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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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Mormon Row in Grand Teton National Park.





Embodied by the bucking bronco on its license plates, Wyoming is a child’s cowboy fantasy come to life, with rodeos aplenty and dude ranches where even city slickers can try their hand at riding and roping.


But what strikes people most about Wyoming is its authenticity. The harsh climate and isolation that make Wyoming the least populated state in the union result in an uncommon grace in its residents. It’s expressed not just in the weathered creases on their faces but in the way they do business and welcome visitors. There is glitz here too, in places like Jackson Hole and Cody, but it doesn’t distract from the essence of Wyoming. Those towns are but a flash of silver, the shiny buckle on a well-worn belt.


The landscape—from soaring mountains and narrow valleys to sweeping plains—was carved over eons by water, wind, fire, and ice. The culture was also shaped by conflict: between those who were from here and those who were not; those who valued the land itself and those who sought its riches. Its distinct histories—both natural and cultural—are evident everywhere, not just tucked away in dusty museums, as the state continues to redefine itself.
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Million Dollar Cowboy Bar in Jackson Hole









7 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Spot Wildlife in Yellowstone National Park: Yellowstone is a wonderland of wildlife. Visit Lamar Valley for the chance to see bears, bison, and bighorn sheep. This is also the best place to look for wolves.
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2 Go on an Adventure in Grand Teton National Park: With the towering Tetons a near constant backdrop, the land here lends itself to superb hikes, bike rides, rock climbing, horseback adventures, fishing, and boating expeditions.
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3 Go Skiing: Skiing in Wyoming means phenomenal terrain and true ski towns like Jackson Hole.
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4 Take to the River: An abundance of enviable rivers offer fishing, boating, and both flat and whitewater river rafting. Kayak or canoe on Oxbow Bend or go rafting on the Snake River.
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5 Learn about Indigenous Cultures: There are many ways to explore Native American heritage.
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6 Soak in the Hot Springs: From resort-style pools and thermally heated rivers to entire towns built on hot springs, this region offers infinite ways to take a dip.
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7 Take a Scenic Drive: The journey is the main event on Chief Joseph Scenic Highway and Cloud Peak Skyway.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Yellowstone National Park


This magnificent park is constantly in motion; nothing here is static. See abundant wildlife, including bison, elk, bears, and wolves; marvel at geothermal features like Old Faithful; and stay in historic lodges like the Old Faithful Inn and rambling Lake Yellowstone Hotel. Perimeter communities, including West Yellowstone, Gardiner, and remote Cooke City, should not be missed.


Grand Teton National Park


Grand Teton packs a punch, particularly when it comes to mountain splendor. Twelve peaks in the Teton Range soar above 12,000 feet (3,600 m). While there are only 100 miles (161 km) of roads in the park, there are twice as many miles of trails, leaving hikers endless options for adventure. Favorite landmarks include picturesque Jenny Lake, vast Jackson Lake, drive-to-the-summit Signal Mountain, and serene Oxbow Bend.
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Jenny Lake
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Medicine Wheel National Historic Landmark








Jackson Hole, Cody, and the Wind Rivers


Wyoming’s northwest corner is far more than a gateway to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. Jackson Hole is a destination in and of itself, with glitzy galleries and boutiques, gourmet eateries, luxe accommodations, and a sensational art scene in immediate proximity to world-class ski resorts and white-water rafting. The National Museum of Wildlife Art and the National Elk Refuge are major draws for animal enthusiasts. In Cody the cowboy is still king, and the sun rises and sets on the Buffalo Bill Center of the West and its five museums. Farther south, outdoors enthusiasts will find hot springs and mountain meccas.
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Sheridan and Northeast Wyoming


Where the prairies meet the mountains, cowboy culture comes alive. This is where you’ll find dude ranches and Sheridan, one of the most charming and authentic Western towns in the state. The spectacular Cloud Peak Skyway Scenic Byway climbs into the mountains toward the pictograph-rich Medicine Lodge State Archeological Site and more mysterious Medicine Wheel National Historic Landmark. The isolated and enigmatic Devils Tower National Monument draws climbers, geologists, and Native Americans who consider it a sacred site.


Southern Wyoming


Southern Wyoming contains everything from sweeping deserts, sand dunes, and wild mustang herds to lush river valleys and green mountains. The southwestern corner is noted for fabulous recreational opportunities along the Green River and in the Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area. And the southern part of the state is also home to three of Wyoming’s largest cities: capital Cheyenne, synonymous with its legendary Frontier Days rodeo; college town Laramie; and onetime frontier town Casper.


High and Low Seasons


Summer is the easiest, and by far the busiest, time to travel the roads, both front- and backcountry. Thoughtful planning and advance reservations, particularly for hotels and campgrounds, are essential. Hotel rooms are particularly hard to find during local events.


Rates for accommodations are generally lower and rooms more available when snow is on the ground, except around ski areas, but winter road travel can be challenging because of the inevitable storms and possible closures.


The shoulder seasons can be a delightful time to visit. The national parks are slightly less crowded in autumn, but keep in mind that winter comes very early at high elevations. There are also little-known ways to enjoy the parks by bicycle in the spring, before they open to cars. Opening and closing times for the parks can vary by year (weather and federal budget too), so make sure to check with the parks before travel.


Don’t try to see too much in too short a time; this cannot be overstated. Don’t spend so much time on the road that you miss the small details—idyllic hikes, roadside burger joints, the locals who give small towns their true character—that make Wyoming what it is.



Yellowstone and Grand Teton



Don’t get stuck behind the wheel. See and experience this breathtaking region without exceeding 200 miles (320 km) of travel in a single day.
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Grand Tetons in winter





Day 1


Cody


After breakfast, head out on the hour-long Cody Trolley Tour, which can include tickets to the Buffalo Bill Center of the West. Spend most of the day exploring its five museums. Before dinner at the celebrated Irma Hotel, grab a cocktail and step outside to watch the Cody Gunfighters. After dinner, head over to the Cody Nite Rodeo for a two-hour action-packed show with local cowboys and cowgirls.


Day 2


Cody to Tower Junction


111 MILES (179 KM), 3 HOURS


On your way out of town, stop by Old Trail Town. Then head farther west on the Buffalo Bill Scenic Byway toward the east entrance of Yellowstone National Park. Stop for a bite at Buffalo Bill Cody’s historic Pahaska Tepee resort. Once inside the park, check out the phenomenal Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and the wildlife-rich Hayden Valley on your way to Tower Junction and the classic Roosevelt Lodge Cabins. Arrive in time to ride horseback (or travel by covered wagon) to the Old West Dinner Cookout. Then retire to your rustic cabin under the stars.


Day 3


Tower Junction to Paradise Valley


59 MILES (95 KM), 1.5 HOURS


Early birds will delight in a sunrise drive through the famed Lamar Valley for amazing opportunities to spot wildlife, including wolves and bears, depending on the season. Consider a hike up to Trout Lake or maybe meander along the trout waters of Slough Creek. Don’t go without bear spray! Turn around and head north to Mammoth and the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces, where you can amble around the colorful geothermal features. For lunch, try the bison burger or elk sliders at the Mammoth Hotel Dining Room, just below the geothermal terraces. On your way out of the park, perhaps you’ll want to soak in the Boiling River between Mammoth and Gardiner, or just wait until you arrive at Chico Hot Springs Resort to enjoy the naturally heated waters. After a gourmet dinner in the Chico dining room, settle in for the night and listen for Percy, the resident ghost.


Day 4


Paradise Valley to Lake, Wyoming


91 MILES (147 KM), 3 HOURS


Backtrack through the park’s northern entrance. River rats should take a morning raft trip on the Yellowstone River through Yankee Jim Canyon. Inside the park, head to Norris Geyser Basin for another education in geology and supervolcanology. Then head to Canyon—check out the canyon or the falls from another angle, or even on a trail like Uncle Tom’s Trail, which will take you to the spectacular Lower Falls. Wind up your day with a cocktail on the porch and a relaxing dinner at the idyllic Lake Yellowstone Hotel.


Day 5


Lake to Jackson


95 MILES (153 KM), 2.5 HOURS


After a morning stroll at water’s edge, head down to West Thumb Geyser Basin, an incredible selection of geothermal features. From there, continue south to Grand Teton National Park. You’ll pass this way again in two days, so don’t feel pressured to stop at every scenic turnout. Grab lunch along the way and try a hike along the gentle Lakeshore Trail at Colter Bay. Continue down to Jackson and settle in at the Anvil Motel. Walk just a few blocks for small plates and communal seating at Bin 22, or sit down to a long and sumptuous meal at the Coelette. Before tucking in for the night, stop for a nightcap at the famous Million Dollar Cowboy Bar.


