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WELCOME TO OUSEL FALLS

Join us for an interpretive walk focused on water 
quality and geology. Look out for numbered metal 
posts marking points of interest during your hike.

Stop 1) The Ousel Falls Experience
Your hike today is 1.6 miles round trip. The trail follows 
the South Fork of the West Fork of the Gallatin River to 
Ousel Falls. While you walk, consider the past, present, 
and future of the water flowing around you.

Stop 2) Clean Up After Your Pet
Leashed dogs are welcome on the Ousel Falls trail. 
Don’t forget to grab a trash bag before your hike to help 
prevent pet waste pollution.

Rain carries nutrients and 
bacteria from pet waste to 
the river. Excess nutrients 
trigger a cascade of negative 
impacts that degrade habitat 
for fish and other organisms 
that depend on clean water while E. coli bacteria in 
rivers and streams can make you sick.



Stop 3) The Ancient Ocean Floor
What did Montana look like when dinosaurs walked the 
Earth? Look around you; the answers are written in stone.

As you descend, you are hiking through layers of a dark 
grey rock called shale. This rock formed from marine 
mud deposited in deep, slow-moving water. Fossils from 
this 100 million-year-old shale tell us a shallow sea once 
covered parts of what is now Montana.

Stop 4) Breakable Bedrock
Pick up a piece of shale from the hillside in front of you. 
Feel how it crumbles easily in your hand. Shale is fissile; 
it breaks easily along weak layers. Then, wind and water 
carry tiny pieces of shale to the creek below.

Erosion is a natural process that can be accelerated 
by human activity. Excess fine sediment from erosion 
clouds water, destroys fish habitat, and suffocates 
stream insects.

Stop 5) Erosion Mitigation
The Big Sky Community Organization is working hard 
to prevent erosion. Notice the extensive landscaping 
timbers and rock-filled baskets above you. These were 
installed to combat a landslide.

You can help keep the soil in its place. Please recreate 
respectfully and stay on the trail.

Stop 6) The Voice of the Gallatin
Want to learn more about the health of the Gallatin 
River watershed? Ask the Gallatin River Task Force.

The Task Force began monitoring water quality in 2000. 
Their long-term record of river health suggests that 
development has increased nutrients, bacteria, and 
fine sediment in several streams in the Big Sky area.



Stop 7) Riverbank Communities
Do you see the green ribbon of low plants growing 
along the banks of the South Fork? This narrow 
buffer between dry land and flowing water is called a 
riparian area.

Although riparian areas make up less than five 
percent of land in Montana, they are home to the 
greatest concentration of plants and animals in the 
state.

Stop 8) Willows Not Weeds
Look upstream at the shrubs growing along the creek. 
These low riparian plants are species in the willow 
family. Notice how their leaves are similar to the 
common ornamental tree: weeping willow.

Shrub willows protect water quality by absorbing 
nutrients and filtering other pollutants from runoff. 
Their roots stabilize streambanks and act as natural 
erosion control. Finally, willow leaves shade the water, 
which provides cooler temperatures and hiding places 
for trout.

Stop 9) Underground Water
Did you know that one third of Earth’s freshwater 
is stored underground? In the groundwater system, 
rainwater and snowmelt infiltrate into the ground; fill 
the pore spaces between sand, soil, and rock; and 
discharge out of springs, like the one flowing under the 
bridge in front of you.

In Big Sky, we pump our drinking water from saturated 
layers of rock, called aquifers.
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Stop 11) A Headwaters Community
Big Sky is a headwaters community. The South Fork 
begins a few miles upstream of here in the Madison 
Range and flows through Big Sky to its confluence with 
the West Fork below the Meadow Village. The West 
Fork enters the Gallatin River near the intersection of 
highways 191 and 64.

In Three Forks, MT, the Gallatin joins the Jefferson and 
Madison rivers to form the Missouri, which flows into 
the Mississippi River and eventually, the Gulf of Mexico. 
The decisions that we make in Big Sky cause ripple 
effects downstream.

Stop 12) The River’s Songbird
Listen carefully for the repetitive, ringing “zeet” of the 
Ousel (Cinclus mexicanus), more commonly known as 
the American Dipper. If you’re 
lucky, you may see the Ousel 
flipping rocks and foraging for 
insects in the South Fork.

Ousel birds spend their entire life 
within six feet of the mountain 
stream where they were born. 
Native to the American West, Ousel are the only truly 
aquatic American songbird.

Stop 10) You Can’t Always Point to the Source 
of Pollution
Did you notice algae growing in the groundwater spring? 
High nutrient levels increase algae growth, which is 
unsightly and threatens river life. Improper fertilizer use 
and poor septic maintenance contribute to nutrient 
contamination.

Excess nutrients are an example of nonpoint source 
pollution or contamination coming from multiple diffuse 
sources. Nonpoint source pollution accounts for about 
90% of the pollution in Montana’s waters.
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Gallatin River Task Force:
PO Box 160513 | Big Sky, MT 59716

www.gallatinrivertaskforce.org  |  (406) 993-2519

Big Sky Community Organization:
PO Box 161404 | Big Sky, MT 59716
www.bscomt.org  |  (406) 993-2112

We hope you enjoyed your hike! 
Don’t plan on keeping your brochure? Please return 
it to the trailhead kiosk for the next visitor to use.

If you enjoyed your interpretive hike today, consider supporting 
the Big Sky Community Organization and the Gallatin River Task 
Force, two nonprofit organizations dedicated to protecting the 

parks, trails, and waters of Big Sky for generations to come.

Stop 13) Ousel Falls at Last
Congratulations! You’ve made it to Ousel Falls!

Waterfalls form in streams when a hard layer of rock 
is on top of a softer layer of rock. Flowing water wears 
away the soft layers first which creates an overhang of 
hard rock. Water cascades off the overhang to form a 
waterfall. The waterfall will gradually retreat upstream 
carving a steep-sided gorge.

Stop 14) Rivers Change
Ousel Falls changes with the seasons. In the winter, 
the falls freeze into a wall of ice. As the weather warms, 
they swell and churn with spring snowmelt. 

Long-term weather patterns are changing in Big Sky. 
How will shifts in temperature and precipitation affect 
this beautiful waterfall?
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