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Enjoying a sunset from Toppings Lake Ridge (9,036 feet / 2,754 m) after a long day of hiking.







Introduction

Jackson Hole, the town of Jackson, Grand Teton, and the areas surrounding this outdoor playground are visited by over four million people every year. There is a good reason. Yellowstone is a short drive to the north, wildlife is plentiful, the landscapes are awe-inspiring, and the locals are friendly.

Jackson Hole is named after David “Davey” E. Jackson. He was a fur trapper who worked the area in the 1820s, so much so that it became known as “Jackson’s Hole.” The name soon shortened to Jackson Hole that is so familiar today.

If you visit the Craig Thomas Discovery & Visitor Center in Grand Teton, look for the three-dimensional map of the area. The reason it is named a “hole” will be obvious. The ring of mountains circling the region creates a relatively flat hole in the landscape.

Glaciers shaped the region by raking across the landscape, creating mountain canyons and broad flats. A fault line runs across the eastern base of the Tetons, creating the uplift that sculpted the famous mountains visitors enjoy today. The mountains are still rising and Jackson Hole is still dropping according to local geologists.

Visitors come to experience the wildlife, too. Wolves, moose, bear, elk, bighorn sheep, and other animals are common sights throughout Jackson Hole. Hikers must be prepared to handle wildlife encounters safely and responsibly. Big animals are thrilling to encounter on the trail.

Winter defines the region. Because of the high altitude and proximity to the high Yellowstone caldera, snow can stay well into summer. It has snowed every day of the year in Jackson. One summer day may be warm and comfortable while the next is downright chilly. Often, there are weeks in winter when the high temperature never rises above 0ºF (−18º C). In 1979, the temperature dropped to −63ºF (−53ºC). The thermometers in the park froze at −50º F (−46ºC).

Jackson is a popular ski destination for alpine downhill, backcountry, and cross-country skiing. It’s a top stop for amateurs and pros alike. Winter arrives early and melts of late, making hiking up high a challenge through June. The payoff is high alpine flowers that last well into August.

The valley is a destination for artists and art lovers. The September Arts Festival, coupled with smaller crowds, fall colors, and chilly mornings, is perfect for hiking enjoyment. People travel from all over the world to visit Jackson and experience the wonders that it has to offer.

Enjoy the hikes in this book!

Using this guide

Tabs on the page’s edge and text on the top header demarcate major areas of the book in Jackson Hole. Sub-areas in each area are marked at the bottom of the page. This provides the reader with a better understanding of what area they are in while searching the book.

The goal of this book was to provide readers with information as quickly as possible. All hikes are self-contained. Simply photocopy or take images of only the pages you need for the hike and head outdoors. The table of contents is designed to help you make a quick decision about what trail to tackle.

Each area page provides a map with each sub-area marked. There are more detailed views of nearby trails and other navigational features. For many areas, travel is simple and understandable. Other trails are challenging to follow and poorly signed, if at all. Trails in Grand Teton are generally easy to navigate. Gros Ventre Range trails may have no signs at all and require a GPS plus map and compass skills.

Locally used names do not always match up with official government names or names on maps. This makes finding certain features of interest challenging for the first-time visitor. One example of inconsistent naming is Sheep Mountain. Locals call Sheep Mountain by the name Sleeping Indian. Once you identify the mountain, you may visualize where the name comes from. Wherever possible, the trail notes these name variances in the text to further aid the reader.

Trail numbers are clustered by major areas. Inside each area, the trails are listed alphabetically for convenience. There is no particular priority given to some trails over others. Each trail described in this book has its highlights and features. Notes are listed in the table above the trail description.

Units and Distances

Distances are provided in both standard/imperial and metric. Elevations are provided in feet and meters. Adding both metric and standard/imperial units eliminates the mental gymnastics required to convert between whichever system you are familiar with.

Table of Contents

The name, distance to complete the trail, and difficulty are noted in the table of contents. This makes it easy for readers to find hikes they have time or energy for without having to thumb through the entire book. With a glance, you can find the area you want to go to, the distance, and the difficulty of trails in that area. Do you only have time for a short hike or are you ready to walk all day? In moments, the table of contents provides you with information to make that decision.

Ratings: Easy, Mod (moderate), Stren (Strenuous), Ex Stren (Extremely Strenuous).

Trail Descriptions

This book is designed so every trail description is self-contained rather than relying on multiple sections to piece together longer hikes. The design makes it easy for readers to learn about a hike in a single description.

The trail’s title has the round trip or loop distance required to complete the hike for easy reference. It also notes the difficulty. This distance is included in the table of contents as a rapid reference for hikers looking for quick answers. This information reduces time-consuming searching for a hike in a particular area based on the amount of time available.

The trail descriptions contain distances, trail markers, and obvious major geographic locations. Overviews give you the one-sentence snap of what this trail is about.

Overview

The overview contains a one-sentence quick overview of the major trail highlights. Some trails feature a particular destination. Other trails are about the sights along the journey.

Trip Style

There are different types of hiking trips in this book which are described below:

Out and back: This is the most common type of trip. You hike to a particular destination, turn around, and return along the same trail.

Loop: Loop trails start and end at the same trailhead. There is little if any ground that the trail covers on both the outbound and the return journey.

