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At some point, something we love can become ordinary. 
Maybe it is a trail you hike, a road you drive, or a landmark 
you pass each day. When something becomes ordinary, we 
tend to take it for granted. But what if there was a way to 
turn the ordinary back into the extraordinary? 

Sometimes all it takes is a new perspective. Change your 
vantage point and explore some of our favorite ways to 
find a new view in McCall.

Ordinary: commonplace or standard; 
normal . 

Find a new perspective in McCall
By McKenzie Kraemer

Continued on page 8
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Backcountry Flying
It isn’t often we get to experience something truly awe-inspiring. 
For Lori MacNichol, owner of McCall Mountain/Canyon Flying 
Seminars, flying does just that. “It changes everything,” she says. 
“The way you look at things, the way you feel about them…it 
changes everything about the ‘ordinary.’”

With our proximity to 4.5 million acres of wilderness area, McCall 
is a mecca for those seeking solitude in the mountains. Accessing 
that solitude, however, can be difficult, especially if you are short 
on time. And access is what it is all about; accessing remote 
places, accessing privacy, accessing a unique experience. That is 
where backcountry flying comes in. “I learned to fly so I could go 
fishing where other people couldn’t,” says MacNichol. “And get 
there quickly!” 
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Breakfast at Sulphur Creek

Upper Loon Airstrip

Photo courtesy Melissa Shelby

Window Seat

Backcountry pilots are drawn to the region for the opportunity to 
fly into remote, undeveloped areas. For recreationalists, flying also 
opens up new areas to hunt, fish, hike, camp and even raft 
without a long day of difficult travel. 

But not everyone can fly into these special places. Pilots who 
regularly fly to area backcountry airstrips have honed a unique set 
of skills for this unique environment of high altitude, deep 
canyons and non-standard approaches and takeoffs. That is 
where MacNichol’s knowledge plays a big role. What started as 
training seminars for general aviation enthusiasts has turned into 
one of the top mountain and canyon flying schools in the 
country, training pilots for the military, Department of Defense, 
and various state departments. “I have a passion for transferring 

Continued on page 10
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knowledge,” she says. “Helping give people a unique 
skillset so they can do their jobs or take their airplanes to 
go do something fun is what it is all about.” 

If jumping in a small aircraft to fly to a remote destination 
strikes you as a bit nerve-wracking, you are not alone. 
MacNichol says she helps her “NPFs” or “non-pilot friends” 
ease their jitters by explaining how an airplane moves 
through the air. “I like to think of the air like water,” she says. “In 
the morning, it is usually glass, the perfect time for waterskiing 
and a perfect time to fly without turbulence.” As the clouds build 
during the day, ridges in the air form. “It is akin to going through a 
rapid,” she says. “We may hit a few bumps, but then it smooths 
out.” Plus, she says, airplanes are designed to handle this 
environment and, perhaps more importantly, backcountry pilots 
are trained to navigate it. 

Even a day trip from McCall can open up a whole new world. 
Charter a flight and spend the day exploring. Pack a picnic and 
cast a line or extend your stay with an overnight campout. For 
this type of adventure, one of the most popular destinations is 
the Johnson Creek Airstrip near Yellow Pine, a short 18 minute 
flight from the McCall Airport. Johnson Creek is maintained by 
full-time caretakers and has camping space, picnic tables, fire pits, 
primitive bathrooms and showers. It also sits along Johnson Creek 
where the fish are usually biting. 

Venture a bit farther north to the Big Creek Airstrip and visit the 
new Big Creek Lodge, which reopened to the public in 2018 after 
a fire destroyed it in 2008. Big Creek is a great basecamp for 
hiking, biking, fishing, hunting and horseback riding. The Lodge is 
open for breakfast, lunch and dinner, serving up a delicious 
backcountry menu inspired by the season. You can also make a 
reservation to stay overnight in the Lodge or camp in the 
campground next to the airstrip. 

