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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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WELCOME TO YELLOWSTONE & GRAND TETON



Best Day in Yellowstone


ITINERARY DETAILS


Seasons of Yellowstone & Grand Teton


SPRING


SUMMER


FALL


WINTER


The earth’s tremendous forces have made Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks a land of fire and ice. The parks bear the marks of ancient seas, volcanic heat, tectonic upthrusting, and ice scouring. Even today, they shake and roar.


In Yellowstone National Park, rumblings of a supervolcano boil to the surface—spewing, spitting, oozing, and bubbling. Steam rolls from vividly colored pools, muddy cauldrons burp smelly gases, and blasts of hot water shoot high into the air. The cantankerous landscape gushes with spouters like iconic Old Faithful. In Grand Teton National Park, toothy spires claw the sky in one of the newest mountain ranges in the Rockies. Glaciers have chewed the terrain, leaving lakes, bowls, and steep-walled canyons in their wake. Mountains tower thousands of feet high, culminating in the Grand Teton.


Throughout both parks, sagebrush prairies make wildlife easy to spot. Bison, elk, pronghorn, wolves, and grizzly bears enchant visitors. Hiking trails, bicycle paths, lakes and rivers, and winter ski trails create a four-season recreation paradise to explore.



BEST DAY IN YELLOWSTONE






Morning
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1 To beat the crowds at the South Entrance of Yellowstone, enter in early morning and drive north to West Thumb Geyser Basin. Absorb immense Yellowstone Lake and your first geyser basin by touring the West Thumb boardwalk to admire colorful hot springs and the clear Black Pool. Along the lake, gaze across the water to the distant Absaroka Mountains.
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2 Continue north on Grand Loop Road along Yellowstone Lake and follow the Yellowstone River into Hayden Valley, where you may get caught in a bison jam. Use pullouts to look for trumpeter swans, bears, and elk.
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3 Aim northward for the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and turn east onto the North Rim Road. First, walk down to Brink of the Lower Falls to feel the thundering water, and then stop at Lookout Point for a photo of the falls and canyon.
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4 At the end of the North Rim, turn west to pull into Canyon Village. Tour Canyon Visitor Education Center and grab a quick lunch at Canyon Lodge.








Afternoon
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5 From Canyon Village, cross the park westward to Norris Geyser Basin. Walk the boardwalks through Back Basin first to finish with the colorful Porcelain Basin and the Black Growler fumarole.
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6 Drive Grand Loop Road southwest to Madison Junction and then southeast to Fountain Paint Pot to learn about the four types of hydrothermals, including colorful mud pots.
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7 Stop next at Midway Geyser Basin to tour the boardwalk that loops by four hot springs, including the colorful Grand Prismatic Spring.
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8 Drive to Old Faithful Inn to check in for the night. Then, head to Old Faithful Visitor Education Center to learn more about hydrothermals, the Yellowstone Tribal Heritage Center to connect with Indigenous artists, and Old Faithful Geyser to catch the next eruption.
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9 Back at Old Faithful Inn, eat an early dinner in the inn’s historic dining room.







Evening
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10 After dinner, stroll the Upper Geyser Basin from Geyser Hill to Morning Glory Pool.







ITINERARY DETAILS


• This itinerary works best mid-May-October, when most of Yellowstone is open.


• Avoid the largest crowds by traveling outside the July-August window.


• Make reservations for lodging and dining at Old Faithful Inn 12-18 months in advance (307/344-7311; www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com).


• Download the NPS app before you leave home and save Yellowstone for offline use—there is limited cell service in the park. Use the app for traveling and self-guided tours of geyser basins. In the Upper Geyser Basin, check the app’s updated eruption time predictions for several geysers, including Old Faithful.


• Pack a cooler with water and snacks. To pick up supplies in the park, stop in the Canyon Village Store.


• Parking may be full, especially in summer, at Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, Norris Geyser Basin, and Midway Geyser Basin. You may have to be flexible with the schedule.


• Stop to use the vault toilets at picnic areas along Grand Loop Road rather than waiting in long lines at geyser basins and visitor centers.
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Firehole Spring along Firehole Lake Drive, Yellowstone









SEASONS OF YELLOWSTONE & GRAND TETON



SPRING


(APR.-MAY, OFF-SEASON)


Mid-April offers car-free park roads to cyclists before roads open to vehicles in late April or May. As the snow melts, flowers like yellow bells emerge. Come in May for bison and elk calving seasons and fewer crowds or in June to spot bighorn sheep ewes with newborn lambs and grizzly bears foraging along Yellowstone Lake. In May, many visitor services return. Days may be rainy and cold, and some trails remain snow-covered into June. Snow can fall up to a foot (30.5 cm).
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Temperatures
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Day: 30 to 60°F (0 to 16°C)


Night: -4 to 23°F (-20 to -5°C)


Road and Trail Access


In Yellowstone, not all roads open at one point in spring. In mid-April, roads open between Mammoth Hot Springs and Madison Junction, West Yellowstone, and Old Faithful. After that, other roads open in early May. Last to open in late May are the high-elevation roads over Dunraven Pass between Tower Junction and Canyon Junction and Sylvan Pass on the East Entrance Road. In Grand Teton, Teton Park Road remains closed through April 30 from Taggart Lake Trailhead to Signal Mountain Lodge.