Lollipop: Trails of this nature have a starting section of trail that will be walked twice when returning to the trailhead. However, much of the trail is a loop. The basic trail shape resembles a lollipop.

Shuttle: These trails start at one trailhead and end at another. It is possible to return via the same trail. However, the distance is substantial enough to warrant using a vehicle or bicycle to return to the originating trailhead. If you can schedule or communications work, you can have someone pick you up at the end trailhead, saving the double driving back and forth. The trail description discusses ways to make this trail style work well.

Trail Distances

Where possible, a quality GPS was used to measure the trail distance. Minor variations in a trail can add up to a significant distance over what a map shows. Often signage in Grand Teton matches well with GPS-measured distances. In other locations, sign distances may not match up to what is on the map and both will not match up to the actual ground distance. The difference is rarely more than 10% but is normally far less. Every trail has minor variations that can add up to more distance than the maps may show.

If the measured trail distances do not match your device’s distances, don’t become too worried. Some GPS units are less accurate than others. Sampling frequency, measurement error, and elevation integration failures all add to the distance beyond the stated trail distance. Note that whatever the distance may be, the difficulty of the trail is not only its distance but the elevation gain and terrain it covers. Give yourself plenty of time and avoid overestimating your ability.

Elevation gain/loss and max. elevation

The elevation difference between the lowest and highest point on the trail is the number provided. Every trail has up and down travel that adds up. This variation is often far more than what maps indicate. Refer to the elevation profile to better understand the amount of gain and loss experienced on a trail.

For loop and complex trails, total elevation gain and loss are reported. The style of measurement is noted in the trail overview. The maximum elevation of a trail is the highest point attained on that trail. Some trails have a high point that is not the endpoint. The Teton Crest Trail, Teton Traverse, and other trails have high points along the path rather than at the end.

Trail difficulty

There are four ratings used in this book. These categories are based on what moderately fit middle-aged adults with some hiking experience report. People who have never hiked the Rockies will feel a moderate trail as the toughest thing they’ve ever done. Others with substantial experience will feel the opposite. The greatest difficulty in the Jackson Hole area is finding easy and moderate hikes. Many hikes lead straight up into the Tetons, automatically making them strenuous trails.

Trail ratings are primarily affected by elevation gain, ruggedness, and the amount of route finding required. Distance is a secondary factor, as a nearly level trail of several miles (kilometers) is far easier for a human to walk than a steep climb with slip and fall exposure. Inexperienced hikers will attempt to rush a steep trail and burn themselves out rather than pacing themselves to reach a high point.

Below are the trail ratings and their criteria:

Easy: These trails have little to a slight elevation gain. They may cover a short distance to several miles (kilometers). Over that distance, there will be no route-finding or difficulty in returning to the trailhead.

Moderate: Longer, graded hills with moderate elevation gain covering longer distances. There may not be much elevation gain but the distance will be more significant. Little to no route finding is required.

Strenuous: Hikes that will test your stamina and fitness. They are steep, long, and rugged. They may be multi-day trips and will have substantial elevation gains. There may be some route finding required.

Extremely strenuous: Trails that travel straight up mountains. They may have substantial exposure and can require significant route-finding effort.

Often trails feel much farther in the Jackson Hole region due to three factors: elevation, elevation gain, and terrain ruggedness. Each of these factors will affect how long a trail “feels” to a hiker. First-time visitors often remark that official trail distances are not correct. “The trail felt much farther than that,” is the common refrain.

The below three points help explain the ratings.

Elevation: All trails in the Jackson Hole area are above 6,000 feet (1,828 m) above mean sea level (MSL). The air has ~20% less oxygen in Jackson Hole than at sea level. If you are not acclimated to this altitude, the thin air can make hiking one mile (1.6 km) feel like two miles (3.2 km). Avoid underestimating the effort and time required to cover distances.

Elevation gain: The second factor is the elevation gain of many of the trails in the area. Every trail has gain and loss along its length. Some trails feature a substantial amount of gain and loss, increasing the time and effort required to complete them. Some trails are incredibly steep which will slow hikers down far more than they are used to. This gain coupled with the absolute elevation will tax even the fittest athletes.

Ruggedness: Often visitors to Jackson Hole remark that trails are far more rugged than their home mountains. A dramatic tectonic uplift created the Teton Range. This geologic feature causes many trails to be rocky. The landscape has not had time to erode and smooth out. The toughness of this northwest Wyoming landscape cannot be understated.

Visitors want to enjoy these strenuous hikes but find the trails are beyond their fitness or skill level. There is no shame in turning around and declaring that the trail is too tough. It is far better to accept the trail is too difficult, turn around, and return home safely. Avoid pushing through a misery fest and becoming injured or lost, requiring a dangerous and expensive evacuation.

Trailhead location

The overview uses the official trailhead name where available. Trailheads without official or local names use the trail’s name. Some starting points do not have a name and the trail’s name simply becomes the name of the trailhead.

GPS Coordinates

GPS coordinates are provided in WGS 84 DD.DDDD, WGS 84 DDº MM’ SS”, and UTM coordinate systems. Depending on the accuracy of your GPS, the coordinates and distances may not exactly match the information noted in the trail description. With a strong signal, the error should be less than 30 feet (9 m).

