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To get there: Travel south of Helena on I-15 approximately 
9 miles to the Clancy Exit, go south on service road to  
Alhambra then take Forest Road 226 (Warm Springs Road)  
approximately 6 miles to the Trailhead sign.  
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As you hike this trail, remember, the forest belongs to  
everyone, so stay on the trail, leave only footprints, and 

 take only pictures, your notes, and memories. 

Field Notes:ññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññ

ñññññðññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññ



Field Notes:ññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

ññññññññññññññññññññññ

 Welcome  

 

Welcome to the Willard Creek Interpretive Trail. Look 
and listen carefully as you walk along: this mountain drainage 
has a story to tell. As you òwonderó along the trail, you can 
uncover clues of past fire, see different plant communities, 
encounter forest animals and their signs, and witness natures 
processes in action. Through these signs, nature tells her story. 

The Willard Creek Trail leads about 1.3 miles down to 
McClellan Creek. At a leisurely pace, it takes about 40  
minutes one way. Station numbers that correspond to  
numbered posts you will find stationed along the trail match 
the articles in this brochure. Each station contributes another 
clue as you unravel the story of the Willard Creek landscape. 

In 1988, a major wildfire raced through this area burning 
much heavy timber and greatly changing the landscape. Now, 
over 20 years after that fire, re-growth is substantial. Here  
and there, you will see standing dead trees well-bleached by 
the sun. Please be alert: all snags will eventually fall, especially 
in windy weather.  

Please help take care of public lands. Remember, they  
belong to you. If you pack it in, pack it out. Be sure to  
wear proper footwear and clothing suitable for the weather 
conditions expected. Binoculars are handy for spotting  
wildlife, and a camera might capture an unexpected critter. 
Respect the wildlife you see. Stay a safe distance away and  
remember: you are a visitor in their home. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STATION  1:  

M ICROENVIRONMENTSñ 

T HE D IFFERENCE W ATER MAKES 
 

 Some clues about the landscape can be subtle; others  
very dramatic. What are the clues at this station? What is  
the predominant plant life? 

You have just walked downhill from the trailhead into a 
depression at the head of the Willard Creek drainage and  
station 1. This low point is a òdrawó. In a draw, the water  
table often intersects the surface of the ground. When this 
happens, you may find a spring has formed, or you may have  
a flowing stream or just wet ground. As the water table tends 
to move up or down over the course of the year, the degree  
of surface water in a draw will also change. Do you see water 
flowing here now as you are visiting? 

Regardless of whether water is flowing at the surface or 
not, the ground water at the bottom of this draw is much 
more readily available to plants and so plants that thrive in 
wetter places thrive here. Aspen trees and mountain alder  
are the principal large plants here. 

As you walk toward the next station, notice how the  
vegetation along the trail changes as you move out of the draw 
onto a south-facing hillside. The hillsides along the trail are 
much dryer and warmer than the ground in the draw and the 
plant life will be much different. These small changes in  
characteristics that affect surface temperature, moisture,  
and plant growth also influence what animals you might find  
in these places as well. Collectively, these differences result 
into noticeably different small areas we call microenviron-
ments. òEnvironmentó is a word that refers to the physical 
characteristics of what is around you, so it can be a large area 
like the Elkhorn Mountains, or a small area like this draw or an 
open hillside. 

Persons of any race, color, origin, sex, age, religion, or with any handicapping 
conditions are welcome to use and enjoy all facilities, programs, and services of 
the USDA. Discrimination in any form is strictly against agency policy, and 
should be reported to the Secretary of Agriculture, Washington, DC, 20250.  

AFTERWORD 
 

We hope this brochure has enhanced you enjoyment 
of the Willard Creek Interpretive Trail. Students at 
Helena High School in association with the U.S.  
Forest Service produced the first edition of the  

brochure. The Montana Discovery Foundation and the U.S. 
Forest Service revised and expanded the brochure in 2010. 

 

As you return home, please feel free to keep this guide as  
a souvenir or return it to the kiosk, pass it on to a friend,  
or otherwise reuse or recycle it. If you have questions or  
comments, please contact the Montana Discovery Foundation 
at (406) 495-3711 or the Helena Ranger District at  
(406) 449-5201. 



At the bottom of the trail lies McClellan Creek. If it is a hot 
day, you may cool off in its clear waters and contemplate the 
water cycle. 

Willard Creek is only 1.25 miles long, but is an integral 
component of a much larger water system. It flows into 
McClellan Creek, which flows through Prickly Pear Creek 
unto the Missouri ð Mississippi Rivers and on to the Gulf of 
Mexico. Evaporation from the oceans brings rain and snow, 
which recharge the creeks and complete the cycle. 

Remember, whatever happens here in the Willard  
Creek drainage can affect the rest of the system to which it is  
connected. This principle applies across our entire environ-
ment. As we use and enjoy the benefits offered by the forest, 
let us also focus on being good stewards and distinguish  
between wise and careless use. 

Enjoy your walk back to the trailhead on the Willard Creek 
Interpretive Trail. 

 

     Plants you pass include bunch grasses that include varieties 
of fescue, as well as forbes such as buckwheat and shrubs  
including wild rose and kinnikinnik. 

 
 

Mountain alder 

Aspen 

Wild rose. Kinnikinnik. 


