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The Mount Roberts Tramway extends 
for 3,087 feet from end to end and 
rises 1,745 feet in elevation.  With two 
cars, each of which can carry 60 pas-
sengers, it can accommodate 1,050 
passengers per hour. 

Tramway operation is simple and 
efficient. Each of  the two cars rides 
on two track cables that are 2 inches 
in diameter and have a breaking 
strength of more than 300 tons. A sep-
arate hauling cable, 1-3/8 inches in di-
ameter, is attached to both cars. Form-
ing a continuous loop, it pulls one car 
up the hill as it lowers the second one 
down. It is automatically kept at the 

correct tension by a hydraulic system 
located at the upper terminal.

The tram’s upper landing platform  
is 165 feet tall, a height necessary for 
clearing all obstacles along the tram-
way line. It is made of more than 
400,000 pounds of steel and was as-
sembled by helicopter. Besides sup-
porting the tramway operating cables, 
the tower features a fully enclosed 
3,000-square-foot viewing platform 
from which riders can enjoy spectacu-
lar views of Juneau, Gastineau Chan-
nel, Douglas and Admiralty Islands, 
Lynn Canal, and the Chilkat Moun-
tains.

 

Facts About the Mount Roberts Tramway 

Your Hosts: Goldbelt, Inc.
The Mount Roberts Tramway is part of a family of tours 
and attractions owned by Goldbelt, Incorporated, a 
for-profit, Alaska Native corporation. Goldbelt, Inc. 
was formed under the Alaska Native Claims Settle-
ment Act (ANCSA), which was signed into law on 
December 18, 1971. The corporation represents the 
Juneau area, where the majority of its 3,200 Tlingit and 
Haida shareholders reside. Corporation representa-
tives state:

Goldbelt, Inc. is privileged to share the Tlingit 
way of life with visitors to Southeast Alaska. The 
Tlingit, the original people of Southeast Alaska, 
have protected their coastal land ownership since 
time immemorial. The Tlingit have a rich culture 
with a sophisticated social structure and multi-
faceted society. The foundation of the Tlingit way 
of life is respect and balance through all aspects 
of living from the land and communication with 
each other.

Mount Roberts Tramway facilities and trails immediately outside the 
tram are handicap accessible. In 2002 they received the State of 
Alaska’s Governor’s Award for Facility Accessibility Design.

Yeil—The Raven, one 
of several traditional 
Tlingit spruce tree 
carvings at the top of 
the tram
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This book is about the 
plants and animals you 
can see in the alpine 
portion of the Mt.  Rob-
erts Trail. Most people 
reach this part of the 
trail by riding the Mount 
Roberts Tramway up to 
the 1,750-foot level, just 
below where the alpine 
begins. It is also possible 
to hike the lower part of 
the trail (about two miles 
long) from its trailhead 
accessed from downtown 
Juneau at the top of Sixth 
Street.

At the top of the tram, 
Mountain House (Shaa 
Hit in the native Tlingit 
language) is home to the 
120-seat Chilkat Theater, 
a restaurant, a bar, and 
a gift shop. Here guests 
are introduced to native 
Tlingit culture through the award-
winning 25-minute film Seeing Day-
light, which is shown continuously 
throughout the day.  Native artists 
are often featured working on wood, 
silver, or fossilized ivory carvings. 

Mountain House also offers access to 
the Juneau Raptor Center’s live bald 
eagle display, the Nature Center with 
gifts, books, and interpretive exhib-
its, and the walking trails. Gastineau 
Guiding leads guided hikes and other 
activities from the Center.  Along 
nearby walking trails are several 
spruce trees  carved with traditional 
Tlingit  crests such as “Raven” and 
“The Sentry.” 

