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This document was prepared at no cost to Missoula County by Grant Creek residents who 
volunteered their time and resources.  
 
About the Friends of Grant Creek  
 
Friends of Grant Creek, Inc. (FOGC) was organized in 1987 as a volunteer, non-profit 
organization to conduct educational efforts to support and promote the interests of the 
residents and landowners of the Grant Creek Valley. Membership is open to anyone who is 
dedicated to the purposes of the organization and is a resident or non-resident landowner 
within the Grant Creek watershed north of I-90. The Grant Creek Wildfire Risk Task Force 
(GCWRTF) are all volunteers and operate under the direction of the FOGC Board of Directors. 
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Executive Summary 
 

Purpose and Goals 
 
Purpose of the Grant Creek CWPP 
This Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) has been developed by local stakeholders who 
are invested in mitigating wildland fire threats in their communities. The 2024 Grant Creek 
CWPP integrates information from a variety of sources to present a comprehensive picture of 
wildland fire risk that will enable fire and emergency management agencies, residents, 
landowners, organizations and their partners to act in a coordinated fashion to improve public 
safety and increase community resilience to wildland fire in the Grant Creek drainage. 
 
The CWPP and the ancillary data that was gathered to develop the plan will also provide 
information to support Incident Management Teams responding to wildfires in Grant Creek. 
When implemented, this incident support should also include mapping and data associated 
with fuel treatment areas (both those effectively treated and planned for treatment). 
 
The 2024 Grant Creek CWPP is tiered to the 2018 Missoula County CWPP, and will serve as a 
site-specific supplement to the direction provided by that document or any of its future 
revisions. 
 

The Grant Creek CWPP will respond to public comments received by the City of Missoula during 
deliberation for a large scale, multi-family apartment complex development within the 
Missoula city limits near the entrance to the Grant Creek valley. These comments can be 
summarized into four major issues related to wildfire: 
 
1) Increasing wildfire threat in the Grant Creek Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) as evidenced 
by the increasing number and complexity of large wildfires in Missoula County. 
 
2) Increasing high-intensity wildfire risk due to the buildup of hazardous fuels on public and 
private lands adjoining homes and subdivisions in the WUI. 
 
3) Evacuation of residents and recreational visitors during wildfire emergencies. Existing 
design limitations of the Grant Creek Road and the lack of alternative evacuation routes 
affects both emergency response (ingress) and evacuation traffic (egress) during an 
evacuation. 
 
4) Increasing wildfire risk exposure from future development as a result of more homes, 
people and human ignition potential in the WUI in both city and county administered lands. 

 
 



 

Page 8 of 89 
 

Goals of the Grant Creek CWPP 

 
The Grant Creek CWPP will support attainment of the following goals: 

ω tǊƻǘŜŎǘ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜΤ 

ω /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΣ 
visitors, conservation groups and federal, state, and local agencies to mitigate wildland 
fire threats by increasing individual knowledge and improving situational awareness; 

ω aƻǘƛǾŀǘŜ ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƳŜƻǿƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
neighbors through an ongoing program of community-wide risk reduction efforts; 

ω LŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ƘƻƳŜƻǿƴŜǊ-scaled hazardous fuels projects that homeowners can 
accomplish; 

ω Broaden public support of, and provide guidance for, larger, long-term landscape scale 
wildfire hazard reduction projects within Grant Creek; 

ω !ǎǎƛǎǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ agencies to develop a site-specific evacuation plan for Grant Creek; 

ω {ǳǎǘŀƛƴ ŀ livable community in Grant Creek by maintaining a healthy, resilient 
environment where quality of life is not significantly or adversely affected by wildfire; 

ω tǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŘ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ ƘŀȊŀǊŘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΤ 

ω !ǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊƛǘǎ ƻŦ DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ CƛǊŜǿƛǎŜ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΤ ŀƴŘ 

ω The watershed has many similarities to other areas of wildfire risk in Missoula County, 
and this plan may serve to stimulate interest in developing other site-specific plans. 
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Planning Area Description  
 

The Grant Creek Planning area is located on the northwest side of Missoula, Montana and 

encompasses the northeast to southwest oriented Grant Creek watershed north of U.S. 

Interstate 90 (I-90), including the Gooden Lane/Keil Loop residential area two miles west of the 

Grant Creek/Reserve Street I-90 exit (Maps 1 and 2). The planning area, which is 17,699 acres in 

size, is bordered on the west by the Butler Creek watershed divide, on the north by the Upper 

Finley Creek watershed divide, on the east by the Rattlesnake watershed divide and on the 

south by I-90. 

It is located within both Missoula City and Missoula County jurisdictions, and includes National 

Forest System lands administered by the Lolo National Forest. The Grant Creek watershed is 

primarily accessed from Exit 101 on I-90 via the Grant Creek Road. Exit 99 on I-90 accesses the 

Gooden Lane/Keil Loop area which does not have a road connection to the rest of the drainage. 

 

 

Map 1 ς Grant Creek planning area location in Missoula County 
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Map 2 - Grant Creek Planning Area 
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Wild f ire Hazard and Risk Assessment 
 
Although there are more recent measures of wildfire hazard, the Grant Creek CWPP wildfire 
hazard assessment is based on the Missoula County 2018 Relative Wildfire Hazard Assessment 
ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ The Grant Creek CWPP examines 
wildfire hazard and risk in the Grant Creek setting and describes how residents in Grant Creek 
may be affected by a wildfire based on where they live. It describes the history of wildfire-
related assessments applicable to Grant Creek based on the best available information, 
research and science, and includes maps where applicable to improve situational awareness for 
residents and emergency services. 

 

Action Plan and Implementation  
 

This document contains an Action Plan (Appendix A). Its purpose is to serve as a roadmap of 
actions to direct the focus of agencies, residents and landowners in their efforts to mitigate 
wildfire hazard and risk within the Grant Creek WUI. The action plan is designed to identify 
projects of various complexity to reduce risk related to the physical wildfire environment (fuels) 
as well as risk associated with human-caused ignitions. Potential actions range in size from 
those that can be completed by a single homeowner to landscape-level wildfire risk reduction. 
The list of actions is organized as follows: 1) categories; 2) specific actions under each category 
described in a short narrative; 3) responsibility for completion; 4) priority for completion 
compared with other action items - High, Medium, Low; 5) a time frame for completion; 6) 
associated documents and; 7) notes. 
 

