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Park Facts
North Cascades Park Designation: Oct. 2, 1968
Stephen Mather Wilderness Designation: Nov. 16, 1988
Size (in acres):  684,283 acres
Highest Elevation:  Goode Mountain 9,220’
Lowest Elevation:  Skagit River, western boundary 400’
Number of glaciers:  312 (as of 2008)
Largest glacier:  Boston Glacier on Boston Peak

Approximate number of species (as of 2008): 
Plants:  1,630
Birds:  200
Mammals:  75
Fish:  28
Reptiles and amphibians:  21

Visitor Information:
North Cascades NP Headquarters: (360) 854-7200
Newhalem Visitor Center: (206) 386-4495
Golden West Visitor Center: (360) 854-7365

Weather
The mountains of the North Cascades are one of the snowiest 
places on Earth.  These mountains divide rainy and wet 
Western Washington from the drier Eastern Washington.  
The park receives approximately 90 inches of rain annually, 
which is 76 inches more precipation than the eastern side 
of the state.  This difference is known as the “rain shadow 
effect”, which causes precipitation to fall until clouds loose 
their moisture and rise over the mountains.
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The North Cascades National Park Service Complex is an 
amazingly wild place, full of glacier-covered mountains, 
forests rich in plants and wildlife, and hundreds of 
cascading waterfalls.  The park contains more than 300 
glaciers, more than any other national park in the 48 
contiguous states. 

Designated on October 2, 1968, North Cascades National 
Park Service Complex is comprised of three units: North 
Cascades National Park, Ross Lake National Recreation 
Area and Lake Chelan National Recreation Area.

More than 93% of the land located within the park is 
designated the Stephen Mather Wilderness.  When you 
visit the park, make sure you hike some of the 400 miles of 
hiking trails, stop by a visitor center, float down a river, or 
take a break at the many overlooks to enjoy the beautiful 
scenery.

 Much of the history for the North Cascades mountain range 
lies within the forces of rock and water.  Millions of years 
ago, the mountains were formed when two tectonic plates 
came together and lifted up the surrounding metamorphic 
rock.  Approximately 16,000 years ago, these mountains 
were covered by a layer of ice more that a mile thick. The 
glaciers left behind from the ice age, as well as the snow 
that covers the peaks in the winter, continue to shape and 
change the landscape, creating the many steep mountains 
and U-shaped valleys.

Welcome to the North Cascades 
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What Plants Live Here?
Along with the biodiversity of wildlife in the park, there is 
also great diversity among plant species;  the different types 
of weather in the park and the great span of elevations 
have significant influence on the types of plants that grow 
here. The park is located within a transition zone in which 
the climate changes from wet and cool to dry and warm.  
Lowland forests on the west side of the park are wetter 
than those on the east side and allow for large stands of 
western red cedar, Douglas fir, and Western hemlock trees. 
In contrast, east side forests are dominated by pine trees 
that have adapted to grow in much hotter, dryer areas. 

In the mountain ecosystems, trees and plants have to be 
tough enough to deal with extremely cold temperatures, 
harsh winds and significant snowfall that melts for only 
three months each year. The mountain hemlock and pacific 
silver fir are slow growing trees, that bend with the wind 

and have tough bark to protect them from the elements. 
This alpine environment is the best place to see wildflowers 
in the summer months. It is impressive that flowers like 
lupines, lilies, paintbrush, and shrubs, such as heather, can 
grow in alpine meadows; these seemingly delicate flowers 
manage to thrive in a harsh environment.  Flowers make 
hiking up the mountains a delightful experience.  At lower 
elevations, shrubs like red huckleberry, salal, and Oregon 
grape provide valuable food for birds and mammals and 
add to the beauty of the park.

Many different types of mushrooms and fungi grow 
throughout the park. Fungi help the forest by growing along 
and among the roots of trees and plants in a symbiotic 
relationship.  This means that both the plant and the fungi 
benefit from the connection.  They work together by trading 
water, sugars, and other nutrients.  The overall health of 
the forest depends on the presence of fungi.

What Animals Live Here?
North Cascades National Park is part of a diverse ecosystem, 
which encourages a wide variety of animals to live here; 
large mammals, such as black bears and cougars, wander 
the hillsides searching for food; deer forage in the forest; 
and beavers build dams in wetlands.  Many smaller animals, 
such as the Douglas squirrel, live and gather food in the 
lowland forests. The Pacific tree frog and garter snakes can 
be found on lake shores.

 The Skagit River supports all five species of Pacific salmon-
-chum, sockeye, king, silver and pink.  During the winter and 
early spring, bald eagles flock to the Skagit River valley 
when salmon swim upriver to spawn.  Many bird species 
migrate to the park from Mexico, Central and South America. 