This area also marks the start of the well-
maintained half-mile Alpine Loop Trail, 
with interpretive signs, several observa-
tion decks, and picnic tables along the 
way. At the highest point on the Loop 
Trail, the Mt. Roberts Trail continues 
upward to an overlook and then to a 
large wooden cross at about 2,050 feet 
elevation. The cross commemorates the 
work of Jesuit priest Father Brown, who 
built the trail in 1908  with a group of 
volunteers.

Beyond the cross the well-marked but 
steep, more rigorous part of the trail 
leads about 1 mile to Gold Ridge at the 
3,258-foot level, then continues on .6 
mile to Gastineau Peak at the 3,666-foot 

Introduction
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level. From there it is one mile further 
to  Roberts Peak at  3,819-feet.  Rob-
erts Peak is approximately 3.1 miles 
beyond the top of the tram.

Mt. Roberts and the surrounding 
mountains are part of the Coast 
Range, which marks Alaska’s border 
with Canada along  its  highest peaks. 
The trail looks down upon  glacially-
carved Gastineau Channel, part of the 
thousand-mile-long Inside Passage, 
and Douglas Island, former site of the 
Treadwell Gold Mine, once the largest 
in the world.

Close at hand, the trail reveals a 
stunning variety of alpine flowers 
and vegetation, small mammals, and 
several species of birds. 

Hoary mar-
mots—wood-
chuck-like 
relatives of the 
squirrel—can 
be found any-
where above 
the tram build-
ing and some-
times have their 
burrows in the 
trail itself. 

Many of the 
flowers, birds, 
and mammals 
in this book can 
be seen in the 
lower parts of 
the trail up to 
the area around 
Father Brown’s cross. Female blue 
grouse and willow ptarmigan often 
raise their young in this area, and 
many of the really exquisite alpine 

flowers can be seen just a short ways 
above the cross.

Beyond the cross and on up to Gold 
Ridge the incredible views and vistas 
are constantly changing. After hiking 
about a mile up the trail, you might 
encounter female rock ptarmigan with 
chicks. The rather broad, more gentle, 
rolling nature of Gold Ridge produces 
virtual fields of alpine wildflowers, 
and it’s here that marmots, ptarmigan, 
and ravens can be seen in greatest 
abundance.

On good days we’ve often encountered 
many of the living things featured in 
this book as we hiked along. There’s 
not much chance you’ll see everything 
depicted here, but we’re willing to bet 

that even a cloudy or rainy day will 
bring you an experience of Southeast 
Alaska’s remarkable landscape that 
you will not soon forget.
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Hoary Marmot
You can see marmots almost anywhere along 
the Mt. Roberts Trail. They make their burrows 
in meadows and rock slides. Some even have 
their burrow openings in the trail itself. 

You’re most apt to see them in early morning 
and late evening, and on days when there is 
enough wind to keep biting insects down.

These large relatives of the squirrel seldom 
wander very far from their burrows. In fact, 
they come outside them during only four to six 
months a year. The rest of their time they are 
hibernating.

A baby marmot peers out of its 
burrow, right on the trail about 
a 15-minute hike above Father 
Brown’s cross.

A hoary marmot above 
Gastineau Channel, 
with Stephens 
Passage beyond

MAMMALS
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You usually hear mar-
mots before you see 
them. Their loud, shrill 
whistle is an alarm call 
they might give when a 
bald eagle, dog, or other 
potential predator is ap-
proaching.

Watching marmots can be great fun. If 
you’re quiet and still you can watch their 
normal activities of feeding, playing, and 
sleeping, sometimes at surprisingly close 
range.

Marmot whistling above Gastineau Channel

Marmots boxing

Baby marmots at burrow mouth on the trail

It’s fun to watch young marmots 
playing and even boxing. You 
might see them chase each other, 
tumble around on the ground, or 
stand erect on their hind paws and 
push each other with their palms.
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Marmots tend to sit in 
prominent places where 
they get a good over-
view of their surround-
ings. This helps them 
keep a watchful eye out 
for predators.