Communication Plan  

 
This document contains a Communication Plan (Appendix H). Its purpose is to inform fire and 
emergency management agencies, residents, landowners, organizations and their partners 
about the variety of communication methods available in Grant Creek. This plan will assist in 
distribution of wildfire-related information year-round in order to enhance situational 
awareness, wildfire preparedness and timeliness of fire information in the event of a wildfire. 
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Planning Summary 
During a meeting in 2019, the City of MissoulaΩǎ DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ bŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ tǊŜǇŀǊŜŘƴŜǎǎ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ aƛǎǎƻǳƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ 
Management (OEM), asked for volunteers living in the Grant Creek neighborhood to establish a 
Wildfire Preparedness Subcommittee due to increasing wildfire risk in the Grant Creek area. 
The three individuals who volunteered were, by coincidence, from lower, middle and upper 
Grant Creek, representing different WUI environments. They were tasked with providing 
information to residents on the importance of creating defensible space around homes and the 
availability of free home ignition zone inspections by local fire personnel through their 
coordination with the County Wildfire Preparedness Coordinator. This is an ongoing, 
collaborative process. 

On December 18, 2020 the Board of Directors (BOD) of the Friends of Grant Creek (FOGC), a 
non-profit organization made up of Grant Creek residents concerned about land development 
and wildfire issues, asked several members of the Grant Creek community (including the three 
original members of the Wildfire Preparedness Subcommittee) if they would be willing to 
gather information about issues concerning wildfire hazards and risk in Grant Creek and 
develop a CWPP specific to Grant Creek in order to make the local community more prepared in 
the event of a wildfire. This request was set in motion as a result of significant local opposition 
to a rezone proposal for a large apartment complex development in Grant Creek where 
residents did not believe that wildfire-related issues were adequately addressed. As a result, 
five community members, three with extensive experience in wildland and structural 
firefighting, agreed to work on a volunteer basis towards completion of a draft Grant Creek 
CWPP. This group became known as the Grant Creek Wildfire Risk Task Force (GCWRTF). 

This document focuses on the four wildfire-related issues previously identified specific to Grant 
Creek and the concerns of its residents and landowners based on written public comment 
received by the City of Missoula during the rezone proposal.1,2 Throughout development of this 
CWPP, the GCWRTF has coordinated their inventory, mapping and planning efforts with local 
Grant Creek residents and land owners as well as city, county, state and federal agencies 
involved with both fire and emergency response in Grant Creek. This ongoing coordination 
provided information, advice and review in order to prepare a timely, relevant, and 
scientifically-based CWPP. 

 

Compliance With the Missoula County CWPP  
 
The 2024 Grant Creek CWPP is tiered to the 2018 Missoula County CWPP and serves as a site 
specific supplement to the direction provided by that document or any of its future revisions.3  
 
The Missoula County CWPP provides a broad overview of the local environment, wildfire risk 
assessment and the cohesive strategy needed among multiple government agencies and the 
general population to implement a county-wide program of wildfire risk reduction. It covers a 
county-wide area of approximately 2,600 square miles. It ties collaborative wildfire risk 
reduction efforts in the county to the Healthy Forest Restorations Act of 2003 (HFRA) which 
was the framework for development of CWPPs nationwide.4 
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HFRA requires that all CWPPs must meet three minimum requirements: 
 
1. Show collaboration between local and state agencies, in consultation with federal agencies 
and other interested parties; 
2. Identify and prioritize fuel treatments to reduce hazardous fuel areas; 
3. Recommend strategies to reduce the ignitability of structures. 
 
 
The Missoula County CWPP supports and encourages more localized CWPPs like the Grant 
Creek plan that provide additional detail to address unique concerns. Although the Grant Creek 
planning area covers only 1% of Missoula County, Grant Creek residents are faced with their 
own set of challenges and are interested in a plan that focuses on their specific location and 
addresses concerns specific to their wildfire risk environment and personal safety. A localized 
CWPP provides the opportunity to address a range of topics based on their relevance to the 
affected population. While not legally-binding, CWPPs serve as effective documents to help 
local communities such as Grant Creek become more prepared for future wildfire events and 
bring people together to achieve locally-relevant objectives. 
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How to Read This Plan 
 

The CWPP is organized into six different sections based on the interest and focus of the reader. 
 

Collaboration ς pages 15-19 
Identifies interested city, county, state and federal government agencies and provides 
information on collaboration efforts with Grant Creek stakeholders during development of the 
CWPP. 
 
The Natural and Human Environment - pages 19-38 
5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
environment of access and development, infrastructure, land ownership and governance. 
 
The Wildfire Environment - pages 39-71 
Describes the past, present and future of the Grant Creek wildfire environment including 
wildfire history, fuels, weather and potential fire behavior. This section describes local agency 
fire protection responsibilities and capabilities. Wildfire risk assessments developed by county, 
state and federal agencies are also included. 
 
Fuels Mitigation - pages 72-82 
Presents different types of fuels mitigation at different scales from preparation of the Home 
Ignition Zone (HIZ) of an individual residence to large projects requiring grant funding. It 
identifies the four different wildfire risk exposure levels in Grant Creek depending on where a 
person lives and recommended hazard reduction projects in each area. 
 
Evacuation Planning ς pages 82-84 
Discusses what needs to be incorporated in a written evacuation plan specific to the needs of 
Grant Creek residents, information already available and what information needs to be 
obtained to continually update the plan. 
 
CWPP Monitoring and Evaluation ς pages 84-85 
5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƛǎǎƻǳƭŀ /ƻǳƴǘȅ /²tt ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŜǘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ /²tt 
over time. 
 