Be mindful of local conditions. Do not blindly follow your GPS device or phone. Avoid being completely dependent on a device for navigation. Devices may fail for many reasons, including software failure, device failure, breakage, user error, battery failure, weather, or terrain.

Trail Traffic

Trail traffic ratings are based on the author’s experience, local knowledge, and what official sources have reported over the years. Some traffic ratings have changed from light to heavy over the years from online media exposure. Below are the subjective trail traffic ratings:

None: The chance of meeting another hiker along this trail is unlikely. You will be rewarded with wilderness solitude by taking the trail less traveled.

Light: There may be a hiker or two along this trail. More often than not, hikers will rarely see others along this route.

Moderate: Hikers will encounter a few others along the route. The trail will not feel busy but the chance of solitude is unlikely.

Heavy: You will frequently encounter hikers along this trail. Some trails are so popular that they feel like social events. These highly popular trails are busy due to ease of access or where they go.

Maps and Notes

This book uses United States Geologic Survey (USGS) 7.5’ 24k topo maps for hikers to refer to. These maps are the most common and are easy to find at local stores or online. They are the basis for all trail descriptions.

Arrows on trail maps coordinate with the distances marked between those arrows. The arrows are normally situated where there are trail junctions, summits, or other major waypoints. Maps are to scale except where noted. Refer to official US National Park, Forest Service, and USGS maps for the latest updated official information.

Trail notes include any additional information or things hikers need to watch for. Some of these may be dangers to be prepared for. Other notes are helpful tidbits to give you a better idea if the trail is appropriate for your group’s skill level.

Trailhead Directions

All driving distances begin at the Town Square in Jackson. The farthest away trails in this book are no more than a two-hour drive from town. Be mindful of local conditions, detours, construction, and seasonal changes. If you are using a map on your cellular device, plan to lose the signal. Often there is no cellular coverage at trailhead locations. Be prepared.

Trailhead Facilities

Many trailheads have an information kiosk with a map. A few locations have general stores where supplies can be purchased. Other trailheads are simply a dirt track that leads off into the wilderness without even a sign.

Trail Descriptions

Cardinal directions are referred to by their first initial where appropriate in the trail descriptions: North (N), South (S), East (E), West (W).

The more complex or confusing a trail is, the more detailed the description will be. Some trails travel for miles (kilometers) with little chance of becoming lost. Other trails are particularly difficult to follow, requiring cross-country travel. Where off-trail travel is required, this is noted in the trail overview and description. Unless you are confident in your outdoor skills, be mindful that off-trail travel in the Jackson Hole area is challenging.

Waypoints

Distance waypoints are added for longer trails to aid in understanding the total distance to particular destinations. The first number is miles and the second is kilometers. Distances are measured from the trailhead unless noted otherwise.

Right of Way Rules and Etiquette

Hikers traveling uphill have the right of way. Those struggling up a steep trail will appreciate downhill travelers stepping to the side. Hikers have the right of way over bike riders.

All travelers must give way to horse, mule, and stock traffic. Safely step off the trail on the downhill side and talk with the riders. This is especially important if you are carrying a backpack. Some pack animals perceive people carrying backpacks as a threat. Riders appreciate you speaking and showing you’re a human. Ask permission before touching or petting any animal.

Let bike riders know how many are in your group if they’re not immediately behind you.

Consider avoiding portable speakers to avoid disturbing other people’s outdoor enjoyment. Some hikers use them as a tool to announce their presence to bears. They are ineffective and create a false sense of security. Popular Bluetooth speakers cannot project enough sound far enough ahead of you to be effective.

Fees

There are entrance fees for Grand Teton National Park. If you think you might ever visit another national park, monument, or recreational area in the next year, the national parks pass, also officially known as the America the Beautiful Pass, is well worth the money. It allows you quicker entrance and can be used in several federal jurisdictions.

If you are old enough, consider purchasing an America the Beautiful Senior Pass. Once purchased, this pass is good for the life of the pass holder. Park passes cannot be replaced if lost. They must be repurchased.

A permit is required for camping in the national parks. Plan well in advance for these, as popular sites fill up well ahead of time. Check the latest park regulations to learn more about walk-up and advance purchase camping permits.

Location Names

Highly popular locations like Jackson Hole have naming conflicts between official and local names. Due to historical usage, overlapping agencies, and local vernacular, the names of some trails and locations may not match the official record.

For the sake of communicating with locals, the local name has been selected as the trail or place name where it adds more understanding. The official name is noted in the text or on the map as well for the reader’s convenience.

Road numbers, names, and local pronunciation

The roads through Jackson Hole have multiple US and Wyoming highway numbers and names. There are also names that locals use, confusing first-time visitors. It is common for locals not to know a highway number. Below are some common names to help when reading or obtaining directions.

The road heading north from Jackson, US 26 / US 89 / US 191, is called “the highway” or “the park road.” Teton Park Road, between Moose and Jackson Lake, is sometimes called the “inner park road.” The road between Hoback Junction and Alpine, US 89 / US 26, is called “the canyon.” The road between Gros Ventre Junction and the town of Kelly is called “the Kelly road.” The dirt road leading into the Elk Refuge from the east end of Broadway is called “the refuge road.” Highway 22 between Wilson and Victor is called “the pass.”