Another way to get up the air is with a Scenic Breakfast Flight. 
Several backcountry ranches offer a hearty breakfast and a 
chance to explore their unique properties. Choose from the 
Flying B Resort which sits on the Middle Fork of the Salmon River, 
Root Ranch, a remote lodge high in the Chamberlain Basin, 
Mackay Bar with its beautiful deck overlooking the Main Salmon 
or Sulphur Creek, a hunting and fishing paradise with a private 
trout pond. 

Looking for a scenic tour instead? The possibilities are endless! In 
the air, access four of North America’s deepest canyons with a 
short flight. Explore Hells Canyon, the Main Salmon, the Southfork 
and the Middlefork from above. Fly over the Frank Church River of 
No Return Wilderness and see some of the nation’s most 
untouched land. Even a quick trip around the McCall area to see 
Payette Lake, Ponderosa State Park and Brundage Mountain will 
leave a lasting impression.

McCall Aviation and Sawtooth Flying Service both offer private 
and charter flights from the McCall Airport. “Flying is 
empowering,” says MacNichol. Not only that, it is a great way to 
see a lot of new places, with a guaranteed window seat. 
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Landing at Sulphur Creek Ranch
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Rock Climbing
Rock climbing has its own unique vocabulary. Trad, belay, 
beta, crux, protection, jug. If you are not familiar with these 
terms, you aren’t alone. But as any rock climber will tell you, 
the lingo is the least challenging aspect to the sport. “It is 
such an amazing feeling once you get up to the top,” says 
Kaylie Sylvester, “That feeling of conquering a fear, 
completing something that is physically super demanding is 
wonderful.”

The McCall area isn’t widely known as a climbing hot spot, 
but there is ample terrain to explore no matter your skill 
level. The geology of the area means that granite is the 
primary climbing surface. “Granite is great to climb,” says 
Sylvester. “Unlike basalt, which is really cool to look at, but 
slippery, granite is a solid, sticky rock and you can find the 
tiniest little holes to place your fingers.” 

Climbing routes are classified by grade, ranging from 5.0 to 
5.15. Typically, 5.0 to 5.4 is considered easy, 5.5 to 5.8 is 
intermediate, 5.9 to 5.10 is hard, 5.11 to 5.12 is difficult and 
5.13 to 5.15 is very difficult. In addition to numerical ratings, 
many routes have a letter classification (a, b, c, or d) with “a” 
being easier than “d” on the scale.

For easy access to some great climbing areas, look no farther 
than Payette Lake. Some of McCall’s most well-known routes 
can be found at The Thinking Spot. With sport climbing 
options on routes known by names such as “Big Ernie’s 
Revenge” (5.8c/5.10c), “Fire on the Mountain” (5.10c), and 
“The Sparkle Dance” (5.7), this climbing area has a wide 
variety of routes for all abilities. The east face and backside 
offer more challenging routes while the northeast face is a 
great for fun beginner climbs. On the southeast face, there is 
a great area to set up a top rope. To access The Thinking 
Spot, take Warren Wagon road and turn right to go toward 
North Beach. There is a pullout near the bridge about a mile 
from the turnoff. The formation is right by the road and easy 
to spot. 

Another mile down the road from The Thinking Spot is 
Fireman’s Point. This area is rated 5.8/5.9 and is a great top 
rope climb. Along with spectacular views of Payette Lake 
from the top, the parking area for Fireman’s Point has a 
beach to enjoy the water after a climb.

If you are after a premier climber’s playground, head south 
of McCall to Gold Fork’s Pins and Needles. Ranging from 
6,250 feet to 7,800 feet elevation, the climbing season here 
typically starts in June and lasts until the snow flies. The Pins 
and Needles are home to approximately 150 bolted routes 
ranging from 5.7 to 5.11, most falling in the 5.9 to 5.10 grade. 

12



Continued page 14

Whitewater tr ips leave dai ly  with round-tr ip transportat ion from
our NEW McCal l  locat ion on the corner of  Boydstun & Industr ia l  Loop.  

MEET US AT THE BOATHOUSE!
Ful ly  catered single & mult i -day wi lderness excursions.