For reference, endnotes and hyperlinks have been included to provide ease of access to the 
source information for the CWPP. All hyperlinks were active at the time this document was 
prepared. 
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Collaboration 
Stakeholder roles are identified in the 2018 Missoula County CWPP. The diagram below 
identifies site-specific stakeholders in Grant Creek who must continue to maintain and develop 
relationships in order to implement an effective CWPP. The threat of wildfire in the Grant Creek 
planning area represents the connection between all stakeholders. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 ς Grant Creek Stakeholders 
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Government Agencies with Grant Creek Interests  

 
 
 

 

Figure 2 ς Local Interested Government Agencies 

 

Examples of Recent Collaborative Efforts in Grant Creek  

 
From 2019 to 2022, the FOGC, GCWRTF and many individual residents of Grant Creek 
communicated directly with city, county, state and federal agencies including Office of 
Emergency Management, planning departments, engineering departments and elected officials 
on issues concerning traffic and wildfire hazards in Grant Creek associated with increasing 
development. This included numerous letters, meetings and public testimony concerning city 
and county development proposals, proposed zoning changes, hazardous fuels projects, road 
and traffic improvements and public recreation projects in Grant Creek. During this same time, 
the GCWRTF was making presentations to local residents at HOA meetings, FOGC general 
meetings and peer groups to keep them updated on increased wildfire risk issues in the Grant 
Creek based on current research, specific development issues, and local and national wildfire 
events, including changes in vegetation patterns and fire behavior brought about as a result of 
climate-influenced weather. 
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Beginning in 2021, the GCWRTF met with city, county, state and federal fire agencies in 
Missoula County to coordinate their efforts in producing a draft Community Wildfire Protection 
Plan for Grant Creek. Presentations concerning the need for a Grant Creek specific plan were 
made to all fire agencies, at annual meetings of the FOGC general membership, at the City of 
MissoulaΩǎ DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ bŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜŜǊ groups. These efforts helped gain 
acceptance of the CWPP project proposal from residents and government agencies. 
 
On May 15, 2021, for the first time ever, the City of aƛǎǎƻǳƭŀΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΣ 
Development and Innovation required a developer that was proposing a major apartment 
complex in Grant Creek to produce a Risk Analysis and Fire Protection & Emergency Plan 
focused on wildfire risk. This analysis would never have taken place without the active 
ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ D/²w¢C ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ 
 
In the fall of 2021, the GCWRTF obtained permission from several large private landowners to 
conduct on-the-ground visual assessments of their properties within the Grant Creek drainage 
to look for evidence of past wildfire, existing wildfire hazards and overall forest health on both 
treated and untreated lands. On some of these assessments, the landowner or their 
representative was present during the visit. In conjunction with these private land assessments, 
the Task Force also conducted visual assessments of the adjoining Lolo National Forest 
including both treated and non-treated lands in the immediate vicinity of housing areas above 
Bench Creek, Ravine Gulch and the East Fork of Grant Creek. 
 
On April 8, 2022, the Grant Creek Wildfire Risk Task Force (GCWRTF) collaborated with the 
MCFPA to conduct over 160 home inspections in upper and middle Grant Creek as part of the 
field exercise of the fire training course S-215, Fire Operations in the WUI. The course was 
sponsored by the Southwest Montana Wildland Fire Training Center. Instructors, the GCWRTF 
and 26 students representing the Missoula Fire Department, the Missoula County Rural Fire 
District, and USDA Forest Service attended. The GCWRTF worked with Garden City Compost to 
provide free single-trip yard waste dumping coupons (one per home) as an incentive for 
residents to participate in the Grant Creek Home Inspection Day. 

 

 
 

Photo 1 - Grant Creek home ignition zone inspection 
 pre-meeting with students. April 8, 2022. John Langstaff. 
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hƴ aŀȅ оΣ нлннΣ ǘƘŜ D/²w¢C ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ a/Ct!Ωǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ tǊŜǇŀǊŜŘƴŜǎǎ ¢ŜŀƳ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊŜŘ 
again to host a wildfire simulation and sand table exercise (STEX) at the University of Montana 
based on a Grant Creek wildfire scenario. Fire behavior analytics and simulation mapping were 
provided by the GCWRTF. Thirty attendees included representatives from local, county, state 
and federal agencies in Missoula County, and some infrastructure stakeholders that could play 
a role in addressing specific issues. The MCFPA prepared a Lessons Learned Summary of the 
exercise (Appendix B). The GCWRTF also prepared a letter to MCFPA with their thoughts on the 
exercise relative to the concerns of Grant Creek residents (Appendix C). MCFPA also produced a 
video of the exercise (released on October 13, 2023)5 for use as a training tool for agencies, 
Grant Creek residents and the general public. 

 
On June 22, 2022, The GCWRTF 
collaborated with the Lolo Restoration 
Committee (LRC) and the Missoula 
Area Chamber of Commerce on a 
Wildfire Ready Backyards bus tour of 
Grant Creek to discuss wildfire 
preparedness. At several stops with 
different types of wildfire risk, 
members of GCWRTF discussed 
increasing development, increasing 
forest density, wildfire history, hazard 
and risk and evacuation issues in 
Grant Creek. Other subject matter 
experts discussed grants available to 
reduce hazardous fuels, not only in 
Grant Creek, but elsewhere in 
Missoula County. The tour was 
attended by 44 individuals 
representing residents of Grant Creek 
and other Missoula County 
neighborhoods, LRC, Missoula 
Chamber of Commerce, government 
agencies, private contractors and 
university staff. 
 
 

Photo 2- Grant Creek Wildfire Ready Backyards bus tour stop 
at Grant Creek Ranch. June 22, 2022. John Langstaff. 
 

On September 10, 2022, the GCWRTF met with representatives from Lincoln Hills HOA 
(Rattlesnake) and Elk Creek HOA (Frenchtown) to discuss strategies for getting local residents 
more involved in Home Ignition Zone (HIZ) mitigation efforts. 
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Grant Creek encompasses a large number and variety of structures, housing densities, 
commercial development, ownerships, neighborhoods, infrastructure, special and government 
interests, terrain, habitats and wildfire hazards and risk. As a result, effective collaboration 
with stakeholders will need to continue in Grant Creek in a constant effort to create and 
maintain a fire-adapted community through wildfire hazard reduction, education and 
evacuation planning. 
 