Highway 390 from Highway 22 to Teton Village (Jackson Hole Mountain Resort) is called “the village road.” The dirt road north of the Grand Teton south entrance leading to Moose and the Teton Park Road is called “the Moose-Wilson road.” The dirt road that passes by the Moulton Barn is called “Mormon Row.” US 26 / US 287 from Moran Junction to Dubois is called “Togwotee Pass.” This particular name covers a long stretch of road. The actual pass is short but locals generally call it “going to/over Togwotee.”

The French word “Teton” is pronounced “tea-tawn” with the “tea” dragged out a bit longer than expected and “tawn” sounding like the word “yawn.” Teton is not pronounced “tea-tun,” with “tea” cut short and “tun” sounding like a “ton of bricks.” The town of Dubois is pronounced “dew boys,” as in the soda drink “Mountain Dew” and “boys”, as in boys and girls. It is not pronounced “du-boys”, as in “no duh” plus “boys.” The French phrase Gros Ventre is pronounced “grow-vont” as in “grow a garden” and “computer font.” Togwotee is pronounced “toe-guh-tea.”

Local newspaper with updated information

The free daily newspaper is the Jackson Hole News and Guide, called “the daily.” It is an excellent resource for daily Jackson Hole information. It has weather reports, local events, incident reports, and discount coupons that hikers and travelers will want to be aware of. It is available at most hotels, gas stations, coffee shops, and many stores.

The weekly edition of this paper is distributed Wednesday and is called “the weekly” by locals. It has in-depth articles and more substantial information that a visitor will be interested in. This weekly paper is sold for a nominal cost at hotels and grocery stores. Both papers are well worth seeking out.

Best Season

The “best” season for general hiking is summer in Jackson Hole. All other seasons can and will have substantial snow depending on the year. Snow stays late into the spring and often well into summer at altitude. Winter conditions often arrive before the start of fall. Snow has fallen in July and August and caught many cold, unprepared hikers by surprise.

The weather in Jackson Hole is highly unpredictable. Temperatures can drop below freezing at night, even in the summer. One day can be warm and the next day requires a down jacket and gloves. Many people have spent unplanned substantial sums of money on winter clothing in July.

Late May through mid-June is a great time to enjoy alpine flowers in the lower elevations. Flowers may be present well into late August in the high elevations. Animals will often migrate to upper elevations during mid-summer to escape the valley heat. Early spring and late summer are best for viewing the large animals of Jackson Hole.

Wilderness Area Regulations

Special regulations and rules apply to all wilderness areas in this book. Wilderness areas are special use designated areas with greater restrictions than the national parks. This includes no mechanized travel at all (bikes included), no drones, paragliders, or anything else mechanical. Check with the Forest Service for other use restrictions.

Minimize Impact

The Jackson Hole area is heavily used due to its beauty. To keep the area as pristine as possible, consider the following leave no trace principles:

Plan and prepare: Honestly evaluate your skill and impact. Hacking down a section of the forest for a survival shelter leaves long-lasting impacts.

Camp lightly: Avoid crushing plants with your campsite. High alpine vegetation can take years to recover from being squashed under a tent.

Carry out waste: Carry everything out that was brought in. Bury toilet paper at least 200 feet (60 m) from any water or consider carrying it out.

Leave what is there: Though tempting to take a souvenir, leave all items in the forest as you found them. Collecting anything in the national park is prohibited, even pine cones and rocks.

Minimize campfires: Avoid leaving burned logs and blackened rocks. They make the area look like a garbage dump. Use established fire pits to minimize the impact. Check local regulations.

Respect wildlife: Life is tough for animals in Jackson Hole. Winters are long and brutal. They only have a few months to prepare their young for winter.

Be considerate: Millions of people visit the area every year. Follow the golden rule and treat others and the area as if you were visiting a respected friend’s home.

Pets and service animals

Pets are not allowed on national park trails. See the park’s website for updated ADA-permitted service animal information. Native animals perceive pets as a predator and a dangerous threat. Owners often do not understand that pets are in danger in the wilderness. There have been many recorded instances of pets being killed by wolves, bears, moose, and other wildlife.

The scent of a pet that passed by hours ago will disturb the local animals. Wild animals, especially protective mothers, may react negatively to the scent of a pet’s urine spot days later.

Be considerate when bringing pets on trails where allowed. Respect local trail regulations and customs. Not all people appreciate a pet invading their space. What some may think is fun, others may find intrusive and threatening. An unexpected encounter with an unleashed pet on a narrow trail can result in serious injury or worse.

Note that some wild animals carry rabies or bubonic plague. Bats, squirrels, chipmunks, etc., have infected humans and pets before. Should a pet encounter and contact a small mammal, there may be serious consequences. Consider a pet’s health and safety by leaving them at home or in a safe location. All pets must be under control at all times. Many off-leash pets have been tragically killed when confronting wild animals.

Carry out all pet waste in a bag and dispose of it at home. Bring your own bags. Trash bags are often left along trails by inconsiderate owners. These make this beautiful area look like a disgusting garbage dump. Do not leave bags “to be picked up later.” They are often forgotten, polluting the forest and leaving a mess for others to deal with. Wild animals often take waste bags and spread them into the forest.

In 2015, the Forest Service counted 168 piles of dog feces and trash bags left at the Cache Creek trailhead in one month. 6 per day. This prompted a closure of the area due to pollution and garbage in the creek. There are constant trash bags and feces piles discarded in the Cache Creek area every day by irresponsible owners. Please don’t pollute the forest with pet waste and trash from it.

