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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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bison grazing in front of the Tetons






WELCOME TO Montana & Wyoming



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


HIGH AND LOW SEASONS


NEED TO KNOW


BEST OF Montana & Wyoming


WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE


GET YOURSELF IN HOT WATER


National Parks and Monuments Road Trip


INDIGENOUS HERITAGE


SMALL TOWN RODEOS: THE BIGGEST PARTIES IN THE WEST


BEST HIKES


The dramatic landscapes of Montana and Wyoming were carved over eons by water, wind, fire, and ice. The culture too was shaped by conflict: between those who were from here and those who weren’t; those who valued the land itself and those who only sought its riches. Although their distinct histories are evident everywhere, not just tucked away in dusty museums, these states continue to redefine themselves. Wyoming’s Tetons thrust skyward at the rate of an inch or so each year. Montana’s blue-ribbon trout streams etch themselves ever deeper into green and gold valleys. The populations are perpetually shifting too, bringing new ideas, new residents, and an evolving culture.


Montana is as vast as its blanketing sky, rich with natural resources and overflowing with beauty. From Glacier National Park to the Little Bighorn, its sights are enchanting, and sometimes haunting. Its communities are diverse too, with pioneer traditions embraced by new generations of transplants in towns like Whitefish, where ski bums and artists mingle with fifth-generation ranchers. Montana’s cities make us aware of the constant growth in the American West, while little dots on the map give us hope for its almost magical timelessness.


Embodied by the bucking bronco on its license plates, Wyoming is a child’s cowboy fantasy come to life. 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 that’s expressed in the way they do business and welcome visitors. There is glitz here too, in places like Jackson 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.


Separated by history, culture, and even politics, Montana and Wyoming are still agreeable neighbors, bound together by the forces of nature that make them so captivating.





[image: image]



Grand Teton National Park






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Boating on Jackson Lake in Grand Teton National Park.
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2 Spotting wildlife in Yellowstone National Park, such as bears, bison, and bighorn sheep in Lamar Valley, and wolves in the northeast corner.
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3 Visiting a dude ranch and riding to your heart’s content.
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4 Skiing at Maverick Mountain.
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5 Taking to the river, from kayaking on Oxbow Bend in Grand Teton to white-water rafting on the Snake River.
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6 Digging for fossils along Montana’s Dinosaur Trail.
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7 Learning about Indigenous cultures.
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8 Driving Glacier’s Going-to-the-Sun Road.
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9 Seeing the glaciers—while you still can—in Glacier National Park’s sublime Many Glacier and Grinnell Glacier (pictured).
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10 Soaking in hot springs.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Glacier National Park


Known as the “Crown of the Continent,” Glacier National Park embodies the Montana you’ve always imagined: rugged mountains, crystalline lakes, abundant wildlife, and miles of trails. See breathtaking glaciers (while you still can) and drive the iconic Going-to-the-Sun Road. Just outside the park, Whitefish is the ultimate mountain town, a skier’s paradise. The western gateway to Glacier, the Flathead Valley is home to the largest freshwater lake in the western United States, a mountain range that will take your breath away, and the wide-open space of the CSKT Bison Range.
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Many Glacier in Glacier National Park





Missoula, Helena, and Southwest Montana


Western Montana shows off with lush green mountain ranges and towering forests. Missoula is a cultural hub and home of the University of Montana, with great restaurants and better bars. Butte, Helena, and restored ghost towns like Virginia City showcase much of the state’s fascinating history starting from its mining heritage. This region straddles both sides of the Continental Divide with endless year-round recreation like hiking, fishing, and skiing.


Bozeman and the Gateway to Yellowstone


The communities surrounding Yellowstone offer a diverse range of experiences. From skiing, fishing, and an abundance of outdoor adventures in the booming college town of Bozeman, the area’s culture is as rich as its landscape. Big Sky offers year-round resorts with ample skiable terrain and some terrific places to stay and eat. The roads that lead to Yellowstone, including Paradise Valley and the Beartooth Highway, are destinations in their own right.
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Yellowstone National Park


A vast 2.2 million acres (570,000 ha), Yellowstone National Park is a wonderland of constant motion, filled with steaming geysers and boiling mud pots, packed with diverse wildlife, and crisscrossed by hundreds of miles of hiking trails. Marvel at geothermal features like Old Faithful and stay in historic lodges like the Old Faithful Inn and rambling Lake Yellowstone Hotel. A trip to Yellowstone would not be complete without excursions in its gateway communities. Cody, an hour to the east of Yellowstone, is a classic cowboy town, and perimeter communities, including West Yellowstone, Gardiner, and remote Cooke City, should not be missed.



Grand Teton National Park



Grand Teton National Park packs a punch, particularly when it comes to mountain splendor. Twelve peaks in the Teton Range soar above 12,000 ft (3,650 m). While there are only 100 mi (160 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.


Jackson Hole 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 itself, with glitzy galleries and boutiques, gourmet eateries, luxe accommodations, and a sensational art scene, not to mention world-class ski resorts and white-water rafting. Farther south, outdoors enthusiasts will find hot springs and mountain meccas. The Wind River Range encompasses more than 2 million acres (518,000 ha) of rugged and beautiful country and is home to the Wind River Indian Reservation, the mountain town of Lander, and sunny Thermopolis.


Billings and the Big Open


Beyond Billings, the state’s largest and most industrial city, much of eastern Montana is made up of small but tightly knit communities separated by vast swaths of wide-open country. It’s also where four of the state’s seven reservations can be found, including the Crow and Northern Cheyenne Reservations. The landscapes are varied and dramatic—from the rimrocks in Billings and the rolling hills around the Little Bighorn Battlefield to the badlands of Makoshika State Park outside Glendive. Age-old traditions like the annual Bucking Horse Sale in Miles City give the region a rare timelessness.


Eastern 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 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. And farther south are three of Wyoming’s largest cities: capital Cheyenne, synonymous with its legendary Frontier Days rodeo; college town Laramie; and onetime frontier town Casper.
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rafting the Gallatin River





HIGH AND LOW SEASONS


Summer is the easiest, and by far the busiest, time to travel the roads, both front- and backcountry, in Montana and Wyoming. Thoughtful planning and advance reservations, particularly for hotels and campgrounds, are essential. Hotel rooms are particularly hard to find during local events such as Frontier Days in Cheyenne or the Sweetpea Festival in Bozeman. It’s especially important to plan well in advance—a year is not too early—for trips into the national parks and hot tourist destinations like Bozeman, Whitefish, and Jackson Hole.


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.


Shoulder seasons can be a delightful time to travel in both states. The national parks are slightly less crowded in autumn, but keep in mind that winter comes 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 budgeting, 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. Consider that the drive from Montana’s eastern border to its western border is 550 mi (890 km), about the same distance as from New York City to Charlotte, North Carolina. 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 Montana and Wyoming what they are.


NEED TO KNOW


Park Fees and Passes


The entrance fee in the summer for each national park is $35 for automobiles, valid for seven days. An annual America the Beautiful national parks and federal recreation lands annual pass, which permits entrance to more than 2,000 federal recreation sites, costs $80 annually. Senior passes (62+) for access to all national parks and federal recreation lands are $20 annually or $80 for a lifetime pass. Access passes for active military and citizens and residents with permanent disability, which used to be sold as the Golden Access Passport, are free. US fourth-graders are also admitted free to the national parks. Campground and other lodging fees are extra. Annual passes for any of the three parks are available for $70. To learn more or buy passes in advance, visit www.recreation.gov.
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BEST OF Montana & Wyoming


With Yellowstone National Park at its heart, this generous two-week summertime itinerary starts and ends in Bozeman, Montana, never exceeding 200 mi (320 km) of travel in a single day. See and experience this breathtaking region without getting stuck behind the wheel, unless you find yourself in a bison jam.


Day 1


Bozeman


Start your trip in Bozeman, equal parts college town and mountain town. Fit in a trip to the Museum of the Rockies to see where dinosaur guru Jack Horner did much of his work. Throw in a hike up the M or on Drinking Horse Mountain, just northeast of town, and end with a shopping stroll on historic Main Street. Enjoy a game of pool, a local brew, and an excellent meal at the popular Montana Ale Works. After a cone from the Airstream Ice Cream Co., bed down for the night at The Lark, a hip, artistically driven hotel.


Day 2


Bozeman to Billings


141 MI (227 KM), 2 HOURS


Start your morning with a quick jaunt up Peets Hill, then walk a few blocks for breakfast at the old-school Western Café or the new-school Jam! Head east toward Billings. Along the way, stop in Livingston to peruse the art galleries or check out the Yellowstone River with a fly rod. Arrive in Billings in time for a burger and a beer at Montana Brewing Company and a downy bed at the Northern Hotel.


Day 3


Billings


After breakfast, spend the morning exploring nearby Pictograph Cave State Park. Grab lunch at McCormick Café before a visit to the to the contemporary-cool Yellowstone Art Museum. Grab a beer or two along the Billings Brew Trail before ending the night with dinner at The Granary.


Alternatively, for those looking to get out of the city, take day trip to nearby Red Lodge, just an hour’s drive from Billings, but a world away at the edge of the massive Beartooth Plateau.