The Grant Creek Setting 

 

Natural Environment and Historical Context  

 
Geography in Grant Creek varies dramatically from rolling foothills interspersed with several 
large meadows along the Grant Creek valley floor to high alpine peaks in the Rattlesnake 
Mountains. The major water feature throughout the area is Grant Creek, a tributary of the Clark 
Fork River and part of the Columbia River Basin. Elevations range from 3,340 feet above sea 
level near I-90 to 8,167 feet at Murphy Peak on the north boundary at the upper watershed 
divide, a distance of approximately 10 air miles. Slope and more rugged mountainous terrain 
begin to increase significantly about 4 miles north of I-90 where Grant Creek and its main 
tributaries become more confined to narrow valleys. Grant Creek is again confined to a narrow 
valley as it exits the south end of the drainage near I-90. The vegetative landscape transitions 
from southwest to northeast in the area as elevation increases, trending from 1) grasslands and 
shrubs to; 2) mixed open and forested slopes depending on aspect to; 3) steep, densely 
forested slopes and narrow valleys to; 4) rocky cirque basins and peaks. 
 
Cultural and Historical Resources 

 

Grant Creek was part of the aboriginal territory of the SéliǑ όΨ{ŀƭƛǎƘΩ ƻǊ ΨCƭŀǘƘŜŀŘΩύ ŀƴŘ vƮƛǎǇŞ 
όΨYŀƭƛǎǇŜƭΩ ƻǊ ΨtŜƴŘ ŘΩhǊŜƛƭƭŜΩύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΣ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣ Ƙŀǎ 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀƭƛǎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀǎ ά[ƛǘǘƭŜ ²ƛŘŜ /ǊŜŜƪ ¸ƻǳ /ŀƴ /ǊƻǎǎΦέ It was 
traversed by one of their most important east-west trails. The Missoula area was the single 
greatest digging ground for their primary food source, bitterroot (Lewisia rediviva), which can 
still be found in the grasslands of the Grant Creek watershed.6  
 
DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪΩǎ ǊŀƴŎƘƛƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŘŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мурлΩǎ. Cattle ranching and associated haying 
supported by irrigation are still the primary agricultural uses. Two large ranches have property 
located in both Grant Creek and the adjoining Butler Creek drainage to the west, but only one 
of these is still headquartered in Grant Creek. Originally known as Knowlton Creek, the name of 
the creek changed when Captain Richard Grant, a former Hudson Bay Company trapper from 
Fort Hall (present day Idaho), settled there and raised cattle.7 DǊŀƴǘΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƘƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘ ƛǎ 
believed to have been located on property now owned by DǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ wŀƴŎƘΦ  DǊŀƴǘΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΣ 
IŜƭŜƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ WǳƭƛŀΣ ǿŜǊŜ vƮƛǎǇŞ ŀƴŘ ŦƭǳŜƴǘ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŀƭƛǎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ Wǳƭƛŀ 
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ǿƘƻ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǇƭŀŎŜƴŀƳŜ άaƛǎǎƻǳƭŀέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƴƎƭƛŎƛȊŜŘ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŀƭƛǎƘ 
name for the middle Clark Fork River.8 

 

 
Photo 3 - View south to the Grant Creek Ranch headquarters (center right) and pastures. Grant Creek flows south through the 
forested riparian area in between the pastures. August, 2021. Fred Carlson, FDNY 
 

Also of historic significance is the later acquisition of the ranch by John Rankin. His eldest 
daughter, Jeanette Pickering Rankin, was born there in 1880 (that house is no longer standing). 
She went on to become the first woman in American history to serve in Congress and was 
elected twice to the U.S. House of Representatives, once in 1916 and again in 1940.9 This ranch 
and its significance to Montana history is located in the middle of the Grant Creek valley. 
 

Natural Resources 
 
In addition to riparian zones, grasslands and forests that will be described later in this 
document related directly to wildfire hazard and risk, there are other natural resources that 
may be directly impacted by wildfire.  
 

Watershed, Fisheries and Wildlife 

 
Grant Creek, a perennial mountain stream, is part of the Middle Clark Fork hydrologic subbasin.  
In 2021 a riparian assessment of Grant Creek was completed to determine overall health of the 
stream corridor. The creek above the Snowbowl Road bridge was not part of the study as it was 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άΧǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƘƛƎƘ-ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǊƛǇŀǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǉǳŀǘƛŎ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘΧέ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ 
within mostly National Forest System lands.10 The major native species of fish in Grant Creek 
were identified as westslope cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarkii lewisi) and bull trout 
(Salvelinus confluentus).11 The assessment also identified that the stream segment from the 
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Snowbowl Road bridge south to I-90 was in generally good health with a stable or improving 
trend.12 Some locations in this stretch of the stream also have infrastructure in place for 
agricultural irrigation. 
 