Day 6


Jackson Hole


Hit the old-school favorite—The Bunnery—for a hearty breakfast. White-water enthusiasts will have no shortage of options on the Snake River. Mountain bikers and hikers can hit the alpine slopes at either Snow King in town or off the fabulous gondola at Jackson Hole Mountain Resort, or consider horseback riding. If you have the energy in the afternoon, visit the National Museum of Wildlife Art before grabbing a margarita and some Mexican fare at Hatch Taquería & Tequilas. Wednesday and Saturday nights you can catch the Jackson Rodeo.
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Lower Falls in Yellowstone National Park
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rafter on the Snake River








Day 7


Jackson to Old Faithful


98 MILES (158 KM), 2.5 HOURS


After breakfast at Persephone Bakery, head north toward Grand Teton and Yellowstone. Stop at Jenny Lake for a hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point, a boat ride, or just a picnic. Continue north through Grand Teton, checking out the sights you missed on the way down. Once in Yellowstone, drive north and west to Old Faithful and stay at the Old Faithful Inn for the night. There are great trails along the way, including an easy jaunt to Lone Star Geyser. Explore the area before settling in for dinner and a bed at the inn. If you can keep your eyes open, Old Faithful eruptions in the moonlight are pretty unforgettable.


Day 8


Old Faithful to West Yellowstone


32 MILES (52 KM), 0.75 HOUR


After a leisurely morning, head north and then west to the town of West Yellowstone. Enjoy this small but dense section of the park on your way out. Don’t miss the opportunity to swim in the thermally heated waters of the Firehole River. In West Yellowstone, check out the Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center and the adjacent Yellowstone Giant Screen Theatre. Grab some brisket or pork ribs at Firehole Bar-B-Que Company or a gourmet meal at Bar N Ranch before calling it a night in a cozy safari tent at Under Canvas Yellowstone.




Where the Wild Things Are


Appreciating wildlife is as much a part of the culture as mountains are part of the landscape. The most obvious choice for prime wildlife-viewing is Yellowstone National Park, where animals have the right-of-way; just try telling a herd of rutting bison that you have to be somewhere. Grand Teton National Park is also a great bet, although the restricted roads and dense forests can limit visibility. Wyoming has seven national wildlife refuges that offer prime habitat to any number of species.


• Just outside Jackson, the National Elk Refuge is home to 6,000-7,000 elk or more throughout the winter months.


• In Dubois, the National Bighorn Sheep Interpretive Center offers winter tours of the nearby Whiskey Mountain Habitat Area. Self-guided tours take visitors into prime sheep country, where waterfowl, raptors, and moose can often be seen as well.
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bighorn sheep





• Just north of Rock Springs, the White Mountain Herd Management Area is home to 1,100-1,600 wild mustangs, which can sometimes be seen on a 24-mile (39-km) self-guided driving tour. Pronghorn, sage grouse, coyotes, and eagles also frequent the region.


• North of Green River, the wetland habitat of the Seedskadee National Wildlife Refuge hosts some 200 bird species, including Canada geese, great blue herons, nighthawks, and swans.







TOP EXPERIENCE


Get Yourself in Hot Water


In the middle of winter, when the cold works its way into your bones, there’s nothing quite like soaking in a natural hot spring to restore your energy and wellbeing. Thanks to the geothermal and hydrothermal activity that put Yellowstone National Park on the map, most can be enjoyed year-round. Options range from middle-of-nowhere holes in the ground to well-known natural features and developed pools in resort-like settings. In general, the closer you get to Yellowstone, the more options there are. The Wyoming state tourism site (www.travelwyoming.com), which also has a page on hot springs (navigate to Things to Do, then Hot Springs).


Located between Jackson Hole and Pinedale, Wyoming, Granite Hot Springs was built in 1933 by the CCC and boasts a lovely mountainous setting and a family-friendly ambience. Access in winter is limited to skiers, snowmobilers, and dogsledders, and there’s a campground nearby.


The entire town of Thermopolis, Wyoming, is built around natural hot springs, and Hot Springs State Park is a wonderful place to enjoy them. Originally part of the Wind River Indian Reservation, the area was sold to the U.S. government in 1896 with the stipulation from Shoshone chief Washakie that the waters would always be freely available so that anyone could benefit from their healing properties. Today, the park houses a variety of developed pools, including State Bath House, which offers the only free thermal pools in the park.





Cowboys, Hot Springs, and Wide-Open Spaces


This 10-day road trip includes two tried-and-true cowboy towns, a geological wonder, an outdoors mecca, four days at a working ranch, and all the beautiful and historical sights in between. As is true of the other itineraries, the goal is to minimize driving time while maximizing wonderful stops along the way.


Day 1


Sheridan


Ease into your cowboy experience with a visit to the Trail End State Historic Site. Check out the Western duds at the legendary King’s Saddlery, and don’t leave without a King Ropes baseball cap, which is de rigueur in the West. Wander around town, nosing into some of the shops and galleries along Main Street. Then enjoy an upscale American supper at the popular Frackelton’s. Wind things down at the classic Mint Bar and find a comfy bed at the historic Sheridan Inn.


Day 2


Sheridan to Thermopolis


160-205 MILES (260-330 KM), 3 HOURS


To get from Sheridan to Thermopolis, there are a couple of starkly beautiful drives, both offering access to interesting sights and countless trails in the Bighorn National Forest.


The Bighorn Scenic Byway (about 205 miles/330 km) climbs up and over the mountains past such sights as the Medicine Wheel National Historic Landmark and Bighorn Canyon National Recreation Area, where mustangs can be spotted. This route follows Highway 14 to Lovell and then south toward Thermopolis.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Indigenous Heritage


The culture and history of Indigenous people have powerfully defined the identity of Wyoming. The state offers great opportunities for those interested in learning about and experiencing Native American history, traditions, and contemporary culture.


WIND RIVER RESERVATION


Wyoming’s only reservation is home to about 9,000 Northern Arapaho and some 4,400 Eastern Shoshone. Sights of interest include the Shoshone Tribal Cultural Center and the gravesites of the two most prominent Shoshone, Chief Washakie and Lewis and Clark’s guide Sacagawea.


The best time to visit is during the annual three-day powwows. The largest Shoshone powwow is the Eastern Shoshone Indian Days Powwow and Rodeo, held the fourth weekend in June. The largest Arapaho powwow is the Ethete Celebration, usually held in late July.
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performer at Eastern Shoshone Indian Days Powwow and Rodeo





MEDICINE WHEEL NATIONAL HISTORIC LANDMARK


This mysterious carved stone wheel has spiritual but unexplained significance to many Native American tribes. Interpretive tours are offered by local Native American guides.


DEVILS TOWER NATIONAL MONUMENT


This iconic rocky sentinel, the first national monument in the country, is considered sacred by numerous tribes, all of whom have unique origin stories for it. A voluntary climbing closure is in effect each June out of respect for various Native American ceremonies.





The shorter route (about 160 miles/260 km) is higher but no less scenic. It heads south to Buffalo past the impressive Fort Phil Kearny State Historic Site, then over the Cloud Peak Skyway Scenic Byway through Ten Sleep to Worland and eventually south to Thermopolis.


As you pull into Thermopolis, head to the colorful and otherworldly Hot Springs State Park. Stroll along the Spirit Trail or stop into the historic State Bath House for a swim before checking in to the Best Western Plaza Hotel. For dinner, grab a burger at the One Eyed Buffalo Brewing Company.


Day 3


Thermopolis to Lander


80 MILES (128 KM), 1.5 HOURS


Spend the day in Thermopolis, exploring the park and soaking in the medicinal waters. Arrange for a tour of the Wyoming Dinosaur Center and Dig Sites. You can even participate in their archaeological digs. Fill your belly at the Black Bear Café before heading south through some of the oldest rock formations on the planet. If time allows, consider planning a white-water excursion with Wind River Canyon Whitewater and Fly Fishing, the only outfitter licensed to operate on the Wind River Reservation. Keep your eyes peeled for bighorn sheep. At Shoshoni, head south toward Lander.




Small Town Rodeos: The Biggest Parties in the West


It’s hard to drive through Wyoming without running into rodeo action somewhere. Stop. Buy a ticket. The bleachers are fine. These small-town rodeos offer a unique window into life here: Locals wear their Sunday best, and no one seems to mind the dust. Sitting on a sunbaked wooden bench, cold beer in one hand and a bag of popcorn in the other, is the best first date in small towns, where they show off their best without hiding what’s real.


THERMOPOLIS COWBOY RENDEZVOUS (WEEKEND AFTER FATHER’S DAY)


From tailgate parties and a Western dance to a pancake breakfast and parade, the small-town rodeo in Thermopolis ushers in the pro rodeo circuit for the Big Horn Basin with plenty of action and family fun.


