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The rugged Selkirk Mountains frame the east 
side of Priest Lake and reveal the origins of the 
area. The lake sits in a large basin dug out by 
glaciers that scoured the valley floor about 
10,000 to 15,000 years ago. The more resistant 
granite rock created the lake’s islands like 
Bartoo and Kalispell. The glaciers rounded and 
smoothed lower hilltops like Horton Ridge and 
Camels Prairie. Alpine glaciers, formed on the 
higher mountains, carved out jagged peaks such 
as Roothaan and The Lions Head. Elevations 
range from 2438' at lake level to over 7000' at 
the highest mountain peaks. 

Chief Victor drew the first accurate map of Priest Lake for Jesuit 
missionary Father Peter John De Smet in about 1844. Victor 
emphasized the streams that flowed into the lake because of their 
importance to the tribes who used them seasonally for fishing, 
hunting, and gathering berries. De Smet named the lake Roothaan 
after his boss, the Jesuit Superior in Rome. The name never stuck for 
the lake but a Selkirk peak memorializes Roothaan.

Priest Lake with the Thorofare connecting the Upper Priest 
Lake stretches for 25 miles. The U.S. Forest Service 
administers public lands on the west side while the Idaho 
Department of Lands manages most of the east side. 

Sundance Mountain rises above 
Coolin at  the south end of Priest 
Lake. Tradition holds that the 
Kalispel named the mountain 
whose face reflects the setting 
sun. A lightning strike on August 
23, 1967, started one of the most 
devastating fires in Idaho history. 
Two firefighters died and a huge 
swath of forest, 6 miles wide and 
25 miles long, burned. 

Bartoo Island — Spokane machinist George Bartoo tried to homestead on the lake’s 
largest island about 1895. Unfortunately, congressional changes allowed the Northern 
Pacific Railway to claim Priest Lake land in 1898, including Bartoo’s island. He abandoned 
the lake but his name remained tied to the island.

For more information visit the Priest Lake Museum and check out 
the book Wild Place: The History of Priest Lake, Idaho.
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Kalispell Island takes its name from 
the tribe that traveled seasonally over 
the mountains from the Pend Oreille 
River. Their trail came down to Priest 
Lake at Kalispell Bay.  
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