Marmot sentinel on Gold Ridge

Marmot sentinel on break

Marmot youngsters are 
alert, but they can often be 
approached fairly closely.
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On Gold Ridge some of the lushest 
patches of flowers are near areas where 
there are many marmot dens. That’s 
probably because the marmots’ activities 
loosen and fertilize the soil. 

During late summer and early fall mar-
mots eat large quantities of grasses, 
flowers, sedges, berries, and roots, often 
doubling their normal weight. Much 
of the increase is fat, which helps carry 
them through their winter hibernation.

Marmots often stand erect to check 
their surroundings.
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Porcupine 

Throughout the hiking 
season there’s a good 
chance you might see 
a porcupine making 
its way along a grassy 
slope.  

An adult will have an 
estimated 30,000 quills 
protecting most of its 
body except the un-
derparts, muzzle, and 
ears.

This youngster, photographed in May, preceded most other 
visitors along the trail.
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Mountain Goat

You might spot a black bear, perhaps 
in the distance in a low valley such 
as this one. Occasionally hikers see 
bears crossing the trail. For everyone’s 

It’s not unusual to see 
mountain goats from the 
trail, but you really have 
to look hard for them, and 
it’s best to use binoculars 
or a spotting scope. To spot 
them, look for white dots 
on the distant slopes of Mt. 
Juneau or within the deep 
valleys on the back side of 
Mt. Gastineau and Mt. 
Roberts. 

Black Bear

safety it is important to move calmly 
away from them and never to allow 
them to associate food with humans.
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Red squirrels are common within 
the forested area around Mountain 
House. There they harvest and feed on 
the seeds of Sitka spruce cones (above 
left). 

Red Squirrel

Voles & Shrews

Sitka
Black-Tailed

Deer

Occasionally hikers see small rodent-
like creatures darting  across the trail 
or nervously feeding alongside it. 
Those we have seen have most often 
been masked shrews or (left) red-
backed voles.

You might see deer tracks any-
where along the trail, but we’ve 
most often seen these lovely 
creatures feeding or sleeping in 
the valley to the left of the trail 
just above the cross. 

But they’re also found in the alpine 
zone, where they seem to enjoy forag-
ing on blueberries (above right) and on 
the seeds of alder cones.
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BIRDS

Sooty Grouse
Sooty grouse normally nest 
in the forest below the tram. 
In spring and early summer 
the distinctive hollow whoop-
whoop-whoop of males seeking 
mates echoes down the hill-
sides, earning them the nick-
name “hooters.”

In July and August females 
typically take their young to 
high country along the trail, 
where they can be seen feed-
ing on lush berries, abundant 
insects, and vegetation.

 

We saw this sooty grouse taking a dust bath right 
on the trail in August. 

A female sooty grouse overlooks Gastineau Channel and 
a departing cruise ship.
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Female rock ptarmigan 
often perch on rocky 
outcrops to keep track 
of their youngsters and 
look out for danger.

Ptarmigan
In July and August 
hikers have a good 
chance of seeing 
female rock ptarmigan 
taking their young on 
an outing.

Ptarmigan, too, inhabit 
high country along the 
trail. These chicken-like 
birds forage on the ground 
for flowers, leaves, berries, 
seeds and insects. If you sit 

quietly you may spot 
one feeding. Listen for 
the cluck cluck of the 
female, or an occasional 
squealing as she  alerts 
her youngsters to  po-
tential danger.
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Male rock 
ptarmigan keep 
their white winter 
plumage longer 
than females do. 
Perhaps this makes 
them more visible 
for courtship or to 
lure predators away 
from the females 
and young.
This one was 
photographed 
against a  
spectacular view 
of Mt. Gastineau in 
July. 