The Grant Creek drainage provides habitat for a variety of wildlife. Native species commonly 
seen are black bear (Ursus americanus), mountain lion (Puma concolor), elk (Cervus elaphus), 
white-tail deer (Odocoileus virginianus), mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), coyote (Canis 
latrans), red fox (Vulpes vulpes), and bobcat (Lynx rufus). The Grant Creek area provides critical 
elk migration and breeding habitat. Sightings of Grizzly bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) have 
increased in the surrounding mountains in the upper drainage and this species may become a 
more frequent visitor. Bird species are also abundant and varied due to the variety of riparian, 
grassland and forest habitats ranging in elevation from 3,000 to 8,000 feet above sea level.  
Two non-native subspecies of wild turkey όaŜǊǊƛŀƳΩǎ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴύ were most likely originally 
introduced into Montana by FWP. The turkeys commonly seen throughout the year in the lower 
elevations of Grant Creek are a hybrid of these two subspecies (Meleagris gallopavo sp.).13 
 

Soils 
 
A variety of soil types are present in Grant Creek. Grant Creek terrain varies from flat meadows 
to rolling grasslands to steep, heavily-forested mountainsides. As a result, different topography, 
vegetative cover, geologic processes and underlying geology determine both the depth, 
productivity and stability of these soils. A wildfire could have serious impacts to soil stability 
depending on slope, aspect, soil type, fire severity and amount of vegetation loss. Soils exposed 
to severe heat from wildfire can even become hydrophobic where a crust is formed within the 
soil layer, rainfall cannot penetrate the ground and water can only flow across the surface.  
Denuded and hydrophobic soils, especially on steeper slopes, would be more vulnerable to 
long-term erosion and could create conditions suitable for weather-induced debris flows 
following a wildfire event.14 This could also affect water quality in Grant Creek. 
 

Invasive Species 
 
The primary non-native plant species found in Grant Creek include Spotted knapweed 
(Centaurea stoebe), Dalmatian toadflax (Linaria dalmatica), Houndstongue (Cynoglossum 
officinale), Leafy spurge (Euphorbia virgata), Sulfur cinquefoil (Potentilla recta) and Cheatgrass 
(Bromus tectorum). Supported by grant funding, residents, land owners and HOAs have been 
actively confronting this problem for a number of years through spraying and hand pulling of 
weeds on private property. Encroachment of these plants will increase following a wildfire 
which would provide a favorable seed bed for their growth and further expansion in the valley. 
 

Forest Resources 

 
Logging has occurred in Grant Creek over the past 150 years, both on public and private lands.  
In its early history a sawmill at the Grant Creek Ranch provided lumber to the new town of 
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Missoula and later a lumber mill owned by the railroad was located several miles up Ravine 
Gulch. However, steep terrain has always limited where logging was feasible. Timber removal 
has not kept up with natural increases in forest regeneration and its expansion into previously 
non-forested areas or regrowth of logged areas. 
 

Air Quality 
 
A wildfire in Grant Creek could produce significant air quality hazards not only to residents and 
businesses in Grant Creek but throughout the Missoula valley. Depending on a variety of 
weather factors, smoke would most likely move south out of the canyon and into Missoula due 
to down slope, down valley air movement which often occurs in the evening. A long duration 
wildfire would create a continual source of smoke, further impacting air quality in Missoula. 
 

Summary  
 
A large wildfire in Grant Creek could have significant, long-term impacts to Grant CreekΩǎ 
natural, cultural and historic resources depending on size, location, duration and fire severity. 
Infrastructure such as roads and bridges in Grant Creek could be adversely affected. Loss of 
ranching infrastructure (buildings, fencing, equipment, etc.), cattle and feed (hay) would be the 
primary impacts to agriculture from a wildfire. In addition, moving cattle out of the area prior to 
or during a wildfire could create significant logistical issues. 
 
A major wildfire could also have downstream impacts from I-90 south to the Clark Fork River 
where Grant Creek is already identified as an impaired stream by several state and local 
agencies. The stream is confined to an 800-foot-long concrete box culvert under the I-90 
intersection.15 This could become seriously compromised in the event of a debris flow in the 
aftermath of a large wildfire. 
  

Access 

 

Primary Ingress/Egress 

 

Grant Creek Road, proceeding north from Exit 101 on Interstate 90, is the main arterial road 

and only reliable travel route into and out of the area (Map 3). It is a one-way in, one-way out 

paved, two-lane, narrow road without shoulders, severely limiting ingress and egress in the 

event of a wildfire. This road also serves as the main access route for major commercial, 

recreational and multi-family rental developments within the Missoula city limits immediately 

north of I-90. The Grant Creek Road provides the only year-round public access via the 

connecting {ƴƻǿōƻǿƭ wƻŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƴƻǿōƻǿƭ {ƪƛ ŀƴŘ {ǳƳƳŜǊ wŜǎƻǊǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ 

developments located approximately 10 miles north of I-90 in upper Butler Creek, the next 

drainage west of Grant Creek in Missoula County. 
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Pavement ends on Grant Creek Road approximately 0.3 miles north of its junction with Bench 

Road in upper Grant Creek and is gravel-surfaced beyond that point to road end. Pavement 

ends on Snowbowl Road about 0.3 miles west of Grant Creek Road near a turnaround at the 

entrance to Keegan Trail subdivision and is gravel-surfaced from there to the resort. 

In 2022, the City of Missoula engineering department identified the section of Grant Creek 

Road between I-90 and Expo Parkway as a ά/ǊŀǎƘ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊέ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ 

traffic accidents that have occurred in this section of the road. Information on reported traffic 

accidents on Grant Creek Road from 2019-2022 can be found in Appendix D.16 

All bridges located within Grant Creek meet or exceed weight limits for the passage of 

emergency and fire response equipment. Locked gates can be found on private roads but would 

need to be breached for emergency response.17 

 

 

Photo 4 ς A multi-vehicle accident on Grant Creek Road at the  

first intersection north of I-90. August 3, 2021. Kevin Davis. 

 

Other Ingress/Egress Routes with Known Limitations 

In 2021, the GCWRTF did a detailed, on-the-ground, review of road systems on public and 

private land in Grant Creek. Using a two-wheel drive vehicle as the minimum standard of travel 

by residents in the event of a wildfire evacuation, only two potential routes were identified. 

The Dodd Ranch Road is a steep, narrow, winding, one-lane, privately-owned gravel road, 

branching off the Snowbowl Road at the watershed divide between Butler Creek and Grant 

Creek, providing access downhill to the Butler Creek Road. 
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The narrow, low height Wheeler Tunnel 
under I-90 connects Grant Creek via Expo 
Parkway/Old Indian Trail West Road on the 
north to Wilke Street on the south by a dirt 
road that is currently in private ownership 
ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƻŎƪŜŘ ƎŀǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳƴƴŜƭΩǎ ƴƻǊǘƘ 
entrance. 
 