Day 4


Billings to Cody


156 MI (251 KM), 5 HOURS


Avid road-trippers can experience two of the most breathtaking drives in the region. Grab a picnic lunch and head down US 212 toward Red Lodge, then up and over the Beartooth Scenic Highway (US 212). Be sure to make plenty of stops along the way. Look for mountain goats at the summit. Consider an alpine hike: The Clay Butte Fire Lookout Tower, only 1 mi (1.6 km) from the highway, puts you above 11,000 ft (3,350 m). Go all the way to Cooke City if you need a shot of civilization (or espresso) or head south on the Chief Joseph Scenic Highway (Hwy. 296) to Cody. Arrive in time for Texas-style barbecue at Fat Racks BBQ or a farm-to-table feast at The Local and a cozy room at the Chamberlin Inn.
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Billings





Those looking for more direct (and less scenic) route can drive the 107 mi (172 km) straight from Billings to Cody; it’ll take just under two hours.


Day 5


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 6


Cody to Tower Junction


111 MI (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.




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 and Glacier National Parks are also great bets, although the restricted roads and dense forests can limit visibility. Both states are packed with public lands and refuges (Wyoming has 7 national wildlife refuges, and Montana has 18) that offer prime habitat for any number of species.


MONTANA


• Between the Flathead and Missoula, the CSKT Bison Range is home to around 400 bison, along with white-tailed and mule deer, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope, and elk.


• At the edge of Missoula, the Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness offers excellent hiking and is home to grizzly and black bears, mountain lions, bighorn sheep, mountain goats, moose, deer, elk, wolves, and some 40 species of birds.


• In addition to the nonnative mountain goats, grizzly and black bears, bighorn sheep, moose, elk, and deer can often be seen from the Beartooth Scenic Highway.


WYOMING


• The best place to spot wolves anywhere in the Lower 48 is Yellowstone National Park’s famed Lamar Valley in winter.


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


• High in the Pryor Mountains that straddle Montana and Wyoming, the Wild Horse Range is home to mustangs. Visits should start with a stop at the Pryor Mountain Wild Mustang Center near Lovell.






Day 7



Tower Junction to Paradise Valley


59 MI (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 8


Paradise Valley to Yellowstone Lake


91 MI (147 KM), 3 HOURS


Backtrack through the park’s northern entrance. River rats should take a morning raft trip on the Yellowstone River. Inside the park, head to Norris Geyser Basin for another education in geology and super-volcanology. Then head to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone—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 9


Yellowstone Lake to Jackson


95 MI (153 KM), 2.5 HOURS


After a morning stroll at the 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 Hotel. Walk just a few blocks for a long and sumptuous meal at the Snake River Grill. Before tucking in for the night, stop for a nightcap at the famous Million Dollar Cowboy Bar.


Day 10


Jackson


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. If you have the energy in the afternoon, visit the National Museum of Wildlife Art before grabbing a margarita and some Mexican fare at Pica’s Mexican Taqueria. Wednesday and Friday-Saturday nights you can catch the Jackson Rodeo.
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Jackson Hole Mountain Resort gondola





Day 11


Jackson to Old Faithful


98 MI (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.
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Old Faithful





Day 12


Old Faithful to West Yellowstone


32 MI (52 KM), 45 MINUTES


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.


Day 13


West Yellowstone to Big Sky


51 MI (82 KM), 1 HOUR


Head over to the Freeheel & Wheel to rent a bike and then hit the famous Rendezvous Ski Trails, where Olympic Nordic skiers have trained. After lunch, continue north through the scenic Gallatin Canyon toward Big Sky Resort. There are countless hiking trails and fishing spots along the way. Plan on spending the night at the Wilson Hotel; head to dinner in the Meadow at Olive B’s Big Sky Bistro.


Day 14


Big Sky to Bozeman


44 MI (71 KM), 1 HOUR


Start your day with a short hike to scenic Ousel Falls or jump in a Montana Whitewater raft to white-knuckle it down the Gallatin River canyon. Then head back to Bozeman to enjoy the mountain vistas and toast your trip over a hand-tossed pie at Sidewall Pizza Company.




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 well-being. Thanks to the geothermal and hydrothermal activity that put Yellowstone National Park on the map, both Montana and Wyoming offer an abundance of hot springs, most of which 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.


FAVORITE HOT SPRINGS


Chico Hot Springs Resort


Just up the road from Yellowstone in Montana’s Paradise Valley, Chico Hot Springs Resort is a classic. Founded in the late 1800s and known then for offering miners a bath, a clean bed, and fresh strawberries at every meal, Chico today is known for its wonderful outdoor pools, cozy accommodations, fabulous dining room, and lively tavern.


Boiling River


The Boiling River—which is not, in fact, boiling—is a magical place and an experience you will not soon forget. Located just inside Yellowstone’s north entrance at Gardiner, Montana, the Boiling River is actually a small stretch of the Gardner River where thermally heated water from nearby Mammoth Hot Springs flows into the icy waters of the Gardner, mixing to make a perfect swimming temperature any time of year. Snowcapped peaks and great plumes of steam coming off the water make winter an especially unforgettable time to swim here.


Hot Springs State Park


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 US 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 the State Bath House, which offers the only free thermal pools in the park.


RESOURCES


A good site with a diverse range of hot springs in Montana is Montana Hot Springs (https://montanahotsprings.net). Montana’s official tourism site (www.visitmt.com) regularly updates their page on hot springs around the state (navigate to Things to Do, then Hot Springs). To find spots in Wyoming, visit the state tourism site (www.travelwyoming.com), which also has a page on hot springs (navigate to Things to Do, then Hot Springs).
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National Parks and Monuments Road Trip


This ambitious one-way, 7-day, 1,273-mi (2,049-km) itinerary starts at Devils Tower and takes you to Little Bighorn Battlefield, Glacier, Yellowstone, and Grand Teton National Parks. This is a go-big-or-go-home itinerary for travelers with big appetites, plenty of stamina, but not much time. You will cover a lot of ground and see several places that make this part of the country what it is. Plan as close to summer equinox as possible to make the most of the region’s long days of sunlight, both for sightseeing and driving. The Going-to-the-Sun Road is typically open late June-mid-October. For detailed driving directions for each leg of the trip, see the beginning of each chapter.


Day 1


Devils Tower to Billings


294 MI (473 KM), 4 HOURS


Start your trip at the otherworldly Devils Tower National Monument with a quick stop at the visitor center for an overview of the unique geological, natural, and cultural history of the area. Follow it up with a hike on the Red Beds Trail to see the tower from various angles. After lunch at The Diamond Bar at Devils Tower, hit the road for a long, lonesome prairie drive to Montana’s Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, where Custer made his famous last stand. Don’t miss the film in the visitor center and museum before driving the Tour Road to take in various sites from the legendary battle. From there, continue on to Billings, where you can sup at Walkers American Grill & Tapas Bar and settle in for hard-earned night’s sleep at the Northern Hotel.


Day 2


Billings to East Glacier


359 MI (577 KM), 5.5 HOURS


After a big, sweet breakfast at Stella’s Kitchen & Bakery, head north and west on two-lane highways through Montana’s breadbasket and tiny towns along the way, with names like Buffalo, Moccasin, and Straw to East Glacier, where you can arrive in time for a juicy steak and a comfy bed at the Summit Mountain Lodge.


Day 3


East Glacier to Whitefish


78 MI (126 KM), 2.5 HOURS


Get an early start and fuel up with a big breakfast in East Glacier at the Two Medicine Grill. Head into the park from the St. Mary entrance to go up and over the magnificent Going-to-the-Sun Road, the drive you’ve been waiting for maybe your whole life. Take the time to park at Logan Pass and take a hike—Hidden Lake Overlook Trail is a popular choice. Head down the pass for a refreshing dip in Lake McDonald and have a late lunch at Russell’s Fireside Dining Room in Lake McDonald Lodge. In the afternoon, consider another short hike such as Trail of the Cedars—or take a sunset cocktail cruise on a historic wooden boat. When it’s time, travel through West Glacier and on to the resort town of Whitefish, where you can do a little shopping and settle in for the night at the Garden Wall Inn after dinner in town at Abruzzo Italian Kitchen.


Day 4


Whitefish to Bozeman


320 MI (515 KM), 6 HOURS


There is a lot of ground to cover between Whitefish and Bozeman. Whatever your plan, you’ll want to fuel up with a pie and lunch to go from Loula’s Café. Head south to Bigfork and have a picnic on one of the lovely beaches that line Flathead Lake. Drive through the CSKT Bison Range en route to Missoula, where you can stretch your legs on the riverside trail and grab coffee and a pastry at Le Petit Outre. From here, it’s all highway driving east through Butte and on to Bozeman. By the time you roll into Bozeman, you’ll be ready for a dinner at Little Star Diner before settling in for the night at The Lark.


Day 5


Bozeman to Old Faithful


121 MI (195 KM), 3 HOURS


Start your morning with a hearty breakfast at Feed Café before you head into the Gallatin Canyon, toward Big Sky Resort. Adrenaline junkies can raft the Gallatin with Montana Whitewater. Grab a gourmet lunch at Big Sky’s Horn & Cantle before continuing on to West Yellowstone to check out the critters at the Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center. Make your way into Yellowstone National Park and walk around Midway and Lower Geyser Basins—don’t miss the colorful Grand Prismatic Spring—before arriving at Old Faithful Inn for the night. Make sure to see at least one eruption of its namesake geyser and check out the Old Faithful Visitor Education Center before you enjoy a meal in the hotel’s lovely dining room and settle in for the night.