Willow ptarmigan are most often seen near the cross or a short ways up the trail, where 
they feed on catkins, buds, and leaves. In 1955, Alaska school children selected the 
willow ptarmigan as the Alaska State Bird.
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Ravens
Ravens seem to love the high coun-
try along the trail. Most of the birds 
here are probably adolescents or 
adults that have not paired up yet. 
Sometimes we see them feeding on 
berries or searching for other foods, 
but mostly they just seem to play and 
interact. These activities are probably 
important in developing social skills, 
establishing a pecking order, and 
selecting future mates.

A common raven near Gold Ridge. In the background are 
Gastineau Channel, the southern tip of Douglas Island, and 
Washburn Peak on Admiralty Island in the distance.

We’ve encountered a few ravens who 
seem particularly interested in watching 
us.We wonder what they might record 
about their observations . . .
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We find it fascinating to watch the antics of ravens, es-
pecially those who frequent areas around Gold Ridge. 
They often gather there in large groups (below). Small 
groups or pairs then take off on spectacular flights, 
spiraling down or even flying upside down.

Ravens gathered on Gold Ridge

Spiraling downward from considerable heights 
is also common.

When ravens fly in pairs, one will 
often move under the other and turn 
completely upside down.



18

American pipits are one of the most common 
birds along the trail. They may fly past in 
small flocks, giving their soft, tinkling call. 
Primarily insect-eaters, they often nest on 
the ground above tree line on drier ridges.

On sunny days bald eagles ride the 
updrafts along ridges, barely moving their 
wings for what seems like hours. Sitting 
on a rocky outcrop, you may get to watch 

Other Birds
To See

In June many birds are nesting in 
the countryside along the trail. You 
can hear their songs and sometimes 
see them. Later they may become 
more visible when feeding their 
newly fledged youngsters.

In late August and September  a va-
riety of hawks and falcons migrate 
past the trail on their way south. 
These raptors typically use thermals 
and favorable winds along  moun-
tain ridges to speed their migration.

an eagle spiral from the open air below 
you, soaring higher and higher till it is 
nearly out of sight.
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Fox  sparrows are quite common in the 
alder shrub thickets bordering the first 
half-mile of trail above Mountain House. 
They have a beautiful song that opens 
with one or more clear whistles and 
follows with several short trills.

American robins nest among the alders and 
can be seen foraging for insects and berries 
in the more open areas along the trail.

Savannah sparrows nest on the ground 
along the trail, usually in the more open, 
grassy areas. Their song is a quiet buzzing 
tsit-tsit-tsit-tseee-tseee.
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A pair of golden crowned sparrows 
has nested for many years in a small 
grove of Sitka spruce trees along 
the trail about a 15- to 30-minute 
hike above the cross. Their haunting 
song consists of three high, whistled 
notes in minor tones that run down 
the scale like the familiar song “Three 
Blind Mice.”

The Wilson’s is the warbler you 
are most likely to see along the 
trail. Wilson’s warblers nest on or 
near the ground in alder thickets. 
Their song is an evenly-spaced 
series of notes that sound like 
chip chip chip chip chip.

The gray-crowned rosy finch 
nests in high alpine areas within 
cliff crevices or rock slides. We 
have most often seen these 
birds foraging for insects on and 
adjacent to lingering snowfields 
on Gold Ridge.
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An open area just above the cross makes a popular 
launching platform for paragliders, who enjoy their own 
special views of scenery along the trail. 

Enjoying the
Trail

Meeting and comparing 
notes with other people 
seems to be a high point 
for many folks on the 
trail.

You’ll almost certainly 
meet people from other 
states and countries, or 
perhaps your own. 

One of the best com-
ments we’ve heard was, 
“Wow, this is gorgeous. 
If I lived here I would 
hike the trail every 
day!” Funny thing is, 
some local residents do.

Some people like to sit awhile and just 
enjoy the scenery. That’s also one of the 
best ways to observe wildlife.

Spectacular views can be had from many of 
the rock promontories along the trail.

PEOPLE
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Something about snow patches attracts hikers of all ages, 
especially on a hot summer day. 

