’ve recommended only eight of hundreds of beautiful roads in Eastern Washington, simply because motorists from the western part of the state aren’t likely to drive so far for a Sunday outing. And some Sunday drivers on the eastern side of the state would just as soon keep their favorite roads to themselves.

Overall Rating

This is purely a subjective attempt to rank the roads from the very best (5 wheels) to those that aren’t quite so good (1 wheel), but are far better than the byways you won’t find outlined in this guide. I tend to rank the roads with splendid vistas above those that snake through deep forest or along river bottoms, so if you prefer that kind of road, feel free to assume I’m a dunderheaded fool and ignore my rating altogether.

Distance

The driving distance is listed one-way to a recommended turnaround point. The turnaround point may be at the end of the road, or the end of pavement, or at a point where I encountered washboarding or potholes that would shake the bolts off a Land Rover or swallow a Hummer.

Road Surface

I’ve listed roads that are paved, graded gravel, graded dirt, or not maintained. Many of the roads in this guide start as paved byways and turn to gravel or dirt at some point along the way. In such cases, you’ll see “Paved/Graded dirt,” or “Paved/Graded gravel.”

The only road that is not officially maintained in this guide is the Twin Lakes Road, off the Mount Baker Highway 542. Signs are posted where the maintenance ends at the Tomyhoi Lakes trailhead.

Road Condition

This is a tough one, because conditions on most of these roads can change from month to month, depending upon traffic load, weather, and the road manager’s maintenance schedule. Thus take my rating with a cup of caution, and consult with the friendly land manager whose telephone number is listed in the Land Manager/Contact entry.

Drivers on roads described as “Excellent” will find surfaces free of potholes and washboarding. “Good” roads will be those with few bumps and lumps; a “Fair” road is one you’ll navigate slowly around holes and jiggle intermittently from washboard surfaces. A road that is rated “Poor” is a rough road indeed, and you’ll find few in that category in this guide.

Road Grade

Here you’ll discover what the steepest section of the drive will be. Many wild roads have sections, often not terribly long, with grades that put some two-wheel-drive cars to the test. Road grades are rated as “Extremely steep,” which might compare to some of the steeper Seattle streets on Queen Anne or Capitol Hill; or “Steep,” which could be found on the lesser Seattle hills. A grade rated “Moderate” would be one you’d find on a state highway, while “Flat”—as I’m certain you’ll guess—is really no grade at all.

Pucker Factor

For certain logging truck drivers, road rallye pros, and perhaps destruction derby pilots, the Pucker Factor is a myth. But if you find yourself on a single-lane road a couple of hundred feet above a rock-walled river canyon, and some geek in a Hummer is headed toward you at the speed of sound, I’m guessing this rating might be helpful. I trust the ratings “Valium prescribed,” “White knuckles,” “Sightseeing OK,” and “Flatlanders welcome” are self-explanatory.

Accessible

The section tells you when the road is open for vehicle travel. Some roads can be driven all year; many can be driven in spring, summer, or fall; and some can only be driven in the summer and fall or in the spring and summer. Roads rated for “Summer only” driving would be those that are closed by snow or gated during certain seasons to protect wildlife.

Land Manager/Contact

This section will include a telephone number and website for the agency that manages the land your road traverses. The National Forest Service manages most wild roads in this guide, and contact numbers will list the ranger district through which the byway passes. As I mentioned earlier, it is a good idea to check with the land manager before heading to any road to make sure conditions have not changed since this guide was prepared.