Under existing conditions, both of these 
routes provide very limited opportunities for 
ingress/egress of vehicles and equipment 
during a wildfire emergency in Grant Creek. 

Photo 5 ς South end of the Wheeler Tunnel under I-90 where it 
exits onto Wilke Street. June 2021. GCWRTF. 

Traffic congestion on the Grant Creek Road, including within the city limits, has increased 
significantly in the 40+ years of major housing and commercial development in Grant Creek and 
the adjoining I-90 intersection. As a result, Grant Creek residents have become increasingly 
concerned about the buildup of hazardous fuels, the traffic bottleneck that has developed and 
evacuation in the event of a wildfire. 
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Map 3 ς Grant Creek Roads and Access 
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Existing and Future Development  

Commercial Development 

Hotels, restaurants, traveler/visitor services and a canine daycare center are located in Grant 
Creek immediately north of and adjacent to I-90, with multi-family private residences and 
rental apartments located within a short walking distance. Existing zoning allows additional 
commercial development in this area on three vacant lots. The area near Gooden Lane, Keil 
Loop at the Airway Blvd exit has one commercial business, a bank. 

 

 

Photo 6 ς Development near Grant Creek Road/I-90 Intersection ς Google Earth base map photo. 

Recreational Development 

Several visitor and recreational developments are located close to the commercial area near I-
90 including the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation (RMEF) Headquarters/Visitor Center and the 
City of MissoulaΩǎ .ƭǳŜ .ƛǊŘ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŜκDǊŀƴǘ /ǊŜŜƪ ¢ǊŀƛƭƘŜŀŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀƛƭƘŜŀŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Snowbowl Ski and Summer Resort shuttle bus parking lot. 

Grant Creek Road also provides access to a heavily-used Forest Service trailhead in Grant Creek 
near residential areas, the Ravine Trail. This is the only trail that accesses the Lolo National 
Forest and the Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness from the Grant Creek 
valley. The trailhead parking lot is small and considered substandard for the volume of use it 
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receives from hikers and mountain bikers. As a result, trail users park their vehicles on the road 
and in private driveways nearby when the lot is full, blocking in some residents, and creating 
significant obstructions to ingress and egress. This would be a significant problem in the event 
of a wildfire resulting in evacuations of residents living on Bench Road and the East Fork of 
Grant Creek. 

 

 

Photo 7 - Ravine Trailhead and parking issues. Left photo ς substandard parking lot (center of photo) at the Ravine Trailhead. 
October, 2021. Chris Cole.  Right photo - Grant Creek Road looking north to the Ravine Trail parking lot. The pickup truck at the 
top of the road belongs to the owner of the property adjoining the south side of the parking lot who had to back up on a blind 
curve to make the turn into their driveway. October 23, 2020. John Langstaff. 

The Snowbowl Resort area boundary in upper Butler and La Valle Creeks includes a total of 
2,323 acres and is accessed on the Snowbowl Road through Grant Creek via the Grant Creek 
Road. Of this total acreage, 80 acres are privately owned by the resort and 2,243 acres are Lolo 
National Forest lands administered under a Special Use Permit. Snowbowl is in the process of 
expanding their outdoor activities during the summer months which would disperse 
recreationists throughout their permitted acreage during wildfire season. 
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Map 4 ς Recreation, Trails and Wilderness 
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Residential Development 

Multiple single-family homes, many in subdivisions, are accessed by Grant Creek Road, the 
majority located between ½ and 5 miles north of I-90. As of May, 2023, there were 
approximately 635 postal addresses in the Grant Creek Valley, the majority made up of single-
family homes. There were also 106 postal addresses for rental apartments near I-90 as a result 
of recently completed construction (Photo 8). The 2023 population of Grant Creek, based on 
existing postal addresses including apartments (741) is estimated at 1,712 residents. 

There are over 100 undeveloped, zoned building lots for new single-family dwellings in Grant 
Creek. Construction is underway for townhomes and 4-story apartments adding an additional 
594 rental units within a short walking distance of I-90. These developments have the potential 
to increase the population of Grant Creek to over 3,315 residents.18  

 

 

Photo 8 - Phase 1, Grant Creek Village apartments. March 29, 2022. GCWRTF 

Between the end of pavement and the Snowbowl Resort, there are also a number of isolated 
homes concentrated near the Grant Creek/Butler Creek watershed divide whose primary access 
is the Grant Creek Road. 

In addition, an estimated 171 people live in approximately 74 homes in the Gooden Lane/Keil 
Loop area within the Grant Creek planning area accessed from the I-90 Airway Boulevard exit. 

New development, increased population, associated vehicle traffic, restricted traffic flow at the 
I-90 intersection and the potential need for access by larger city firefighting apparatus, i.e., 
ladder trucks, are all factors that increase the complexity of response and evacuation in the 
event of a wildfire. 
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Infrastructure 

There are four major above-ground high voltage power transmission lines that cross the valley 
from east to west, three owned by Northwestern Energy and one by the Bonneville Power 
Administration (Map 5). Northwestern Energy also distributes natural gas underground to 
commercial businesses and private residences throughout Grant Creek with above-ground 
structures associated with this distribution located in lower Grant Creek near the I-90 Grant 
Creek Road junction. A communication building owned by AT&T is located about 2 miles north 
of I-90 adjacent to the Grant Creek Road. Electronic transmission towers are located on the 
Northern watershed divide between Grant Creek and Butler Creek (not shown on Map 5). 

 

 
Photo 9 ς High voltage powerlines located in cured grasslands on the south side of the 

Prospect subdivision. September 24, 2022. GCWRTF. 

The City of Missoula as well as some HOAs maintain buried and above ground large volume 
potable water storage tanks. The City of Missoula and Missoula County also maintain fire 
hydrant systems in portions of Grant Creek.  
 