800-350-6654 I  SALMONRAFT.COM

Ranked #1 Act iv i ty on Tr ipAdvisor

P L A N  Y O U R  S U M M E R  A D V E N T U R E

with Salmon Raft  in McCall ,  Idaho

WHERE
BEER LOVERS

MIGRATE!

Hand-Crafted Beer

Gourmet
Pub Grub

Lunch & 
Dinner

Lake View 
Dining

Happy Hour
3:30pm - 6pm
Daily

208-634-4772
salmonriverbrewery.com

411 Railroad Ave
McCall, ID

Follow us on Facebook

Photo courtesy Melissa Shelby

For a comprehensive guide on routes at the Pins 
and Needles, visit the Gravity Sports website: 
gravitysportsidaho.com. 

The McCall area is also a prime area for bouldering. 
Bouldering has its own classification system 
ranging from V0 (easiest) to V16 (hardest). Two 
well-known spots, the Aspen Boulder and the Lost 
Shoe Boulder, can be found just south of Fireman’s 
Point on the backside of Payette Lake. The 
Lakeside and Scree Boulders around Jughandle 
Mountain are also great for exploring. Louie Lake 
provides the best access point to both areas. 

If you are new to the sport, Sylvester recommends 
trying your hand at bouldering and top roping. 
But her best advice? “Find a group of people that 
you trust and they will show you the way.” While 
teaching her own five-year-old daughter, she says 
she realized that the rewards from climbing are 
universal. “Climbing is a confidence builder,” she 
says. “You have to trust yourself, trust your rope.” 
The view from the top isn’t bad, either. 



Birding
There is a magical time of year when the snow starts to melt, 
you can start to smell the pine trees, and that first sweet 
birdsong drifts into your ears. This heralding of spring can turn 
us all into bird enthusiasts, excited to see our first fat robin of the 
year perched on a fencepost. But birding isn’t just for spring. The 
State of Idaho is home to more than 400 species of birds and the 
greater McCall area is a spectacular place to find them. Our 
diverse habitat and ample open space combine to attract a 
wide range of birds in all four seasons. 

“Every time I am outside, I have one ear to the birds,” says Matt 
Dresser, a Biological Scientist for the Payette National Forest and 
avid birder. After taking an ornithology course in his 
undergraduate studies, Dresser’s interest in birds grew. Several 
biology jobs took him across the country as a “traveling bird 
bum” and finally landed him in Valley County working for the 
Forest Service and spearheading the Valley County Bird Club. 
“When I was younger, I would go out and hike, intent on a 
destination,” he says. “Now I hike to observe, slowing down and 
paying attention.” 

Which is exactly why birding is so 
appealing. It compliments 

many of the outdoor 
activities we already 

enjoy, provides a 
reason to get outside 
more often and 
keeps us in the 
moment. 

Whether you are an 
experienced birder or 

new to the game, a great 
starting place is the Idaho 

Birding Trail. Sixteen stops on the 
trail can be found between New 

Meadows and Cascade including Lost Valley Reservoir, Brundage 
Mountain, Bear Basin, Ponderosa State Park, Lake Cascade State 
Park and Warm Lake. Joe Foust, District Wildlife Biologist with the 
Boise National Forest, says he likes to head to Lake Cascade 
because of the diverse landscape. “From the west side of the lake 
you have wetlands and water in front of you and forest behind 
you so you have a chance to see a wide range of birds.” In 
addition, Bear Basin is his go-to place for the best chance to see 
one of his favorite species, the Great Grey Owl. 

Owls are actually a big draw to the area and some of Dresser’s 
favorite species as well. “The Boreal Owl is about the size of a 
dove and found in the high mountains,” he says. Another unique 

owl that ranks high on Dresser’s favorite list is the Flammulated 
Owl, a small, robin-size owl that lives in forested areas and can 
only be seen in the summer months. 

Along with owls, expect to see common species like the 
Mountain Chickadee, Mountain Bluebird and Dark Eyed Junco, 
birds of prey like Bald Eagles, Osprey, and Hawks as well as many 
migratory birds. One that is not so common is the Bohemian 
Waxwing. “In McCall we have a group of about 300 Bohemian 
Waxwings,” says Dresser. Across the country, you may find one or 
two of these birds in a group of similar birds, but it is rare to see 
so many together. 