Hiking trails are often snow-covered, especially those at higher elevations. Some lower-elevation trails can be snow-free by mid-May.
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cross-country skiing near Castle Geyser, Upper Geyser Basin






SUMMER



(JUNE-AUG., HIGH SEASON)


Summer sees the most visitors, with July and August luring the biggest crowds. All park lodges, campgrounds, and visitor centers are open. June through early July buzzes with mosquitoes, while July through early August brings on rampant wildflowers. August also yields the best high-elevation hiking in the Tetons, and warmer days produce less steam for better hot spring viewing in Yellowstone.


Temperatures
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Day: 70 to 80°F (25 to 30°C)


Night: 35 to 45°F (1.6 to 7°C)


Road and Trail Access


Most park roads are open, with the exception of those that may be closed for construction. Most trails are snow-free, except for high elevations. Teton Crest Trail often has snow into mid-July.


FALL


(SEPT.-NOV., OFF-SEASON)


Cooler, bug-free days yield pleasant hiking with thinner crowds. Come in late September for the elk rut, when bulls gather harems to prove their dominance and their bugles break the nighttime quiet. Sporadic snowstorms depositing up to a foot (30.5 cm) can close park roads. Some services close in fall.
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Mount Moran in Grand Teton National Park in fall





Temperatures
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Day: 30 to 60°F (0 to 16°C)


Night: -4 to 23°F (-20 to -5°C)


Road and Trail Access


In Yellowstone, roads close in early November for the season. Snowstorms may temporarily close roads earlier. The only road remaining open goes from Gardiner, Montana, to Mammoth Hot Springs and across North Yellowstone to the Northeast Entrance. In Grand Teton, Teton Park Road closes November 1 for the winter; the closure goes from the Taggart Lake Trailhead to Signal Mountain Lodge. Snow buries high-elevation trails starting in October. Many low-elevation trails remain snow-free until November.


WINTER


(DEC.-MAR., HIGH SEASON)


In winter, deep snows bury the parks. Cross-country skiers tackle groomed and untracked trails in both parks. Touring in Yellowstone is via guided snowcoach or snowmobile, while lodging is available at Mammoth Hot Springs, Old Faithful, and towns surrounding both parks.


Temperatures
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Day: 0 to 28°F (-20 to -2°C)


Night: -5 to 5°F (-20 to -15°C)


Road and Trail Access


Most roads are closed in both parks (Nov.-late Apr.), with the exception of the park road between the North Entrance at Gardiner and the Northeast Entrance in Yellowstone. In Grand Teton, the road between Yellowstone’s South Entrance and Jackson is plowed all winter. Trails are buried in snow. Cross-country skis or snowshoes are needed for exploring on foot.





BEST OF THE BEST YELLOWSTONE & GRAND TETON



Best Hikes


BUNSEN PEAK


OBSERVATION POINT


FAIRY FALLS AND GRAND PRISMATIC OVERLOOK


MOUNT WASHBURN


TAGGART AND BRADLEY LAKES


HIDDEN FALLS AND INSPIRATION POINT


Best Views


PORCELAIN BASIN


ARTIST POINT


LAKE BUTTE OVERLOOK


MORMON ROW


SIGNAL MOUNTAIN


Best Geologic Hot Spots


MAMMOTH HOT SPRINGS


ROARING MOUNTAIN


FOUNTAIN PAINT POT


GRAND PRISMATIC SPRING


OLD FAITHFUL GEYSER


Best Scenic Drive


LOWER GRAND LOOP ROAD, YELLOWSTONE



BEST HIKES



BUNSEN PEAK


North Yellowstone


STRENUOUS


A climb of 4.2 mi (6.8 km) round-trip leads to a summit with 360-degree views and mountains in every direction (click here).


OBSERVATION POINT


Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins


MODERATE


Climb up a couple of switchbacks to a point where you can peer down on Old Faithful Geyser. Crowds below look tiny, and the viewpoint gives a different angle on the erupting geyser. Descend via a different route to complete the 2.1-mi (3.4-km) round-trip loop (click here).