A note about the websites: the National Forest Service has apparently changed all of the URLs for national forests into incredibly long and complicated addresses, which would be impossible to duplicate without a copy function. For example, the old URL for Mount Baker–Snoqualmie National Forest was www.fs.usda.gov/mbs. Are you ready for the new address?

www.fs.​usda.​gov/​wps/​por​tal/​fsi​nte​rne​t/!​ut/p​/c4/​04_​SB8​K8x​LLM9​MSS​zPy​8xB​z9C​P0os​3gj​Awh​wtD​Dw9​_AI​8zP​whQ​oY6​Bdk​Oyo​CAPk​ATlA​!/?ss​=110​605​&​nav​type​=BR​OWSE​BYS​UBJ​ECT​&​cid=​FSE​_003​853​&​nav​id=​091​000​000​000​000​&​pna​vid​=nu​ll​&​pos​iti​on​=BR​OWS​EBY​SUB​JEC​T&​tty​pe=​mai​n&​pna​me=Mt​.%2​0Bak​er-​Snoq​ualm​ie%2​0Nat​ion​al%2​0Fo​rest​-%20​Ho​me

I’m using the old URLs here. You’ll automatically be transferred to the new site.

Trailheads

This section is where you’ll find a list of the trails that begin along a road. I’ve tried to list them in the order they will appear as you drive toward the turnaround point or the end of a loop. The trailheads will also be shown on the drive map, and in some cases, more than one trail starts at the same trailhead.

Included in a few of the drives are brief descriptions of the trails, especially the shorter, easier walks where motorists might want to stretch their legs. If you see a trail that looks interesting but you didn’t bring your hiking boots, I’d suggest you make note of it and return later with a proper hiking guide (such as any in the Day Hike! series) that describes the trek in detail.

Campgrounds

Travelers looking to get off the interstate, or seeking a quieter spot to pitch a tent or enjoy a picnic, will find this section helpful. Most—if not all—of the developed public campgrounds are listed here in the order they appear along the route. The majority have amenities such as water systems or wells, some type of restroom facilities, picnic tables, and fire rings. Many have separate areas for day-use.

“Diverse” camping—where few amenities are provided and numbers rarely designate sites—can be found along some of the drives. Often these areas are better than developed campgrounds for day-use, and permits may not be necessary. Look for “Northwest Forest Pass Required” or “Discover Pass Required” signs.

Detailed descriptions of the campgrounds aren’t provided, although I do mention some of my favorites in passing. If a particular campsite looks interesting to you when planning your drive, visit the website listed in the Land Manager/Contact section. Another excellent source for Forest Service campgrounds is www.forestcamping.com.

Notes

Here you’ll find any information that could help you choose which road you’d like to drive. I’ll note roads that are particularly dusty in the summer, or muddy when they get wet, or provide good wildlife-watching opportunities.

If a fee or pass is required to gain access to the road or park at trailheads or picnic areas along the way, I’ll note it here. Generally, you’ll need a Washington State Discover Pass ($10 daily, $30–$35 annually) for state parks and Department of Natural Resources and Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife lands only if you plan to stop for a picnic or admire the view for an extended length of time; a Northwest Forest Pass ($5 daily, $30 annually) for national forest parking areas with toilet facilities in Washington and Oregon; or one of several National Parks passes ($15/7-day, $30/annual at Olympic and Rainier National Parks). Adults 62 years old or older qualify for a $10 lifetime pass allowing them entrance into all federally managed areas, such as national parks, historical sites, forests, and the like.

The Drive

This section will attempt to summarize the highlights of the road in one or two sentences.

Getting There

This contains specific directions for finding the junction of the drive’s starting point and a major highway, with distance from the nearest town. I’ve included GPS information on the location of the road and its junction with the highway or main road. In a few cases, when my Garmin eTrex failed me, the GPS information was taken from the National Geographic TOPO! program.

The Road

Here you’ll find a detailed description of the thoroughfare from beginning to the end or recommended turnaround point, including mileages from its beginning. Roadside features I’ll describe might include viewpoints, lakes or meadows, likely spots for wildlife viewing, campgrounds, picnic areas, or hiking trailheads.

Maps

The maps appearing in this guide were created from United States Geological Survey (USGS) quadrangles and are intended to give you a graphic description of the routes you will be driving. Although every effort has been made to make them as accurate as possible, they should not be used for navigation unless they are supplemented with National Forest Motor Vehicle Use Maps, available at most National Forest Ranger Station information centers. Wild roads outside forest boundaries can be found on USGS maps.
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When scale permitted, several drives were combined on a single map. Numbers and names indicate each drive that is described in the text that follows. For example, the map on this page displays drives #1, #2, and #3 in this guide.

