




Dan Bennett figures he has taken several hundred people hiking to Wagner Basin on the Rocky Mountain 
Front over the years. He leads hikes for Montana Wilderness Association and others, and all those hikers 
add up. Each trip the skull tree is one of the highlights—a limber pine hung with about 20 white-tailed 
deer skulls, all graced by the detailed painting of a bird.
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“The paintings are beautiful!” Bennett says, echoing 
the reaction of others.

	 But out of all those hikers, not a single one knew who 
painted the skulls. Bennett didn’t either.
	 Part of the pleasure of the skull tree is its sheer 
unexpectedness. One moment hikers are breathing in fresh, 
mountain air, crossing a meadow with scattered trees and 
scanning the surrounding peaks and cliffs for bighorn sheep. 
The next they’re in an outdoor art gallery, examining every skull 

hung on the pine’s trunk, to admire the bird painted on each. 
They contort their bodies to see the ones that point downward, 
which escape the weathering best. They find the bighorn sheep 
skull with its bighorn painting. Some will note that western 
tanager, American avocet, pine siskin, American goldfinch, 
yellow-rumped warbler, great horned owl, and the others are 
birds of north central Montana. Then they marvel at the tidy, 
sinuous lines that join a deer’s skull plates together.
	 But who paints these birds? We put on our gumshoes to 
find out.
	 Mostly we find people who have been wondering the 
same thing. Most enthusiastic of all is Karen Horn. The Forest 
Service staffer at the Rocky Mountain Ranger District in Choteau 
pounds her hand on the counter in excitement when she hears 
our mission. “I can’t wait to find out who it is!” she squeals. She 
gives us some leads, which is more than we can say for most of 

the people we contact. Not that each one wouldn’t like to help, 
just that they don’t have much information to share.
	 Kelsey McCartney, the first Forest Service employee to 
discover the skulls back in about 2002, tells us, “I think they’re 
cool but I don’t know who painted them.” Each fall McCartney 
takes a picnic to the skull tree to enjoy the art.
	 Two and a half months, six visits and seventeen phone 
calls later, we have nothing but two unsubstantiated rumors. 
We’ve been reduced to calling the lessees of the cabins at nearby 

Hannan Gulch, of whom Charlie Marlen, a birder from Great 
Falls, and Mary Nichols, a cabin lessee with a serious bird 
feeding operation, are most promising. We have Marlen’s phone 
number, so we call him first, but he has never heard of the skull 
tree. He’s heard of Mary Nichols, though. She leases the cabin 
next door, formerly leased by her father the late Dr. Felix Crago, 
a close friend of Marlen’s.
	 But at the desk of Golden Eagle Plaza, a senior living 
community at the address the internet lists for Mary Nichols, 
our shoulders slump. “There’s no Mary Nichols here,” says 
Connie Rust, the administrative assistant.
	 But when we mention Nichols is Dr. Crago’s daughter, 
improbability roars in.
	 Rust, merely the person at the address where there 
is no Mary Nichols at all, much less the one whose surname 
we misspelled, says, “Dr. Crago? I know Dr. Crago’s daughter. 
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Let me think.”  She closes her eyes and presses both temples 
in concentration. After a momentous pause, she blurts, “Ellen 
Gersatz!”
	 Soon we have Gersatz on the line, with the words we’ve 
been longing to hear. “I know who the artist is,” she says with 
perfect confidence. “It’s my niece, Megan Royce.”
	 Royce, who lives in Dillon, enjoys the family cabin in 
Hannan Gulch so much that she visits every other weekend. 
Roaming the mountains nearby, she searches for antlers, 

shoulder blades, and skulls. We reach her by phone several 
hours later.
	 What prompted her to construct the skull tree?
	 “I kept finding deer skulls,” she answers. “‘Why don’t I 
put them in the wild where people can enjoy them? ’ I thought. 
Skulls on a tree over by Anaconda inspired me, but those are 
skulls without paintings.”
	 Royce only began painting at all because she likes 
European mounts for deer, composed of a bleached, antlered 
skull as opposed to the more typical shoulder mount. They 
begged for adornment, so she gathered some materials and tried 
her hand at painting. Thinking she could do better each time, 
she kept at it. Thirteen to fifteen years later, Royce has never 
had an art class, never painted on canvas. “I’ve never painted 
on anything but skulls and bones,” she says. So far she paints 
strictly wildlife.

	 As for choosing to paint birds on the skulls, she says, “My 
parents were really into birdwatching, and that kind of got me 
into it. You paint big game animals and there’s only four or five 
to do, over and over again. But there’s such a variety of birds here 
in Montana. They fit the space well, too.”
	 Now that Royce knows how many people enjoy the skull 
tree, she’s thinking about sprucing up the paintings, which 
she hasn’t refreshed for three or four years. There’s no mystery 
about that. Other art projects have been keeping this talented, 
amateur artist occupied.

To find skull tree: Bring bear spray. From US 287 in Augusta, 

follow signs towards Gibson Reservoir. At Hannan Gulch sign, 

turn and cross Sun River on low bridge. After a couple cabins, 

follow right fork of road past more cabins, as far as you can. 

Follow trail below cliff until it peters out in meadow. Look ahead 

150 yards for dead limber pine and green picnic table. Skulls are 

on tree’s back side, 0.4 miles from parking area.
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OPPOSITE LEFT:  Skulls 

painstakingly decorated with 

bird paintings are displayed 

on a dead limber pine tree 

in Lewis & Clark National 

Forest—Sun Canyon, Teton 

County, MT.  

OPPOSITE MIDDLE: Painted 

American Goldfinch.

OPPOSITE RIGHT: Painted 

American Avocet . 

LEFT: Painted Canada Goose.
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