Day 6


Old Faithful to Jackson Lake Lodge


65 MI (105 KM), 2 HOURS


After breakfast and perhaps one more eruption of Old Faithful, head south toward Yellowstone Lake, stopping to explore thermal features at West Thumb Geyser Basin. Take your time, cruising south through Yellowstone and into Grand Teton National Park. Dip your toes in the water, or just enjoy the scenery at various pullouts. You could have lunch at Colter Bay or arrange a lunch cruise to Elk Island, then visit the Colter Bay Visitor Center. Stretch your legs with a 2-mi (3.2-km) loop on the Lakeshore Trail at Colter Bay or arrange for a boat rental on Jackson Lake. Continue to Oxbow Bend to take in the scenery and look for wildlife as dusk approaches. Then backtrack to Jackson Lake Lodge, where you’ll dine with a view of the Tetons in the Mural Room before calling it a day.


Day 7


Jackson Lake Lodge to Jackson


36 MI (58 KM), 1 HOUR


After breakfast, head south past Signal Mountain, or drive to the top for a magnificent view, or hike it. Continue south to Jenny Lake, where, for a real treat, you could make reservations for a gourmet lunch at the Jenny Lake Lodge. Afterward, take a hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point before exiting through the Moose entrance station. Stop at the Craig Thomas Discovery and Visitor Center, and if there’s time, you could take a tour of the Murie Ranch or visit the Laurance S. Rockefeller Preserve. Arrive in Jackson in time for some shopping in Town Square before the nightly Jackson Hole Shootout. Save just enough energy for a celebratory farewell meal at Wild Sage if you’re feeling fancy, or The Merry Piglets if you’re not.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Indigenous Heritage


The culture and history of Indigenous people have powerfully defined the identities of both Montana and Wyoming. Both states offer tremendous opportunities for those interested in learning about and experiencing Native American history, traditions, and contemporary culture.


BLACKFEET TOURS


Guided trips on and around the Blackfeet Indian Reservation take guests hiking or on horseback into the sacred Badger Two Medicine area near Glacier.


WIND RIVER INDIAN 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 grave sites 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.


LITTLE BIGHORN BATTLEFIELD NATIONAL MONUMENT


This is where thousands of Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho warriors fought under such legendary figures as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and more than 200 men from his 7th Cavalry died in the brief battle. A wonderful way to explore the monument is by hiring a Native American guide through Apsalooke Tours.


CROW FAIR


Held the third week in August since 1904, Crow Fair is considered the largest outdoor powwow in the world. More than 45,000 people come to watch, and many camp out in more than 1,000 tipis erected on the banks of the Little Bighorn River.


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.







Small Town Rodeos: The Biggest Parties in the West


With more than 100 annual events on the calendar May-November, it’s hard to drive through Montana and Wyoming without running into rodeo action somewhere. Stop and 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.


MONTANA


Miles City Bucking Horse Sale


3rd full weekend in May


Since 1914, the country’s best bucking stock—and the most ambitious cowboys—have been showcased at this world-famous event in Miles City. The party atmosphere follows the crowds from the rodeo into town and every bar throughout the long weekend for concerts, street dances, and a good old small-town parade.


Gardiner Rodeo


mid-June


Just outside Yellowstone’s north entrance, in the shadow of Electric Peak, the annual rodeo in tiny Gardiner includes all the standards—bull riding, saddle bronc riding, bareback bronc riding, steer wrestling, barrel racing, and breakaway roping—with a timeless small-town charm.


Wild West Yellowstone Rodeo


mid-June-Aug.


Held just outside of West Yellowstone, at the edge of Yellowstone National Park, this traditional and family-friendly rodeo happens 5-6 nights a week during the peak summer season.


Livingston Roundup Rodeo


July 1-4


Offering small-town charm and a big-city purse over the Fourth of July holiday, this festive and growing event puts Livingston on the map with big-name rodeo action, a popular parade, nightly fireworks, and more than 10,000 spectators that flood this riverfront community.


WYOMING


Thermopolis Cowboy Rendezvous


late June


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


2 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 2nd 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.







Best 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. Here are the top hikes, some popular and some lesser known, in Montana and Wyoming.


GLACIER NATIONAL PARK


• Highline Trail is popular for good reason. Best in midsummer when the wildflowers explode with color, the shorter version of this strenuous hike climbs a total of 1,950 ft (594 m) over 11.8 mi (19 km) and offers outstanding scenery, including a stretch along the Garden Wall, a ledge that will delight thrill seekers.


• A short and easy hike through alpine meadows known as the Hanging Gardens, the Hidden Lake Overlook Trail, also known as the Hidden Lake Nature Trail, offers extraordinary views of Clements Mountain, the Garden Wall, and Mount Oberlin. The 2.7-mi (4.3-km) round-trip hike crosses the Continental Divide and is often snow-covered, even in midsummer.


MISSOULA, HELENA, AND SOUTHWEST MONTANA


• Offering an incredible view of the Helena Valley, the 1906 Trail on Mount Helena is well traveled for good reason. The 3.1-mi (5-km) up-and-back hike travels through steep, rocky terrain past a large limestone cave, and offers limited shade in the pines.


BOZEMAN AND THE GATEWAY TO YELLOWSTONE


• Sacagawea Peak towers above Fairy Lake and affords hikers spectacular views and a good shot at seeing mountain goats. The trail is just 4.5 mi (7.2 km) round-trip—but steep, gaining 1,975 ft (602 m) in elevation. For more, continue on the winding Bridger Mountains National Recreation Trail. Those who want less can amble around Fairy Lake, a flat 1.2-mi (1.9-km) loop.


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-mi (10-km) stretch through scenic sagebrush plateau to the confluence of Hellroaring Creek and the Yellowstone River.


GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK


• Jenny Lake Trail to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point 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 6 mi (9.6 km) but can be shortened to 1 mi (1.6 km) by taking the shuttle across Jenny Lake.


• The Taggart Lake-Bradley Lake Loop takes hikers to two glacially formed lakes at the base of the Tetons. With only 890 ft (262 m) of elevation gained over 5.6 mi (9 km), this moderate trail along water and through forest offers up views of Nez Perce peak, Middle and Grand Tetons, and Teewinot Mountain.


BILLINGS AND THE BIG OPEN


• High in the Beartooth Mountains, not far from Roscoe, East Rosebud Trail No. 15 to Elk Lake is a 6.7-mi (10.8-km) trail with diverse terrain—forest, canyon, alpine cirque—and a rushing creek nearly the whole way. Wildlife is abundant, views are sublime, and a dip in Elk Lake makes every step worthwhile.


EASTERN WYOMING


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


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


S Lake McDonald: The largest lake in the park and arguably one of the most beautiful, glacially carved Lake McDonald is easy to access. Pack a picnic for the rocky beach or cruise the waters on a boat tour (click here).


S Going-to-the-Sun Road: Stretching just over 50 mi (80 km), this phenomenal feat of engineering gives viewers an extraordinary overview of Glacier (click here).
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S Highline Trail: The shorter version of the much-loved Highline Trail climbs 1,950 ft (594 m) over 11.8 mi (19 km), then drops more than 2,200 ft (670 m) over the last 4 mi (6.4 km) back to Going-to-the-Sun Road. The views are staggering but not for the faint of heart (click here).


S Many Glacier: Prime hiking, canoeing, and horseback riding country, this stunning area in the northeast section of the park is popular but often not as crowded (click here).


S Grinnell Glacier: Although scientists have revised their prediction that the glaciers in the park could disappear entirely by 2030, seeing Grinnell Glacier is a rare and timely opportunity. The ranger-led hike is especially worthwhile (click here).


S Skiing at Whitefish Mountain Resort: This phenomenal ski area has a view over Whitefish Lake and perhaps the best après-ski scene in the state (click here).


S Hiking at Jewel Basin: With 27 lakes, 35 mi (56 km) of trails, and no motorized vehicles or horses permitted, this is a hiker’s paradise (click here).





Known as the “Crown of the Continent,” Glacier National Park is one of the largest intact ecosystems in the Lower 48, an amalgam of stunning landscapes that, for many visitors, defines the entire state.


The beauty of Glacier is rugged, raw, and dynamic. The mountains thrust skyward, and the gravity-defying roads are ribbons that snake toward the summits. The legendary Going-to-the-Sun Road is one of the West’s most impressive engineering feats and one of the best scenic drives in the country. There are still 25 “active” glaciers (at least 25 acres/10 ha in area) within the park, along with countless waterfalls and hundreds of crystalline lakes. In summer the landscape is heavy with huckleberries and dotted with fuzzy white bear grass. While wildlife-viewing from the road can be challenging in this mountainous terrain, the animals—grizzly and black bears, mountain goats, bighorn sheep, wolves, and more—are in abundance. With 1,583 sq mi (4,100 sq km) of alpine majesty, the scenery, if not the altitude, will leave you breathless.


Visitors to Glacier National Park can enjoy the natural beauty in a number of ways—hiking, bicycling, boating, and cross-country skiing, to name a few. There are 746 mi (1,200 km) of trails throughout the park and a smattering of historic lodges and chalets. Yet despite its extensive offerings and ever-increasing popularity, it’s still possible to experience solitude in the park. In many places, the crowds are gone as soon as your feet hit the trail, and there are miles of shoreline where the only other picnickers are four-legged. More than just the Crown of the Continent, Glacier is like no place on earth.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


Glacier National Park could easily absorb all your time, but the Flathead Valley—home to the largest freshwater lake in the western United States, and the charming towns of Whitefish and Big Fork—is worth exploring en route to Glacier. Think if it as an acclimatization to natural beauty.