CODY STAMPEDE RODEO (JULY 1-4)


With all the showmanship one would expect from a town named after Buffalo Bill Cody, this professional rodeo lets the town shine with all the classic events, including bareback riding, roping, steer wrestling, barrel racing, and saddle bronc and bull riding. The rest of the summer, visitors can get a true sense of small-town rodeo at the Cody Nite Rodeo.


TEN SLEEP FOURTH OF JULY RODEO (TWO DAYS OVER FOURTH OF JULY)


With a rodeo history that dates back to 1908 and includes some of the biggest names in the sport, Ten Sleep boasts rodeo action throughout the summer. Special events at the annual Fourth of July shindig include a Pony Express Ride from nearby Hyattville, a Main Street parade, an old-fashioned rodeo, fireworks, and a sometimes-bloody wild horse race.


SHERIDAN WYO RODEO (USUALLY THE SECOND WEEK IN JULY)


This is the biggest week of the year for Sheridan. Events include a golf tournament, art show, rodeo royalty pageant, carnival, relay races, a parade, and a street dance on top of four nights of pro rodeo action.





If it’s early enough when you arrive, drive south 6 miles (9.7 km) to Sinks Canyon State Park for a nice walk or to wet a line in the Popo Agie River. Don’t miss the canyon where the Middle Fork of the Popo Agie rushes into a cave, only to emerge 0.5 mile (0.8 km) away in a place called the Rise, after what geologists have learned is an inexplicable two-hour journey. Back in town, enjoy a gourmet dinner at Cowfish or Gannett Grill/Lander Bar right next door. Settle in for the night at the convenient Holiday Inn Express & Suites.


Day 4


Lander to Casper


158 MILES (254 KM), 2.5 HOURS


Take the opportunity to explore the 2.2-million-acre Wind River Indian Reservation—just beyond the edge of Lander—home to both Northern Arapaho and Eastern Shoshone. If your timing allows, be sure to attend either the Eastern Shoshone Indian Days Powwow and Rodeo (late June in Fort Washakie) or the Ethete Celebration (late July in Ethete)—or tour the Shoshone Tribal Cultural Center and visit the gravesites of both Chief Washakie and Sacagawea. On the way, you could also stop at the Wind River Wild Horse Sanctuary to learn about and see wild mustangs. Hikers will do well around Lander with places like the 3.3-mile (5.3-km) Popo Agie Falls Trail. By late afternoon, get back on the road and head toward Casper by backtracking north, then east, on Highway 26, or on the southern route through Jeffrey City and Alcova, which is just a few minutes longer than the northern route. In Casper, enjoy a thick steak at the Silver Fox Steakhouse or hearty southern Italian fare at Racca’s Pizzeria Napoletano, and find your hard-earned pillow at the comfortable all-suite Residence Inn.




Top 5 Hikes


The best way to see this place and to know it is to get out and hike. Explore the wilderness. Climb the mountains. Run your fingertips along the bark of trees. Feel the whisper of high grasses on your legs. Earn the best view you’ve ever seen in Wyoming.


YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK


• Starting with a steep descent to a suspension bridge over the rushing Yellowstone River, the backcountry Hellroaring Trail is beautiful but strenuous. Enjoy a 6.2-mile (10-km) stretch through scenic sagebrush plateau to the confluence of Hellroaring Creek and the Yellowstone River.


GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK AND THE WIND RIVER RANGE


• The Taggart Lake-Bradley Lake Loop takes hikers to two glacially formed lakes at the base of the Tetons. With only 585 feet (178 m) of elevation gained over 5.5 miles (8.9 km), this moderate trail along water and through forest offers up views of Nez Perce peak, Middle and Grand Tetons, and Teewinot Mountain.
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hiking the Taggart Lake-Bradley Lake Loop





• Hidden Falls Trail offers the best of the park—access to Jenny Lake, pristine conifer forests, rushing creeks, soaring alpine views, and a chance to encounter wildlife. The moderately challenging trail is 4.9 miles (7.9 km) but can be shortened to 1 mile (1.6 km) by taking the shuttle across Jenny Lake.


SHERIDAN AND NORTHEAST WYOMING


• Hiking is a great way to appreciate the stark beauty of Devils Tower. The 1.5-mile (2.4-km) Joyner Ridge Trail takes in beautiful views of the tower, particularly at sunset, and can be linked to the 2.8-mile (4.5-km) Red Beds Trail, which is steep, but lovely.


SOUTHERN WYOMING


• In the Vedauwoo climbing area near Laramie, Turtle Rock Loop is an easy 2.8-mile (4.5-km) loop with plenty of options for more mileage. The trail winds through aspen forests, across open country, and around dramatic rock formations.






Day 5



Casper to Buffalo


115 MILES (185 KM), 1.5 HOURS


Nature lovers will want to rise early to get to the well-recovered North Platte River for a chance to fish; or for a morning trip up Casper Mountain, where an opportunity to learn about local folklore at the Crimson Dawn Museum is requisite when it’s open. For a more cultural experience, head to the Nicolaysen Art Museum and Discovery Center and wonderful National Historic Trails Interpretive Center. Lunch at The Cottage Café or Sherrie’s Place, and then get back on the road to Buffalo.


Head north on I-87, which runs parallel to the old Bozeman Trail. This is stark open country, with the Thunder Basin National Grassland sweeping out east of the highway. In Buffalo, belly up to the bar in the historic Occidental Hotel for a meal and a cozy room for the night. For a little exercise, hit the 13-mile (20.9-km) Clear Creek Trail System. If you’re lucky, you’ll be able to catch the weekly Cowgirl Rodeo, on Tuesdays June through August, at the Johnson County Fairgrounds.
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The Clear Creek Trail System begins in downtown Buffalo.





Day 6


Buffalo to TA Guest Ranch


14 MILES (22.5 KM), 0.5 HOUR


Rise early and hightail it to the historic TA Guest Ranch, south of Buffalo off Highway 196, where you’ll spend the next four days. This is where cowboy culture comes to life.


Days 7-9


TA Guest Ranch


Spend the next three nights enjoying an authentic ranch experience. Activities range from riding to fly-fishing, hiking, biking, and golf. You’ll visit tipi rings and Bozeman Trail sites on the property, plus important battlefields nearby. Expect to work and play hard.


Day 10


TA Guest Ranch to Sheridan


61 MILES (98 KM), 1 HOUR


Trade your saddle for a bucket seat and head north to Sheridan. Consider a stop at Fort Phil Kearny State Historic Site and the tiny town of Big Horn to see The Brinton Museum. Enjoy a beautiful last meal—Wyoming gourmet—at the elegant, farm-to-table Birch.
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Grand Prismatic Spring







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Boiling River: In a stretch of the Gardner River at the park’s north entrance, hot water flows over waterfalls and via springs, mixing with the river water to create a perfect soaking temperature (click here).


S Mammoth and the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces: The travertine terraces here look like an enormous cream-colored confection. Since the springs shift and change daily, a walk around the colorful terraces is never the same experience twice (click here).
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S Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone: The sheer cliffs and dramatic coloring of this canyon have inspired millions of visitors. In the summer, get a rare bird’s-eye view of several osprey nests (click here).


S Watching the Wolves: The wolves put on a spectacular show—with at least one reported sighting daily since 2001. The sagas of the 11 packs are dramatic, heart-wrenching, and captivating (click here).


S Lamar Valley: Known as the “Little Serengeti of North America,” this scenic, glacially carved valley offers spectacular wildlife-watching year-round (click here).


S Yellowstone Lake: This beautiful lake was touted by early mountain men as perhaps the only place where you could catch a fish and cook it without ever taking it off the line (click here).


S Old Faithful: One of nearly 500 geysers in the park, and undoubtedly the most famous, this natural wonder erupts every 45-90 minutes (click here).


S Firehole River: This river offers a stunning, heated swimming area surrounded by cliffs. The twists and turns of the cascading canyon are worth seeing even if you don’t get wet (click here).


S Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center: You’re guaranteed an up-close look at two of the park’s biggest and most fascinating predators at this home to grizzly bears and wolves that can’t survive in the wild (click here).
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view of Lower Falls
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a wolf in Yellowstone in winter.








Yellowstone National Park is at the heart of our country’s relationship with wilderness. It’s also the largest intact ecosystem in the Lower 48—all of the species that have roamed this plateau are still (or once again) in residence. For now.


Yellowstone was our nation’s first national park, signed into being by President Ulysses S. Grant after a series of important and legendary scouting expeditions through the area. The region’s history is lengthy and very much alive, from its prehistoric volcanic eruptions, to its occupation by the U.S. Army in the 1880s, to the controversial reintroduction of wolves in the 1990s and the more recent snowmobile usage, bison, and grizzly delisting quagmires. The stories, both far-fetched and true, and characters that have emerged from the park are as colorful and compelling as the landscape itself.


