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After the storm passed, we could see 
smoke rising from behind Mt.Edwards, 
and the Park confirmed a fire was burning 
near Crystal Ford.  Late that evening, I 
communicated to guests the evacuation 
plan to hike out over Gunsight Pass the 
next morning after breakfast.  Ironically, 
my recurring Sperry stress dream always 
starts with a fire raging up Sprague Creek 
towards the chalet, so knowing that an 
actual fire was burning down on the trail 
was unsettling. 
 
The guests were evacuated, but the Sperry 
crew remained on site in hopes that the fire 
might be contained, and we might re-open 
and complete our season.  After several days 
of wait & see, it became clear that the fire 
was growing, and the trail would remain 
closed indefinitely, so we transitioned into 
closing mode.

It was crazy to think that we had started the 
season just five weeks earlier by shoveling 
snow to clear the trail, so the mules could 
deliver our supplies.  I never could have 
imagined that our summer would end so 
abruptly due to fire.  We had just passed the 

half-way mark, and the crew was working 
hard and getting along well.  Albert the 
baker, a retired banker from Forsyth, made 
delicious breads, cakes & pies that drew 
hikers from near & far.  Josh, an aspiring 
young cook from Helena, prepared hearty 
Thanksgiving-style turkey dinners to serve 
45 people and made it look easy.  None of 
us were ready to say goodbye.  

It was also heartbreaking to think of all the 
guests who had reservations but would not 
be able to come and stay with us.  After ten 
Sperry summers, what kept me coming 
back was the pure joy of helping people to 
experience the backcountry for the first 
time, seeing the familiar faces of returning 
guests, feeling the buzz of lively dinner 

conversations amongst strangers, watching 
families play board games together, and 
enjoying evening sing-a-longs in the dining 
room.  None of us were ready for that magic 
of a Sperry summer to end.  

As we took down railings and put up 
shutters, the fire suppression equipment 
was dropped o�, the first fire crew 
arrived, and we helped lay hose from 
Lake Willy Nelson to the hotel.  Despite 
these precautions, I still never believed 
that we would actually lose any of the 
structures at Sperry.

It was di�cult to leave.  All the way to 
Lincoln Pass, I kept looking back, feeling 
like I was abandoning a dear friend in her 

As dinner wrapped up and guests finished their desserts, the 
wind started to blow.  The loud claps of thunder sounded 
uncomfortably close, and everyone gathered on the decks to 
watch an impressive lightning display.  It was the kind of storm 
that makes you thankful not to be camping and to instead have 
the protective shelter of the historic buildings at Sperry Chalet. 

Renee Noffke has worked at 
Sperry Chalet for 10 seasons.  
Since 2005 she has greeted 
hikers, cooked for guests and 
managed the chalet.  This is her 
story about having to leave 
Sperry due to wildfires in August.



Sperry Glacier, look down from Lincoln 
Peak, and swim in Lake Ellen Wilson.  
We all need more of those moments in 
our lives!

After grappling with a deep sense of loss, I 
felt very encouraged by news of the 
stabilization project and then by the 
inspiring success of the Sperry Action 
Fund.  I was fortunate to be invited as a 
member of the stabilization team.

Those of you who have ever struggled up 
the Sperry Trail will understand why it felt 
like cheating to get in a helicopter at Lake 
McDonald Lodge and be dropped o� at the 
Sperry dining room just a few minutes 
later.  Although I had scrutinized the 
photographs of the hotel after the fire, 
nothing could have prepared me for seeing 
those stark rock walls in person.  
I braced myself as I walked up the trail to 
the hotel, but as the remains of the 
building came into sight, I started sobbing 
and couldn’t stop.  I felt completely 
overcome with sadness.  How could it be 
gone?  Fortunately, my dear friend, John 
Helton, was nearby.  He gives the best bear 
hugs, and we had a good cry together 
before returning to the work at hand – 
getting the other buildings up & running 
for the stabilization crew.       

It turns out that hard work is an e�ective 
antidote to grief.  I was there to cook, and 

it made me genuinely happy to bring the 
Sperry kitchen back to life and to share 
homecooked meals with the crew.  It was 
encouraging to see the incredible work 
being done to stabilize the rock walls.  
The team overcame the challenges of a 
remote location, limited supplies, and 
harsh winter weather conditions to 
ensure that the remaining structure was 
well-supported for the coming winter.  It 
was an impressive feat!
 