Crossing the Continental Divide, the 50-mi (80-km) Going-to-the-Sun Road, which now requires an advance vehicle reservation, is one of the most scenic drives you will ever take and the best way to get an overview of the park if your time is limited. The alpine vistas provide a marvelous sense of the geography, and the park’s history comes alive in the architecture of the road itself. The drive takes at least 2 hours, not accounting for construction, traffic, or weather-related delays, but if time permits an extra hour, there are plenty of turnouts and hiking opportunities along the way. Hidden Lake Overlook is a wonderful 2.7-mi (4.4-km) round-trip hike from the Logan Pass Visitor Center with opportunities to view seasonal wildflowers and wildlife. Visitors should be prepared for changes in the weather (dress in layers and bring water) and wildlife encounters.


With more than a day, visitors can see some of the park’s idyllic corners. Many Glacier is a launching spot for day hikes to alpine lakes and glaciers. Lake McDonald, the park’s largest, is a favorite place to spend the day. The southern section of the park, accessed from US 2, is especially popular in winter with cross-country skiers, who make tracks from the Izaak Walton Inn in Essex. In summer and early fall, Two Medicine in the park’s southeast corner can provide some lesser known (and less crowded!) but equally sublime hikes.


Planning is critical in Glacier, as accommodations within and immediately surrounding the park fill up as much as a year in advance. Most of the 1,009 campsites throughout the park’s 13 campgrounds are available by reservation only (www.recreation.gov). Only 166 sites at 5 campgrounds are first-come, first-served: Bowman Lake, Cut Bank, Kintla Lake, Quartz Lake, and Rising Sun. Still, last-minute travelers are not necessarily out of luck (see click here for more information). For park brochures to help plan your trip, visit the park’s website (www.nps.gov/glac). For those willing to stay outside the park and launch day trips, the gateway towns of Whitefish and Kalispell have more choices for accommodations.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Before arriving in Glacier, you can check out the Plan Your Visit section on the Glacier National Park website (www.nps.gov/glac) or call the Park Headquarters (406/888-7800; 8am-4:30pm daily year-round).



Park Fees and Passes



Entrance to Glacier National Park (406/888-7800; www.nps.gov/glac) costs $35 per vehicle for 7 days May-October, $30 for motorcycles, and $20 for hikers and bikers. An annual Glacier park pass costs $70, and an annual America the Beautiful Pass is $80 ($20 for those over 62) and allows entrance into all national parks for one year.


Reservations


Vehicle Reservation Program


In an effort to deal with crowds and the problem of more cars than parking spots, Glacier has implemented a pilot vehicle reservation program requiring reservations for some places and roads on specific dates and times. Late May-early September, reservations are required 6am-3pm for the west side of the Going-to-the-Sun Road. Early July-early September, reservations are required 6am-3pm for Many Glacier. Reservations are available online 120 days in advance starting in January at 8am mountain time on a daily rolling basis. Starting just before Memorial Day, some next-day vehicle reservations are available starting at 7pm mountain time on a daily rolling basis. Vehicle reservations (www.recreation.gov; $2) are nonrefundable and must be booked online.


Campgrounds


Avalanche, Two Medicine, Many Glacier, Apgar, Fish Creek, Sprague Creek, and St. Mary Campgrounds all now require reservations (www.recreation.gov).


Backcountry Permits


More than 90 percent of the park is managed (although never formally designated by Congress) as wilderness, mandating the use of permits for all backcountry camping in the park. Advance reservation permits (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov) are available for 70 percent of backcountry sites. Starting in 2024, Glacier offered two early access lotteries for advance camping reservations.


The other 30 percent of backcountry sites can be accessed by securing walk-up wilderness permits ($10 plus $7 pp per night) the day before or the day of a desired trip, until 4:30pm daily, at the Apgar Wilderness Permit Center; Many Glacier, Two Medicine, and Polebridge Ranger stations; and the St. Mary Visitor Center. Limited services for advance reservation permits are available at Waterton Lakes Visitor Center. November-April, camping permits are free and can be secured 3-7 days in advance by phone (406/888-7800) or email (glac_backcountry_permits@nps.gov).


Ranger-Led Activities


Some of the best resources on Glacier National Park are the National Park Service rangers—encyclopedias in hiking boots. Their stations are located at major sites throughout the park, and the rangers host outdoor educational events geared to the whole family. The offerings run late June-early September at locations around the park and include several daily guided hikes (a great option for anyone especially worried about bear encounters), as well as evening programs at campground amphitheaters, short ranger talks, astronomy programs and Logan Pass star parties, historic hotel tours, and the Native America Speaks program, where members from the Blackfeet, Salish, Kootenai, and Pend d’Oreille tribes provide campfire talks about their lives, culture, and influence in Glacier.


For information on ranger stations or programs, pick up the free “Ranger-Led Activity Schedule” at any of the park’s visitor centers or contact Park Service Headquarters (406/888-7800; www.nps.gov/glac).


Visitor Centers and Ranger Stations


At the park entrance, visitors are given a copy of Vacation Planner, which provides important general information about the park. Once inside the park, visitor centers are the best sources of information, with knowledgeable staff, guidebooks and maps, and basic amenities. Hours of operation vary, but during the summer the centers are open every day.




One Day in Glacier National Park


One day in Glacier isn’t enough, but neither is a lifetime. So pack the day full and remember that any hour in Glacier is time well spent.


MORNING


Start the day early with a hike up Avalanche Creek Trail before the trail gets crowded. The 5.9-mi (9.5-km) trail starts from the Trail of the Cedars trailhead just past Lake McDonald and brings you through old-growth cedars and hemlock along Avalanche Creek to the stunning Avalanche Gorge.


AFTERNOON


Have an early lunch on Lake McDonald, either at Russell’s Fireside Dining Room at the lovely old Lake McDonald Lodge or, better yet, pack a picnic and find a stretch of open rocky beach on the north side of the lake to soak in the scenery.


After lunch, and with your vehicle reservation in hand, drive the most beautiful 50 mi (80 km) you can imagine on Going-to-the-Sun Road. Stop at the Logan Pass Visitor Center, behind which you’ll find the Hidden Lake Overlook trail (2.7 mi/4.3 km round-trip). Walk the trail through wildflowers to the scenic overlook, and look for the mountain goats and bighorn sheep that frequent the area.


EVENING


Continue down the east side of the Going-to-the-Sun Road and take in the views of St. Mary on your way out of the park. Drive north through Babb, stopping for dinner at the wonderful Two Sisters Café, where you can sample bison from the recently restored Blackfeet tribal herd. Don’t miss the pie, even if you have to have it first. From Babb, continue back into the park as you head toward Many Glacier for a room at the Many Glacier Hotel.






Visitor Information Headquarters Building



64 Grinnell Dr.; 406/888-7800; 8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri. year-round except holidays


The Visitor Information Headquarters Building is just inside the West Glacier park entrance, before the actual entrance station; turn right after passing the Glacier National Park sign. They can issue a variety of passes and permits as well as answer most questions.


Apgar Visitor Center


Camas Rd. and Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 2 mi (3.2 km) north of the West Entrance; 406/888-7800; daily mid-May-mid-Oct., Sat.-Sun. fall and spring


Near the town of West Glacier, Apgar Visitor Center is about 2 mi (3.2 km) north of the West Entrance.


St. Mary Visitor Center


St. Mary Entrance, Going-to-the-Sun Rd.; 406/888-7800; daily late May-early Oct.


St. Mary Visitor Center, adjacent to the St. Mary Entrance on the park’s east side, is Glacier’s largest visitor center and offers trip planning information, the Land of Many Journeys film on Glacier, a bookstore, wilderness permitting, shuttle service, and various ranger-led activities.


Logan Pass Visitor Center


Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 32 mi (52 km) from the West Entrance, 18 mi (29 km) from the St. Mary Entrance; 406/888-7800; daily usually early July-early Oct.


Logan Pass Visitor Center is in the center of the park at the highest point of the Going-to-the-Sun Road. It is often the most crowded location in the park, and parking can be impossible.


Ranger Stations


Starting in 2024, the status of the park’s 22 historic ranger stations became fluid due to staffing issues and plans for construction. If you plan to visit a ranger station or need to get a wilderness permit, visit www.nps.gov in advance of your trip, and ask about ranger station status when you enter the park. The park encourages travelers to visit the more reliable visitor centers instead.


Wilderness permits can be picked up at the Apgar Wilderness Permit Center and the St. Mary Visitor Center.


Entrance Stations


The two main entrances to Glacier National Park are at either end of Going-to-the-Sun Road. West Glacier, on the west side of the park, can be accessed from US 2, and St. Mary, on the park’s east side, can be accessed from US 89.


Entrance stations on the west side are at Camas Creek and the Polebridge Ranger Station off Outside North Fork Road, and on the east side at Two Medicine off Highway 49, Many Glacier off US 89, and at Waterton Lakes National Park accessible from Alberta Highways 5 and 6.


Entrance fees must be paid even when entrance stations are closed. There is a self-registration area available at the entrance stations when the stations are not staffed. Alternatively, visitors can buy passes in advance online (www.recreation.gov).


Services


If you arrive and discover you are missing recreational equipment—or more important, bear spray—almost anything you need can be rented from Glacier Outfitters (196 Apgar Loop; 406/219-7466; www.goglacieroutfitters.com). With camping gear, backpacks, bicycles, paddleboards, kayaks, canoes, fishing rods, GoPro cameras, and, yep, bear spray, this is the place to make sure you have what you need.