A vast 2.2 million acres, Yellowstone is indeed a wonderland, filled with steaming geysers and boiling mud pots, packed with diverse and healthy populations of wildlife, and crisscrossed by hundreds of miles of hiking and skiing trails. A stretch of the park called the Lamar Valley is known as the “Little Serengeti of North America,” and for good reason: At certain times of the year, in a single day visitors can spot grizzly and black bears, moose, wolves, bison, elk, coyotes, bald eagles, and the occasional bighorn sheep or mountain goat. In fact, the opportunities for viewing wildlife in the park are unparalleled anywhere in the United States, and although Yellowstone may not be as picturesque as Glacier or the Tetons, it is magnificent in its wildness and uniquely American.


Seeing Yellowstone from the back of a cramped station wagon—or these days, a decked-out Winnebago—is almost a rite of passage in this country. What parent doesn’t dream of hauling their children out West to see Old Faithful erupt or to catch a glimpse of a grizzly bear? And what kid doesn’t want to swim in the Boiling River or lie awake in a sleeping bag, listening to the howl of coyotes? It’s not exactly the last frontier it once was—there are convenience stores, beautiful old hotels, major traffic jams, and even places to get a decent latte—but Yellowstone still occupies its own corner of our national imagination; classified somewhere between American wilderness and family vacations, it conjures up foggy but perfect memories.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


One could quite literally spend a lifetime in Yellowstone without being able to cover every last corner of this magnificent wilderness, but the reality is that most visitors only have a couple of days, at best, to spend exploring the park. Something like 98 percent of visitors never get more than a mile from the road, but it’s easier than you might think—and incredibly worthwhile. Three days in the park is ideal, but if you have less time, there are ways to maximize every minute.


One important consideration in planning your time in Yellowstone is to know the season you’ll be traveling. Summer offers magnificent scenery, usually good weather, and the inevitable “bear jam,” when drivers hit the brakes as soon as someone spots anything resembling a brown furry creature. Summer visitors to Yellowstone need to plan for traffic and often for road construction delays. Fall and spring are fantastic times to see wildlife, but the weather can change in a heartbeat—at Yellowstone’s high elevation, blizzards can strike nearly any month of the year. Winter is a magical time in the park, but cars are only permitted on one road in the northeast corner. All other travel is done via snow coach, guided snowmobile tour, or on skis and snowshoes. There is no wrong time to visit the park, but knowing the advantages and disadvantages of the various seasons will help you manage your expectations.


Assuming you’ll be in Yellowstone when the roads are open to car traffic, there are five entrances and exits to Yellowstone, making loop trips relatively easy. From Montana, you can enter or exit the park from the northeast at Cooke City, from the north at Gardiner, or from the west at West Yellowstone. From Wyoming, you can enter the park from the east entrance nearest Cody or from the south through Grand Teton National Park. If you’re going from one state to the next, there is no more spectacular route than through the heart of Yellowstone.


A cursory glance at a Yellowstone map will reveal the main roads, which form a figure eight in the heart of the park, and the access roads leading to and from the entrances. The majority of the park’s big-name highlights—Old Faithful, West Thumb Geyser Basin, Fishing Bridge, Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, Norris and Mammoth Geyser Basins—are accessible from the main loops. Depending on your time and your plan for accommodations, you could easily spend a full day driving each of the two loops. A third day would permit an opportunity for deeper exploration—perhaps a hike—and a leisurely exit from the park.
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The Sheep Eaters of Yellowstone


During the early 18th century, the horse was introduced to many of the Native American tribes that frequented the Yellowstone area. With the acquisition of this new, strong, and agile animal, people were able to spread out across the plains, traveling farther and longer to follow the bison. Hunting and warfare became more efficient almost overnight. A small group of Shoshone chose not to use horses or guns, however, and instead remained committed to their traditional mountain living.


The Sheep Eaters, also known as the Tukudika, were forest dwellers considered to be the only Native Americans to have inhabited Yellowstone year-round. They lived in wikiups—temporary shelters made of aspen poles, pine boughs, and other brush—rather than animal-hide tipis, and they traveled the mountain ridges rather than the river paths as their counterparts on the plains did. Living in small bands of 10-20 people, they relied on their wolf dogs to help them move provisions up and down the mountains. They were named for the animal whose migration they followed: the bighorn sheep. The Sheep Eaters developed highly effective sheep traps, the remains of which can be seen around Dubois, Wyoming, and they utilized the animal for both food and tools. They heated the sheep’s horns in the hot springs of Yellowstone to mold them into exquisite and strong bows, powerful enough to drive an arrow through a bison. The reputation of these bows spread to other tribes and were highly sought-after. The European outsiders who made their way into the park during the early and mid-1800s described the Sheep Eaters as destitute and forlorn, not owning or seeming to want the modern trappings of the Plains Indians. Contemporary views suggest that these people revered their environment and ancestors’ way of life and were more intent on maintaining their customs than competing and conquering.


Unfortunately, their traditions did not allow the Sheep Eaters to escape the same fate as other Native Americans. Devastated by smallpox and considered an obstacle to westward expansion, the Sheep Eaters fought the U.S. Army in the last Indian war in the Pacific Northwest. Unfairly accused of murdering five Chinese miners, the last remaining Sheep Eaters, a group of 51 people that included woman and children, were relentlessly pursued in the Idaho wilderness along the Middle Fork of the Salmon River in the fall of 1879. When the army purportedly captured a woman who had just given birth, the remaining members of the tribe surrendered to save her and were sent to the Wind River Shoshone Reservation in Wyoming and Fort Hall Shoshone Bannock Reservation in Idaho.





If time won’t permit even one night in the park, it is still well worth driving through, just to get a sense of this tremendously diverse place. Consider choosing one feature and pursuing it. To give yourself the best chance of seeing wolves, traveling between the north and northeast entrances is an excellent route during non-summer months. Geothermal aficionados will have no shortage of choices for seeing the park’s impressive features, but to swim in them, try the Boiling River, a stretch of the Gardner River near Mammoth, which is swimmable year-round except during spring and early summer runoff. The Firehole River also offers excellent summer swimming not far from Old Faithful. Landlubbers might prefer a short hike into a less-famous geyser like Lone Star, just a few flat miles from Old Faithful.


The best advice is this: Get off the road, get out of your car, be smart, and come prepared to give yourself the opportunity to see and understand what makes Yellowstone America’s first wonderland.



INFORMATION AND SERVICES



The best resource to familiarize yourself with the park and to help plan your trip is the National Park Service (307/344-7381, www.nps.gov/yell). On the website, click on the link titled Plan Your Visit. The site also posts information about the different Ranger Programs being offered, including educational lectures and hikes.


Two official free apps can help with trip planning. The NPS Yellowstone App gives users live updates on the status of lodging, campgrounds, roads, and geyser predictions when in cell service. It also provides downloadable interpretive stories and self-guided audio tours that can be played when you are out of coverage areas. A more general app, the NPS Parks App, offers downloadable information for all the national parks in the U.S., including Yellowstone and Grand Teton. It does not provide live updates on lodging, roads, or geyser predictions.


Park Fees and Passes


Admission to the park is $35 per vehicle for seven days, $30 for motorcycles and snowmobiles, and $20 for hikers and bicyclists. An annual pass to the park costs $70. In 2021, entrance fees to the park were waived on 6 days, including Martin Luther King Jr. Day on January 18, April 17 to celebrate the start of National Park Week, August 4 to celebrate the one year anniversary of the Great American Outdoors Act, September 25 for National Public Lands Day, and Veterans Day on November 11. Check the Yellowstone website before you travel to see if any fee-free days are on the horizon. The park is open year-round, but during the winter, cars can only access the park through the north and northeast entrances.


Visitor Centers


There are 10 visitor centers in and around the park. Since days and hours vary seasonally, and all of them have been shortened due to the pandemic and staff shortages, it’s a good idea to check the website (www.nps.gov/yell) before you go into the park.


The Albright Visitor Center at Mammoth Hot Springs (Grand Loop Rd., 307/344-2263, 9am-5pm daily) is open year-round and houses a bookstore, wildlife and history exhibits, and films on the park and its early visitors. Free Wi-Fi is also available in the visitor center. Fishers and backcountry campers can get permits in the basement backcountry office. And there are restrooms, perhaps the last for a while depending on your adventure.


The Canyon Visitor Education Center (Canyon Village, 307/344-2550, 9am-5pm daily summer) offers the best overview of the park’s geology, including phenomenal volcano exhibits and a dynamic film. During the season, the bathrooms remain open 24 hours a day.