A 10-inch steel buried pipeline managed by Phillips 66 once transported petroleum products on 
a southeast to northwest trajectory under I-90 through commercial properties, the Grant Creek 
Village apartment complex, the HOA Common Areas of Prospect and Prospect Meadows 
subdivisions and agricultural land in lower Grant Creek before crossing west into the Butler 
Creek watershed (not shown on Map 5). Any surface route markers or structures could 
potentially be compromised by wildfire or suppression activities such as dozer/excavator 
constructed firelines.  
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Map 5 ς Infrastructure  
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Land Ownership  

Although there have been ranches and individual homes in Grant Creek for well over 100 years, 
the first residential housing development and associated infrastructure started with 10-acre 
lots in Grant Creek Tracts in 1962.19 This development trend has continued up to the present 
time where a majority of residents now own a single-family home in a subdivision or a small 
acreage. Most owners throughout Grant Creek are year-round residents (Map 6). 

Commercial properties, including rental apartments, are primarily located near I-90 off of Grant 
Creek Road with one property located on Airway Boulevard. 

Properties over 10 but under 80 acres are less densely populated with fewer homes. Two 
exceptions include a platted subdivision (currently undeveloped) off Glen Eagle Road owned by 
Missoula County as the result of a court settlement and one apartment complex near I-90.  

There are a number of large, privately-owned land holdings over 80 acres in the lower half of 
the drainage, several which cross into adjoining watersheds in Butler and Rattlesnake Creeks 
(Map 6). The three largest owners are the National Wildlife Federation, Flynn Ranch and Grant 
Creek Ranch, the latter being one of the most active cattle operations (leased grazing) based in 
the Grant Creek valley. The City of Missoula owns a large acreage in lower Grant Creek that was 
purchased for open space. 

Most of upper Grant Creek is publicly-owned, steep, heavily-forested with limited road access 
and is part of the Lolo National Forest. 
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Map 6 ς Grant Creek Land Administration and Ownership 
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Governance 

A narrow corridor of private residential and agricultural land from I-90 north along both sides of 
Grant Creek Road to, and including, the Grant Creek Hills subdivision is located within the 
Missoula City limits. All other private lands outside of this area, including homes in the area 
north of the I-90 Airway Boulevard exit, fall under the jurisdiction of Missoula County. 

The majority of publicly-owned lands in the planning area are administered by the USDA Forest 
Service, Lolo National Forest. Montana state-owned lands in Grant Creek occupy less than 80 
acres. 

Fire protection responsibilities of city, county, state and federal government agencies are 
discussed later in this document. 

Neighborhoods 

An inclusive review of the planning area identified all housing locations including isolated 
residences. Specific areas of Grant Creek both within and outside of the Missoula city limits 
have more concentrated areas of housing, including multi-family rental apartments and 
subdivisions. Many of these neighborhoods have become known by commonly identified 
names, often associated with local access roads and unrelated to their original subdivision plat. 
For instance, many of the residential areas in the middle of the Grant Creek planning area were 
originally part of the Grantland 1 through 10 subdivisions. 

Some subdivisions are governed by a Home Owner Association (HOA) with officers elected by 
residents of a subdivision. The HOA includes covenants/property restrictions applicable to all 
homeowners in the subdivision filed with Missoula County. HOAs determine annual fees 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƘƻƳŜƻǿƴŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǳōŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭΣ ƴƻƴ-public infrastructure 
and common areas. For instance, some subdivisions share water system infrastructure. 

From I-90 north on Grant Creek Road, these neighborhoods are identified on map 7 by numbers 
that reference the approximate location of each neighborhood. 

 1) Grant Creek Village (rental apartments) 
 2) The Cottonwoods 
 3) Prospect 
 4) Prospect Meadows 
 5) Gleneagle 
 6) Creekside 
 7) Grant Creek Hills 
 8) Lime Springs 
 9) Colorado Gulch 
10) Meadows (Rankin Road/Pickering Lane/Mellot Lane/Jacot Lane) 
11) Springfield Close 
12) Nevada Trail 
13) Lower Snowbowl Road(from Grant Creek Road to Keegan Trail) 



 

Page 35 of 89 
 

14) Keegan Trail 
15) Darkhorse Estates 
16) Keegan Gulch 
17) Upper Grant Creek (including the East Fork of Grant Creek) 
18) Bench Road 
19) Goodan Lane/Keil Loop (Airway Boulevard exit off I-90) 
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Map 7 ς Grant Creek Neighborhoods 



 

Page 37 of 89 
 

Unique Conservation Lands 

Charlotte Reed Marbut Nature Reserve ς 32 acres 

The Marbut family owned the Grant Creek Ranch from 1955 through the late 1970s. This nature 
reserve in Grant Creek adjoining a segment of the creek approximately ¼ mile upstream from 
tǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ 5ǊƛǾŜ ƛǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳƛǘȅ ƛƴ ƘƻƴƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 
matriarch and is not open for public recreational access. It was known historically by the 
Marbut family as Beaver Meadow.20 Administered by the City of Missoula. 

Bluebird Preserve ς 124 acres 

This grassland area, administered by the City of Missoula, allows public recreational access from 
a trailhead in the Snowbowl shuttle parking lot near I-90. There are some access restrictions. 
The preserve contains one of only three known populations of Missoula phlox (Phlox 
missoulensis) located in the Missoula valley. It also contains a small acreage of relict, native 
rough fescue (Festuca campestris) and bluebunch wheatgrass (Elymus spicatus) habitat.21 

National Wildlife Federation Lands ς 704 acres (within the watershed) 

Properties owned by the NWF in Grant Creek are located on the east side of the valley and 
border both residential areas and National Forest System lands. The priorities for these NWF 
lands are wildlife-ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǇƛƭƭŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ŦƻǊ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ 
ς 1) to protect, restore and connect wildlife habitat; 2) transform wildlife conservation and; 3) 
connect Americans with wildlife.22 For the benefit of wildlife, some access restrictions apply. 