FAIRY FALLS AND GRAND PRISMATIC OVERLOOK


Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins


EASY TO MODERATE


If you only do one hike in Yellowstone, this is the one to do. Traipse 6.8 mi (11.1 km) round-trip through a young lodgepole forest to reach the gossamer Fairy Falls. From a narrow slot, the falls plunge into a deep pool. In winter, the falls are draped with icicles. En route, add on a side loop to an overlook of radiant Grand Prismatic Spring (click here).


MOUNT WASHBURN


Canyon and Lake Country


STRENUOUS


A 6.4-mi (10.3-km) round-trip climb leads to the 10,243-ft (3,122-m) summit of Mount Washburn for 360-degree panoramic views. It’s a grunt, but the lookout provides huge rewards (click here).


TAGGART AND BRADLEY LAKES


Grand Teton National Park


EASY TO MODERATE


This 5.9-mi (9.5-km) loop takes you to two lakes at the base of Avalanche and Garnet Canyons. At Bradley Lake, you can stare straight up at the Grand Teton (click here).


HIDDEN FALLS AND INSPIRATION POINT


Grand Teton National Park


MODERATE


The most popular hike in Grand Teton National Park is a 2-mi (3.2-km) round-trip that starts with a boat shuttle across Jenny Lake and takes in Hidden Falls before summiting Lower Inspiration Point, a rocky outcrop with impressive views of Jackson Hole. If you want a longer hike, instead of taking the boat shuttle you can hike the Jenny Lake Loop, a gentle 7.3-mi (11.7-km) round-trip circle around the lake, before climbing to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point (click here).




NEED TO KNOW: YELLOWSTONE


• Park website: www.nps.gov/yell


• Entrance fee: $35 per vehicle


• Main entrances: West Entrance (US 20, West Yellowstone; open mid-Apr.-early Nov.); South Entrance (US 89/191/287; open early May-early Nov.); and the North Entrance (US 89, near Gardiner; open year-round).


• Hotel and park activity reservations: www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com


• Campsite reservations: www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com; www.recreation.gov


• Gas in the park: Mammoth, Tower Junction, Old Faithful, Canyon Village, Fishing Bridge, Grant Village


• High season: June-August







NEED TO KNOW: GRAND TETON


• Park website: www.nps.gov/grte


• Entrance fee: $35 per vehicle


• Main entrances: Moose Entrance (Teton Park Road; open year-round), Moran Entrance (US 89/191/287; open year-round)


• Main visitor centers: Craig Thomas Discovery & Visitor Center (Moose), Colter Bay Visitor Center (Colter Bay)


• Hotel and park activity reservations: www.gtlc.com; www.signalmountainlodge.com


• Campsite reservations: www.recreation.gov


• Gas in the park: Flagg Ranch, Colter Bay, Jackson Lake Lodge, Signal Mountain Lodge, Moose


• High season: June-August






BEST VIEWS



PORCELAIN BASIN


Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins, Norris Geyser Basin


This sprawling collection of springs varies in color from brilliant white to splotches of orange, offset by green and blue pools (click here).


ARTIST POINT


Canyon and Lake Country, Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone


At Artist Point, you’ll get classic views of the canyon and of Lower Falls, the tallest and most famous waterfall in the park (click here).
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view of Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone from Artist Point





LAKE BUTTE OVERLOOK


Canyon and Lake Country, Yellowstone Lake


Take in big views of the Absaroka Mountains, Lake Yellowstone, sunsets, and the Teton Mountains in the distance on clear days (click here).


MORMON ROW


Grand Teton National Park


This cluster of buildings from an 1890s Mormon ranch settlement with the spectacular backdrop of the Teton Mountains makes for an impressive image, even for amateur photographers (click here).


SIGNAL MOUNTAIN


Grand Teton National Park


Its position as the lone peak above the valley of Jackson Hole makes for big views of islands in Jackson Lake and the Teton Mountains (click here).



BEST GEOLOGIC HOT SPOTS



MAMMOTH HOT SPRINGS


North Yellowstone


Seen nowhere else in Yellowstone, springs at Mammoth create travertine terraces, which vary seasonally with the amount of water that flows down the stairstep hillsides (click here).


ROARING MOUNTAIN


North Yellowstone


Roaring Mountain is a mountainside collection of fumaroles that earned its name from its constant hissing (click here).
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Roaring Mountain





FOUNTAIN PAINT POT


Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins, Lower Geyser Basin


Iron oxides tint the Fountain Paint Pot pink, beige, and gray—a prime example of mud pots (click here).


