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Welcome to Quartz Flat Campground and  
Interpretive Trail on the Superior Ranger  
District, Lolo National Forest.  We thought 
you might find it enjoyable to see Quartz 
Flat “through the eyes of the forester” so 
that you might better appreciate just 
what a forester is and how they think. 
 
Quartz Flat Nature Trail begins and ends at 
the elevation of 2,840 ft. (866 m) and is .5 
miles (.8 km) in length.  Before you start on 
the trail there are a few things you might 
look for throughout the area, rather than at 
any one numbered spot.   
 

All through the area you will find small piles 
of cone scales left by some industrious  
squirrel after he has picked out the pine 
“nuts” or seeds.  We have two types of  
squirrels in Quartz Flat:  the ground squirrel 
and the pine squirrel.  You will probably hear 
the pine squirrel chattering above your head 
before you see him.  The ground squirrel will 
probably introduce himself by asking for a 
handout from your picnic table.  You might 
see him standing “at attention,” like a  
military sentinel beside his burrow or  
alongside the road. 
 
The first thing a forester would probably  
notice about Quartz Flat is that almost all  
the trees are ponderosa pine (yellow pine).   
A characteristic of ponderosa is that it  
commonly grows in even-aged groups, or 
“stands”.  Almost all of the pines in this 
stand are approximately 80 years old.  There 
is a smaller stand of trees at the west end of 
the campground which is about 225 years 
old.  Thus, you see one stand of 80-year-old 
trees and another stand of 225-year-old 
trees, but within each stand the individual 
trees are about the same age.  This is what 
foresters mean by “even aged”. 
 
 
 
 



#3. The charred scar you see here is from an 
old ground fire.  The frequent occurrence of 
fire is one reason a ponderosa pine stand is 
so open and “park-like”.  The ponderosa pine 
is very resistant to fire which tends to kill 
competing vegetation, including other trees.  
This could also help explain why we often see 
ponderosa pine in pure, even-aged stands. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
#4. This area is used by white-tailed deer.  
Some of the smaller woody shrubs around 
this tree have been browsed (chewed) by the 
deer.  The twigs marked by yellow plastic 
flagging have been cropped back by the deer 
so that they appear to have been pruned by  
a gardener’s shears. You can tell how good a  
particular species of plants taste to the deer 
by how heavily it is used as food.  When some 
of the less popular species begin to show  
evidence of use, you can tell there is not 
enough food in the area for the deer.  This is 
why game managers and foresters are  
interested in “palatability” levels of under 
story plants.  The shrubs here are  
serviceberry, a favorite of white tail deer. 

The Quartz Flat Interpretive Trail is a 
self guided tour.  Each stop is  

identified with a numbered sign. 
 
 
 
#1. Notice the “goat’s beard” lichen (deer 
moss) hanging on the lower branches of the 
trees.  This lichen is called an epiphyte, 
which means that it gets its food and  
moisture from the air--not from the trees.  In 
fact, it does not even hurt the trees unless it 
grows so thickly that too much sunlight is 
blocked from reaching trees and under story 
vegetation. 
 
 
#2. Examine the ground as you walk through 
here.  You should spot a small, thick-leaved  
Evergreen plant, bearing bright red berries in 
late summer.  This is called kinnikinnick, or  
Indian Tobacco.  A forester knows that the 
presence of kinnikinnick indicates a dry  
well-drained soil. 
 
Kinnikinnick berries are eaten by many  
animals, including man, although they taste 
bitter unless boiled before eating.  Native 
Americans and early pioneers smoked a  
mixture of kinnikinnick leaves and fried inner 
bark of the dogwood tree.  Today it is still an 
important source of tanning in Soviet Russia, 
where it is still used in curing pelts.   
Kinnikinnick leaves can also be dried and 
used to make tea.   
 
 
 



#5. Look at the power 
pole on the hillside 
across the river and you 
will see what appears to 
be a bundle of sticks.  
This is an osprey nest.  
If it is occupied you may 
see the head(s) of the 
mother or of the chicks.  
The osprey is a fish 
eater and dives into the water to capture its 
prey.  Osprey nests are found on tree tops, 
power poles, rock pinnacles and are almost 
always found near water.  The Native  
American stylized osprey head forms the logo 
of the Seattle Seahawks. 
 
 
#6. Scattered about on the ground to your 
right you should see many small papery 
cones from the Douglas-fir.  Protruding  
between the cones scales are structures 
called “bracts.”  These bracts have been 
compared to rat tails because of their  
characteristic shape.  Compare these cones 
to those of the ponderosa pine to the left,  
and note the difference. 
 
 
#7. Even though the main natural resource 
of this county is now timber, it was not  
always so.  Early prospectors were interested 
in Quartz Flat for another reason: GOLD!   
Beginning in 1869, gold prospectors staked 
claims on Quartz Flat until 1965 when the 
area was withdrawn from mineral develop-
ment and designated as a recreation site. 
 

