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LIKE A HIKE: AN NEI RECREATION AREA 
By Tabby Maust 
outdoors@msubretort.org  

S urrounded by endless 
swaying grasses dotted with 
scraggly sagebrush bushes, 

we kicked dust up beneath our 
feet as we continued our search. 
Thus far we had spent our entire 
morning—and planned on using 
our entire afternoon—on the hunt 
at Ah Nei Recreational Area in 
Shepherd. 

This huge location, comprising 
over 5,000 acres total, is riddled 
with geocaches (a real-world 
satellite-based treasure hunt), 
leaving us to find 24 in one shot 
with more to go. Though we had 
covered ten to twelve miles of the 
area, we had come nowhere close 
to trekking all of it. 

The Ah Nei Recreational Area 
is perfect for anything that an 
outdoor enthusiast could want 
to do. Part of the area is open to 
recreation vehicles of all shapes 
and sizes with 50 miles of trails to 
explore. This is the only activity 
that requires a permit and the fee 
is doable for even the poorest of 
poor college students—a day pass 
is only five dollars and a year pass 
only 35 dollars! 

If you are like Amber Murray, 
a biology major at MSUB, and 
1, and on foot, you are also in 
luck! The majority of the area-
4,000 acres!—is meant solely 
for hiking, mountain biking, 
horseback riding, picnicking, and 
bird watching. 

Thus, as we crossed over the 
land, we found no end to our 
explorations. The endless trails 
that crisscrossed over the golden, 
dry meadows slowly led us into 
thickets of pine trees that shaded 
us from the blazing sun high 
overhead. 

Here we found traces of a Boy 
Scout troop that had used this 
area for training—wooden signs 
offer outdoors recreation tips as 
well as imaginative games (such 
as the "Pretend this area is an 
apartment!"). This is perfect for 
families who want to spend some 
time outdoors and engage their 
kids in nature. 

Continuing on, it is no wonder 
that this area is open year-round. 
With its sheer size and changing 
landscape, this is a great space 
for summer and winter activities 
alike. While we fully enjoyed our 
all-day hike, we could have just 
as easily pulled out the snowshoes 
or skis for a great day. However, 
as this is BLM (Bureau of Land 
Management) land, one should 
be careful during hunting season. 
Wearing bright colors and making 
noise to distinguish yourself 
should make sure that everyone 
has a great day—aside from the 
deer, that is. 

Beyond the pines we found 
sandstone structures perfect for 
clambering over, climbing up, 
and of course hiding geocaches. 
Most of the sandstone here is just 
large enough to offer up some fun, 
but small enough that parents can 
allow their kids to have at it with 
little fear of danger. 

As we jumped from sandstone 
to sandstone, we couldn't help but 
fear the presence of rattlesnakes 
during the heat of summer. 
Though we had no unfriendly 
surprises, this would certainly 
be a worry for those with small 
children or dogs who are running 
off-leash. Always watch where 
you walk and where your family 
walks! 

Continuing our journey, we 
found ourselves in a dry ravine, 
the sandstone towering above our  

heads. While there is no water at 
Ah Nei, this ravine—and many 
others like it that can be found 
in the expanse—suggest that it 
wasn't always this way. In fact, 
it is highly recommended to 
call the 24-hour hotline (896-
5014) to check for wet or muddy 
conditions during the wet season 
as the area can be closed. Closure 
may also be a concern during the 
fire season. 

Coming out of the ravine near 
one of the area's border fencing, 
we found a small picnic area 
complete with tables and fire 
pit. Here we decided to eat our 
packed lunch and take a small 
break from our long trek before 
crossing the dusty dirt road to 
the other half of the recreation 
area. 

By then, we had spent three 
or so hours walking and we 
hadn't covered the entire area 
before deciding to turn back. 
The sheer mass of Ah Nei and 
the variety of landscape types 
are its most striking features 
by far. Without having to travel 
much more than twenty to thirty 
minutes outside of Billings, you 
can hike to your heart's content 
without getting bored of the 
same ol' landscape. 

However, be careful not to 
wander away too far! In the heat 
of the day after the amount we 
had walked we found our legs to 
be weary and we had a yearning 
for a cold drink and some 
AC. Though we were in mild 
discomfort, we toughed our way 
back to the car and slept well 
that night! The beauty of this 
area is that if you're a walking 
fool, you can go for as long as 
you want, but if you're taking 
hiking at baby steps (and that's 
OK!), you're good too! 

The Nittij  Gritty : 
Length: However many times you can 
go through, around, and across 5,000 
acres! There are limitless trails to be 
explored here. 

Difficulty: Easy. Although there is 
a variety of landscapes to explore 
here, there is little that challenges an 
experienced hiker as there are no steep 
inclines and most paths are packed. 

Pets, Children: This is a great area 
for both dogs and kids alike as the 
relatively even ground (aside from the 
sandstone formations) makes for little 
danger for either. However, during 
the summertime it may be wise to 
keeps canines on leash and kids close 
by due to the possible presence of 
rattlesnakes. 

How to get there: From Billings, head 
towards the old Super K-Mart and take 
Hwy 312 NE for about eight miles. Turn 
left onto Shepherd Road until you see 
Scandia Road on the right. After about 
three miles, turn on CA Road to the left 
and the parking area (and bathrooms) 
will be on the left. 