Forest Service Trail Numbers

The forest service trail numbers are added to the maps when possible. They are referred to in the trail description and the heading table to help clarify directions. Forest service trail numbers are sometimes physically marked with a sign. Often these signs are in trees, so look around when encountering a trail junction in forest service areas.

The Forest Service website has useful information. Check this book’s web page for the latest updated links to forest service web pages.

SAFETY

General Safety

Hiking during a warm summer day in Jackson Hole is an exquisite experience. Travelers from all over the world visit to enjoy the landscape, animals, and plant life. However, there are some dangers visitors must be aware of. For virtually all hikers, a walk will go exactly as planned. It’s the seemingly minor stumble, overestimation of ability, or unexpected weather that changes a pleasant walk into an ordeal.

Water

Bring water or be prepared to treat water collected in the backcountry. All water sources should be considered contaminated, no matter how crystal clear a source may look. Be prepared to boil, filter, or chemically treat water to prevent Giardia and Cryptosporidium. Both parasites can land inattentive hikers in the hospital.

Satellite beacons and emergency transponders

Avoid being reliant on a satellite beacon to keep your friends and family updated on your whereabouts. Devices fail. Batteries run out of power. The mountainous nature of Jackson Hole routinely blocks satellite signals. Emergency personnel regularly receive calls from panicked family or friends back home who haven’t received satellite updates in hours or days. Often hikers forget to send an update because they become engrossed in their wilderness experience. Avoid creating panic by tempering expectations.

The park and emergency services routinely receive messages from hikers who believe they are in mortal danger. What often happens is hikers find themselves out ill-prepared after dark or are heavily fatigued. An emergency beacon is meant for just that—a real, life-threatening emergency. Being tired and hiking in the dark is a non-event for some. Others may feel that they are on death’s doorstep. Strongly consider your experience, equipment, and time required.

Emergency rescue

Rescues are costly and dangerous for all involved. Helicopter rescues are only used when emergency medical service (EMS) personnel determines there is no other safe way to rescue a stranded or injured hiker. Air rescues are risky. If EMS determines the risk to be too great, be prepared to stay put through the night. This said, if you are seriously injured or require rescue, do not hesitate to signal for help in a safe manner. If you break a bone and cannot walk, do not allow the situation to worsen by delaying a call for help. Many sad circumstances could have been avoided by a timely call for help.

Ten Essentials

Derived from the Scouting program, carrying the items on the ten essentials list improves the likelihood a person will survive an unexpected event. They provide a person with an improved chance of survival.

Without the understanding of how to use the ten essentials, they can seem a burden to the untrained hiker. Spend a little time familiarizing yourself with how to use each of these items. This invested time can make the difference between an exciting family story and a tragic local newspaper story.

Below is a list of essentials to bring on any hike:

Map and compass: A physical map and compass are key tools to helping you navigate out of the woods, as they are not dependent on electronics. These take practice to learn to use properly. GPS units and phones have batteries that will fail at the worst possible time and are easily damaged.

Pocket knife: A basic pocket knife, Swiss army-style knife, or multi-tool with a blade is an essential tool. You do not need a large sheath knife.

Extra clothing: A light jacket, spare socks, and a hat can help you through an unexpected cold front.

Rain gear: A light rain jacket and rain pants can make all the difference in preventing hypothermia in unexpected weather changes.

Water bottle (with purification): Bring extra water beyond what you expect to use. Water purification will greatly extend your hiking range.

Extra food: Bring extra food that requires no cooking. Basic trail snacks, bars, or dried meat will provide energy.

Flashlight/headlamp: Bring at least one flashlight of any type and ideally two. Headlamps are doubly handy. Lithium batteries work to −40ºF/C and last far longer than alkaline or NiMH batteries, especially in the cold.

First aid kit: A small quality first aid kit will take care of most minor injuries in the field. The ability to take care of blisters and minor sprains is most important.

Matches or fire starters: The ability to create a fire in an emergency is helpful. Matches in a waterproof case are ideal. Change them out yearly, as they can deteriorate over time. A small votive candle can be a lifesaver.

Sun protection: The sun and its ultraviolet radiation (UV) are intense in Jackson Hole due to the high elevation. Unprotected skin can sunburn in an hour. Serious skin sunburns and UV eye damage are possible without protection. Sunscreen, hats, and glasses are a wise investment for your health and safety.

Other handy items to have:

Whistle and signal mirror

Toilet paper plus trash bag

Trekking poles

The goal of this list is to have what you need to take you through a chilly night in the summer while waiting for rescue. If you plan on being in Jackson Hole in the winter, the additional safety gear list substantially expands. Temperatures in the −30ºF (−35ºC) range during the day are common during the winter.

Weather and Lightning

Weather cannot be seen approaching over the Tetons until it is on top of you. A surprise thundershower has caught many hikers off guard, soaking and chilling them to the point of mild hypothermia. Temperatures can drop below freezing at night in the middle of a hot summer. It can be 95ºF (35º C) in the day and 25ºF (−4ºC) in the middle of the night. This is especially true at higher elevations in exposed, breezy conditions.