The Fishing Bridge Visitor Center (East Entrance Rd., 307/344-2450) is home to a museum, bookstore, bird and wildlife exhibits, plus information on the lake’s ecology. The building was opened in 1931 and is a beautiful example of the “parkitecture”-type architecture seen in parks across the nation. The visitor center was closed throughout COVID, so check the website for hours.


The Grant Village Visitor Center (west shore of Yellowstone Lake, 307/344-2650, 8am-5pm daily Memorial Day-early Oct.) offers an outstanding exhibit on the integral role of fire in the Yellowstone ecosystem.


The Madison Information Station and Trailside Museum (307/344-2821) at Madison Junction provides a bookstore as well as detailed information on the Junior Ranger program. Another prime example of “parkitecture,” the Trailside Museum was opened in 1930 for early travelers to the park. It was closed in 2021, so check the website for hours.


The Museum of the National Park Ranger (307/344-7353) is 1 mile (1.6 km) north of Norris Geyser Basin and gives a good history of the park ranger profession. The beautiful log building was built in 1897 after a fire destroyed the original building, and modified in 1908 to be used as soldier stations. The building was rebuilt again, log by log, after the 1959 earthquake. It was closed for 2021, so check the website for hours.


The Norris Geyser Basin Museum & Information Station (east of Norris Junction, 307/344-2812, 9am-5pm daily late May-early Oct.) offers visitors an excellent overview of the hydrothermal features in the park.


The Old Faithful Visitor Education Center (Upper Geyser Basin, 307/344-2751, 9am-5pm daily mid-Apr.-early Nov. closed winter/spring of 2022 due to staffing issues) includes exhibits, information, and films on the park’s hydrothermal features, plus a bookstore and geyser eruption predictions. A Young Scientist room with hands-on exhibits is a hit with young people.


The West Thumb Information Center (307/242-7690, 9am-5pm daily late May-early Oct.) offers information about the West Thumb Geyser Basin on the shore of Yellowstone Lake. You can also sign up for ranger programs.


In West Yellowstone, the West Yellowstone Visitor Information Center (30 Yellowstone Ave., 307/344-2876, 8am-5pm daily May-Labor Day, 8am-4pm daily Labor Day-early Nov., 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri. early Nov.-mid-Apr.) hosts a National Park Service desk, plus information and publications.


Entrance Stations


Yellowstone National Park is open 365 days a year, 24 hours a day. There are five entrance stations, three in Montana and two in Wyoming.


• The North Entrance, at Gardiner, Montana, is the only one open year-round to wheeled vehicles.


• The Northeast Entrance is near the small communities of Cooke City and Silver Gate, Montana, and generally open late May to mid-October, depending upon weather and road conditions.


• The West Entrance, in West Yellowstone, Montana, is open to wheeled vehicles generally from the third Friday in April until the first Sunday in November.


• The South Entrance, 49 miles (79 km) north of Jackson, Wyoming, at the border between Grand Teton National Park and Yellowstone, is open to wheeled vehicles typically the second Friday in May through the first Sunday in November, and to snow coaches and snowmobiles mid-December to mid-March.


• The East Entrance, 53 miles (85 km) west of Cody, Wyoming, is generally open to wheeled vehicles from the first Friday in May to the first Sunday in November.


All entrances can be closed at any time due to weather and unscheduled changes. Visit www.nps.gov/yell before your trip for up-to-date road information, or call 307/344-2117 for recorded road and weather information.


Services


Yellowstone National Park Lodges (307/344-7311, www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com) is the official concessionaire of Yellowstone, and all reservations for lodging, dining, and special activities in the park can be made through them.


If you encounter an emergency when traveling through the park, dial 911, but be aware that cell coverage is spotty. Emergency medical services are attended to by rangers. There are three urgent care facilities inside Yellowstone. The clinic at Mammoth (108 Grand Loop Rd., 307/344-7965, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri. June-late Sept., 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 8:30am-1pm Fri. late Sept.-May) is open year-round, and the clinics at Lake (1 Lake Station, 307/242-7241, 8:30am-8:30pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 10am-6:30pm daily mid-Sept.-late Sept.) and Old Faithful (307/545-7325, 7am-7pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 8:30am-5pm daily mid-Sept.-early Oct.) are open in prime visiting season.




Avoid the Crowds


In September of 2021, Yellowstone National Park topped 4 million visitors in the first nine months of the year for the first time ever. In September alone, the park saw 882,078 recreational visits, up 5 percent from the year before and up 27 percent from 2019. Annual statistics echo the pattern. Visits between January and September 2021 were up 32 percent from 2020 and up 17 percent from 2019. There is nothing to suggest that the influx of visitors will slow down anytime soon, if ever. “Never in Yellowstone’s history have we seen such substantial visitation increase in such a short amount of time,” said Park Superintendent Cam Sholly in October 2021.


The best advice anyone can offer is to manage your expectations. Instead of hoping for solitude, expect long lines at entrance stations, extremely busy facilities and destinations, and delayed travel times due to traffic and wildlife jams. Remember that you are a visitor and act responsibly and with thoughtfulness, for your own benefit, for your fellow visitors, and for the inhabitants of the park. If you come prepared and follow a few suggestions, you can lessen your time amongst the hordes and give yourself the opportunity to enjoy the wonders of the park.


• Buy your park pass ahead of time online at www.recreation.gov to avoid long waits at entrance stations.


• Avoid the park’s busiest areas, including Old Faithful, Midway Geyser Basin, Norris, and the Canyon rims. Instead stick to areas that have fewer attractions and fewer parking lots. It’s still true that the vast majority of Yellowstone visitors never get more than half a mile from the road. If you must visit the busiest attractions, time it early or late, before 9am or after 4pm, when the bulk of visitors are out and about.


• As has always been true, planning a trip to Yellowstone in months other than June, July, and August is a good start. The shoulder months are busier than they’ve ever been, but still the peak summer months are the busiest. Consider a spring trip in April or May when the park is coming awake after a long, cold winter, and some of the animals are just starting to have their babies. Or, plan a winter trip when snow and ice cover everything and hide nothing. Thermal features and wildlife are more visible than ever. Plus moonlight and snow is a pretty magical combination here.


• Stay informed about weather, road conditions, and campground availability by checking the park website (www.nps.gov/yell). Webcams can give you an idea of the lines at North and West entrance stations. The NPS Yellowstone app will give you park alerts and road closures in real time, which can be helpful when you are figuring out where to go, or where to not go.





TRANSPORTATION


Getting There


BY AIR


Yellowstone is about 90 miles (145 km) from the airports in Bozeman and Billings, 49 miles (79 km) from the airport in Jackson Hole, and 52 miles (84 km) from the airport in Cody. The Yellowstone Airport (WYS, 607 Airport Rd., West Yellowstone, www.yellowstoneairport.org, 406/646-7631) is served by Delta and United and is only open late May-late September.


BY CAR


The North Entrance at Gardiner, which is the only entrance open year-round to cars, is 83 miles (134 km) south of Bozeman and 170 miles (275 km) southwest of Billings. The Northeast Entrance at Cooke City is 124 miles (200 km), including the spectacular Beartooth Highway, from Billings. The West Entrance at West Yellowstone is 90 miles (145 km) south of Bozeman. The East Entrance is 53 miles (85 km) west of Cody. The South Entrance is 49 miles (79 km) north of Jackson.



BY BUS



Shuttle service with Karst Stage (800/287-4759 or 406/556-3540, www.karststage.com) is available from Bozeman to West Yellowstone year-round and to Gardiner during the winter and summer seasons.


Getting Around


PRIVATE VEHICLES


Your best bet to see the park on your own terms is to go by car. The nearest car-rental agencies are Budget and Big Sky Car Rentals (406/646-9564), available in West Yellowstone. Cars can also be rented from airports in Billings, Bozeman, Cody, and Jackson Hole.


When planning your drive through Yellowstone, it is best to fill up your tank outside the park. Once inside, the gas prices you’ll encounter tend to be extremely high, and options are quite limited. Gas stations are located within the park at Canyon, Fishing Bridge, Grant Village, Mammoth, Upper and Lower Old Faithful, and Tower Junction. They are generally open late spring-early fall.


One of the things that makes Yellowstone so wild and enchanting is its utter unpredictability—something that relates to wildlife, weather, and, unfortunately, road conditions. A 20-year $300-million plan is currently afoot to address the structural deficiencies of Yellowstone’s roads. Keep a close watch on road closures and delays that can happen at any time of year because of construction, bad weather, or even fire. For a 24-hour road report, check Road Construction Delays and Closures (307/344-2117, www.nps.gov/yell). Information on state roads is available from the Montana Department of Transportation (800/226-7623, www.mdt511.com) and Wyoming Department of Transportation (888/996-7623, www.wyoroad.info). National Weather Service (www.crh.noaa.gov) reports are available for Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks.