GRAND PRISMATIC SPRING


Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins, Midway Geyser Basin


Grand Prismatic Spring is Yellowstone’s largest hot spring at 370 ft (113 m) in diameter and 121 ft (37 m) deep. It radiates stunning colors from its blue center to its orange and brown rays (click here).


OLD FAITHFUL GEYSER


Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins, Upper Geyser Basin


The most famous geyser anywhere, Old Faithful acquired its name thanks to its regular eruptions—an average of one every 88 minutes since 2013 (eruption intervals can vary 45-120 min). The area around Old Faithful, Upper Geyser Basin, has 410 geysers, the most in the park (click here).




DARK SKIES


As of 2025, neither Yellowstone nor Grand Teton were certified as International Dark Sky Parks, but they were working toward that goal. On the scale that measures light pollution, they both rank high in minimal artificial light. That leaves plenty of places away from developed lighted areas to absorb the Milky Way and starscapes. Bring binoculars or a telescope plus a night sky map to enjoy the experience even more. Warm layers for cooler nighttime temperatures and camp chairs aid in making the experience comfortable.
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Old Faithful Geyser with the Milky Way





SKYWATCHING SPOTS


When you arrive at one of these skywatching spots, turn off your headlights immediately to avoid disturbing the experience of others. Your eyes will take about 30 minutes to adjust fully to the darkness. Do not use white-light headlamps, which will disrupt the adjustment of your eyes; use red lights or cover white lights with red cellophane.


Yellowstone


Lamar Valley


This huge, high-elevation valley in North Yellowstone has many pullouts perfect for stargazing. Choose those farthest away from the few lights around Lamar Valley Ranch.


Firehole Lake Drive


Take advantage of pullouts on Firehole Lake Drive in Yellowstone to watch the night sky. On warmer nights with less steam, features such as Firehole Lake or the pools around Great Fountain Geyser can add reflections.


Lake Butte Overlook


A short spur off the East Entrance Road in Yellowstone goes to an overlook of Yellowstone Lake. For safety, plan to arrive before dark to a spot for viewing safely on the hillside.


Grand Teton


Mormon Row and Antelope Flats


Pullouts afford views of the stars with a silhouette of the Teton Mountains. Choose pullouts out of sight of the small village of Kelly.


Signal Mountain


Drive to the summit of Signal Mountain for two overlooks that afford massive sky views.


STARS OVER YELLOWSTONE PROGRAMS


Rangers lead free nighttime stargazing programs at several locations. Check the park newspaper or online (www.nps.gov/yell) for hours and dates, as they vary throughout the summer due to changing twilight times and dates for moonless nights. In Northern Yellowstone, stargazing programs take place at Forces of the Northern Range Trail, east of Mammoth. Closest to Old Faithful, Madison Campground Amphitheater parking lot hosts tours of the night sky. Periodically, additional programs offer telescope viewing to see star clusters, planets, and nebulae.


ASTRONOMY NIGHTS IN GRAND TETON


Grand Teton rangers host free astronomy programs at Colter Bay Visitor Center and its neighboring amphitheater. Find schedules for these programs in the park newspaper, online (www.nps.gov/grte), or at visitor centers.







INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF YELLOWSTONE & GRAND TETON


HISTORY


Archaeological evidence in Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks shows that Indigenous people appeared around 11,000 years ago after the Yellowstone Ice Cap melted. A few stone tools indicate their presence, including an obsidian Clovis point. Other points and projectiles were found around Yellowstone Lake in what was probably a summer camp.


Increased use of what became the Yellowstone and Grand Teton area spiked about 3,000 years ago as many Indigenous people found hospitable summer environments, wildlife for hunting, fish, and edible or usable vegetation. Harsh winters made them move to warmer and more protected locations. The Northern Cheyenne, Northern Arapahoe, Shoshone, Bannock, Crow, Gros Ventre, Kiowa, Blackfeet, Flathead, and Nez Perce are some of the Indigenous people to use these lands. Some groups used geothermal areas for sacred ceremonies and medicine rites. Shortly after Yellowstone became a national park, it served as a temporary haven for the Nez Perce in 1877 on their 1,170-mi (1,880-km) flight toward Canada to escape the U.S. Army as it attempted to force them onto a reservation.


The Tukudika, or Sheep Eaters, members of the Mountain Shoshone, were among the few permanent residents of the high plateaus that became Yellowstone. They relied on bighorn sheep for survival. While structures including conical timber lodges, called wickiups, are attributed to the Tukudika, more than 1,900 archaeological sites in Yellowstone are evidence of several groups of Indigenous people using the region. The NPS app (download at home and save the park for offline use) has a self-guided tour of several Tukudika sites on Grand Loop Road between Mammoth Hot Springs and Norris Junction.


