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Horseback riding near The Ranch at Rock Creek (top);

downtown Missoula trails for your level. Fly fishing, on the other hand, is more of a rarefied
philosophy. The gurus at Blackfoot River Out tters (3055 N. Reserve

St., Missoula, 406-542-7411, blackfootriver.com) will school you in tech-
nique and set you up with half- to four-day floating or wading trips.

But were driving an hour and a half to e Ranch at Rock
Creek (79 Carriage House Ln., Philipsburg, 406-859-6027,
theranchatrockcreek.com; all-inclusive rates starting at $950 per per-
son per night), set on 6,000 acres of tawny hills and emerald meadows
painted with yellow wildflowers. The closest civilization, about 30 min-
utes away, is Philipsburg (pop. 818), a Main Street mining town (sapphire
mining trips can still be arranged), where historic saloons have been
converted into craft stores, a microbrewery, and a legendary candy shop.

Formerly a late-180os mining claim-turned-horse ranch, The
Ranch at Rock Creek is now an all-inclusive Relais & Chateaux prop-
erty that successfully straddles the wide girth between “luxury” and
“cowboy.” Steer horns hang over the main room’s bar, which is con-
structed of branches and the brown-and-white-spotted cowhide that
also acts as bar stool covers and rugs. Country music mixes with the
crackling of a fire next to Native American wall-hanging rugs and
gorgeous hand-tooled leather sofas. But it’s not so fancy that muddy
boots aren’t de rigueur and the resident Rhodesian Ridgeback, Troy,
isn’t allowed to curl up in her favorite chair by the bar.

Guest rooms - wood-walled and outfitted with historic photos and
leather rocking chairs - are located in the lodge, but there are also sev-
eral free-standing cabins and a revamped barn (all jaw-droppingly
poised for an Architectural Digest spread) available for families of four to
15. Glamping is given a ranch-y twist here in the plush canvas-cabin hy-
brids along Rock Creek, where you can sit on your semi-enclosed patio
sipping fine syrah as a breeze rustles the pages of your Western novel.

Culinary activities are semi-choreographed. Chef Josh Drage
cooks up alfresco Dutch oven dinners on Sundays and grilled treats on
Thursdays. Tuesday mornings, everyone heads to an on-site rodeo fol-
lowed by a barbecue picnic. Fridays, a multi-course wine pairing din-
ner is served in the wood-beamed dining room. This is certainly not
Blazing Saddles-style beans-and-beef grub, but it does display a loca-
vore zeal that emphasizes Big Sky Country’s bounty. A pre-prandial
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Western Montana

cocktail highlighting local huckleberry and sage is served with a pota-
to crisp topped with Montana trout roe. Our dinner begins like a crisp
May day with sunlight-hued wine and a salad of shaved asparagus and
deconstructed pesto courtesy of the on-site herb garden. A juicy pork
chop sustainably raised in nearby Livingston is grounded in the base
notes of brown butter sweet potato puree but given a percussive pow
from red onion-bacon-bourbon-sherry relish. On Saturday, we gather
in the Blue Canteen, a canvas tent-style cabin where guests mingle, a
staff member sings and strums her guitar, and Western-clad servers
pass around wine and appetizers before we pile our plates with local
grass-fed beef, coffee-rubbed ribs, and grilled vegetables.

With the help of the worldly and enthusiastic staff, you can ar-
range daily activities, including fly fishing in blue-ribbon trout stream
Rock Creek, horseback riding, shooting, mountain biking, archery,
paintball, rafting and river floating, hiking, and - in winter - cross-
country skiing, snow shoeing, ice skating, snowmobiling, ice fishing,
sleigh rides, sledding, and downhill skiing at nearby Discovery Basin.

Near the top of my list is mountain biking along the rolling grassy
hills cresting to big sky views of forests receding into layers of blue
mountains. Unfortunately, myvisit coincides with an unseasonable rainy
spell. So instead of slip-sliding away on two wheels, we opt to trot on
two feet and four feet, hiking one day through the expansive meadows,
and horseback riding another along the creek. It doesn’t rain in the spa,
where I enjoy a lavender-scented massage, or under the partially cov-
ered shooting range, where I enjoy something completely different.

Our clay pigeon shooting guides are Wes and Theo, the latter
named after Theodore Roosevelt and essentially born with a silver gun
in his mouth. Both came to Montana partially for the shooting and are
totally in their element. I have never so much as touched a gun. As
Theo and Wes explain the intricacies of safety and mechanics, I begin
to cloud over with a slight sense of dread. I’m not sure this is for me.

We are standing in a small V-shaped valley flanked by forest. Half
a dozen “traps” are placed around the course, primed to hurl clay “pi-
geons” (orange discs) at varying trajectories: a soaring lob straight to-
ward us, a mid-lofted left-to-righter, a rabbit-like ground-skimming
skedaddle. My friend Bonnie - also a beginner - shoots first. Maybe it’s

her military familial DNA, but she basically carpe scrotums the sport.
Clay pigeons explode like Fourth of July fireworks.

It is my turn. I expect the shotgun to feel foreign, but it doesn’t.
Press the butt of the gun into the fleshy part of your shoulder and the
top of the gun to your cheek, Wes instructs, so that when you turn, the
gun turns with you, and when it recoils, you move with it. I like this
“be the gun” thing. There’s something empowering about it. I slide
the safety forward, say “pull” like I’ve heard Englishmen do in period
pieces, track the pigeon as it flies, and pull the trigger.

I smithereen five clay pigeons - amid numerous misses - but con-
sider it a wildly successful outing. One real trout and five fake pigeons!
Norman Maclean was right: This is truly a world touched by wonder
and possibility. As we drive back, I gaze at the valley - vast yet wel-
coming, broodingly stormy yet serene, with a river running through
it. It’s time to celebrate the luxe country way: Head to The Ranch’s sa-
loon, mount one of the saddle bar stools, and sling back some very fine
whiskey - Montana-distilled Roughstock brand, of course.

— Keridwen Cornelius can be reached at
kcornelius@citieswestpub.com.
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