Pets


Although pets are allowed in drive-in campgrounds, picnic areas, and on roads open to cars, they are required to be on a leash no longer than 6 ft (1.8 m) at all times. They are not permitted on any trails in the park, and park officials strongly discourage the presence of pets in Glacier. Because of this policy, it’s nearly impossible to find pet-friendly lodging in the area. Well-socialized pups can enjoy a ritzy stay with open plan sleeping and tons of outdoor space at K9 Camp & Boarding Retreat (Hwy. 35, Kalispell; 406/755-7487; www.k9campandboardingretreat.com) or at Glacier Bark Kennels (636 Kelley Rd., Columbia Falls; 406/314-8106; www.glacierbarkkennels.com).




Hands-On Learning


Founded in 1983, the Glacier Institute (320 Nucleus Ave., Columbia Falls; 406/755-1211; www.glacierinstitute.org) is a private nonprofit offering hands-on educational experiences for all ages and levels of fitness using Glacier National Park and Flathead National Forest as its classrooms.


The 2-6-day youth camps (from $175) have a variety of focuses, including the first overnight camp experience for children away from their parents and a 6-day backpacking trip, with experienced guides and experts to foster each child’s learning. Outdoor education courses are open to young and old. Enroll for a day hike ($150) with expert instructors on topics such as wolves of the North Fork Valley. Memberships to the institute cost $150 annually and allow you to take members-only day courses throughout the year for no extra charge.


Peruse the institute’s extensive offerings on its website. If you see a course that’s not offered when you plan to be here, the Glacier Institute creates custom programs and can plan a half-day to several-day course for your group (up to 40 people; from $750, $2,300 for a bus of 14).





GETTING THERE


Air


Glacier Park International Airport


FCA; 4170 US 2; www.iflyglacier.com


The closest airport to Glacier is 30 mi (48 km) away in Kalispell. The Glacier Park International Airport is served by Delta, Alaska Airlines, United, Allegiant, American, Sun Country, and Avelo. At the airport, Avis, Budget, Hertz, and National/Alamo have car-rental counters, and Dollar, Thrifty, and Enterprise have car-rental lots nearby. There are multiple taxi options, including 406 Rides of Northwest Montana (406/309-1542; www.406rides.com) and Wild Horse Limousine (406/756-2290 or 509/220-0364; www.wildhorselimo.com).


Great Falls International Airport


GTF; 2800 Terminal Dr., Great Falls; www.flygtf.com


Great Falls International Airport is 130-165 mi (209-265 km) to the southeast of the entrances at St. Mary, Two Medicine, and Many Glacier.


Missoula International Airport


MSO; 5225 W. Broadway St., Missoula; www.flymissoula.com


Missoula International Airport is 150 mi (240 km) south of the park entrance at West Glacier.


Car


By car, the park is accessible from US 2 and US 89. It is about 150 mi (240 km) north of Missoula and 150 mi (240 km) northwest of Great Falls.


Train


Amtrak (800/268-7252; www.amtrak.com) runs the Empire Builder from Chicago to Seattle, with daily stops in both directions in East Glacier (400 Hwy. 49; summer only), Essex (290 Izaak Walton Inn Rd.), and West Glacier (12544 US 2).


GETTING AROUND


Private Vehicles


Vehicles and vehicle combinations longer than 21 ft (6.4 m), including bumpers, and wider than 8 ft (2.4 m), including mirrors, or taller than 10 ft (3 m) are not permitted on Going-to-the-Sun Road between Avalanche Campground and the Rising Sun Parking Area. Stock trucks and trailers can access Packers Roost on the west side and Siyeh Bend on the east side.


Shuttles


406/892-2525; 8am-7pm daily July-Labor Day


Operating on a first-come, first-served basis, Glacier’s free shuttle system picks up and drops off at 14 stops, including Apgar Visitor Center, Avalanche Creek, Logan Pass, St. Mary Visitor Center, and several trailheads. Shuttles depart every 15-30 minutes. The shuttle is an excellent option for hiking from the Logan Pass Visitor Center, which regularly has a full parking lot, or for doing trails that start at one trailhead and end at another. To travel the entire Going-to-the-Sun Road from the Apgar Visitor Center to the St. Mary Visitor Center and back, or vice versa, takes approximately 7 hours on the shuttle. The last bus to Logan Pass with time to visit and return departs Apgar Visitor Center at 4:15pm and St. Mary Visitor Center at 5:30pm. Check online (www.nps.gov/glac) for early-morning express shuttles from Apgar Visitor Center to Logan Pass. Since the number of stops along the route has decreased, be sure to confirm on the map that you can board and disembark where you planned. Reduced service is available in the first two weeks of September.


A free hiker-biker shuttle allows recreational access for hikers and bikers beyond vehicle gate closures on Going-to-the-Sun Road prior to the season opening. Shuttles run 9am-4pm weekends only during hiker-biker season, early May-June 30 or whenever the Going-to-the-Sun Road fully opens. Shuttles stop at Apgar Visitor Center, Lake McDonald Lodge, and Avalanche Creek only every 15-30 minutes. Each vehicle carries 15 people and comes equipped with a bike trailer that only fits tires narrower than 3 in (8 cm) and those without extended or full front fenders. Shuttles are available on a first-come, first-served basis.


Tours


Red Bus Tours


855/733-4522 or 303/265-7010; www.glaciernationalparklodges.com; $54-122


Interpretive Red Bus Tours are another way to see the park. These snazzy vintage buses, known as “Jammers,” were originally built by the White Motor Company in 1936-1939. The vehicles, which have been overhauled for safety, are 25 ft (8 m) long, seat 16 on benches, and have the added bonus of roll-back canvas tops, ideal for sunny summer days. Numerous tours take 2.5-9.5 hours, and informative guides entertain with facts and stories about Glacier. It’s an excellent way to leave the driving and vehicle reservations to someone else.


Sun Tours


406/226-9220 or 800/786-9220; www.glaciersuntours.com; June-Sept. 1; $100-140


Slightly less flashy but more comfortable are the air-conditioned and large-windowed coaches of Sun Tours. Tours last 4, 6, or 8 hours and are guided from a Blackfeet perspective. Plants and roots used for Blackfeet medicine are pointed out, for example, as are natural features that relate to the Blackfeet Nation. The coaches can accommodate 25 passengers and depart daily from East Glacier, Browning, St. Mary, and West Glacier. Park entrance passes and lunch are not included in the tour price. Sun Tours also offers a hiker shuttle service and private custom tours.


WILDLIFE


Glacier’s diversity of habitats is a critical factor in the spectrum of wildlife that calls the park home. From the minute pygmy shrew, which weighs about as much as a dime, to indicator species like the grizzly bear, gray wolf, and mountain lion, Glacier is home to 71 species of mammals and more than 276 documented species of birds. Missing are bison and woodland caribou, both of which were grossly overhunted in the region prior to the park’s designation in 1910.


Today the park is a safe haven for the Canada lynx and the grizzly bear, both of which are threatened, and the once-endangered gray wolf. There are healthy populations of elk, primarily in the grasslands of the park’s eastern side, as well as moose, mountain goats, and bighorn sheep. Though rarely seen and few in number, wolverines, cougars, and fishers also live here. Glacier’s tailed frog is considered the most primitive frog in North America, and the only one that fertilizes the female’s eggs internally. It is most closely related to frogs in New Zealand, which has led scientists to believe that its origins date back 250 million years.




Bear Safety


Glacier has significant concentrations of both grizzly and black bears, both of which can be threatening in any encounter. The keys to safe travel in the backcountry are acting to prevent bear encounters and knowing what to do in the event you do meet a bear.


Simple guidelines for responsible behavior in bear country:


• Don’t surprise bears. Make noise, even on well-traveled trails, to allow bears the opportunity to get away from you. Bells can be effective, as can singing, hand-clapping, and loud talking. Never assume that a bear has better senses than you and will see, hear, or smell you coming.


• Don’t approach bears. Be aware of their feeding opportunities and behavior so that you can avoid potential feeding locations and times of day. Avoid hiking through berry patches, cow parsnip thickets, or fields of glacier lilies. Never approach a carcass, which could be under the surveillance of a bear. Try not to hike at sunrise or at dusk, both active times for bears. Always keep children in close proximity.


• Minimize the possibility that a bear would be attracted to your belongings or campsite. Abide by all the park regulations about hanging your food and garbage away from your sleeping area. Don’t carry odiferous food, and never bring anything potentially edible, including medicines and toothpaste, into your tent. Take special care with used feminine hygiene products by sealing them in several zip-top bags with baking soda to absorb the odor.


• Be prepared for an encounter. Carry pepper spray that is not out of date and know how to use it. Do a test spray so you can be sure the device works properly and that you know how to use it. Pay attention to wind direction. Familiarize yourself with the behaviors most likely to ensure your safety in a bear encounter.


BEAR ENCOUNTERS


If you do surprise a bear, keep your wits about you. While there is no easy or universal answer about how to react—bears are as individual and unpredictable as humans—the following are accepted behaviors outlined on Glacier’s website:


• Talk quietly and calmly. If you have surprised a bear, don’t attempt to threaten it; if possible, back away or try to detour around it. A bear standing up is not threatening you but rather trying to get more information and to determine if you are a threat. Bears will often bluff charge, even a couple of times, to see if you will run. Panicking will make the situation worse.