“Sometimes, it simply takes a connection to a specific bird to 
spark someone’s interest,” says Dresser. If birding is new to your 
list of hobbies, there are several resources to help you get started. 
You can find great brochures on birds in the area at both the 
Ponderosa State Park and Lake Cascade State Park visitor’s centers 
or stop by Barn Owl Books in McCall for a selection of Idaho-
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specific field guides. You 
can also download 

apps to help you 
with 

identification. 
Foust and 
Dresser both 
recommend 
the Merlin and 
eBird apps 
which feature 

interactive 
maps based on 

your GPS location, 

Continued page 18

the ability to take a photo of a bird for a match analysis, and 
recordings of bird sounds to aid in identification. “You often hear a 
bird before you see it,” says Foust. “Because of that, a lot of people 
actually identify birds by sound rather than sight.”

As far as equipment goes, everything is optional! Some birders use 
binoculars or bring a camera along, but it is a personal preference. 
The McCall Public Library has a birdwatching kit available to rent 
that includes a pair of binoculars and five field guides (requires a 
valid library card to rent, for out of area visitors, a three-month 
membership is $15). 

“Part of the fun of birding is to just go out and see what you can 
see,” says Foust, “That is usually when you see something 
unexpected.”

The feeling you get when you find a great view can be 
breathtaking. The beauty of the landscape, the sense of being 
above the daily grind and the inherent satisfaction of exploring a 
new place provide an opportunity to pause and take it all in.

“Hands down, the best scenic vistas around McCall are lookouts,” 
says Dean Martens. And Martens would know. Having worked for 
the Forest Service for more than 30 years and now the Outdoor 
Ambassador for Jug Mountain Ranch, he continues to spend 
most of his time exploring the great outdoors. “The area around 
McCall is heavily timbered, so you have to get above the tree line 
to get a great view.” 

The Payette National Forest is home to a large number of 
lookouts, many of them still staffed today. Lookouts first started 
dotting the landscape of Valley County in the 1920s, spurred by a 
destructive series of forest fires in 1910. Early lookouts consisted of 
a wooden platform for a tent that the firewatcher could live in. If 
smoke was detected, the firewatcher would telephone the 
nearest guard station and the information would be relayed by a 
central dispatcher. 

With the mobilization of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), 
the network of fire lookouts and their infrastructure expanded. 
Between 1930 and 1945, the Payette National Forest had 84 

Lookouts

operational fire lookouts, 50 having permanent structures built 
during this time. Today, new technologies have become a big 
part of modern-day fire detection and many lookouts were 
shuttered, but those still in operation continue to play a vital role 
in forest management. 

Photo courtesy McKenzie Kraemer
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A trip to a lookout never disappoints. And for those that are still 
staffed, Martens says there is a great opportunity to learn. “Many 
of the lookouts still use an alidade to determine the location of a 
fire,” he says. “The alidade moves, but the map underneath it stays 
still so when you point to a specific spot, all you need is one other 
lookout pointing at that same place, and where those two lines 
intersect is the location of the fire.” 

For easy access to some of the Payette National Forest’s best 
scenic vantages, Martens suggests exploring Brundage, No 
Business, Carey Dome and War Eagle lookouts. 

Brundage Mountain Lookout is the most-visited lookout in the 
area and is managed by the Southern Idaho Timber Protective 
Association (SITPA). The actual lookout structure has been rebuilt 
several times; however, the original one-room white pine cabin 
built in 1914 is still standing. During the filming of Northwest 
Passage, stars Walter Brennan and Spencer Tracey visited the site 
and signed the visitor’s logbook. “The Brundage lookout is really 
unique because you can either drive to it or take a chair lift,” says 
Martens. If you opt for the chair lift route, the lookout is just a 
short, scenic hike from the Bluebird Express at Brundage 
Mountain Resort. 