Shortly after Yellowstone became a national park in 1872, the Tukudika were moved to the Wind River Reservation east of the park along with the Eastern Shoshone. Other Indigenous people were removed from the park under the auspices of making it safe for tourists. Park superintendents and politicians who had never visited Yellowstone further justified the forced displacement of Indigenous people by spreading rumors that the Indigenous people were afraid of the evil spirits in geysers.


As Yellowstone and Grand Teton were mapped by white explorers, they named places for expedition members, friends, and the people who funded their work. But the land had Indigenous names for millennia prior to mapping; only a tiny handful are still in use today. For instance, the Shoshone called the Teton Mountains “Teewinot,” which referred to the series of pinnacles. Today, only one peak in the Tetons bears that name.


To gain an understanding of the dispossession of these parklands, listen to the first episode in the podcast Parks (www.parkspodcast.com [URL inactive]). Several Indigenous voices speak to what that has meant to people whose ancestors thrived in Yellowstone for thousands of years and their connections with the park today.


TODAY


Yellowstone has 26 associated tribes with historical connections to the land. Three of the tribes that hunted, camped, fished, and held ceremonies in Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks have reservations nearby, but not bordering the parks. Some members still visit for religious, ceremonial, or medicinal purposes, and each reservation celebrates its culture every summer with a powwow and rodeo. Most are open to visitors, but check current details online.


Southeastern Montana is home to the Crow Nation (www.crow-nsn.gov) that celebrates the heritage of the Apsáalooke, or “Children of the Large-Beaked Bird,” in June. Adjacent to the Crow, the Northern Cheyenne Nation (www.cheyennenation.com) combines the Tsitsistas and the Só’taeo’o, who celebrate in early July with additional events throughout the summer. Flanking the Wind River Mountains of Wyoming, the Eastern Shoshone (https://easternshoshone.org) and the Northern Arapaho (https://northernarapaho.com) host one of the largest celebrations in the region during Eastern Shoshone Indian Days in late June, followed by the Arapaho powwow in late summer. Smaller events celebrating Native American heritage also happen weekly in summer (https://windriver.org).


EXPERIENCES


Yellowstone Tribal Heritage Center


Yellowstone: Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins


This center at Old Faithful features members of the park’s associated Indigenous tribes. Tribal members share traditional art, photography, crafts, songs, storytelling, dancing, and drumming. Find the schedule through Yellowstone Forever (www.yellowstone.org/yellowstone-tribal-heritage-center) or outside the building.


Obsidian Cliff


Yellowstone: North Yellowstone, Grand Loop Rd. between Mammoth Hot Springs and Norris Junction


The 0.5-mi-long (0.8-km) Obsidian Cliff, a National Historic Landmark and archaeological site, resulted from a 180,000-year-old rhyolite lava flow that crystallized. Look closely to see the shiny black bits of obsidian in the layers, but do so with binoculars or from a car because the site is closed to exploring. Early Indigenous people in the area quarried the sharp obsidian for making knives, arrowheads, and other tools. North of the cliff on the west side of the road, the Obsidian Cliff interpretive kiosk is one of the first interpretive exhibits created by the National Park Service. It contains an obsidian sample you can touch. A walkway leads to a viewpoint of the cliff. The NPS app (download at home and save the park for offline use) has a self-guided tour of this site.
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Obsidian Cliff





Nez Perce National Historic Trail


Yellowstone: Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins, North Yellowstone, Grand Loop Rd. from West Yellowstone to Yellowstone Lake and north to the Northeast Entrance


In 1877 on their flight toward Canada to escape the U.S. Army forcing them onto a reservation, the Nez Perce, or Nimiipuu, spent two weeks crossing Yellowstone, bumping into a few visitors. The 1,170-mi (1,880-km) Nez Perce National Historic Trail (www.fs.usda.gov/main/npnht [URL inactive]) that commemorates their flight traverses the central part of Yellowstone. You can follow portions of their route on a driving tour. A few locations on the route bear the Nez Perce name (a creek, two picnic areas, and a trail).


David T. Vernon Collection of Indigenous Artifacts


Grand Teton: Colter Bay Indian Arts Museum, Craig Thomas Discovery & Visitor Center, Jackson Lake Lodge


Grand Teton National Park owns an extensive collection of crafts and arts from the Indigenous people of the region. Ten thousand artifacts were originally collected by David T. Vernon and later purchased by Laurance S. Rockefeller, who donated a portion of the collection to the park. Artifacts include intricate beadwork, clothing, moccasins, jewelry, tools, cradleboards, toys, saddles, pottery, and weapons. You can also see samples online (https://artsandculture.google.com, search “David T. Vernon Collection”).