Even on foggy, rainy days the trail can be enjoyed. The air smells sharp and 
clean. This photo taken in late August is beginning to show some fall color.
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Keepers of the Trail
A non-profit organization called Trail 
Mix, Inc. works with Alaska State 
Parks and the City and Borough of 
Juneau to oversee maintenance and 
improvements of the Mt. Roberts 
Trail. Within Trail Mix is a commit-
tee that oversees the Mount Roberts 
Stewardship Program. These volun-
tee stewards help protect the fragile 

Rebecca Coatney, member of a Trail Mix crew, had no complaints about the view from 
her workplace on a sunny day in August.

alpine vegetation in a number of ways. 
They define the trail with rocks and 
small yellow flags to encourage people 
to stay on the trail while hiking. They 
also call attention to damaged areas in 
need of revegetation, and encourage 
hikers to be good stewards of the land. 

A series of interpretive signs along the 
Alpine Loop Trail are a collabora-
tive effort between Mount Rob-
erts Tramway, Alaska State Parks, 
the City and Borough of Juneau, 
Trail Mix, Inc., Mount Roberts 
Stewards, and other agencies. 

Interpretive trail signs were 
created by artist-naturalists Kathy 
Hocker and Richard Carstensen 
of Discovery Southeast, a local 
nonprofit organization that promotes 
hands-on learning about nature for 
young people and adults.
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The margined white is the 
most common butterfly, but 
anywhere along the trail 
you might also see the rare 
mourning cloak or perhaps 
a red admiral.

INSECTS Horse Fly

Mosquito

Perhaps the most interesting insects along the trail 
are bumblebees and butterflies. Thanks to mountain 
breezes, biting insects are 
usually not a problem along 
the trail. But you never 
know. From time to time 
there are blooms of biters 
like black flies or no-see-
’ums, so it’s usually a good 
idea to carry bug repellant. 
But this is Southeast Alaska, 
not the Interior, so you won’t 
need a head net or more seri-
ous attire.

Bumblebees are one of the more important 
pollinators of alpine flowers because they can fly 
at lower temperatures than most other insects. 
This bee is on a Sitka valerian blossom.
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FLOWERS

For some people one of the 
greatest appeals of hiking the 
Mt. Roberts Trail is the  
opportunity to see the stunning 
beauty and variety of alpine 
wildflowers. 

Flowers are most evident in 
June, July, and August. But 
one—the purple mountain 
saxifrage—may bloom in April 
or May, just as soon as there is 
a place free of snow. And one 
of the few blue flowers along 
the trail—the broad-petalled 
gentian—can be seen blooming 
clear into September.

Alpine-azalea

“Pixie eyes,” or wedge-
leaf primrose

Along some parts of the trail, large areas may be 
carpeted with only one or two species. But oc-
casionally you run across areas of higher species 
diversity. Usually the places with a great variety 
of flowers are located on the sunny sides of ridges 
in rocky areas. As nooks and crannies among the 
rocks create different habitats, these “rock gar-
dens” sometimes look as if they’d been specially 
created and maintained by some master gardener.

At least 50 “typical alpine plants” have been iden-
tified along the trail. In the following pages we show 
some of our favorites and the ones you are most 
likely to see. In naming plants we follow the lead of 
our favorite portable field guide, Plants of the Pacific 
Northwest Coast edited by Jim Pojar and Andy MacK-
innon. To help with identification, we have arranged 
plants by the general color of their flowers.

Mountain monkshood

Alpine Flowers 
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Caltha-leaved avens is a member of the 
rose family, and its flower looks quite 
like that of another common rose, the 
villous cinquefoil (See opposite page). To 
tell these two “roses” apart, look at their 
leaves: the large, kidney-shaped leaves 
of the avens are distinct from the three-
lobed, sharply pointed leaves of the 
cinquefoil.

Caltha-leaved avens leaves turn 
brilliant red in the fall.