The discovery pit and nearby exploratory 
pits, attest to the interest of early  
prospectors.  As you explore the area, you 
may find remnants of an old miner’s cabin. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
#8. This point overlooks the Clark Fork of 
the Columbia River.  The Clark Fork was 
named after William Clark, who with  
Merriwether Lewis explored the western  
territories for President Jefferson.  The water 
flowing past you will empty into Lake Pend 
d’Oreille in northern Idaho.  From there it  
becomes the Pend d’Oreille River and  
eventually flows into the Pacific Ocean. 
 
 
#9. Another exploration pit was made here  
by the prospector in hopes of “striking it 
rich”.  Notice that this pit is located in a 
natural drainage where the prospector  
probably suspected a natural concentration 
of gold in sandy, alluvial soil. 



#12. Here is an excellent example of the ef-
fect of aspect (the direction in which slope 
faces).  Along this slope, the aspect is almost 
due north.  North aspects receive less 
sunlight to dry them out so they tend to be 
Douglas-fir which requires more moisture 
than the surrounding pine.  Up on the flat 
the aspect is zero, or level, so that a great 
deal more sunlight is received to dry out the 
soil and plants.  The sometimes dramatic ef-
fect that aspect has on the forest ecology 
may mean the difference in survival and fail-
ure in a forest plantation.  Therefore, aspect 
is one of the many variables a forester must 
evaluate in managing a forest stand. 
 
#13. The small, spiny-leaf tree behind this 
number post  is a Rocky Mountain Juniper, 
first described in 1804 by Lewis and Clark.  
It is typical on dry sites and is an indicator of 
alkaline soil.  Since tree growth is strongly 
related to soil acidity or alkalinity (ph) of the 
soil, it is important that a forester notice and 
properly interpret such clues in making land 
management decisions. 
 
#14. This pine tree was used to designate 
one corner of an old mining claim.  Notice the 
“squared” sides (blaze).  They were carved 
this way to satisfy the mining laws prescrib-
ing how a claim must be marked to be con-
sidered valid.  Until such requirements were 
met and documented, the site was open to 
“claim jumping” by another prospector. 
 
#15. The white “X” seen here is an aerial  
photography target.  Aerial photographs are 
used by foresters to map timber types, to lo-
cate roads, and in some cases to actually 
measure timber volume.  They were used in 
construction of major highways, such as In-
terstate 90, from which you entered the 
campground. 

#10. Today, the Forest Service speaks of 
“esthetics” as an important part of Wildland 
management.  This grove of older trees may 
have been spared the axe of early miners  
because of a similar appreciation of natural 
beauty. 
 
The smooth, red bark is characteristic of 
more mature, slower growing bark.  The 
younger trees will also have a denser, darker 
green color and more sharply pointed crown.   
 
From left to right, the first tree is 116 feet 
tall, 258 years old (1748 to 2005), and 27.8 
inches in diameter at 4 1/2 feet above the 
ground (dbh).  The second tree is 99 feet tall, 
274 years old (1732 to 2005) and 22.3 inches 
dbh.  The third tree is 117 feet tall, 250 years 
old (1756 to 2005), and 26.9 inches dbh. 
 
 
 

#11. This ponderosa 
pine (p-pine) “snag” 
resulted from a  
lightning strike in 
1996 or 1997,   
which blew the top 
out.  A pile of the 
tree’s top and 
branches are nearby 
on the ground.  Note 
the spiral path of the 
lightning as it  
traveled around the 
trunk, exploding the 
bark off; thus  

girdling and killing the tree.  This p-pine snag 
is still one of the largest, tallest trees in the 
forest.  This is what made it susceptible to 
the lightning strike in the first place. 
 

 



 
How to get there: 

 
Travel on I-90 to the Quartz Flat 
Campground, located at the rest 
area 11 miles east of Superior. 

 
 
 

For more information, contact: 
 

Superior Ranger District 
209 West Riverside Avenue 

Superior, MT  59872 
(406) 822-4233 
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#16. The large  
ponderosa pine directly 
ahead is an example of 
a dead “spike” top, as 
a result of damage or 
disease.  In this case, 
as is common, the  
adjacent limbs have 
enlarged and begun to 
grow upward to replace 
the killed top.  The top 
is rotten and the rot 
undoubtedly extends 

down into the tree.  A swarm of honey bees 
have taken advantage of the cavity formed 
and have taken up residence.  If you look 
carefully, and if it is a warm sunny day, you 
can see them entering and leaving at a point 
just above where the enlarged limbs grow 
from the main trunk. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The hiking trail ends here.  We hope you 
take with you a better understanding and  

appreciation of forestry and of the  
U.S. Forest Service.  If you have further 

questions, please feel free to ask the  
campground host or a patrolperson, or you 

might stop by our district office in  
Superior, 11 miles west of here.  We will 
do our best to answer your questions, to 
supply you with interesting maps and  

brochures, and to see that you enjoy your 
stay on the Lolo National Forest.     


