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How to use this ebook:


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


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


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


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


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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WELCOME TO THE Yellowstone, Grand Teton & Glacier Road Trip



8 Top Experiences


Planning your Trip


Hit the Road


WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE


BEST HIKES


BEST NON-HIKES


There is something quintessentially American about a road trip out West.


Amid long stretches of highway and wide-open country, with no evidence of civilization besides a far-off fence line, there’s something about being out here that reminds us how a day works: the way the sun moves across the sky; the way your body gets tired when it takes you to the top of a mountain; the way a good burger ought to taste, first juicy bite in. Things are simpler here—and they are also beautiful beyond words.


Yellowstone, Grand Teton, and Glacier National Parks are the jewels in this humble crown. They are ineffable in their beauty and unknowable in their vastness and scale, from soaring mountainscapes and hulking grizzly bears to the tiniest wild orchid, purple against green. There is wildness here. You can feel it.


But there is civilization here as well. And culture. There are Native American reservations where you can experience the visual and auditory feast of a powwow. There are little towns that feel untouched by time. There are big towns, too, with museums and restaurants, with old theaters and new art galleries. You can be comfortable when you travel out here—a big bed, a good meal—but you’ll find yourself humbled at being part of something much larger than any of us dare to imagine. Come out West, to these parks, to this landscape. Make your way between destinations by slowing down, by paying attention. If you honor what’s here, and what came before, this place will change you.
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8 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Spotting wildlife throughout the region, including bears, bison, wolves, elk, bighorn sheep, and more.
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2 Hiking to Glacier’s historic chalets, including Granite Park Chalet and Sperry Chalet.
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3 Horseback riding through the vast Western landscape.
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4 Floating the Snake River, whether on a relaxed sunrise float or a white-knuckled paddle under the blazing sun—or both.
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5 Attending a powwow and witnessing the time-honored celebrations.








[image: Image]



6 Soaking in resort-style pools and thermally heated rivers in the wilderness or in towns built on hot springs.
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7 Driving Going-to-the-Sun Road, where the journey is the destination.
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8 Seeing the glaciers while you still can in Glacier National Park’s Many Glacier region.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


Yellowstone National Park


This magnificent and dynamic place was the world’s first national park. A natural wonderland, Yellowstone offers a rare and up-close view into one of the last large intact ecosystems in the Northern Hemisphere. See abundant wildlife, including bison, elk, bears, and wolves; marvel at geothermal features like Old Faithful, or swim in them at the Boiling River; hike the peaks, Mount Washburn for starters; and stay in historic lodges like the Old Faithful Inn and the rambling Lake Yellowstone Hotel. Perimeter communities, including West Yellowstone, Gardiner, and remote Cooke City, should not be missed.


Grand Teton National Park


Grand Teton packs a punch, particularly when it comes to mountain splendor. Twelve peaks in the Teton Range soar above 12,000 ft (3,658 m). And while there are only 152 mi (245 km) of paved roads in the park, there are nearly twice as many miles of trails, and more than 1,200 designated campsites, leaving hikers endless options for adventure at breathtaking spots like Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point. Favorite landmarks include picturesque Jenny Lake, vast Jackson Lake, drive-to-the-summit Signal Mountain, and serene Oxbow Bend; favorite ways to enjoy the beauty of the region include hiking, biking, and rafting. Just south of the park, the gateway community of Jackson Hole offers ritzy accommodations and a thriving culinary scene.


Rocky Mountain Front


The vast plains erupt into soaring peaks along the Rocky Mountain Front. History comes to life in the heart of Helena, in Last Chance Gulch and Reeder’s Alley. Straddling the division between mountains and plains, Great Falls boasts two of the state’s best museums: the C. M. Russell Museum and Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center. Along the winding roads, there’s fishing to be done, bird-watching opportunities, and an outstanding place to learn about Blackfeet history and culture.


Glacier National Park


Known as the “Crown of the Continent,” Glacier National Park embodies the Montana you’ve always imagined: rugged mountains piercing the sky, crystalline lakes and plunging waterfalls, abundant wildlife, gravity-defying roads, and miles upon miles of trail. For now, the park still lays claim to 25 glaciers and offers excellent viewing opportunities for such wildlife as mountain goats, bighorn sheep, and even grizzly bears. There are an infinite number of ways to explore and enjoy this stunning landscape, including hiking the Highline Trail to Granite Park Chalet, picking huckleberries in season, swimming or boating on Lake McDonald, biking the twists and turns of the Going-to-the-Sun Road, or just relaxing porch-side in Many Glacier.