Yellowish
Flowers



27

Villous cinquefoil is one of the typi-
cal alpine “rock garden” flowers. This 

one appears to be growing out of the 
rock itself.

Lessing arnica is 
a member of the 
composites, or 
sunflower, fam-
ily— possibly the 
largest family 
of plants in the 
world. We often 
see it growing in  
meadows on Gold 
Ridge.
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Western buttercups form a lush 
carpet on slopes such as the one 
above, seen from Gold Ridge 
looking back toward Granite 
Creek Basin. Buttercups fre-
quently flourish around mar-
mot dens, where the animals’ 
droppings fertilize the soil.

Look for Cooley’s buttercup 
near snow patches and moist 
areas above the cross.  

Cooley’s buttercup has hairless basal leaves, no 
stem leaves, and a single flower with narrow petals.
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Oeder’s lousewort 
can be found scat-
tered as individual 
plants on and near 
Gold Ridge. These 
spikes of colorful 
flowers are from 
about three to six 
inches tall. They have 
finely-cut leaves 
somewhat reminis-
cent of fern fronds.

Yellow mountain-heather grows  in 
clumps or fairly large patches. An 
evergreen sub-shrub, it forms pure 
mats about two to six inches tall. We 
most often see it on Gold Ridge and 
on Mt. Gastineau. Moisture is in short 

supply at high elevations, but these 
heathers have thick, waxy leaves with 
undercurled edges that hold moisture 
within the plant.
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White mountain-heathers grow low 
to the ground out of the wind, often 
forming extensive mats over the thin, 
nutrient-poor soil. You can see these 
heathers anywhere along the trail 

You have to look carefully to 
spot starflowers. They are often 
hidden by taller surrounding 
vegetation. These plants with 
dainty, star-shaped flowers are a 
member of  the primrose family.

Whitish
Flowers

from above the cross to the higher 
areas such as Gold Ridge and Mt. 
Gastineau. 
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Narcissus anemone can be seen in 
fairly large patches from just above 
the cross to along Gold Ridge.  These 
creamy white flowers usually have a 

bluish tinge on their backs. They are a 
member of the buttercup family.

Spotted saxifrage, as 
its name implies, can be 
identified by the yel-
low or red spots pres-
ent on its petals. The 
field guide Plants of the 
Pacific Northwest Coast 
notes that the name 
“saxifrage” comes from 
the Latin words saxum, 
or rock, and frangere, to 
break, and that these 
plants were thought 
to break the rocks on 
which they grow.
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Deer-cabbage can form large 
mats, especially in wet, de-
pressed swales alongside the 
trail. Its attractive white flow-
ers have a foul odor designed 
to attract certain flies for pol-
lination.

 Deer-cabbage leaves have 
a very distinctive kidney or 
heart shape and attract deer 
and bear that feed on the suc-
culent leaves. These leaves 
are responsible for most of 
the large patches of yellowish 
color we see in the alpine dur-
ing September.

Deer-cabbage is an especially 
important high country food 
for deer.
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Alpine bistort produces tiny 
bulblets below its lovely white 
flowers. At maturity the bulblets 
fall from the plant, ready to sprout 
into new plants, complete with an 
initial supply of stored food. This 
adaptation helps bistort reproduce 
in alpine settings, where summer 
lasts only two to three months—
not much time for plants to flower 
and produce seeds.

Luetkia, or “par-
tridgefoot,” is fair-
ly common along 
the trail, especially 
on Gold Ridge. 
It spreads out to 
form a kind of 
evergreen mat over 
the ground. The 
plant is also known 
as “creeping spi-
rea” or “mountain 
spirea.” 

Bering chickweed, a 
diminutive member of 
the pink family, grows 
amid the taller vegeta-
tion on Gold Ridge.
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Sweet coltsfoot is un-
usual in that its flowering 
stems are visible before 
the leaves appear. But the 
leaves are quite recogniz-
able: they are large, tri-
angular or heart shaped, 
and have coarsely toothed 
edges.