Note also that trailheads shown on the map may not always equal the number of trailheads listed in the drive description. In such cases, several trails begin at the same location. For example, the map for drive #7, Deer Park Road, on this page indicates a single trailhead where three trails begin.

While nearly all of the maps differentiate between paved and gravel roads, several thoroughfares alternate between gravel and short sections of pavement at bridges or around curves where uphill traffic might carve potholes or result in a washboard road. One such road leading to the Mount Baker Vista is shown as pavement to the Heliotrope Ridge Trailhead on the map on this page, but it is actually a mix of pavement and gravel to that point.

Seeing which roads are paved or gravel is one of a number of features you’ll find on the maps. You’ll also find symbols for trailheads, campgrounds, nearby mountains, and others. Use the legend above to interpret the maps.


DRIVING WILD ROADS

Most of the roads in this guide come as close to the wilderness as you can get without getting out of your vehicle. All but a very few of these byways can be navigated in a two-wheel-drive passenger car, although a four-wheel- or all-wheel-drive vehicle with higher ground clearance might add a margin of comfort for some motorists.

Since these roads traverse large areas of unpopulated land, you are likely to find that cell phone service is spotty, at best. That reason alone might be enough to convince you to drive with added caution on wild roads. Every year, forest rangers or other drivers happen across unfortunate motorists on wild roads with flat tires or other difficulties, unable to call for help and perhaps a full day’s hike to civilization. While driving the roads included here, I met a couple at the Nason Ridge trailhead off Forest Road 6700 who had just helped push a tourist’s rental car out of a snowbank in July. Had they not happened along, the tourists might have spent a cold night in their car.

The prudent course is to prepare for such situations ahead of time. Make sure your spare tire is in good condition and that you can change it if necessary. Pack a first-aid kit in the car, along with a blanket or sleeping bag and perhaps a can or two of nonperishable food and a water container. National Forest Service pamphlets say motorists should plan to encounter rocks and boulders, road washouts, downed trees, and brush encroaching on the roadway.

Plan to carry an axe or big pruning saw, shovel, gloves, and extra fuel. Expect to encounter logging trucks, even on roads that aren’t posted “Logging Use Only.” Watch for turnouts on one-lane roads and be prepared to stop and wait if you see oncoming traffic. When passing an oncoming vehicle on a wild road, one vehicle should always stop while the other passes slowly. Though not required, it is a good idea to increase your visibility by turning on your headlights.

Most wild roads are posted with speed limits, which vary but seldom exceed 35 miles per hour. On gravel and dirt roads, 25 miles per hour is usually a safe speed, but sharp curves, steep grades, potholes, washboarding, or rocky surfaces can slow your progress to 10 or even 5 miles per hour.

During the summer months, dust is usually the biggest driving nuisance, if not hazard. Vehicles stir up clouds of it, making both visibility and breathing difficult. Forest Service pamphlets warn drivers to never follow in another vehicle’s dust cloud, and the best solution is to pull over and wait until visibility is restored. Driving gravel or dirt roads early in the morning is a good way to avoid getting dusted and has the added plus of being the best time for spotting wildlife. On forest roads on the wet west side of the state, shaded roads can remain dust-free for as many as one or two days following a rain-soaking.

Always carry a map of the area because the maps in this guide are intended to give you a general idea of the country you are traversing, but should not be relied upon for navigation. The best maps are black and white National Forest Motor Vehicle Use Maps, available for $5 at most ranger stations. They are extremely accurate and if I have a single quibble with them, it is that my ancient eyes can no longer read the tiny, itsy-bitsy road identification numbers on the map. In addition to the Vehicle Use Maps, colored National Forest Maps can be purchased as well.

It’s not a good idea to rely solely on a vehicle’s onboard GPS navigation system, as not all wild roads could be included in the system. Some roads in deep forests may not be visible to satellites.