It felt like a strange dichotomy - business 
as usual in the kitchen, while there was 
nothing usual about the stabilization 
work happening up at the hotel.  As I 
adjusted to the new normal at Sperry, I 
could still appreciate the moon set over 
Lake McDonald as I prepared breakfast.  
I could still notice the alpenglow on 
Gunsight Mountain as I did dinner 
dishes.  And I could still watch the Big 
Dipper rise over Mt. Edwards as I 
brushed my teeth before bed.     

Sperry is still the place we know & love, 
and I left feeling hopeful for her future.  
The spirit of that place cannot burn in a 
fire.  I am convinced this is not the end of 
her story but the start of a new chapter.  To 
all those of you mourning the loss of the 
hotel as I am, it is my sincere hope that we 
will meet again someday at Sperry Chalet!

time of need.  I stopped to take in the 
views, wondering what that familiar 
landscape might look like the next time I 
saw it.  In the following weeks, I developed 
an unhealthy addiction to InciWeb -- 
zooming in the map, trying to determine 
exactly where the fire was burning. 
 
Learning the hotel had been lost to the fire 
was like losing a beloved family member in 
a tragic accident.  Seeing the photos and 
video of the building in flames was like 
witnessing a violent act against a loved 
one.  I’ve been mourning the personal loss 
– my time at Sperry has shaped who I am 
today.  I’ve been mourning the loss for the 
extended Sperry family – it is a special 
place for many people.  I’ve been mourning 
the loss for Glacier Park – the chalets are 
a special part of the Park’s history.

Throughout this process of grieving, I’ve 
often asked myself why I feel so 
emotionally attached to an inanimate 
structure?  It’s more than just a building.  
What guests have experienced at Sperry 
over the past century is much richer than 
simply eating in the dining room or 
sleeping in the hotel.  It’s important that 
future generations of weary hikers can 
continue to unplug from society, 
experience a meaningful connection with 
the natural environment, share a special 
comradery with fellow adventurers, climb 
the stairs at Comeau Pass, touch the Renee Noffke, Sperry Chalet Employee

All the way to Lincoln Pass, I kept looking 
back, feeling like I was abandoning a 

dear friend in her time of need.



Support for Sperry

110%

$106,200 $2.2 MILLION

$1.2 MILLION

63%

SPERRY 
ACTION FUND

2018
ALL PROJECTS

WE STILL NEED YOUR HELP! 

Earlier this year, the Glacier Conservancy 
committed to funding 54 priority projects 
throughout the park in 2018. When the 
Sprague Fire burned the dormitory 
building at the Sperry Chalet complex, 
your donations helped us take quick 
action and immediately meet the park's 
needs. However, we still have a gap to 
fund the remaining projects and the end 
of the year is just weeks away. Help us 
fund these projects in full this year with a 
generous year-end gift. 

DONATE AT 
GLACIER.ORG

Blair Sorlie, Seattle, WA

Artist Blair Sorlie is a 
former employee of Sperry 
Chalet. After the fire, she 
reached out to offer her 
drawings of Sperry in 
support of the fundraising 
effort. You can learn more 
about Blair and her art at 
blairsorlie.com 

I worked at Sperry for 2 summers in 
2005 and 2006. My husband and I got 
engaged up there. It's is a special place 
to us. We were camping in the park the 
night the Sprague fire started so our 
kids, Ana and Evie, were really involved 
in watching the fire as it progressed and 
sad to learn it had gotten to the chalet. 
They decided to sell pumpkins grown in 
their Grandma's garden and donate the 
money to the Sperry action fund. They 
hope they will be able to visit someday!

Kristen Endahl, Spokane, WA

Todd Bauer, Chicago, IL
I am extremely excited to 
revise my play Katabatic Wind 
for the purposes of assisting 
with the Rebuild Sperry effort. 
We are hoping to put together 
a staged reading of the play 

with some of Flathead valley’s most 
renowned actors.  For more information visit 
www.todd-bauer.com

Whistling Andy's is excited to be 
creating the Spirit of Sperry, a 
huckleberry vodka with shiso 
leaves, due to be released in 
December. All profits from sales 

of this spirit will be donated to the Sperry 
Action Fund for one year and 5% in following 
years. Learn more at whistlingandy.com

Brian Anderson, Bigfork, MT

Donations came from all 50 states and countries from around the world.