No Business Lookout, accessible by car, is another site managed 
by SITPA featuring a unique way to deter lightning strikes from 

damaging the buildings. An ornate stone patio is outfitted with 
four telephone poles at each corner. Copper wires run from the 
roof of the lookout to the telephone poles, creating a “halo” of 
protection. “The views from No Business are fantastic,” says 
Martens. “From this point you can look down into Payette Lake 
and Lake Cascade from one side, and across the Council valley on 
the other.” 

Carey Dome is best known for the 72-foot Aermotor steel tower, 
built in 1934, the only such tower in operation in the area today. 
Because of the tower, Carey Dome is listed on the National 
Historic Lookout Register. Located near Burgdorf Hot Springs, this 
lookout can be accessed by car, although the road can be a bit 
rough at times. Once at the top, take in the views of the Salmon 
River and Seven Devils Mountain Range. 

Near Secesh, a road can take you up to the 8,200 foot elevation 
War Eagle Lookout. This lookout played a vital role in spotting the 
start of what would become one of the largest forest fires in 
recent McCall history, the Burgdorf Junction Fire of 2000. The 
lookout itself was evacuated, wrapped with fire protective 
material and doused with several buckets of water by helicopter. 
The lookout survived, but more than 65,000 acres around it 
burned. The views from War Eagle showcase the Salmon River 
and 360 degree views of the surrounding mountains. From here, 
you can also spot several other lookouts that form the Payette 
National Forest’s network. 

If you are after a bigger adventure, Martens recommends a visit to 
the Granite Mountain Lookout that requires a two mile hike in. 
This lookout got its start as a patrol point in 1913 and the current 
structure was built in 1954. To get here, start at the Twin Lakes 
trailhead near Goose Lake. About a half mile into the hike, the trail 
forks toward Granite Mountain. The trek is steep, but manageable 
as it winds through sections of recovering forests, grassy saddles 
and rocky terrain. 

Many of the lookouts in our area are actively staffed during the 
summer months. A good rule of thumb is to announce yourself as 
you arrive and bring a little something with you to share with the 
caretaker. “I used to take newspapers so the lookouts could catch 
up on current events,” says Martens, “but today, most have access 
to Internet.” He recommends something as simple as a baked 
good or small snack, anything to show your appreciation for their 
time and service…and for sharing the view. 

Photo courtesy McKenzie Kraemer
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As kids, a lot of us fell asleep each night to the ambiance of 
glow-in-the-dark star stickers. We heard the stories of Ursa 
Major the Great Bear, Orion the hunter, the Gemini twins and 
the Seven Sisters. We can all identify the Big Dipper. The lure of 
the stars and the space beyond has a magical quality. That is 
what keeps Chuck Smith with the Valley County Astronomical 
Society coming back for more. “I have always wondered what’s 
out there,” he says. 

One of Smith’s favorite objects to look at is the M13 Cluster, also 
known as the Great Cluster in Hercules. The stars that make up 
this “globular” are thought to be more than 12 billion years old. To 
see this one, you will need a telescope and know where to look. 
M13 is located in the constellation Hercules between two of the 
brightest summer stars, Vega and Arcturus. 

Other fascinating sights a telescope can reveal are the Whirlpool 
Galaxy and the Ring Nebula. The Whirlpool Galaxy is near the Big 
Dipper and it noticeable for its two distinct “swirls.” Although a 
telescope will bring out more definition, this galaxy can come 
into view with a pair of binoculars as well. To view the Ring 
Nebula, however, a telescope is the way to go. “The Ring Nebula 
is actually the remains of a star that went supernova,” says Smith. 
“Now it looks like a smoke ring.” 

Even without a telescope, there is still plenty to see. One tool that 
will help you navigate the skies is a current star wheel. “A star 
wheel can show you where all the major constellations, deep 
space objects and planets will be based on your location and the 
time of year,” says Smith. “It is basically a road map to the night 
sky.” Another helpful tool is a green laser. These lasers can help 
you point out sights to your companions. “Just be aware of your 
surroundings,” says Smith. A green laser is great to use with a 
small group, but are typically banned at larger gatherings or

Night Skies

Photo courtesy Roger Craig Smith @rogercraigsmith

The hunt for a dark sky is something residents of Valley County 
often take for granted. The rural nature of our communities paired 
with the growing movement to preserve our dark skies makes the 
McCall area a prime place to view the stars. “All you really need is 
to be in a place between the horizons,” says Smith. Which means 
just about anywhere you choose to look up is perfect for 
stargazing. And once you look up, what a view!