Conservation Easements 

A conservation easement is a voluntary legal agreement by which a landowner chooses to limit 
certain uses of the land in order to conserve some value it provides. Land placed into a 
conservation easement still belongs to the landowner who retains rights to sell the land or pass 
it to heirs. Most landowners continue to live on and manage the land for farming, ranching, 
timber, recreation and other uses. These agreements are tailored to meet the needs and long-
term goals of the landowner.23 There are a number of conservation easement agreements in 
Grant Creek, some that overlap into Butler Creek and Rattlesnake Creek due to landownership. 

Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Rattlesnake Wilderness 

These lands were established by Congress in 1980 and are administered by the Lolo National 
Forest. Both areas allow public recreational access and use. However, the wilderness area is 
managed specifically to preserve and protect natural conditions and to protect wildlife habitats, 
clean water sources, and diverse ecosystems. As a result, motorized and mechanized 
equipment are not allowed in the wilderness area. 
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Map 8 - Unique Conservation Lands. 
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The Wildfire Environment 

 
Wildland fire is an ecological process that has been a component of the environment in the 
Northern Rockies for thousands of years. Both lightning and humans are sources for wildfire 
ignitions in Grant Creek. Wildland fire interacts with insect infestations, forest diseases, and 
climate to define the composition and pattern of vegetation in Grant Creek and western 
Montana.24 With changes in climate and vegetation, Grant Creek is expected to remain 
susceptible to wildfire events, with the expectation that they will occur more frequently. 
 

Wildfire History  

 
Montana experiences large landscape-scale wildfire events every year. Since the year 2000, 
large wildfires are occurring more frequently in Missoula County and have been burning closer 
to the city limits of Missoula and Grant Creek. Some of these individual wildfires encompassed 
areas larger in size than the entire Grant Creek drainage (Map 9). Climatic trends and increased 
human activity suggest that wildland fire will continue as a significant ecological element in 
Missoula County and western Montana. 

 

 

Map 9 ς Large Wildfires: 2000-2023. 
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Wildfire Ignitions in Grant Creek 

Historical records of past large wildfires are limited in accuracy and details. Mapping records 
indicate a large wildfire covered an area near present day U.S Hwy 93 in the west through Grant 
Creek and east into the Rattlesnake drainage in 1919. However, this may have been two 
separate wildfires. A detailed newspaper account from August 1919 describes a large human-
caused wildfire originating in the vicinity of Grant Creek Ranch (then owned by Charles Quast) 
ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ Ŝŀǎǘ ŀǘ άΧǘŜǊǊƛŦƛŎ ǎǇŜŜŘΧΣέ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǊƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŀǘǘƭŜǎƴŀƪŜ ŘǊŀƛƴŀƎŜΦ25 
Since then there is no historical record or physical evidence of significantly large wildfires in the 
drainage. 

Between 1979 and 2023, six wildfires of 10 acres or more in size have occurred in the Grant 
Creek watershed. In 1979 a 250-acre wildfire on the Lolo National Forest burned within 2 miles 
of the closest residences. Two wildfires threatened homes near the switchback on the 
Snowbowl Road; a 50-acre fire in August, 1988 and a 91-acre fire at approximately the same 
location in July, 1994 (Photo 10). In 1999 a 10-acre fire required structure protection at 
Gleneagle. In May, 2001 a legal burn escaped at Colorado Gulch consuming 15 acres. The 
largest, recent wildfire was 16 acres and caused by a downed powerline in August, 2016 at 
Colorado Gulch (Photo 11). No homes were damaged from this fire but some residences were 
evacuated, and others placed on evacuation warning. 

 

 

Photo 10 - Keegan Trail vicinity. Looking northeast above the switchback turn on Snowbowl Road at a portion of the 91-acre fire 
scar from the July, 1994 wildfire. October, 2021. Chris Cole. 
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Photo 11 - Left photo ς aerial retardant drop on the Colorado Gulch fire. This fire had the potential to burn out of Grant Creek 
and into the Rattlesnake drainage to the east. August, 2016. Kevin Davis. Right Photo - View north up Grant Creek at the 16-acre 
fire scar from the Colorado Gulch fire. Grant Creek Road on the left, a Colorado Gulch home in the trees, lower middle of photo. 
August, 2021. Fred Carlson, FDNY. 

During the period 1992-2020, there have been 48 reported wildfire ignitions in the Grant Creek 
planning area. 65% of these wildfires were caused by humans and 35% were ignited by 
lightning. (Map 10). 
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Map 10 ς Wildfires: 1992-2020. 
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Wildfire Potential Assessment: Topography, Fuels, Weather  

Grant Creek is expected to remain susceptible to wildfire events, with the probability that they 
will occur more frequently with changes in climate and vegetation. 

Grant Creek presents a complex fire behavior situation. The principal elements determining 
wildfire behavior in western Montana are: (1) topography, which influences the exposure of 
fuels and the rate of spread of fire; the character and volume of (2) wildland fuels; (3) weather, 
comprised of wind, which often controls the rate of spread of fire; and precipitation 
(temperature, humidity, solar radiation, and soil moisture) which affects the moisture content 
and inflammability of the fuels; and 4) ignition patterns. 

Topography 

The Grant Creek drainage is approximately 17,699 acres in size and bordered on the west by 
the Butler Creek drainage, on the north by the Upper Finley Creek watershed divide, on the east 
by the Rattlesnake drainage and on the south by I-90. Grant Creek bisects the drainage in a 
southerly direction with 61% of the landscape having a southerly or westerly facing aspect, 
allowing direct solar radiation to more effectively dry out fuels during the heat of the day. 
Elevation ranges from 3340 feet above sea level near I-90 to 8167 feet at Murphy Peak on the 
northern ridgeline. A large portion of Grant Creek (44%) has slopes that are too steep (greater 
than 45%) to allow for mechanized firefighting dozers or vehicles. 

Vegetation (Fuels) 

Information from LANDFIRE was used to characterize vegetation in the Grant Creek drainage26 
(Map 11). Vegetation was further classified into fuel models which was used in fire behavior 
analysis27 (Appendix E). A generalized description of the vegetation and associated fire potential 
in Grant Creek follows. 
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Map 11 ς Vegetation 
























































