• Never run. Don’t turn your back; instead, back away slowly, unless it agitates the bear. Running could trigger its predator instincts.


• Use peripheral vision. Bears may perceive direct eye contact as aggressive behavior on your part.


• Drop something (not food) to distract the bear and keep your pack on for protection. If you have bear spray, grab it and be prepared to use it.


• Protect yourself if the bear attacks. Protect your chest and abdomen by falling to the ground on your stomach or assuming the fetal position. Cover the back of your neck with your hands, and if the bear tries to roll you over, attempt to stay on your stomach. If the attack is defensive, the bear will leave once it has determined you are not a threat. If the attack is prolonged, fight back!





The addition of nonnative species and removal of native species can have far-ranging and catastrophic results. The healthy red-backed vole population on the park’s west side eats primarily fungus, and they consequently spread fungal spores as they travel. The rootlets of the spores are almost entirely responsible for the regeneration of conifer trees in the region. Without the voles, there would be no forest. Without the fungus, there would be no voles. The ecosystem is as delicately balanced as it is captivating.



West Glacier Area



A bustling entrance to Glacier, West Glacier (pop. 174, elev. 3,220 ft/982 m) has the feeling of “last chance to get bug spray” and “first non-PB&J in a while.” It is not a destination but a portal, and a good place to find lodging, dining, and supplies.


The town grew up around Belton Chalet, a lodge built by the Great Northern Railway in 1910, the same year Glacier became a national park. The Belton, an arts and crafts-style gem, was the first permanent lodging on the west side of Glacier, and thanks to a painstaking restoration in 2000 and a wonderful restaurant, it remains one of the best.


GETTING THERE


West Glacier is 33 mi (53 km) north of Kalispell on US 2. From Whitefish, West Glacier is 27.7 mi (44.6 km) north and east on Highway 40 and US 2. The town of West Glacier is just southeast of the park entrance.


SIGHTS



S Lake McDonald



The largest lake in the park at 9.4 mi (15 km) long and 464 ft (141 m) deep, Lake McDonald was gouged out by a glacier. Surrounded by jagged peaks on three sides, it is bordered by the Lewis Range to the east, which creates a rain block and makes the Lake McDonald Valley one of the mildest and lushest environments in the region. Not unlike the Pacific Northwest, the valley boasts dense forests of towering western red cedars and hemlocks.


Although the lake and surrounding forests are serene, the area is a hub of activity in summer for human visitors and the bear population alike. Modeled after a Swiss chalet and opened in 1914, the grand and slightly worse-for-wear Lake McDonald Lodge sprawls along the northeast shore and provides expensive lodging with unmatched views. The dining room, lounge, and pizzeria are open to nonguests. Stop in to warm yourself by the massive fireplace, check out the animal mounts that have decorated the place since its origins, or lounge lakeside on the veranda with a beverage.


There are great hiking trails around the lake, including those to Fish Lake, Mount Brown Lookout, and the mellow Johns Lake Loop. Plenty of fish populate the lake—17 varieties in all, mainly trout. Boat tours depart from the lodge as well as Red Bus Tours and ranger-led activities.


Bowman Lake


Some 32 mi (52 km) north of the west entrance to Glacier in the North Fork area, and only 30 mi (48 km) south of Canada, is crystalline Bowman Lake, ringed by mountains and forest. A long bumpy ride gets you here and keeps the crowds away. The density of mosquitoes also tends to discourage visitors. Boats are permitted on the 7-mi-long (11.3-km) lake with restrictions on engines. Kayaks and canoes are a wonderful way to explore this photogenic setting. The lake is filled with kokanee and cutthroat trout, and the fishing is legendary, particularly in late spring. There are plenty of hikes from the area, including the arduous 13-mi (21-km) round-trip Quartz Lakes Loop, but be warned that this is the heart of grizzly country, and visitors should come prepared with bear spray and a solid understanding of bear behavior and habitat. Camping is available on a first-come, first-served basis at primitive 48-site Bowman Lake Campground. Glacier’s pilot vehicle reservation program requires an entry ticket (www.recreation.gov; $2) for the North Fork area 6am-6pm daily late May-mid-September.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Going-to-the-Sun Road



GOOGLE MAP


Completed in 1932, Going-to-the-Sun Road is a marvel of modern engineering. Spanning 50 mi (80 km) from West Glacier to St. Mary, the road snakes up and around mountains that include its namesake, Going-to-the-Sun Mountain, giving viewers some of the most dramatic vistas in the country. The road crosses the Continental Divide and required more than two decades of planning and construction. It climbs more than 3,000 ft (900 m) with only a single switchback, known as The Loop. Going-to-the-Sun is an architectural accomplishment as well: All the bridges, retaining walls, and guardrails are built of native materials, so the road blends into its majestic alpine setting.


In addition to being an experience on its own, Going-to-the-Sun is also the primary access road to the park and the only way to get to some of the park’s best-known highlights: the visitor center at Logan Pass, the Highline Trail, Lake McDonald, and an array of hiking trails. For visitors who are not keen on driving the road themselves, there are a few options, including free shuttles, vintage tours, and Blackfeet tours, to see the road as a sightseer.


As of 2024, with visitor levels hitting historic highs, the National Park Service is operating a pilot vehicle reservation system for the Going-to-the-Sun Road via the West Entrance as well as Many Glacier and the North Fork area of the park from the Polebridge Entrance Station. Entry tickets (www.recreation.gov; $2) are required 6am-3pm daily late May-mid-September from for the Going-to-the-Sun Road corridor, the North Fork area, and Many Glacier. A printed or digital copy of the ticket is valid for one day and will be scanned at the park entrance station.


RECREATION


Hiking


Glacier is a hiker’s paradise, and the west side of the park around the Lake McDonald Valley offers an opportunity to hike through primeval forests of western red cedars, hemlocks, and other species that thrive in this moist moderate climate. Hiking trails can be closed at any time for wildlife, weather, and maintenance. To check on the status of many of the park’s most popular trails, visit www.nps.gov/glac or www.hikinginglacier.com.


Johns Lake Loop


Distance: 2 mi (3.2 km) round-trip


Duration: 1 hour


Elevation gain: 190 ft (58 m)


Effort: Easy


Trailhead: Johns Lake Trailhead, just northeast of Lake McDonald Lodge


Among the most popular and well-traveled trails near Lake McDonald is the Johns Lake Loop, a relatively flat trip through prime moose habitat with waterfalls and lake views.


Trail of the Cedars


Distance: 0.9 mi (1.4 km) round-trip


Duration: 30 minutes


Elevation gain: 49 ft (15 m)


Effort: Easy


Trailhead: Trail of the Cedars/Avalanche Lake, from Avalanche Campground, 5 mi (8 km) east of Lake McDonald Lodge


The popular Trail of the Cedars is an easy loop on a wheelchair-accessible boardwalk through spectacular forest, making for an ideal nature walk on a hot day. The trail crosses an impressive footbridge over Avalanche Gorge.


Avalanche Creek Trail


Distance: 5.9 mi (9.5 km) round-trip


Duration: 2.5-3 hours


Elevation gain: 757 ft (231 m)


Effort: Moderate


Trailhead: Trail of the Cedars/Avalanche Lake, from Avalanche Campground, 5 mi (8 km) east of Lake McDonald Lodge


Avalanche Creek Trail begins south of the Avalanche Gorge Footbridge on the Trail of the Cedars and takes hikers to the picturesque, mountain-ringed and glacial blue Avalanche Lake. Parking at both trailheads tends to fill early, so the park’s shuttles are a good option.


Akokala Lake


Distance: 11.4 mi (18 km) round-trip


Duration: 6 hours


Elevation gain: 2,070 ft (631 m)


Effort: Strenuous


Trailhead: north end of Bowman Lake Campground


A longer and more strenuous hike is the trail over moderate terrain and through burned areas to Akokala Lake, which is filled with native cutthroat trout. The fishing is great, especially halfway around the west side of the lake, where the water is deep next to the shore. Reuter and Numa Peaks tower over the lake and provide a sublime backdrop. Like many trails in Glacier, this one cuts through grizzly country, and hikers should be well prepared with bear spray, humility, and awareness. This is also mosquito country; bring spray for them, too.



S Highline Trail



GOOGLE MAP


Distance: 14.9 mi (24 km) round-trip


Duration: 8 hours


Elevation gain: 2,621 ft (799 m)


Effort: Strenuous


Trailhead: Highline Trailhead at Logan Pass


Among the best-loved and most heavily traveled trails in the park is the Highline Trail. Leaving from Logan Pass at the summit of Going-to-the-Sun Road, the high-altitude trail to Granite Park Chalet is over moderate terrain. A shorter option, requiring a shuttle, is to hike 11.8 mi (19 km) one-way from Logan Pass to the Loop Trail. Those who start at The Loop gain 2,300 vertical ft (701 m), whereas those who start at Logan Pass have more downhill than up. The trail can be crowded in summer but is breathtaking. The first part of the trail cuts into the Garden Wall above Going-to-the-Sun Road and is not for those with a fear of heights; the ledge can be frightening but provides remarkable views. En route to Granite Park Chalet (7.6 mi/12.2 km), the trail passes in the shadows of Haystack Butte, Mount Gould, and Mount Grinnell. Mountain goats and bighorn sheep often share the trail. If you’re making it a day hike, plan on lunch at the chalet (888/345-2649; www.graniteparkchalet.com) before returning to the trailhead.