TOURS


Xanterra/Yellowstone National Park Lodges (307/344-7311 or 866/439-7375, www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com) offers a variety of bus tours of the park during the summer, including historic Yellow Bus tours that range 1-12 hours. The Yellowstone in a Day tour ($130.50-138.50 adults, $65.25-69.75 kids 3-11) departs daily from Gardiner, Mammoth, and the Old Faithful Inn and covers the entire park in one day. Other options include early morning or evening wildlife tours, lake sunset tours, geyser gazers, Lamar Valley wildlife expeditions, photo safaris, boat tours, fishing trips, and custom guided tours.


Depending on your particular interests, a range of companies outside the park offer specialized tours of Yellowstone. The only one inside the park, and an outstanding option, is the Yellowstone Forever Institute (406/848-2400, www.yellowstone.org). Courses are broken into summer and winter semesters, and single-day field seminars fees begin around $195. Multiday tours with lodging are also available. The courses are engaging and are taught by experts in their fields. Using Yellowstone as their classroom, the instructors concentrate on “individual aspects of the ecosystem.” During the summer, you can take the “Introduction to Wolf Management and Ecology” course led by a wolf biologist or “Mammal Signs: Interpreting Tracks, Scat, and Hair” with an animal tracker. There are several naturalist guide certificate programs offered in both summer and winter. Winter field seminars include “Yellowstone Block Printing,” “Wilderness First Aid,” “Wolves, Dogs, and Humans,” and “Art of Winter Landscape Photography.” The institute can provide unique (and inexpensive) lodging in its two field campuses, in Gardiner and the Lamar Valley. Or it can include standard hotel lodging at park hotels. If you take the time to browse through the course catalog, you will likely find something geared to your interests. The Yellowstone Forever Institute tours are one of the best ways to get an in-depth insider’s view of Yellowstone.




The Ecology of Fire


In 1988, wildfires blazed through Yellowstone National Park. To quell the flames, the largest firefighting effort in U.S. history was organized, involving 25,000 people and $120 million, but it was the first snowfall of the season that would eventually rein in the fire. The fires began at the end of June and burned until November. More than 793,000 acres (roughly one-third of the park) were affected, 67 structures were destroyed, and 345 elk and 63 other large mammals died as a direct result of the fire. The entire nation watched in horror as the first national park burned. The park’s fire management plan consequently came under intense scrutiny. The question on everyone’s lips was, “How could this have happened?”


During the first half of the 20th century, it was widely believed that nothing good came of wildfire. In the 1940s and 1950s, all fires in Yellowstone were immediately suppressed. During the 1960s, however, the tide shifted as studies showed that fire was a natural condition helping to clean out understory and residual dead plant matter, creating less competition between tree species for important nutrients and natural elements. In addition, it was discovered that serotinous pine cones only open and release their seeds in extreme heat that can only be generated by fire. In fact, several plants and trees rely on fire for germination. It was determined that wildfires had always been a part of the ecosystem and were necessary to preserve healthy and continuous life cycles of plants and trees.


By the 1970s, the park allowed wildfires caused by lightning to burn under controlled conditions. Until 1988, 235 fires had burned; only 10 were larger than 100 acres. In June 1988, the driest year in the park’s history, early summer storms produced lightning that ignited 20 fires. Eleven self-extinguished, and the rest were monitored; by mid-July only 8,500 acres had burned. Within a week, park managers agreed to extinguish all fires due to extremely dry conditions. Strong winds made that impossible, and within a week 99,000 acres had burned. By September, in order for emergency workers to battle the blaze, the park had to close to visitors for the first time in its history.


By spring, the earth was green and vibrant amid the fire-blackened swaths. With the exception of moose, which lost a significant portion of their forested habitat, the animal populations appeared as if nothing had ever happened. Elk were even reported munching on the burned bark. Yellowstone, it seemed, was different—better and healthier.





Other tour operators that offer excursions in the park include See Yellowstone (800/221-1151 or 406/646-9310, www.seeyellowstone.com), a full-service travel agency in West Yellowstone that can book everything from accommodations and tours to complete packages, and Yellowstone Wild Tours (Gardiner, 406/224-0001, www.yellowstonewildtours.com, from $650), which offers a fantastic array of private single- and multiday tours year-round. The company is owned by a wildlife biologist and staffed by naturalists, so the focus will be on finding and observing wildlife. They offer special bear and wolf tours, family wildlife tours, hiking, thermal features, and winter tracking tours. Since all tours are private, the day can be customized with pickups and meals. They also offer to document the day with a professional photographer (from $689).


PLANTS AND ANIMALS


Yellowstone is a living, breathing, evolving ecosystem that is home to a diversity of high-alpine, subalpine, and forest plants (more than 1,000 native species of flowering plants) and an extraordinary number of animals (including 67 mammal species). It is fascinating to understand how the flora and fauna relate—and react—to one another throughout the park.


Plants


What makes the plantlife in Yellowstone so interesting is neither the abundance nor the variety but rather the relationship between the plants and their environment and the way they are determined and shaped by forces of geology, climate, fire, insect infestation, drought, flood, and not least of all, wildlife. In various places throughout the park, for example, visitors will notice small fenced areas where grazing animals like elk, deer, and bison do not have access. The flora is decidedly different when it is protected from herbivores. The massive burns of 1988 and, more recently in 2016, have given rise to a plant lover’s paradise where hot pink fireweed is among the first to recolonize the blackened areas. The geothermal areas have their own rare and unique plant communities. And the reintroduction of wolves caused the movements of elk to be more sporadic as they tried to avoid being eaten, which led to an increase in the number of willows and a resulting increase in various animals, including beavers, that thrive on willows. These chains of events linking plants, animals, and the natural forces that control the park are endless and fascinating.


Animals


For many, the fauna in Yellowstone is the main event. With large mammals such as elk, bison, bighorn sheep, pronghorn, bears, wolves, and mountain lions, Yellowstone is among the best areas in the country to see wildlife in its natural habitat. For those willing to get up early and be patient enough to wait, sometimes for hours, Yellowstone is like the Discovery Channel brought to life.
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bison along the Firehole River





There are a few species of reptiles and amphibians known to inhabit the park—11 in all—thanks to Yellowstone’s cool, dry climate, and some 330 species of birds have been documented since the park’s 1872 founding, ranging from tiny calliope hummingbirds to majestic trumpeter swans.


But it’s the big animals that draw more than 4 million people to the park annually. The omnipresent bison are the largest animal in the park, with males (bulls) weighing upward of 1,800 pounds (817 kg) and females (cows) averaging about 1,000 pounds (454 kg). Yellowstone is the only place in the Lower 48 where wild bison have existed since prehistoric times. The herd dropped to near-extinction levels at the turn of the 20th century with only 50 animals within the park boundaries. The importation of 21 bison from private herds and the subsequent 50 years of repopulation efforts led to a marked increase in numbers. By 2006 some 3,500 of these wild, woolly behemoths once again roamed the high prairies of Yellowstone, but significant population fluctuations occur, primarily because of fears surrounding the disease brucellosis. In a given year, the bison population in Yellowstone ranges 2,300-5,000 animals, with the population in summer 2020 hovering around the high end at 4,680.


The most recent count in 2019 placed the number of grizzly bears in the park at around 150, with another 728 living within the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, and likely three to four times as many black bears. Gray wolves were reintroduced to the park (after being entirely killed off in the area) in 1995, and in January 2021 there were at least 123 wolves in nine packs living primarily within the park boundaries, and more than 500 living in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Wolverines and lynx live within the park but are rarely seen. Coyotes are plentiful and often visible from cars, and somewhere between 34-42 mountain lions inhabit the northern range. Elk populations soar in the summer months to 10,000-20,000 animals in six or seven herds, compared to the fewer than 4,000 elk that winter in the park, while moose, hard hit by the fires of 1988, number fewer than 200. In the northern Yellowstone ecosystem, there are 345 bighorn sheep, with 131 counted inside the park. There are also 200-300 nonnative mountain goats in and around Yellowstone.


Finding the animals means knowing their habitats, being willing to wait during the edges of daylight, and oftentimes just plain getting lucky. Excellent wildlife-spotting guides are available through Yellowstone Forever (www.yellowstone.org), but the most obvious place to start is by asking any of the rangers at the park’s various visitor centers. They can tell you about recent predatory kills, bear and wolf activity, elk and bison migrations, and the most up-to-date sightings of any number of animals.


As is true with nearly every feature of the park, the importance of safety in the face of wildlife cannot be overstated. Just check out YouTube for any number of videos highlighting ill-advised visitor interactions with wildlife. Be certain to stay at least 25 yards/meters away from bison and elk and at least 100 yards/meters away from bears, wolves, and other predators. If the animals change their behavior because of your presence—if they stop eating to look at you, for example—you are too close and are creating a significant and perhaps even life-threatening hazard for both the animal and yourself. Always remember that you are the visitor here and they are the residents; show proper respect.