Hikers have experienced a sunburn in the late morning only to find it snowing in the afternoon. Most of the time, summer weather is pleasant and enjoyable. Other times, you can find yourself soaked, freezing, and miserable in a snow flurry at a high mountain lake.

Before venturing out, check the latest weather forecast in the daily paper, the park service, and the National Weather Service at https://www.weather.gov/. Forecasts can be unreliable due to the nature of the mountain terrain. The best bet is to know that if a 20% or more chance of precipitation is predicted, there is a decent chance of being rained on.

Afternoon monsoon weather patterns develop in July and August with regularity. Mornings will be clear and then afternoon rain and lightning appear out of nowhere. Storm clouds cannot be seen west of the Tetons until they are right above you. It is a scary experience to be above the tree line in the Tetons when clear skies turn dark in mere moments and lightning booms overhead.

The mountains surrounding Jackson Hole create an unpredictable rain and lightning shadow. If thundershowers or lightning are predicted, be extremely cautious. Lightning has killed many hikers and climbers over the years here. Immediately abandon your plans and move to a protected area if you hear thunder and are in an exposed location. Your life may truly depend upon your actions.

Hypothermia

It is easy to develop hypothermia in Jackson Hole. A passing rain shower in the afternoon far from the trailhead can leave hikers soaked and chilled. Add a breeze, fatigue, and sweat and you have a potentially fatal combination. Slipping into a creek during a crossing late at night a few miles (kilometers) from help is all it takes to put yourself in danger.

The common signs of hypothermia are uncontrollable shivering, slurred speech, incoherence, fumbling with basic tasks like tying shoelaces, stumbling while walking (similar to intoxication), inability to stand up after resting, and strong drowsiness. Should you or your hiking partners want to fall asleep, make every effort to warm up and stay awake. Falling asleep while hypothermic is a sure recipe for death.

Should someone suffer from mild hypothermia, dry them off, and warm them up. Should the symptoms become severe, have the victim climb into a sleeping bag with another person. If none is available, huddle together out of the wind in a sheltered location. Call for help if possible while trying to rewarm the victim following modern first aid guidelines.

Often adults will hide symptoms out of embarrassment until the situation is serious or dire. They may become combative, claiming everything is fine. Be honest and open with your hiking partners. There is no shame in asking for help when in need.

Wild animals

Wild animals are a big part of the attraction of Jackson Hole. Over the decades, some animal populations have expanded, making it easier than ever to find and enjoy seeing them.

Do not feed any wild animal. It is illegal to feed wild animals, even chipmunks. The fines and penalties are steep. Plus, a fed animal quickly associates humans with food. They can become aggressive, forcing authorities to kill these habituated animals. Humans are almost always the cause of wild animals becoming dependent on human food sources.

Bears

Bears now inhabit all parts of Jackson Hole and, by extension, northwest Wyoming. There are popular grizzly bears that people travel from all around the world to observe. Cubs are wonderfully gregarious and playful when observed from afar. Bears are powerful apex predators that require the utmost respect and lots of space. The wilderness is the bear’s domain and you are a guest passing through.

There are two species of bears in Jackson Hole: black and brown bears. The common species name of the bear does not correlate to the color of their fur. Their dispositions are also different. Never think that a seemingly docile bear is tame. All animals in Jackson Hole are wild and tough.

Black bears (Ursus americanus) can be any number of colors, including blond, tan, cinnamon, brown, or black. They have long muzzles, relatively short claws (1”-2” / 2.5cm-5cm), and have little to no pronounced shoulder hump. Their ears are relatively tall and pointed. They have a comparatively mild disposition, though black bears have killed people and their pets.

Grizzly bears (Ursus arctos horribilis), known as the brown bear, also come in a variety of colors. They have a pronounced shoulder hump, a flatter face with ears that are short and round. Their claws are long (2”-4” / 5cm-10cm). These bears are highly territorial and will attack for no apparent reason.

You may never see a bear on your hike. When you do see one nearby, it is an experience you will never forget. There is much written on bear safety and traveling in bear country. Refer to the up-to-date national park and forest service guidelines for keeping safe. Note that bears act aggressively because they perceive humans as a dangerous intruder, especially mothers with cubs. Given enough warning, bears will tend to avoid encounters and disappear silently into the forest. They are large animals but travel with amazing stealth.

There are a few guidelines that will help you reduce the chance of a negative bear encounter:

Encounters: If you should come across a bear, DO NOT RUN. DO NOT CROUCH DOWN. You cannot climb a tree faster than a bear. Stay calm, avoid eye contact, talk to the bear in a calming, monotone voice, and slowly back away while facing the bear. Bears often bluff charge. You won’t know until they pass or hit you if it’s a bluff or a defensive attack.

Angry bears may huff, stomp, snap their jaws and teeth, growl, or otherwise let you know they are uncomfortable. They may do none of these things, simply walk away, or charge you. There are no absolute rules. Bears are wild and thus unpredictable.

Should a bear stalk you and act overly interested, you are in serious jeopardy. The bear may be curious but it may have also decided you are prey. Please refer to the national park and forest service information for the latest in bear conflict avoidance techniques.

