
Hiking for 
Huckleberries



THE PATCH
Cavanaugh parks his wheels along the 
dirt road then heads out on foot with a 
backpack and an empty coffee can. At just 
under 100 years in age and just over 100 
pounds in weight, he seems frail until you 
see him move with the grace of a heron on 

The trees shimmer with the emerald green of late summer. The bushes 
sparkle with the ruby red of early fall. There are only a few days left in 
the sweetest season of the year and Charles Cavanaugh isn’t going to 
waste them. He drives two hours from Idaho Falls into the heart of the 
Palisades Ranger District near the South Fork of the Snake River for 
the huckleberry harvest.

the hillside. “I need my hands to grab the 
trees and bushes,” says Cavanaugh. “Gosh, 
they’re better walking sticks than holding 
one.”

No walking stick. No rest. He climbs 
for almost an hour making sure the world 

doesn’t pass by without him taking notice. 
He comments on the changing leaves, the 
birds in the branches, the sign of a bear 
once busy with bathroom duties. He stops 
only once to point out his destination—
the lone dead wood just below the ridge 
that crooks slightly to the left. His favorite 
huckleberry patch starts at the base of it. 
“This isn’t my huckleberry patch,” he says. 
“Everybody in the country can come up 
here. All they have to do is walk.”

THE PROBLEM
The problem is, many people don’t walk. 
They ride and there isn’t a legal motorized 
trail to the patch Cavanaugh is walking to. 
Riders can reach the patch, pick it clean 
and be gone before he gets there. Beyond 
riders in Cavanaugh’s preferred area, 
several illegal off road routes cut through 
the ranger district. “Some people don’t 
realize it, but the South Fork corridor was 
identified in 1980 by the Fish and Wildlife 
service as the single most important wild-
life habitat in Idaho,” says Bud Alford, US 
Forest Service Wildlife Biologist. “It’s really 

Palisades is the Place to Pick



“The people who wear gloves to pick huckle-
berries haven’t got a brain in their head.”

—Charles Cavanaugh, age 91

a shame to let a minority of people destroy 
that corridor.”

The Forest Service closes illegal routes 
every summer and Cavanaugh hopes 
its diligence will protect the patch he’s 
crouched in. He tucks a green MJB coffee 
can between his knees so he can gather 
hucks with both hands. His fingers are 
painted purple in seconds. “The people 
who wear gloves to pick huckleberries 
haven’t got a brain in their head,” he says.

THE PRIZE
It takes 200 huckleberries to cover the bot-
tom of a coffee can. It takes two hours to 
fill a can. That amounts to about 40,000 
berries during just one afternoon collec-
tion. The work is hard on his back, but easy 
on his belly. He says, “They’re real super 
sweet and very nutritious.”

With a full belly and a full can, he heads 

down the hill with a crop he’ll divide into 
freezer bags and feast on until next year 
when the berries will be ready for the pick-
ing once again. Charles makes this pilgrim-
age a few times a year between July and 
September and as he finishes his last trip 

of the year, he’s already looking forward 
to next year. “It’s pleasure walking up the 
hill. It’s nothing but pleasure,” he says. 
“Look at this. Look at the surroundings. 
You can’t beat this. I can live forever in this 
environment.”