Beyond the familiar constellations, Smith says that there are some 
really special things to see in the night sky. The most prominent is 
the Milky Way Galaxy. Even without a telescope or binoculars, this 
galaxy shows up as a hazy band of light to the naked eye. The 
best chance for viewing the Milky Way is at least 40 minutes after 
the sky turns dark. “It takes at least that long for your eyes to 
adjust fully to the dark,” says Smith. For the best experience, try 
limiting your exposure to light as your eyes adjust. “A car’s interior 
lights or cell phone screen can reset the clock.”

During the summer months, the Perseid meteor shower is a great 
event to watch with the whole family. This annual meteor shower 
happens mid-August when the Earth passes through a stream of 
debris left behind by comets and asteroids. The small debris 
collides with the Earth’s atmosphere where they burn up and 
appear to us as shooting stars. At the peak of the show, expect to 
see as many as 30 “shooting stars” each hour in the McCall area. 
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stargazing events as they can be 
distracting in large numbers. 

Whether you are an amateur or 
seasoned stargazer, the night sky 
provides an opportunity to see 
something remarkable. Smith 
says that one of his favorite 
things about astronomy is the 
science of it. “The photons that 
make up the light you see are 
traveling huge distances,” he 
says. “The light that hits your 
eyes is unique to your position; 
no one else gets that exact same 
light.” Talk about seeing things in 
a whole new light.

Continued page 22

Day trips into the wilderness
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Scenic flghts around the McCall area

Off the beaten path?
There is no path!

The road less traveled?
TheThere are no roads!



 Anchor: a point on a climb with fixed bolts or removable 
protection

 Belay: securing the rope while your partner climbs with a belay 
device that provided friction to the rope and locks or helps 
support a climber’s weight if they fall.

 Beta: step-by-step description of a climb or a sequence.

 Bouldering: climbing on large boulders or low cliffs without 
ropes or a harness. 

 Crimp: a small ledge where you have to “crimp” your fingers 
with a tight grip.

 Crux: the hardest part of the climb.

 Jug: a large hold that is easy to grip.

 Protection: devices used to reduce the risk of climbing and 
protect others while you climb including nylon webbing, cams, 
and bolts.

 Sport Climbing: a form of lead climbing using fixed protection, 
typically drilled-in bolts.

 Trad Climbing: a form of lead climbing that does not use 
permanent man-made protection.

Photo courtesy Roger Craig Smith @rogercraigsmith
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Area Lookouts

Rock Climbing Birding Trail Stops

 Brundage Mountain

 Carey Dome

 Granite Mountain

 Heavens Gate

 Hershey Point

 Horse Mountain

 Miners Peak

 No Business

 Pilot Peak

 Pollock Mountain

 Sheepeater

 War Eagle

 Williams Peak

 Lost Valley Reservoir

 Brundage Subloop

 Bear Basin Subloop

 Ponderosa State Park

 Rotary Park

 Legacy Park

 Riverfront Park

 Little Payette Lake

 Lake Cascade – West

 Lake Cascade – East

 Warm Lake

 Kelly’s Whitewater Park

 Davis Reservoir

 Horsethief Reservoir

 Weiser River Trail

 1 Bernard
 2 Big Creek
 3 Chamberlain Basin
 4 Cold Meadows
 5 Flying B Ranch
 6 Indian Creek
 7 Johnson Creek
 8 Krassel 
 9 Lower Loon
 10 Mackay Bar 
 11 Mahoney Creek
 12 Pittsburg
 13 Seven Devils 
 14 Upper Loon
 15 Warren

1

4

3

10

15

12

2

8

7

6
11

14

9

513

Backcountry 
Airstrips

22