The dainty alp lily is especially com-
mon on Gold Ridge. Its flower can be 
yellowish-white with purple or green 
veins. Look for a small plant (one-
and-a half to nearly six inches tall) 
with a single flower less than three-
fourths of an inch across.

Sitka valerian is a tall, showy 
plant that grows in patches from 
just above the cross to Gold Ridge. 
According to the Plants of the Pacific 
Northwest Coast edited by Pojar and 
MacKinnon, Sitka valerian is re-
sponsible for the strong sour odor 
sometimes associated with alpine 
meadows after the first frost. These 
flowers seem to be particularly 
attractive to certain moths and 
bumblebees. 
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Dwarf fireweed, or “river beauty,” occurs in fairly large 
patches along the trail between the cross and Gold 
Ridge, usually  on drier slopes with good drainage. 

Pinkish/
Purplish
Flowers

River beauty is related to the 
taller species of fireweed that 
sometimes ignites entire fields 
of color at lower elevations in  
Southeast Alaska.
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Most hikers will not see purple moun-
tain saxifrage because it blooms early, 
often in April or May. But when the 
tram first opens, a struggle over the 

snow to an area about 15 minutes 
above the cross may reward you with 
views of this exquisite plant blooming 
among the rocks.
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Alpine-azalea is a low-growing dwarf 
shrub that grows in mats along the 
trail above the cross. Its upward-fac-
ing, bell-shaped flowers are a lovely, 

delicate pink. Its leaves, like those of 
many alpine plants, are leathery to 
conserve moisture.

Shootingstars are among the 
most beautiful flowers seen along 
the trail. Look for them on the 
Gastineau Channel side among the 
showy rock gardens. These flowers 
are “buzz-pollinated” by bumble-
bees. The buzz  is produced as the 
bee vibrates its flight muscles at up 
to 300 cycles per second. Its vibra-
tions loosen the pollen from tiny 
pores in the blossom’s tube-like 
anthers, dousing the bee so it will 
carry pollen to the next shooting-
star it visits.
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Moss campion, a member 
of the pink family, grows 
in closely packed cushion 
shapes low to the ground. 
This allows the plant  to 
conserve moisture and 
warmth. One study showed 
the air was up to 40 degrees 
warmer within the cushion 
than it was several inches 
above the plant.

 

Moss campion can frequently be seen along the 
trail above Father Brown’s cross. It grows even on 
the highest ridges.
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(Left) 
Mountain 
monkshood, 
a member of 
the buttercup 
family.

The three flowers shown on this page have one thing in 
common: they are all huge in relation to the rest of their 
plants. Scattered as they often are in crevices, nooks, 
and crannies, they must shout to potential pollinators, 
“Hey! Look what I’ve got over here!”

(Below) Mountain 
harebell, a dwarf 
alpine species. 

Wedge-leaf primrose, also called “pixie eyes.”
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Nootka lupine grows in small patches 
along the trail from the cross to Gold 
Ridge. Members of the pea family, 
lupines harbor special bacteria in nod-
ules on their roots that help enrich the 
soil  by converting  nitrogen from the 
air into a form plants can use.

In late summer marmots seem 
to especially like grazing on the 
nutritious leaves of Nootka lupine.
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Paintbrush tends to grow 
amid the vegetation in mead-
ow-like areas. The colorful 
parts of this “flower” are ac-
tually the bracts surrounding 
the flowers. Paintbrush flow-
ers are actually greenish and 
tubular and hidden among 
the more colorful bracks.

Rufous hummingbirds are 
this plant’s primary pollina-
tor.

Northern geranium is fairly common 
along the trail from the vicinity of the 
cross on up to Gold Ridge.