Granite Park Trail


Distance: 8.2 mi (13 km) round-trip


Duration: 5-6 hours


Elevation gain: 2,575 ft (785 m)


Effort: Strenuous


Trailhead: Loop Trailhead 13.1 mi (21 km) east of Lake McDonald Lodge at the sharp bend on the Going-to-the-Sun Road


This is a classic and popular trail with wide open views, some bugs, lots of flowers, and plenty of other hikers. There’s not much shade and no water at the chalet, unless you are staying overnight, so plan accordingly. An alternative day-hike option is to make a loop using the park’s shuttle service. At Granite Park Chalet, the Granite Park Trail drops more than 2,200 ft (670 m) over 4 mi (6.4 km) back to Going-to-the-Sun Road at The Loop, where you can catch a shuttle back to Logan Pass.


Hidden Lake Overlook Trail


Distance: 2.7 mi (4.3 km) round-trip


Duration: 1.5 hours


Elevation gain: 540 ft (165 m)


Effort: Easy


Trailhead: Hidden Lake Overlook, from the west side of Logan Pass Visitor Center


A popular and scenic hike, the Hidden Lake Overlook trail, also called Hidden Lake Nature Trail, is paved where it leaves from the Logan Pass Visitor Center and quickly becomes boardwalk for just over 0.5 mi (0.8 km), making it passable in all weather. At the end of the boardwalk, the trail leads toward Bearhat Mountain and offers stunning views of Clements Mountain, the Garden Wall, and Mount Oberlin. Hikers cross the Continental Divide before arriving at Hidden Lake Overlook at 1.4 mi (2.3 km). Sperry Glacier is visible on clear days, and wildlife encounters along the route are not uncommon.


Boating


Before Going-to-the-Sun Road was completed, most of Glacier’s adventurous visitors saw the park by boat. Today this nostalgic mode of travel offers benefits all its own. Both Lake McDonald and Bowman Lake offer excellent boating and fishing opportunities in the form of kayaking, canoeing, and even semi-restricted motorboating. Boat rentals are available at Apgar and Lake McDonald Lodge.


Glacier Park Boat Company


406/257-2426; www.glacierparkboats.com; tours $26, rentals $18-33


For hour-long boat tours—think sunset cocktail cruises in a historic wooden boat on Lake McDonald—and rentals, the Glacier Park Boat Company is the ultimate resource, with rowboats and double kayaks, paddleboards, and 8-hp motorboats.


Rafting


Although there is no rafting inside the park, white-water outfitting services in West Glacier offer trips on the 87-mi (140-km) Middle Fork of the Flathead River. The North Fork of the Flathead, which forms the western boundary of the park, can be rafted as well.


Glacier Raft Company


106 Going-to-the-Sun Rd., West Glacier; 406/888-5454 or 800/235-6781; www.glacierraftco.com; $75-161


Glacier Raft Company offers everything from half-day and dinner floats to multiple-day expeditions. The company caters to all floaters, from novices to adrenaline junkies. They also offer horseback riding, fly-fishing, and kayaking.


Montana Raft Company


11970 US 2, West Glacier; 406/387-5555 or 800/521-7238; www.glacierguides.com; from $81


Montana Raft Company is the sister company of Glacier Guides and has some of the most well-rounded and knowledgeable guides in the area. Group numbers tend to be smaller (9 in a boat as opposed to 14), and the expansive range of options includes rafting and horseback riding, overnight adventures, inflatable kayak trips, family-friendly day trips, raft and dinner trips, and scenic floats. Because of water conditions, in June the minimum age for rafters is eight; from July, rafting is available to those ages six and up.


Wild River Adventures


11900 US 2 E., West Glacier; 406/387-9453 or 800/700-7056; www.riverwild.com; $80-153


Another noteworthy outfitter offering rafting trips in the region is Wild River Adventures, with all-day trips that include lunch. The minimum age for rafters in May-June is 12, and from July onward age 6 and up. They also offer evening dinner white-water rafting, sport raft wild side tours, inflatable kayak tours, and custom overnight adventures ($545-840) on both the Middle Fork and North Fork for 1-2 nights.


Biking


Biking in Glacier is not for the nonchalant. The climbs are treacherous, the edges precipitous, and the automobile traffic even worse. But the thrill of reaching the summit of Going-to-the-Sun Road, seeing how far you’ve come, soaking in the scenery, and whooshing back down again is unrivaled.


Still, as with any activity in Glacier, cyclists should be well aware of the conditions, restrictions, and potential hazards. Common sense prevails: Use helmets and reflectors; wear brightly colored and highly visible clothing; and watch for falling rocks, wildlife, and ice on the road. E-bikes are allowed if the motor is less than 750 watts (1 hp) and engaged only when pedaling. Bicycles are prohibited 11am-4pm daily June 15-Labor Day between Apgar Campground and Sprague Creek Campground. From Apgar to Logan Pass, bicycle traffic in both directions is prohibited 3pm-6pm daily late May-early September. It takes roughly 45 minutes to ride from Sprague Creek to Logan Creek, and 3 hours from Logan Creek to the summit of Logan Pass. Bicycles cannot be ridden on any of the hiking trails, other than on a few marked trails in Waterton Lakes National Park. For more information on restrictions and current road closures, check online (www.nps.gov/glac).


Glacier Outfitters


196 Apgar Loop; 406/219-7466; www.goglacieroutfitters.com; $60-135


Bicycles can be rented at Apgar Village from Glacier Outfitters. It rents e-bikes (ages 16 and up), hybrid road-mountain bikes, and bike racks for regular and e-bikes as well as Thule child trailers.


Horseback Riding


Swan Mountain Outfitters


406/387-4405; www.swanmountainglacier.com; $140-415


Guided horseback rides are available in good weather at the corrals at Apgar, Lake McDonald, and Many Glacier from Swan Mountain Outfitters, the only outfitter that can offer trail rides inside the park. Options include 2-hour rides, 5-hour rides, and full-day trips. They also offer fish-and-ride day trips. Trail rides can be arranged late April-mid-October, and fishing trips are offered July-September. Rates do not include gratuities, which are encouraged. Reservations are required.


Cross-Country Skiing


When the white stuff blankets the park, cross-country skiers and snowshoers find themselves in a winter paradise. Many of the hiking trails double as ski and snowshoe trails, but nothing is groomed, so keen and constant orientation is critical.


Lower McDonald Creek


The Lower McDonald Creek trailhead is just south of McDonald Creek Bridge, and the 2-3 mi (3.2-4.8 km) round-trip trail is in gentle forested terrain that parallels the creek in some spots.


Rocky Point Trail


Mostly level, the Rocky Point Trail is 6 mi (9.7 km) round-trip and rewards skiers with a phenomenal view of Lake McDonald. The trailhead is 0.2 mi (0.3 km) north of Fish Creek Campground.


Going-to-the-Sun Road


Since many of the roads in the park are unplowed and impassable for cars in winter, they make excellent ski trails. Going-to-the-Sun Road is one of the best, but due to avalanche danger, it can often be closed east of Avalanche Creek.


Izaak Walton Inn


290 Izaak Walton Inn Dr., off US 2, Essex; 406/807-8540; www.logecamps.com


Although it’s not in the park, one of the region’s most beloved areas for cross-country skiing is the Izaak Walton Inn, repeatedly named one of the best cross-country ski resorts in the Rockies. The 30 mi (48 km) of trails are groomed for skiers mid-December-late March, and the inn’s proximity to the park invites backcountry travel. Ski rentals are available for classic, skate, and backcountry skis.


FOOD


Freda’s


190 Going-to-the-Sun Rd.; 406/868-7474; 7:30am-9pm daily mid-May-Sept.; $8-17


The closest restaurant to the entrance at West Glacier is Freda’s. Set in a classic Park Service-like building, the family-friendly restaurant offers casual dining with salads, burgers, ice cream, and an impressive beer and cocktail menu.


Eddie’s Café & Mercantile


236 Apgar Loop Rd.; 406/888-5361; www.eddiescafegifts.com; 7am-9pm daily summer; $14-20


For breakfast and lunch with outdoor seating options in Apgar Village, Eddie’s Café & Mercantile serves excellent grub, including oatmeal and breakfast sandwiches, bison burgers, and pulled pork.


Glacier Highland Restaurant


12555 US 2; 406/888-5427; www.glacierhighland.com; 7am-10pm daily July-Aug., hours vary off-season; $18-32


Glacier Highland Restaurant is an authentic West Glacier diner experience. Located just before the entrance to the park and across from the Amtrak depot, this is an easy stop if you are craving a 5-ounce burger with all the toppings and fresh-cut fries. Hearty homemade soups and fresh-baked sweet treats are also on offer.


Russell’s Fireside Dining Room


288 Lake McDonald Lodge Loop; 855/733-4522; www.glaciernationalparklodges.com; 6:30am-10am, 11:30am-2:30pm, and 5pm-9pm daily mid-May-early Oct.; $13-49


The beauty of the lodge itself as well as the lakeside location are the main attraction here. The food is fine—burgers and steaks and such—but it’s the experience of dining in what feels like an old hunting lodge that makes it special. There are full and continental breakfast buffets in this casual restaurant. Reservations are not accepted.