GEOTHERMAL FEATURES


If the animals are what bring people to Yellowstone, the geothermal features are what transfix them and lure them back year after year.


The world’s largest concentration of thermal features—more than 10,000 in all—Yellowstone bursts to life with geysers, hot springs, fumaroles (steam vents), and mud pots. There are six grand geysers, of which Old Faithful is the most famous, and some 500 lesser geysers. Throughout the park are a number of basins where visitors can see all four types of thermal features, including Norris Geyser Basin.


The thermal features in Yellowstone are an indication of the region’s volcanic past, present, and future, and as such they are in constant states of change. Small but daily earthquakes cause shifts in activity and temperature. The travertine Mammoth Terraces are literally growing and changing on a daily basis to the point that the boardwalks have had to be altered to protect visitors from different flows of searing hot water.


As miraculous as these water features are to see—with dramatic color displays and water dances that put the Bellagio fountains in Vegas to shame—and to smell (think rotten eggs), what you can’t see is perhaps even more compelling: thermophiles, heat-loving microorganisms that inhabit the geothermal features throughout the park. A source of ongoing scientific study, these thermophiles are modern examples of the earth’s first life-forms and responsible for the discovery of DNA fingerprinting.




Yellowstone’s Volcano: Waiting for the Big One?


It’s always interesting to watch visitors’ expressions when you tell them that in Yellowstone National Park they are standing atop one of the world’s largest active volcanoes . . . and that it is overdue for an apocalyptic eruption. While those two facts are true, the reality is much less threatening. Indeed there have been three super eruptions—Mike Poland, the scientist-in-charge at the Yellowstone Observatory, explains there is no such thing as a super volcano, only super eruptions—over the course of the last two million years, and the patterns do indicate that the volcano is overdue to erupt. But scientists agree that the chances of a massive eruption in the next 1,000 or even 10,000 years are very slight. For the time being, anyway, the volcano that gives rise to Yellowstone’s extraordinary geothermal features is all bark and no bite—thankfully.


AN EXPLOSIVE HISTORY


The first super eruption 2.1 million years ago was 6,000 times more powerful than the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens, spouting rock and ash in every direction from Texas to Canada, Missouri to California. The eruption emptied the magma chamber located just underneath the park and caused a massive sinking of the earth, known as a caldera, within the confines of what is now the park. Small lava flows filled in the perimeter of the Huckleberry Ridge Caldera over the course of hundreds of thousands of years.


The second major eruption occurred 1.3 million years ago and created the Henry’s Fork Caldera. The most recent massive eruption took place roughly 640,000 years ago and created the Yellowstone Caldera, which is 30 by 45 miles (48 by 72 km) in size. The perimeter of the Yellowstone Caldera is still visible in places throughout the park. Hike up Mount Washburn on Dunraven Pass between Canyon and Tower, look south, and you will see the vast caldera formed by the most recent eruption. The caldera rim is also visible at Gibbon Falls, Lewis Falls, and Lake Butte. As you drive between Mammoth and Gardiner, look at Mount Everts to the east and you will see layers of ash from the various eruptions.


TODAY’S EARTHQUAKES ARE HINTS


But volcanic activity is not a thing of the past in Yellowstone. The magma, which some scientists think is just 5 miles (8 km) beneath the surface of the park in places as opposed to the typical 40, has created two enormous bulges, known as resurgent domes, near Sour Creek and Mallard Lake. The Sour Creek Dome is growing at an impressive rate of 1.5 inches (3.8 cm) per year, causing Yellowstone Lake to tip southward, leaving docks on the north side completely out of the water and flooding the forested shore of the south side. In addition, there are roughly 1,500 earthquakes every year centered in Yellowstone, most of which cannot be felt. In 2014, however, a 4.8-magnitude quake occurred 4 miles (6.4 km) from Norris Geyser Basin. The earthquakes shift geothermal activity in the park and keep the natural plumbing system that feeds the geyser basins flowing. They also suggest volcanic activity. In early 2010, a series of more than 3,200 small earthquakes (the largest registered 3.8 on the Richter scale) rocked the park, with 16 quakes registering a magnitude greater than 3.0. A 1985 swarm recorded more than 3,000 earthquakes over three months, with the largest registering at 4.9 on the Richter scale.


DON’T WORRY!


Still, the scientists at the Yellowstone Volcano Observatory have no reason to suspect that an eruption, or even a lava flow, is imminent. For more than three decades, scientists have been monitoring the region for precursors to volcanic eruptions—earthquake swarms, rapid ground deformation, gas releases, and lava flows—and although there is activity, none of it suggests anything immediate or foreboding. Current real-time monitoring data, including earthquake activity and deformation, are available online at http://volcanoes.usgs.gov. The bottom line is that the volcano is real and active, but certainly not a threat in the immediate future, and not a reason to stay away from this awe-inspiring place.





As spellbinding as they are, particularly in winter when the warm steam beckons, it is critically important to stay on boardwalks in geothermal areas and never touch the water. In addition to being boiling hot, many features are highly acidic or alkaline and could cause extreme chemical burns. The ground around the features is often thin and unstable, occasionally allowing animals to break through and be cooked. Twenty-two people have died in Yellowstone’s thermal features, including one man who strayed off the boardwalk in 2016 to get a closer look and broke through the thin crust; the water was so hot that by the time help arrived, there were no remains to collect.


HISTORY


Tracing Human History


Evidence from archaeological sites, trails, and even oral histories suggests that humans inhabited the region of Yellowstone as far back as 11,000 years ago. And although the land is rich with history, not much has changed since the park was created in 1872, the invaluable blessing of having been protected as the nation’s first national park. The unique geothermal features, pristine lakes and waterfalls, abundant wildlife, and the different ecosystems have endured through the years.


Yellowstone was traversed by various Native American tribes, including the Crow, Blackfeet, Nez Perce, and Shoshone, whose oral history teaches that they originated in this area. Although these nomads passed through the area, only a branch of the Shoshone, known as the “Sheep Eaters,” made Yellowstone their home. The first Europeans to have visited the area were most likely fur traders and trappers who seem to have missed the unusual geothermal activity. Lewis and Clark’s expedition bypassed the region completely. On their return voyage in 1806, however, John Colter separated from the group and ventured alone into the region. He is considered the first non-Native American to have seen the thermal features in the park. When Colter returned home three years later, his stories were considered suspicious. His tales of “bubbling ground,” “mountains made of glass,” and rivers where you could catch a fish and cook it without ever removing it from the water seemed preposterous to Easterners. Colter’s descriptions of fire and brimstone quickly earned the place the nickname of “Colter’s Hell.” However, as more fur traders moved into the region, the stories of boiling mud, steaming land, and hot pools of water continued. Jim Bridger explored the area in 1856 and is considered by some the “first geographer” of the region. He too shared wild descriptions that were met with similar skepticism.


Expeditions into Yellowstone


The first organized expeditions into the Yellowstone area were made in 1869 and 1870. It was the 1871 government-sponsored expedition into the region led by Ferdinand Vandeveer Hayden, however, that produced a detailed account of the area. The Hayden Geological Survey was accompanied by William Henry Jackson photographs and artwork by Henry W. Elliott and Thomas Moran. Photographs and spectacular paintings and drawings were splashed across magazines and newspapers around the East so that people could see the wonders of the region for the first time. It was this report, coupled with the earnest pleas of the men who had seen the area, that prodded Congress to grant the region national park status in 1872. That year, the park had 300 visitors.


Nathaniel Langford was the park’s first superintendent, but without proper funding and staff he had difficulty protecting the land. Poachers and vandals exploited the park’s natural resources, creating a state of general lawlessness. By 1886 the U.S. Army had entered the park to help regain control of the region. They built park structures, strengthened and enforced regulations, encouraged visitors, and made sure the land and wildlife were protected. Transportation infrastructure improvements also helped attract more visitors to the park. The Northern Pacific Railway extended to the town of Cinnabar, north of modern-day Gardiner, near the northern entrance of the park, and in 1915 automobiles were allowed into Yellowstone, making it more accessible to the masses. Following World War II, car travel exploded, and more than a million visitors came to the park in 1948.


Shaping Park Policy


The army’s leadership was not a long-term solution to managing the new national park, and in 1916 the National Park Service was created. (The birthday of the National Park Service is still celebrated every year on August 25 with a smattering of hilariously decorated Christmas trees around the park.) Since then, the park’s boundaries have been redrawn to encompass 2.2 million acres (roughly equivalent in size to the state of Connecticut), and wildlife management has been continuously refined as new science emerges. One fundamental change came as a result of the 1963 Leopold Report, which suggested that “natural regulation” was superior to the long-held unnatural management in which park managers controlled animal populations and altered the course of naturally occurring events like fire. Ecological Process Management, as it has come to be called, is still the core philosophy behind park management today.