You can see selections of these artifacts in three locations. Jackson Lake Lodge (101 Jackson Lake Lodge Rd.; mid-May-early Oct.) exhibits a few pieces in the entry and upstairs lobby, and the Craig Thomas Discovery & Visitor Center (Moose; 8am-5pm daily Apr.-Oct., shorter hours spring and fall) includes artifacts in its historical exhibits. The Colter Bay Indian Arts Museum (Colter Bay Visitor Center; 8am-5pm daily mid-May-early Oct., 9am-5pm daily spring and fall) also includes artifacts but amplifies the experience with Indigenous artist demonstrations of beadwork, painting, and carving.






BEST SCENIC DRIVE



LOWER GRAND LOOP ROAD, YELLOWSTONE


PARK AREA: Old Faithful and the Geyser Basins, Canyon and Lake Country


SEASON: mid-May-early Nov.


DRIVING DISTANCE: 96 mi (154 km) round-trip


DRIVING TIME: 4 hr round-trip (without stops)
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If you only do one drive in Yellowstone and Grand Teton, make it Lower Grand Loop Road. This loop links the major areas of Yellowstone: Old Faithful complex, Norris Geyser Basin, Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, and Yellowstone Lake. It also cuts through Hayden Valley with outstanding wildlife-watching, and a portion of the loop follows the Nez Perce National Historic Trail (click here and click here).
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West Thumb Geyser Basin boardwalk along Lake Yellowstone







TRAVEL SUSTAINABLY IN YELLOWSTONE & GRAND TETON


• Bring a refillable water bottle instead of disposable plastic bottles.
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Multi-Use Pathway in Grand Teton





• Buy locally made products.


• Go with local park-approved guide companies.


• Stay on boardwalks and trails in geyser basins to protect the fragile crusts and thermophiles growing there.


• Bring binoculars to watch wildlife and maintain a distance of at least 100 yards/meters away from bears and wolves and 25 yards/meters from all other animals.


• Minimize driving by hiking, biking, paddling, and skiing to experience the parks.


• Turn off the car engine rather than idling when you use pullouts to watch wildlife.


• Use established paved or gravel pullouts for wildlife-watching and photography rather than pulling over onto meadow edges.


• Be a conscientious park visitor by following Leave No Trace principles (https://lnt.org) at all times.


• Adjust your schedule to visit crowded sites at less popular times or seasons.


• Always have a plan B or C in case crowds preclude your plan A.








NORTH YELLOWSTONE



North Yellowstone 3 Ways


HALF DAY


FULL DAY


AVOID THE CROWDS


Highlights


ROOSEVELT ARCH


S MAMMOTH HOT SPRINGS TERRACES


GOLDEN GATE


SWAN LAKE FLAT


OBSIDIAN CLIFF


ROARING MOUNTAIN


PETRIFIED TREE


S ROOSEVELT CORRALS


CALCITE SPRINGS AND YELLOWSTONE NARROWS


TOWER FALL


S LAMAR VALLEY


SIGHTSEEING TOURS


Scenic Drives


NORTH ENTRANCE TO NORTHEAST ENTRANCE


UPPER GRAND LOOP ROAD


Best Hikes


TROUT LAKE


SEPULCHER MOUNTAIN


LOST LAKE LOOP


NARROWS OF THE YELLOWSTONE RIVER


GUIDED HIKING


Backpacking


BLISS PASS


YELLOWSTONE RIVER


PERMITS


Biking


ROAD BIKING


MOUNTAIN BIKING


Winter Sports


CROSS-COUNTRY SKIING AND SNOWSHOEING


Food


STANDOUT


BEST PICNIC SPOTS


Camping


STANDOUTS


Lodging


STANDOUT


Balancing volcanic features and soaring mountains, North Yellowstone clings to the park’s Montana-Wyoming border.


Slicing across North Yellowstone between the high Gallatin and Absaroka Mountains, sagebrush plateaus proliferate with wildlife. Elk hang out on the lawns in Mammoth Hot Springs. Bears and wolves hunt at Swan Lake Flat in Gardners Hole. Vast herds of bison congregate in Lamar Valley. Pronghorn race through sagebrush, bighorn sheep feed on steep slopes, and, higher yet, mountain goats walk the cliffs. Bring binoculars and spotting scopes for watching the action.


Beneath the landscape, hot water boils to the earth’s surface. It spews out steaming in Mammoth Hot Springs, creating otherworldly sculptures of ever-changing colorful travertine. Soak up the smells, sounds, and sights on its boardwalks.