Bear cubs: Should you find yourself between a female grizzly (sow) and her cubs, you are in mortal danger. Never put yourself in this situation. Bear cubs are cute to see and are thoroughly entertaining. However, sows will perceive you as a threat. They will do everything in their power to render you as a non-threat. To her, you are a danger to her cubs. If you see bear cubs while hiking, immediately and calmly vacate the area and notify a ranger.

Bear cubs are likely not abandoned though they appear to be. A natural human reaction is to help a seemingly endangered baby animal. If you see a baby bear, immediately vacate the area. The mother is likely nearby and will viciously defend her young. Notify rangers that you have seen bear cubs along a trail.

Noise: Make as much noise as possible while hiking. Sing, clap, call out, and do whatever you can to make sure you are heard. Surprise encounters are a primary reason for bear charges and attacks.

Sightlines: If you are in dense brush and cannot see far ahead and to the side, slow down. Make even more noise. Yell, announcing your presence.

Cooking: Cook at least 100 feet (30 m) from your campsite. If possible, eat dinner on the trail a full hour before setting camp to distance yourself from your food smell. Though not practical, it’s the best you can do. Thoroughly clean your dishes. Note that cleaning dishes in creeks, rivers, and lakes is not allowed in the national park. The easiest method for avoiding dirty dishes is to bring food that only requires boiled water.

Food storage: The national park requires bear-resistant food canisters for food storage. Hanging food in trees is no longer allowed in Grand Teton as a food storage method. Finding a proper hang location takes skill, time, and effort. An appropriate tree may be impossible to find. An approved bear container, when properly used, is simple to use. They dramatically reduce the stress of backpacking in bear country. Make sure to place your locked bear food container far away from your tent, ideally 100 yards/meters.

Use this rule when thinking about food storage and bears: never underestimate an animal that can learn to ride a motorcycle. Only heavy steel and concrete can stop bears. Coolers and vehicles are no match for these motivated and powerful animals.

Smell items: Bears can smell everything. They can smell your triple-bagged beef jerky as though it were not in a bag at all. Store all items with a scent in your bear container, including toothpaste, gum, candy, deodorant, etc. The only exception is DEET-based bug repellent. This chemical can damage some bear containers and render your food inedible.

Trash: What you bring with you must come out of the forest. Do not bury trash. Animals can easily dig up what you have left, habituating them to human food. This often leads to aggressive animals that tragically have to be euthanized due to human carelessness.

Groups: Hike in groups of four or more whenever possible. The larger the group, the more likely a bear is to vacate the area rather than acting defensively.

Fixation: Look as far down and around the trail as possible. It is easy to become fixated on the trail 10 feet (3 m) in front of you, increasing the chance of walking into a surprised bear or moose.

Dead animal carcass: If you encounter a dead animal carcass that is anything other than dry bones on a trail, immediately vacate the area. Both grizzlies and black bears will violently defend the food they have claimed. Idle curiosity can cost you your life. Notify a ranger of the carcass. It can save someone else’s life.

Bear spray: Be ready to deploy bear spray in 1–2 seconds. Carry it in your hand while in thick brush or where you cannot see a significant distance. Keep it accessible in a cargo pocket so you can draw it in one second if it’s not in hand already. Bears can cover 100 yards/meters in 7 seconds. They can run 50 feet (15 m) in 2 seconds. If bear spray is dangling on your pack or is packed away, you might as well be carrying a rock.

The National Park and Forest Service visitor centers have training materials regarding bear charges. Contact them and ask what the current best methods are for dealing with a bear charge and how best to avoid them.

While sleeping, place bear spray so it’s immediately accessible. In windy conditions, bear spray effectiveness will be limited and may incapacitate you. Should you be walking into a breeze, consider what you will do before you need to do something.

Bear spray seems expensive. However, it is far less expensive than having your face sewn back on after an attack. Bear spray can be rented in Jackson. Airlines will not allow you to fly with bear spray, so you will be forced to abandon it at the airport.

Firearms: Current regulations may or may not allow loaded firearms to be carried in national parks. Check for the latest regulations. Areas outside the national parks have different rules and may allow firearms. The overriding philosophy in Jackson Hole is to carry bear spray at all times. Unlike a firearm, bear spray will not permanently injure a bear, yourself, or those around you. Bear spray is simply concentrated pepper spray.

The tragic bear fatality event near Togwotee Pass in 2018 changed some people’s approach in the Jackson Hole area to bear defense. Speak with forest service personnel about the latest recommendations and regulations. Should you use a firearm against a bear, there will be a thorough investigation. Grizzlies are a federally protected species. If you are found negligent, there can be serious penalties. This book is not meant to be legal advice and should not be construed as such.

Note that the above bear defense approaches are generally considered effective in the Jackson Hole area. Always refer to the latest laws and regulations in the area you are visiting. The philosophy and approach to bear encounters in Alaska and Canada is different than in Jackson Hole. Always observe local regulations and customs for the best, non-lethal outcome.

Author’s note: This will help you understand the power of bears. I once saw a small black bear lift a solid log with one paw multiple times looking for grubs. This log was larger than a big coffee table, 6 feet long and 3 feet in diameter (1.8 m / 1 m). After doing this several times, it became annoyed and, with a huff, tossed the log away with little effort. It was the same effort as me tossing aside a book. I hiked by the same spot the next day and tried to move the log myself. I could barely rock it.