At higher elevations, mountain goats, marmots and picas 
survive in the harsh conditions of the alpine region.  The 
wildlife in the park have adapted, or changed over time, to 
fit into their specific environment.  Each animal depends on 
other animals and plants as well as water and sunlight to 
survive.  This interdependence is important for the health of 
the whole system.

If an important plant or animal becomes scarce or goes extinct 
or if the environment that a species depends on is harmed, 
there could be serious impacts to the entire ecosystem. 
This biodiversity makes North Cascades National Park 
incredibly important because wildlife and their environment 
are protected in undisturbed areas.
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People have traveled through and lived in the North 
Cascades for more than 8,000 years.  Native Americans 
lived on both sides of these mountains and were known 
as the Salish Tribes.  These local tribes people were 
hunters, fishers and gatherers who used the mountains 
to travel, trade and obtain local resources.

The first non-native people to venture into the mountains 
were trappers and fur traders, who sought animal pelts, 
such as beaver, marten, and fisher. In addition, miners 
came to the area during the 1850s and into the 1950s 
searching for gold and silver.  Most only found a rugged 
and challenging lifestyle often ending with broken 
dreams.

Loggers entered the area harvesting old growth timber 
in the 1860s. Trees were cut down and logs were rafted 
down the Skagit River.  Settlers also came to the Skagit, 
Cascade and Stehekin Valleys around the same time, 
with some trying to farm, but most opening shops and 
inns to provide services for the workers.  

The North Cascades National Park Service Complex 
became part of the National Park System in 1968. National 
Parks are special places set aside by the American people 
to conserve the scenery, preserve the natural and historic 
objects, and protect the wildlife in each park and to provide 
for the enjoyment of these resources in a way that leaves 
them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.  

Yellowstone became the world’s first National Park in 1872.  
By 1916, thirty-five other parks and monuments were set 
aside leading Congress to create the National Park Service.  
Today, there are nearly 400 National Parks cared for by 
dedicated men and women, working to conserve and protect 
America’s natural, cultural, and historic resources for future 
generations.  

National Parks hold promises for the future and paths to 
the past.  More than 270 million times a year, Americans 
visit their National Parks for fun, inspiration, recreation and 
renewal.  For additional information on the National Park 
Service, visit the website at www.nps.gov

There are more than 300 glaciers located within the 
park and all them are affected by global climate change.  
Glaciers are an important component in the water cycle 
and serve a vital role for the North Cascades ecosystem, 
producing more than 700 billion gallons of water a year. 
Currently, four glaciers in the park are monitored by 
scientists because of a decrease in glacial mass.  The 
melt water from these glaciers provide salmon the cold, 
clean water they need in order to spawn.  The Skagit River 
watershed is home to all five species of Pacific salmon, 
which is the only place in the contiguous 48 states where 
this occurs.

Native plants in the park are threatened by exotic plants 
from other places that do not usually grow in this area. 
These invasive species take over areas where they out-
compete plants that are naturally growing there. Many of 
these invasive plants may be immune to pests, are stronger 
or can survive with less nutrients or water.  The park is 
working to remove these invasive plants and also replace 
native species in areas that have been disturbed. 

North Cascades Timeline

July 24, 1814
Fur Trader Alexander Ross sets 
out to find trade route from Twisp 
Pass to Stehekin River and  over 
Cascade Pass to the Skagit River.

June 15, 1846
Great Britain and the United 
States sign the Treaty of 
Washington, establishing the 
49th parallel. 

July 27,1879
The Washington Standard reports 
“The Skagit gold mines are 
booming...miners engaged on 
Skagit River have, at last, struck 
some paying diggings.”

August 25, 1916
National Park Service 
established

1949
The 540 foot high Ross 
Dam completed.

October 2, 1968
President Lyndon B. Johnson 
signs the North Cascades 
National Park Act.

September 2, 1972 
North Cascades Scenic 
Highway 20 completed.

1988 
The Stephen Mather 
Wilderness designated. 

1993
North Cascades National 
Park Visitor Center 
completed

October 2, 2008
North Cascades 
National Park’s 
40th Birthday
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While at the park, there are many short, self-guided 
hiking trails to explore.  At the visitor centers, you can 
explore an exhibit room, watch a movie or slide show, 
browse the geology drawers, or participate in a park 
ranger program. 

Student activities are also online at the North Cascades 
National Park website at www.nps.gov/noca/forkids/
index.html.  From there, you can explore the Homeward 
Bound Science Adventures, join the North Cascades 
Glacier Geology Club, and even earn your North 
Cascades Junior Ranger badge online. There are also 
photo slideshows and galleries online, which can be 
downloaded and work great with homework, projects, or 
school presentations. 

In addition, you can become a NPS Junior Ranger 
without visiting a park.  Visit the National Park Service 
WebRangers site at www.nps.gov/webrangers.  Once 
you are connected, complete the activities online and 
print out your NPS WebRangers identification card.