Between wildlife and hot springs, the Yellowstone River plunges through the narrow canyons, alternating with pools in the flats. As the longest free-flowing river in the Lower 48, it provides clean passage for the native trout that lure anglers to its waters.
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TOP 3
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S 1. MAMMOTH HOT SPRINGS TERRACES: Stroll the lower formations of these otherworldly travertine terraces and drive through the dormant upper terraces.
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S 2. ROOSEVELT CORRALS: Experience the Old West on horseback or in a stagecoach from Roosevelt Corrals.
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S 3. WILDLIFE IN LAMAR VALLEY: Huge bison herds, elk, pronghorn antelope, bears, wolves, bighorn sheep, and raptors range across the valley known as “America’s Serengeti”.
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NORTH YELLOWSTONE 3 WAYS



HALF DAY


With only a few hours, focus your time on experiencing volcanic activity and wildlife from Mammoth Hot Springs to Lamar Valley. An early start will help you fit it all in.


1 Tour the boardwalks through the terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs, including Palette Spring and Minerva Terrace. You can also continue climbing boardwalks to Canary Spring, or look up at the orange spring from the road below as you depart.


2 From there, head east to Petrified Tree. Walk the short path to see this relic of a wetter climate before Yellowstone’s supervolcanic eruption.


3 Continue on to Lamar Valley. Plan to spend an hour at pullouts in this sprawling valley watching bison herds, pronghorn, and sandhill cranes. Scan the surrounding slopes for bears and wolves.


4 Stop for a meal in the historic Roosevelt Lodge before returning to Mammoth Hot Springs.



FULL DAY



Take a full day to explore the sights and experience northern Yellowstone from Gardiner, Montana. A pair of binoculars will be especially helpful for wildlife-watching in Lamar Valley.


1 Drive to Mammoth Hot Springs, located in the northwest corner of Grand Loop Road.


2 Orient yourself by touring exhibits in the Albright Visitor Center, located in the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters building left over from when the U.S. Army managed the park.


3 Head to the Lower Terraces of Mammoth Hot Springs to tour the wheelchair-accessible boardwalk past Liberty Cap to see Palette Spring at the base of the Lower Terraces. To explore further, climb the boardwalk and stairs to loop around Minerva Terrace.


4 After touring the Lower Terraces, circle the one-way loop of Upper Terrace Drive through older features such as Orange Spring Mound. Park to descend the staired boardwalk to Canary Spring.


5 Back in your car, head east on Upper Grand Loop Road toward Tower-Roosevelt Junction. Pull over at Undine Falls to marvel at the three-tiered waterfall.


6 Stop for lunch at Lava Creek Picnic Area.


7 Farther along, stop at the Petrified Tree to see a petrified specimen of the ancient redwood trees that used to populate these slopes.


8 After lunch, drive through Lamar Valley, stopping at pullouts to look for bison, bears, wolves, sandhill cranes, pronghorn, and bighorn sheep.


9 Return to Tower-Roosevelt Junction and turn south on Grand Loop Road to Calcite Springs. Peer down on the springs and the Yellowstone Narrows from boardwalk overlooks.


10 Continue farther south to Tower Fall.


11 Return to Tower-Roosevelt Junction for a horseback or authentic stagecoach ride at Roosevelt Corrals. Or you can combine a horseback or wagon ride with the Old West Dinner Cookout.


12 Dine in the historic Roosevelt Lodge before calling it a day.



AVOID THE CROWDS



Crowded boardwalks and bison jams are part of the summer experience in Yellowstone. Visit the northern corridor, with roads open year-round, in the fall for quieter trails and fun wildlife-watching.


1 Drive south to Swan Lake Flat at sunrise from Mammoth Hot Springs on Grand Loop Road. Park and scan the scenery with binoculars for elk. You may hear the bull elk bugling before you spot them rounding up their harems. Watch also for wolves and trumpeter swans.


2 Then backtrack to head east onto Grand Loop Road, detouring onto the one-way, rough dirt Blacktail Plateau Drive for more wildlife-watching. Look here for bears, bison, and fall colors.


3 Back on Grand Loop Road, head to the Yellowstone River Picnic Area trailhead, where you can hike the Yellowstone Narrows to peer down on Calcite Springs and the Yellowstone River.


4 Tour the Northeast Entrance Road as it squeezes through the Absaroka Mountains. You may see bighorn sheep or mountain goats on steep mountain slopes.


5 Enjoy a picnic at Warm Creek Picnic Area before heading back to Mammoth Hot Springs. (If temperatures preclude picnicking, Cooke City is just outside the Northeast Entrance.)


6 Take an early-evening drive on the one-way loop of Upper Terrace Drive. Park to overlook the Lower Terraces and walk to Canary Spring.