Moose

Moose (Alces alces) are the largest species of the deer family. Weighing upwards of 1,000 pounds (454 kg), these magnificent animals roam much of Jackson Hole. They lose their antlers (rack) every year during the winter. They are usually found by the water, as moose eat aquatic plants in the summer. In the winter, they can be seen in Jackson living off of the buds of twigs on trees.

Though they appear awkward and slow, they are neither. Should you encounter a moose on the trail, speak calmly and back away. If a moose feels threatened, they will defend themselves. People have been seriously injured or killed over the years by not giving moose enough space. Female moose (cows) may defend their young. Nearly every year, there is a tragic story of a pet being killed by moose. Pets fail to understand that moose feel threatened by their presence. A moose may stomp an uncontrolled, off-leash pet that is harassing the moose. The owner may be found liable for the actions of their pet harassing wildlife.

Bison

Bison (Bison bison) are a symbol of the American west and are on the Wyoming flag. Though often referred to as buffalo, their true name is bison. These herd animals are large, powerful, and fast. They can weigh over 2,000 pounds (907 kg) and can run upwards of 40 MPH (64 KPH). A running herd is a sight to behold.

These cantankerous federally protected animals can be seen throughout the lower elevations of Jackson Hole. Maintain a minimum distance of 25 yards/meters and abide by the latest national park wildlife regulations. These herd animals are powerful and can run faster than expected.

Mountain Lions

Mountain lions (Puma concolor), also known as pumas, catamounts, cougars, or panthers, are present in the Jackson Hole area. The chances of a visitor seeing them are exceedingly rare and are a special treat to see. A sighting will generate excitement and press. Should you encounter this powerful cat up close, do everything you can to appear larger and threatening. Let the cat know you are not an easy target. Do not crouch down, as this may initiate an attack. Fight back with anything you have. Let wildlife officials know of any sighting along a trail.

Wild Animal Diseases

Some wild animals carry rabies. Others can carry the Bubonic plague, the same disease that killed millions in medieval Europe. Avoid contact with all wild animals, especially seemingly tame raccoons, rodents like squirrels and chipmunks, and other mammals.

Bats also carry rabies. If you find a bat, never touch it. Bat teeth are tiny and you may not even feel a minute scratch from their teeth. The tiniest scratch is all that it takes to infect humans with rabies. The saliva of bats and other wild mammals contacting broken skin (even a hangnail) can infect you with rabies. You may not even realize it has happened. The same thing can happen to a pet. Often people infected with rabies will be unable to drink though desperately thirsty. They may become hydrophobic (fearful of water).

There is no known cure for rabies. Once a person shows symptoms of rabies, death is almost certain. Rabies is 100% fatal in humans if it is not diagnosed and treated in time.

Sun Exposure

The sun is intense in Jackson Hole. It is easy to sunburn due to the elevation and thin atmosphere. Bring clothing that protects skin and use sun protection products when necessary. Avoid temporary and even permanent eye damage by using proper eye protection.

Altitude Sickness

Due to the steepness and elevation of trails in Jackson Hole, it is possible to develop altitude sickness. Also called Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS), this condition can make people feel ill or even put them in the hospital.

The primary cause of altitude sickness is gaining elevation too quickly. If you fly into Jackson, give yourself a few days to acclimate before going on a long hike. Seek professional advice on this matter.

The most effective treatment for altitude sickness is descending to a lower elevation. Should you feel more than slightly ill, seek professional treatment. AMS will make you miserable and may land you in the hospital.

Dehydration

The air in Jackson Hole sucks the moisture out of humans. People often underestimate how much water is needed for a hike. A small half-liter bottle is completely inadequate for long hikes with elevation gain. In the summer, you will soon be out of water and feeling terrible. Avoid heat exhaustion or worse by bringing more water than you need.

Author’s note: I have provided water to countless unprepared hikers over the years. People I’ve helped were exhausted, sitting in the dirt, and even stumbling. This often happens on Snow King and near Hidden Falls at Jenny Lake. Please avoid injury by carrying more water than you need. Avoidable rescues are costly and risk all involved.

Hiking Boots

Bring broken-in footwear that protects feet and ankles. Jackson Hole is far more rugged than people realize. Many trails are rocky for long stretches. The number of people with debilitating blisters from new boots starting on a long backpacking trip on the Teton Crest Trail is uncountable.

Twisted ankles from improper footwear are a daily occurrence in Jackson Hole. Often hikers purchase boots the day before a multi-night trip. Soon, their feet are covered in painful, open sores. Avoid this agony by planning ahead.

Emergency Satellite Beacons

Modern technology has allowed humans to travel farther than ever before. It has also enabled inexperienced hikers to get themselves into substantial danger.

Also, the park receives calls from distressed relatives about hikers who have not checked in with their tracking beacon. Avoid creating an unnecessary and expensive emergency call by setting realistic expectations for communications. Technology often fails in the backcountry.

Do not promise you’ll send daily messages via satellite beacons to someone. This promise may be impossible to keep, creating unnecessary panic. Hikers relying on these devices are unaware of the impacts.

Cell Phone Reception

Do not rely on a cell phone for emergency communications in the areas covered in this book. The cell phone coverage in this region is spotty at best. Cellular service can be affected by weather, geography, or outages.

Always let someone responsible know where you are going and when to expect you back.
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Taggart Lake Trail.
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