Now, fire up whatever you call your Belching Beast, and head for the wild roads of Washington. Pass with care!
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1. Lake Cushman Road



	RATING
	 
	[image: ]



	DISTANCE
	 
	16.2 miles



	ROAD SURFACE
	 
	Paved/Graded gravel



	ROAD CONDITION
	 
	Good



	ROAD GRADE
	 
	Moderate



	PUCKER FACTOR
	 
	Flatlanders welcome



	ACCESSIBLE
	 
	Spring–fall



	LAND MANAGER/CONTACT
	 
	Olympic National Forest, Hood Canal Ranger District, (360) 765-2200, www.fs.fed.us/r6/olympic



	TRAILHEADS
	 
	Big Creek Loop, Mount Rose, Four Stream, Staircase Loop, Wagonwheel Lake



	CAMPGROUNDS
	 
	Cushman, Big Creek, Staircase



	NOTES
	 
	Northwest Forest Pass ($5 daily, $30 annually) required. Entry fee ($15/7-day, $30 annually) required at Staircase.




The Drive

Here’s a pleasant thoroughfare along a big lake past picnic areas and swimming holes to the North Fork of the Skokomish River and Olympic National Park.

Getting There

Follow Highway 101 to Hoodsport, on the west shore of Hood Canal, and turn left on the Lake Cushman Road, Highway 119. GPS location: N47°24.381’; W123°08.444’

The Road

If you’re looking for a quick escape from the city, this just might be the drive for you. Take a picnic lunch, a bathing suit, a pair of hiking boots, a camera, and binoculars for watching the elk herd that usually hangs out near the Olympic National Park boundary at the north end of Lake Cushman.

The original lake, called by some early settlers the “Devil Cush,” was a broad extension of the Skokomish River and the site of an old resort that was flooded when the dam was completed in 1926. It was here that the exploring party led by Lt. Joseph O’Neil set off to cross the Olympic Mountains in 1890.

From Hoodsport, the paved road climbs the hills overlooking Hood Canal, passing a number of private residences before rounding a corner and gaining a view of the lake at about 5.0 miles. You’re likely to be as impressed with the view of Mounts Ellinor and Washington above as you are with the clear water of the lake below. The road has a number of private driveways on both sides, but there’s no confusing the main byway as it twists down to forested flats above the lake and at 7.0 miles, passes the entrance to the Cushman Campground, once a state park now privately operated.

[image: ]

Mount Lincoln, just west of Mount Ellinor and Mount Washington, looks down on Lake Cushman.

The road now leaves the lake and travels north, and drivers might imagine they’re going to bump into Mount Ellinor, directly in front of them. Instead, the road takes a bend and arrives at a junction with Forest Road 24, 9.3 miles from Hoodsport. Turn left here, passing Big Creek Campground and the trailhead for a loop hike that climbs up the Big Creek canyon and back. The road climbs a low hill to the northwest and passes a junction with the Lake Cushman Village Road on the left. Here’s where the pavement ends, 11.0 miles from Hoodsport.

The road drops to a level just above the lake and follows the shoreline underneath the steep forested hillside of Mount Rose, passing a number of pullouts and picnic spots above the lake. The first is about 12.0 miles from Hoodsport and a Northwest Forest Pass is required if you plan to park at any of the picnic areas. At 12.2 miles, you’ll pass the Mount Rose trailhead on your right. This steep loop trail climbs across the rocky summit of the mountain above.

Around 14.5 miles, toward the end of the lake, the road hugs the shoreline underneath cliffs exposed by two wildfires that eliminated most of the vegetation anchoring huge rocks, and closed the road to public access for a year. The road is roughest in this section as it passes through Bear Gulch at the north end of the lake. The nice picnic area and swimming hole is 15.0 miles from Hoodsport.

Round a corner and in 0.2 mile, you’ll encounter a paved road as you enter Olympic National Park. Look to the river flats on the left, where elk can often be seen. The Staircase Entry Station, where you may be asked to pay a $15 fee, is 16.0 miles from Hoodsport, and the road ends at the Staircase Ranger Station another 0.2 mile beyond. You’ll find an auto campground and trails leading up the North Fork of the Skokomish River at Staircase, as well as a short wheelchair-accessible loop trail.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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