Both the grizzly bear and the gray wolf (reintroduced to the park in 1995) have seen enormous improvements to their endangered status due to Yellowstone’s wildlife policies. In 1988 the park experienced the largest wildfires in its history, affecting more than a third of its land, and once again sparking furious debates about management of public resources and the value of natural ecosystems. In the spring of 2016, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed removing grizzlies from the endangered species list in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, a controversial decision that has been tied up in courts ever since.


Modern-day Yellowstone is every bit as spellbinding as it was for John Colter and Jim Bridger and the scores of Native Americans who had traveled through the park long before them. But it is increasingly complex. Issues like bioprospecting, bison management in the face of the disease brucellosis, and the delisting criteria of endangered species loom large. Despite the fact that, thankfully, the physical features of Yellowstone—its mountainscapes, geothermal features, and wildlife populations—remain largely untouched, an area of this size with more than 4.5 million visitors annually (nearly three times the populations of Montana and Wyoming combined!) cannot be immune to human influence. The challenge as we move forward is to determine a way to let Yellowstone age and evolve in its own way, on its own time, while giving people around the world access to this unique and spectacular place. It is we, the visitors, who have an opportunity to be changed forever by time spent in Yellowstone, and not the other way around.



Gardiner



Named rather inauspiciously for a mountain man who was described in the local paper in 1903 as “an outlaw and in general a worthless, dissolute character,” Gardiner (pop. 879, elev. 5,314 ft/1,619 m) is actually a cute little town with plenty of places to stay, eat, and stock up and has ideal proximity to the park. The only year-round entrance to Yellowstone for automobiles, this scrubby little tourist town has a charm and an identity all its own. The Yellowstone River cuts a canyon beside the main drag, which allows for plenty of river-runner hangouts. Few other places in the world have elk congregating in the churchyard or on the front lawns of most of the motels in town. And where else do high school football players have to dodge bison dung as they’re running for a touchdown? The town’s architecture is a combination of glorious wood and stone “parkitecture” buildings alongside old-school Western-style buildings complete with false fronts. The towering Roosevelt Arch, built in 1903 and dedicated by Yellowstone champion Teddy Roosevelt himself, welcomes visitors to the park with its inspiring slogan, “For the Benefit and Enjoyment of the People.” Yes, Gardiner is built around its proximity to the park, but the town has maintained its integrity by preserving its history and making the most of its surroundings.


SIGHTS



S Boiling River



Halfway between Gardiner and Mammoth Hot Springs, straddling the Montana-Wyoming border and the 45th parallel, the halfway point between the equator and the North Pole, is the Boiling River, one of only two swimmable thermal features in Yellowstone. From the clearly marked parking area, visitors amble upstream along a 0.5-mile (0.8-km) rocky path running parallel to the Gardner River. Where the trail ends and the steam envelops almost everything, a gushing hot spring called the Boiling River flows into the otherwise icy Gardner River. The hot and cold waters mix to a perfect temperature that can be enjoyed year-round. The area is open during daylight hours only, and all swimmers must wear a bathing suit. The Boiling River is closed each year during spring and early summer runoff, when temperature fluctuations and rushing water put swimmers at risk. Alcohol is not permitted.


Kids and adults alike marvel at the floating Day-Glo green algae. The water should not be ingested. Bison and elk frequent the area, and despite the regular crowds of people (note that 20 people constitute a crowd in this part of the West), this is one of the most unforgettable and unique ways to enjoy a few hours in Yellowstone.


SPORTS AND RECREATION


Fishing and Boating


The Yellowstone is the longest free-flowing river in the Lower 48, and as such it offers excellent boating and fishing opportunities. With the river plunging through town on its way to Yankee Jim Canyon, Gardiner is home to several outfitters that can whet your appetite for adventure, trout, or both. The Flying Pig Adventure Company (511 Scott St., 888/792-9193 or 406/848-7510, www.flyingpigrafting.com, 2-hour scenic floats from $59 adults, $49 children 6-12, 2-hour whitewater trips from $69 adults, $59 children 12 and under, full-day trips $135 adults, $115 children) and Montana Whitewater (603 Scott St., Gardiner, 406/763-4465, www.montanawhitewater.com, half day from $66.50 adults, $56.50 children 12 and under, full day from $102.50 adults, $92.50 children 6-12) both offer scenic and white-water floats on the Yellowstone River. Both companies offer add-ons like ziplining, horseback riding, and more. Yellowstone Raft Company (212 W. Park St., 406/848-7777 or 800/858-7781, www.yellowstoneraft.com, May-Sept., half-day raft trip from $59 ages 6 and up, full day trips from $95 ages 6 and up) was established in 1978 and has an excellent reputation for experienced guides and top-of-the-line equipment.


For anglers eager to wet a line in or out of the park in search of native cutthroats or brown trout, Parks’ Fly Shop (202 2nd St. S., 406/848-7314, www.parksflyshop.com, 8am-6pm daily summer, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun. fall-spring) is the best place to start. This is an old-school shop with a 1920s cash register—nothing fancy here. It offers half-day trips for two people starting around $475, and full-day trips for two from $575. Anglers can pick up their licenses and any supplies in the retail shop, which stays open year-round. And since Parks’ has been serving the area since 1953, its guides are keenly aware of the spots where the fish greatly outnumber the anglers. And after Thanksgiving, half of the shop becomes a cross-country ski and snowshoe rental shop.


Hiking


Yellowstone is a hiker’s paradise, and unless you have a pet that needs to stretch its legs, hiking just outside the park is like spending the day in the Disney World parking lot. Not that there isn’t stunning country in every direction, but there is something particularly alluring about hiking within the boundaries of the park.


That said, some 4.7 miles (7.6 km) south of the terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs, on the left-hand side after the Golden Gate Bridge, is the Glen Creek Trailhead and a small dirt parking lot. A range of wonderful hikes start from this point. Across the street on the west side of the road, a trail leads through The Hoodoos, massive travertine boulders that look otherworldly in this setting, and down the mountain 3.8 miles (6.1 km) back to Mammoth. If you cannot arrange either a drop-off at the trailhead or a shuttle, the return trip, another 3.8 miles (6.1 km), climbs constantly for nearly 1,000 vertical feet (305 m). Another more ambitious hike is the 9.2-mile (14.8-km) round-trip to Osprey Falls. The first 4 miles (6.4 km) are easy and flat, following an abandoned roadbed popular with mountain bikers. A blink-and-you’ll-miss-it spur trail off the south side of the road leads hikers down into Sheepeater Canyon and the remaining 0.6 mile (1 km) to the mesmerizing 150-foot (46-m) falls. Relax, have a snack, and save your energy for the 800-vertical-foot (244-m) climb back up to the road. Bunsen Peak offers hikers an interesting walk through an entirely burned forest and all of its colorful rebirth, as well as a stunning view from the 8,500-foot (2,591-m) summit. The climb is steep: 1,300 vertical feet (396 m) over 2.1 miles (3.4 km). Try to ignore the hum of the radio tower near the summit—easily accomplished when the summit view fills your senses.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


The biggest event of the year in this gateway community is the annual Gardiner Rodeo (406/848-7971, $12 adults), usually held in June over Father’s Day weekend. The rodeo is held in the Jim Duffy arena at the northern end of town off US 89 and includes the usual competitions such as bull riding and bareback bronc riding. Women and juniors compete in barrel racing and breakaway roping. The first night of the rodeo is followed by a dance at the Gardiner Community Center, and the following day the chamber of commerce hosts a parade downtown. This is a great small-town rodeo.


But Gardiner is far from a one-event town. In late February, the Jardine Ski Run (406/848-7971) is a 5-mile (8-km) groomed track race where outlandish costumes are appreciated as much, if not more than, speed. With a $7 “grazing permit” you can help yourself to chili, chili dogs, baked goods, and more. Another worthwhile pursuit for the active is the Park to Paradise Triathlon (406/848-7971) in late April or early May, which includes a 17.5-mile (28.2-km) bike, 4-mile (6.4-km) run, and 7-mile (11.3-km) river paddle. The much less demanding and very family-friendly Annual Brewfest (406/848-7971, $20 in advance or $25 at the gate) happens in mid-August and raises money for the local chamber with live entertainment, food, crafts, microbrews, and fun kids’ activities like soda-tasting, face-painting, horseshoes, and kites. For more information on these events, contact the Gardiner Chamber of Commerce (406/848-7971, www.visitgardinermt.com).
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