More Ways to Avoid the Crowds


• Sepulcher Mountain hike


• Cross-country skiing and snowshoeing




FLOOD DAMAGE IN NORTH YELLOWSTONE


A catastrophic flood in June 2022 destroyed infrastructure in North Yellowstone. You’ll see newly built segments of road on the North Entrance and Northeast Entrance Roads. The latter especially offers a view of the immense power of the flood. While road rebuilds have been completed, Pebble Creek Campground, which was obliterated by flood rubble, still needs to be reconstructed.





HIGHLIGHTS


ROOSEVELT ARCH


North Entrance


Located at Yellowstone’s North Entrance, Roosevelt Arch may be one of the best human-built park entrances in the country. The original entrance road crosses under the stone-and-mortar arch dedicated to President Theodore Roosevelt, who laid the cornerstone in 1903. Reconstruction of Park Street, the viewing park and amphitheater, and the arch area for the 2016 anniversary of the National Park Service has improved access for photographing the arch. The reconstruction also reopened walkway doors. A signed shortcut road lets large RVs bypass the narrow entrance through the arch, but cars can still drive through it. To walk around the arch and Arch Park, park on Park Street.



S MAMMOTH HOT SPRINGS TERRACES



Water and limestone created the travertine terraces of Mammoth Hot Springs, where sulfur scents the air. Raised boardwalks and stairways lead to viewpoints where you can admire the sculpted landscape and changing calcium carbonate formations. For your safety from scalding water and to help preserve the fragile crusts, stay on the boardwalks at all times. Park naturalists guide interpretive walks around the terraces; find schedules on the park website or at the visitor center. The NPS app (download Yellowstone for offline use) also has interpretive information about the terraces (under Areas and Mammoth Hot Springs) and an audio tour of the Upper Terrace.


[image: image]


Lower Terrace


Boardwalks and stairways loop 1.8 mi (2.9 km) through the Lower Terrace from several parking lots. From the lowest point near Liberty Cap, be ready to climb 300 ft (90 m) in elevation to reach the Upper Terrace. Access the boardwalk at one of three lower parking lots on the park road south of Mammoth Village, or walk there from the Albright Visitor Center.


To start, follow the northwest boardwalk to see Liberty Cap, a 37-ft-tall (11-m) dormant hot springs cone that the Crow call “Red Woman’s Digging Stick” after a legend also passed down by the Blackfeet and Shoshone. Across the street from Liberty Cap is Opal Spring, which amasses a new foot of travertine every year. Past Liberty Cap, a boardwalk spur on the right leads to the colorful Palette Spring, where thermophiles create orange and brown colors. It will be white or gray when dry. Continue up the main boardwalk to circle the loop around Minerva Terrace, known for its striking travertine sculptures that alternate between watery and dry. Cleopatra, Mound, and Jupiter Terraces flank the stair climbs to the overlook at the Upper Terrace Drive parking lot. A spur boardwalk with steps heads left to the striking orange and brilliant white sinter Canary Spring.


Upper Terrace


At Mammoth Hot Springs, the 0.75-mi (1.2-km), one-way, single-lane Upper Terrace Drive (mid-May-early Nov.; groomed for cross-country skiing in winter) snakes through unique limestone features created from once-active hydrothermals. From several locations, walk to overlooks for views of the Gallatin Mountains, the village below, the Lower Terrace, and Canary Spring. Drive by the striking Orange Spring Mound. The narrow, curvy loop drive squeezes between firs and junipers; trailers or RVs over 25 ft (8 m) are prohibited. Locate the entrance to the Upper Terrace about 2 mi (3.2 km) south of Mammoth Village on the road toward Norris. The NPS app (download at home and save the park for offline use) has a self-guided tour of the Upper Terrace.




BEST PLACE TO WATCH THE SUNSET


Head to Lamar Valley for wildlife-watching at dusk, one of the best times to spy animals. Then, stick around for the sunset.
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sunset over Lamar Valley








GOLDEN GATE


Driving south from Mammoth, the curvy road climbs 1,500 ft (460 m) in 3 mi (4.8 km) through a landslide of white travertine boulders called the Hoodoos and then on a cliff-clinging viaduct to reach Kingman Pass. The passage through Glen Creek Canyon is known as the Golden Gate, named for the vivid color of yellow lichens on the rhyolite cliffs. While the road has been rebuilt several times, its first incarnation in 1884 was a rickety wooden trestle bridge. A unique rock pillar, which was moved with each reconstruction of the road, sits on an outer curve, while at the top, Rustic Falls sprays down 47 ft (14 m) of natural stair-step stones. Bunsen Peak, a cone volcano, looms above. An overlook on the east side of the road between the rock pillar and falls offers a viewing location.
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