Roseroot grows 
mostly in more 
rocky areas along 
the trail. Accord-
ing to Plants of the 
Pacific Northwest 
Coast, the common 
name “roseroot” 
comes from the fact 
that this plant’s  
rhizome, when cut 
or bruised, emits 
the fragrance of 
roses.

Erigeron, sometimes 
called arctic-alpine 
daisy, is a smallish 
plant often  
hidden amid taller 
vegetation in places 
like Gold Ridge.

Erigeron flowers may range 
from white to pink or purple.
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Broad-petalled gentian 
grow in clumps along 
the trail. Sometimes 
they grow in large 
patches, especially in 
wet or moist areas. They  
are some of the latest 
blooming flowers and 
can often be seen even 
in September, when 
most other flowers have 
died back.

Blossoms of this species 
close on cloudy days 
and open in sunlight.

Broad-petalled gentian on Gold Ridge with 
Mt. Gastineau in the background

Broad-petalled gentian on the way to Gold Ridge, 
showing the trail and downtown Juneau in the 
background

Bluish
Flowers
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(Above) Though 
smaller and more 
compact than their 
relatives at lower 
elevations, dwarf 
blueberries bear 
the familiar round, 
bluish/purple 
fruits. They often 
taste sweeter than 
berries at lower 
elevations.

Dwarf dogwood, or 
bunchberry, carpets 
many slopes along the 
trail. In early summer 
the plants produce 
small, greenish-white 
flowers. In fall, their 
leaves turn a deep, rich 
red, part of the brilliant 
tapestry area residents 
look forward to each 
year.

As the excellent book The Nature of Southeast Alaska points 
out, berries usually flash out in bright colors to attract 
birds and other creatures who may eat them and distrib-
ute their seeds, sometimes far from the parent plant.

In alpine and subalpine areas berries provide food for 
grouse, ptarmigan, and other birds, as well as bears and 
marmots.  Hikers, too, may enjoy trailside snacks of blue-
berries and salmonberries. Bunchberries  are not consid-
ered poisonous, but  people do not usually eat them.

 Salmonberries (which 
range in color from 
salmon-egg orange to 
dark red) grow along 
lower parts of the trail in 
brushy thickets. 

BERRIES



44

Whiteworm lichen, seen here on a ridge near 
Mt. Gastineau,  reproduces by fragmenting, 
as pieces are carried off on the feet of birds or 
other animals, in the wind,or in avalanches.

Many varieties of crustose lichens grow 
tightly attached to rocks in the alpine. They 

Nearly everywhere along the trail, 
in the most windblown, inhospi-
table places, you’ll find lichens in 
variable clusters of color and tex-
ture. Partnerships between fungi 
and either algae or cyanobacteria 
(also called “blue-green algae”), 
lichens can grow under more 
difficult conditions than almost 
any other living things. Absorb-
ing water and dissolved miner-
als from rain and fog, they help 
break down rocks to make soil; 
fix atmospheric nitrogen from the 
air, passing it on to plants; and 
provide nesting and camouflage 
materials for birds.

may grow only thousandths of an inch a 
year but may live for hundreds of years.

LICHENS
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Witch’s hair lichen festoons a number of venerable trees near the Nature Center.



46

VISTAS & PEAKS

Looking northwest from Gold Ridge you see Mt. Juneau (right), Gastineau Channel, 
and Douglas Island (left).

Looking 
northeast 
from Gold 
Ridge you 
see a number 
of peaks that 
rise above 
the Juneau 
Icefield.



Looking southeast from upper Gold Ridge, Mt. Gastineau looms 
before you, with Mt. Roberts just to the left.

Looking 
from Gold 
Ridge toward 
Douglas 
Island, the 
near peaks 
that looked 
so big from 
lower down 
on the 
trail, now 
look much 
smaller. The 
mountains in 
the distance 
are on 
Admiralty 
Island.
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Mount Roberts Tramway with views of Gastineau Channel,
downtown Juneau. and the Chilkat Mountains in the distance.
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