Belton Dining Room and Tap Room



12575 US 2 E.; 844/868-7474; www.glacierparkcollection.com; 5pm-10pm daily summer; $28-49


Even if you are not planning to stay at the Belton Chalet, the hotel offers a rich dining experience that is worth a visit in this land of burgers and grilled cheese. The Belton Dining Room provides an exquisite dining experience in the historic 1910 chalet. The menu changes seasonally, and chef Earl offers innovative dishes incorporating fresh ingredients from local Montana growers and the chalet’s own Flathead Lake orchard. For dinner you could sample heirloom tomatoes and burrata cheese, bison meatballs, or drunken mussels. Entrées range from pasta with elk sausage and vegetarian red curry to steelhead trout, coffee-rubbed filet mignon, and classic rib-eye steak.


Polebridge Mercantile


265 Polebridge Loop; 406/888-5105; www.polebridgemerc.com; 7am-9pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, 9am-6pm daily Labor Day-last Sun. in Oct. and late Mar.-Memorial Day; $4-12


A long way down a dirt road in Glacier’s North Fork Valley is a special off-the-grid spot that is worth every bump and then some. In business for more than 100 years, the remote Polebridge Mercantile offers world-class baked goods—don’t leave without at least a couple of huckleberry bear claws—and a full deli in addition to groceries and gifts. Lodging in sweet cabins and gear rentals are also available.


ACCOMMODATIONS


The West Glacier area has a good selection of places to stay, but once inside the park, or even within view of it, lodging does not come cheap. If you are on a tight budget, camping is the best option. The hotels listed are only open during the summer season, when Glacier is busiest.


Izaak Walton Inn


290 Izaak Walton Inn Dr., off US 2, Essex; 406/807-8540; www.logecamps.com; $216-600


Avid cross-country skiers who want to take advantage of the park during the winter should head to the Izaak Walton Inn, a charming railroad hotel that is on the National Register of Historic Places. Built in 1939, the inn changed very little until it was sold in 2024 to LOGE Camps and got a significant update with hipster flair. In addition to cozy rooms in the lodge, other unique options include family cabins and beautifully restored railcars.


Glacier Haven Resort & Inn


14305 US 2 E.; 406/888-5720; www.glacierhavenresort.com; Apr.-Dec.; $100-199


Also in Essex, 20 mi (32 km) from West Glacier and 35 mi (56 km) from East Glacier, is Glacier Haven Resort, Inn & Café, which offers old-school clean lodging in addition to great home-style cooking. The resort has an RV Park (from $65).


Apgar Village Lodge & Cabins


Lake View Dr., West Glacier; 406/892-2525 or 844/868-7474; www.glacierparkcollection.com; $189-469


A reasonably priced motel in the West Glacier area is the Apgar Village Lodge & Cabins, 2 mi (3.2 km) east of West Glacier village at the south end of Lake McDonald. There are 28 cabins with Western decor that sleep up to eight, most with kitchens with stoves and fridges, and each with its own picnic table. Ask for a cabin on McDonald Creek; you can literally fish from your front door. There are also 20 modestly furnished, clean motel rooms, some overlooking the creek, with either a queen or two twin beds.


Village Inn at Apgar


1.3 mi (2.1 km) from the entrance at West Glacier; 855/733-4522; www.glaciernationalparklodges.com; late May-early Oct.; $257-516


On the shores of Lake McDonald, the Village Inn at Apgar is a quaint 1950s motor inn with 36 rooms and listed on the National Register of Historic Places. As one of the less expensive accommodations in the park given its waterfront location, it is typically booked a year in advance.


West Glacier Cabins & RV Park


350 River Bend Dr., West Glacier; 406/888-5580; www.glacierparkcollection.com; cabins from $469, RV sites from $185


Set near the Flathead River, in and behind the village of West Glacier, with easy access to dining, shops, and the park entrance, West Glacier Cabins & RV Park offers 1-2-bedroom full-service cabins with kitchens, porches, and modern amenities including Wi-Fi and cable TV.


Glacier Highland Resort


12555 US 2 E.; 406/888-5427; www.glacierhighland.com; May-Oct.; from $185


In West Glacier, just across the street from the Amtrak depot, is the Glacier Highland Resort, which offers 33 clean, rustic rooms.


Lake McDonald Lodge


Going-to-the-Sun Rd., 12 mi (19 km) from West Glacier; 855/733-4522; www.glaciernationalparklodges.com; $153-640


Lake McDonald Lodge was built on the lake in 1914 by furrier John Lewis and adheres to the Swiss chalet style of architecture. Although the lodge and cabins are showing their age, they outshine the on-site 1950s motor inn. The 82-room lodge emanates rustic charm and still has personal touches, such as Lewis’s hunting trophies displayed in the lobby. Guests and visitors can sip cocktails on the sprawling veranda, a serene setting that affords a beautiful view of the lake. The guest rooms, all with queen beds, are rustic yet comfortable. There are also duplex to 6-plex cabins.



S Belton Chalet



12575 US 2 E.; 406/888-5000 or 888/235-8665; www.glacierparkcollection.com; rooms $290-380, cottages $389-440


The most memorable stay in West Glacier is at Belton Chalet, at the west entrance to the park, the first hotel built by the Great Northern Railway in 1910. A National Historic Landmark, all 25 guest rooms come with a queen bed and private bath and are furnished with antiques but without TV, phones, or air-conditioning. The two cabins on the grounds each have three bedrooms for up to six people. Although the lodge is mostly closed during the winter, the cabins are available year-round. The lodge is immediately adjacent to both the highway and the train tracks, so quiet is not possible. A fabulous on-site restaurant offers innovative and satisfying meals. The incredibly friendly staff even offer wake-up calls for northern lights and bear sightings.


Granite Park Chalet


888/345-2649; www.graniteparkchalet.com; from $140 pp, linens $40 pp


If you are willing to hike to your accommodations, Granite Park Chalet is a fantastic option. The last of the railroad chalets to be built, Granite Park Chalet is a hiker’s hostel geared toward do-it-yourselfers. The rooms are private, and hikers prepare their own meals. Although linens can be ordered ahead of time, most sleep in their own sleeping bags.


The most popular trail into Granite Park is the 7.6-mi (12.2-km) Highline Trail, accessed from Logan Pass. The shorter 4-mi (6.4-km) Granite Park Trail through burned country—and with a steep 2,300-ft (700-m) climb—can be accessed from a Going-to-the-Sun Road switchback known as The Loop.


Sperry Chalet


888/345-2649; www.sperrychalet.com; from $284 pp


The 17 rooms in Sperry Chalet burned to the ground in a 2017 wildfire, but the historic property was ambitiously rebuilt and opened in 2020. There are also a handful of workshops put on at Sperry Chalet each summer on topics including glaciers, high alpine ecology, and Glacier Park history that include two nights in the chalet. Still rustic—there is no heat, electricity, or running water—and only accessible on foot, Sperry offers beds with bedding and three informal meals with each night’s stay. Nightly rates are lower after the first night.




Planning a Last-Minute Trip to Glacier


Rooms in Glacier’s historic lodges and chalets can already be full up to a year ahead, but spontaneous travelers are not necessarily out of luck. Last-minute cancellations and room openings are possible and worth a couple of phone calls.


RESOURCES


• Glacier Park Collections by Pursuit (844/868-7474; www.glacierparkcollection.com) is the booking service for the Glacier Park Lodge, St. Mary Village, Apgar Village Lodge & Cabins, Motel Lake McDonald, West Glacier Basecamp Lodge, West Glacier Cabins, West Glacier RV Park, Paddle Ridge, Belton Chalet and Prince of Wales Hotel. Call and ask specifically for cancellations. You may have better luck if you are open to whatever they have to offer; being flexible with your dates helps.


• Glacier National Park Lodges/Xanterra (855/733-4522; www.glaciernationalparklodges.com) is the booking service for Many Glacier Hotel, Swiftcurrent Motor Inn & Cabins, Rising Sun Motor Inn & Cabins, Lake McDonald Lodge, and Village Inn at Apgar. A phone call to ask about cancellations can lead to a windfall.


BACKCOUNTRY CHALETS


• For visitors willing to hike in to their accommodations, Granite Park Chalet is a fantastic option and well worth a call to see if they have last-minute openings (click here).


• The 17 rooms in Sperry Chalet burned to the ground in a 2017 wildfire, but the historic property was ambitiously rebuilt and opened in 2020. There are also a handful of workshops put on at Sperry Chalet each summer on topics including glaciers, high alpine ecology, and Glacier Park history that include two nights in the chalet. Still rustic—there is no heat, electricity, or running water—and only accessible on foot, Sperry offers beds with bedding and three informal meals with each night’s stay (click here).


CAMPGROUNDS


• For true spontaneity, pitch a tent in one of Glacier’s 1,000-plus campsites in 13 campgrounds, at least some of which are open May-mid-October. Just over 160 of the park’s developed campsites are available on a first come, first served basis, including those at Bowman Lake (48 sites; $25), Cut Bank (14 sites; $20), Kintla Lake (13 sites; $25), Quartz Creek (7 sites; $15), and Rising Sun (84 sites; $30). An excellent page on the National Park Service website (www.nps.gov/glac) shows updated availability at campsites across the park, and even gives the time of day each campground was filled the day before. To check for cancellations at any of the advance reservations campgrounds, contact the National Park Reservation System (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov).


RENTALS


• In the spirit of spontaneity, almost anything you need for recreational purposes can be rented from Glacier Outfitters, from bear spray to camping gear (click here).
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