
October in the Sawtooths 
 

 
 
  By the time hunting season rolls around, the high country is typically cold, often white, and pretty 
empty. Lots of hunting camps with big canvas wall tents; complete with wood burning stoves fill the 
sites at trail heads and along access roads. This year, Mother Nature has held off a bit, even though just 
two weeks ago it was snowing and blowing, wet and pretty miserable up high. 
  I actually was out during that two weeks ago storm (a miserable day!), trying to get in a season ending 
trip; hoping to check out an off trail lake that I had seen from afar on a previous hike. You never know 
where you might find a cool fishing spot! I had some friends planning to go, but at the last minute, the 
flu bug took them out. I decided that since I was packed up and ready, I would go anyway. At the trail 
head I was pretty bummed as the woods were dripping wet, and it would only get worse as I went 
higher. Every step brought the autumn leaves and brush showering down on my rain gear. I was soaked 
in an hour. My feet were still in my trail runners, and at about 7,000 feet, the wetness turned to wet 
snow, and in a couple of hours my toes were frozen as well. I lost the trail in a blowdown along the side 
of a narrow canyon; this trail is rarely used, so I had wondered what I might find. After hiking thru 
downfall and some really sketchy terrain for another hundred yards, I decided that safety was 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ŀƴƪƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǊƴ ƪƴŜŜǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊǿŀǊd 
to. I retreated. I took a higher line back out of the debris field, and saw across the canyon the trail I was 
looking for. Oh well, another time would be coming. 



  Fast forward two weeks and the weather report shouts to the tree tops that it will be warm and sunny. 
Really warm and sunny! The gang decides that we have to get out to the Sawtooths before the snow 
flies. I argue for repeating my route, hoping to check out that lake, and then looping around on another 
trail for a trip of about 15-18 miles. Everyone is cool with that and we are pretty excited to be heading 
back to the high country. 
  We leave Boise at about 10:00, and by 12:30 are at the trailhead and ready to hike. The weather is 
beautiful, there are only 3 permit tags in the self register box, and all are for the previous few days. How 
Ŏŀƴ ƛǘ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ п Ǝǳȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜΚ LΩƳ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǇŜǊǇƭŜȄŜŘ ōȅ 
ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭŀǘŜ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ ǘǊƛǇǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ Ǝǳȅ ƘƛƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ нл ƻr 
30 square mile area of the Sawtooth Mountains. How cool is that! 
  The four of us, Pete, Brandon, Chris and I are planning on taking the trail out of Grandjean, then going 
up one creek drainage, passing by the jewel of the Sawtooths, Sawtooth Lake, and then crossing over 
and dropping back down a closer drainage, ultimately ending up right back at the trailhead and car. So it 
will be one of those hike uphill all day, then go over and hike downhill the next day kind of trips. No 
ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ƎƻƻŘΦ Oh yeah, did I mention that there is an incredible hot springs waiting for us at the 
trail head! 
 

 
 
  Heading out along the trail, the sun is shining, the sky is blue, and we are all wearing short sleeved 
shirts. This is crazy! I mean after all, it is almost the end of October. The trail follows the South Fork of 
the Payette River until entering the wilderness area, then forks once at the river, and again before 
heading to the Baron Peaks area. We begin our real climbing about 3 ½ miles in. This is the same area 



that I day hiked a couple of weeks before. What a difference sun and dry conditions can make.  We 
literally are flying down or up the trail, and when the trail disappears into the fallen debris field, I point 
across the creek, and we all play circus and ŎǊƻǎǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ƭƻƎ ƘƛƎƘ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ LΩƳ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ 
ǇǎȅŎƘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜƴƛƎƳŀΦ Lǘ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ŀǊŜŀǎ 
ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǘǊŀƛƭ ƘŜŀŘǎΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙis coupled with a 
few thousand feet of elevation gain have really turned people away from using this little piece of trail. 
CƻǊ ǳǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀ ƭƻƻǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ 
off trail lakes that might be worth exploring is an added bonus. 
 

 
 
  The fall colors are on display, with reds, yellows, and lush greens everywhere we turn. The trail 
continues to climb, and we can see snow stuck to all of the North facing slopes from the early season 
storm. We climb higher along the creek, switch backing occasionally as the trail winds its way up and 
around in a manner that continues to keep us guessing as to where it actually goes! The high country 
keeps opening up as we gain elevation, and the views just get better. One set of lakes that I have been 
interested in looks like more of a scramble than we are looking to do, so I set course for another off trail 
gem that is a favorite of mine.  
 We finally turn to the North, and I begin to look for a landmark that will clue me in to where I need to 
leave the trail. Coming from the opposite direction, this is no small feat. I know I am close, and finally 
after walking back a hundred yards, tell everyone this is it. 
  The terrain is steep but not really difficult, and we cross thru some forest before breaking out into the 
ǎŎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǳƭƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛŜŘ ǳǇ ƻǳǘƭŜǘ ǎǘǊŜŀƳΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ [ƻǳƛǎ [Ω!ƳƻǳǊ ƭƛƪŜǎ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 



άƘƛƎƘ ƭƻƴŜǎƻƳŜέΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŀƎƎŜŘ ǇŜŀƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǊƴ ǊƻŎƪ ŦŀŎŜǎ ŀƭƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎΦ ¢ǊŜŜǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴg 
ravaged by the heavy snows and violent storms. The summer vegetation is brown, crispy and crunchy as 
we walk through it.  As we get close, patches of snow greet us. We are close now, and I let Chris go 
ahead so he can get the full on impact as we hike up a narrowing gully that ends with the lake at eye 
level. His exclamation brings a smile to my face; I know what he is seeing. The others clamber up to us, 
and stare at the beautiful cirque, rimmed by high granite, the lake set like a precious blue diamond in its 
center. 
  There is really only one good spot for four, up above, and it is covered with 5 or 6 inches of snow. We 
stomp it kind of flat, and decide that instead of pitching tarps or tents, we will throw the tarp down and 
sleep out. The weather is stable, the view astounding, and we are thrilled to be where we are. 
 

 