Glacier to Bozeman


One of the best things about road trips out West is that the journey truly is just as worthwhile as the destination. This 6-hour drive from Glacier to Bozeman offers up abundant natural beauty—Jewel Basin, Flathead Lake, and the CSKT Bison Range for starters—plus access to important cultural hubs, including Missoula and Bozeman, where the arts flourish and excellent restaurants and hotels abound. There are wonderful places to get your fill of mining history, including Butte, and the living ghost towns of Virginia City and Nevada City.
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CSKT Bison Range





When to Go


Summer is the easiest and by far the busiest time to travel the roads, both into and out of the national parks. The roads are mostly open—save for rogue snowstorms that can happen at high elevations—but travel can be slowed by traffic, animal jams (particularly in Yellowstone), and construction.
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summer flowers
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Roosevelt Arch at Yellowstone’s north entrance








Winter road travel can be challenging because of the inevitable storms and possible closures. With the exception of the road in Yellowstone between Gardiner and Cooke City, which stays open year-round for the residents of Cooke City, most of the roads in the three national parks are closed in winter. In Grand Teton National Park, the roads between Jackson and Flagg Ranch (US 89/191 and US 26/287) are plowed and open year-round. Winter travel in Glacier is limited to skis, snowshoes, and the occasional dogsled tour. In Yellowstone, snow coaches and guided snowmobile tours are available when the roads are covered with snow.


The increasingly popular shoulder seasons can be a great time to travel in this region. The national parks are colorful and a bit less crowded in autumn, but keep in mind that winter comes very early at high elevations. There are also little-known ways to enjoy the parks by bicycle in the spring, before they open to cars. And as a bonus, less than half as many people visit the parks in May as do in July. Opening and closing times for the parks can vary by year (weather and federal budget, too), so make sure to check with the parks before you travel.


Before You Go


When it comes to staying in any of the three parks, advance planning is critical. In Yellowstone, more than 1 million people visit the park in July, with slightly fewer visiting in June, August, and September. Compare that to right around 45,000 people per month in Yellowstone from December through February. Statistics in Glacier National Park are similar, with nearly 800,000 people visiting in July, followed by August, September, and June. Winter numbers in Glacier range from around 20,000 visitors in December to nearly 44,000 in April. Statistical trends vary in Grand Teton National Park, with some 772,000 visitors in July, slightly fewer in June and August, and between 50,000-75,000 visitors per month in winter. As such, thoughtful planning and advance reservations, particularly for hotels and campgrounds, are essential in summer months. Even in perimeter communities, hotel rooms can be hard to find during peak summer months, especially around local events such as the Fourth of July celebration in Livingston or the Fall Arts Festival in Jackson Hole.
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Teton Mountains and Oxbow Bend of the Snake River
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Glacier National Park





Rates for accommodations are generally lower and rooms more available when snow is on the ground—except around ski areas—but keep in mind that most of the accommodations in the parks are closed during the winter. The exceptions are the Mammoth Hotel and the Old Faithful Snow Lodge, both in Yellowstone.


More and more campgrounds in all the parks can (and must) be reserved up to six months in advance. In Yellowstone, 2,000 sites in 11 campgrounds can be reserved through www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com and www.recreation.gov. In Grand Teton National Park, all park campgrounds must be reserved in advance through www.recreation.gov. In Glacier, 13 front country campgrounds offer more than 1,000 sites, at least some of which are open May to mid-October. With the exceptions of St. Mary and Fish Creek, half the individual and group sites at Apgar, and half the campsites at Many Glacier, all campgrounds are available on a first-come, first-served basis, with nightly fees ranging $10-23. You’ll increase your chances of finding a site by showing up earlier in the day and scheduling your trip midweek rather than on the weekend. An excellent page on the National Park Service website (www.nps.gov/glac) shows updated availability at campsites across the park.


For now, there are no limits on the number of visitors allowed into the parks, so you do not need to order park passes in advance (although doing so can save you time in the entrance line). 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 at specific date ranges and times of day. Entry passes for all three parks are required and can be purchased upon arrival. If you arrive after hours, when rangers are not manning the entrance stations, you can pay when you leave the park.



Getting There



The most time-efficient way to see all three parks is to fly into Jackson Hole Airport (JAC) and see Grand Teton, Yellowstone, and then Glacier before flying out of Glacier Park International Airport (GPI) in Kalispell—or vice versa.


However, it’s often much less expensive to fly into and out of the same city. In this case, you will have to cover some of the same ground twice. That’s not a bad thing out here. You can build a fantastic itinerary around whatever city offers the best airfare.


Besides Jackson Hole, the airports closest to Yellowstone are Bozeman Yellowstone International Airport (BZN) and Billings Logan International Airport (BIL). After Kalispell, Great Falls International Airport (GTF) is closest to Glacier. Missoula Montana Airport (MSO) is about midway between Glacier and Yellowstone. Helena Regional Airport (HLN) is about 3 hours from Yellowstone and 3.5 hours from Glacier.


Driving Guide


Because the distances between the parks and towns are vast, you will need a private vehicle unless you book an all-inclusive tour. Rental cars are available at all of the major airports, with some additional rental agencies having off-airport offices in larger towns. In the busier airports, rental cars can sell out during holidays and peak vacation weeks, so be sure to book ahead. All-wheel-drive vehicles are recommended for back-road driving where higher clearance can come in handy. In the winter, all-wheel drive is practically mandatory at high elevations. RVs can be rented in most of the major towns including Bozeman, Billings, Missoula, and Kalispell, with both Bozeman and Missoula offering RV rentals from the airports.


While most of the interstates and highways across the region are in good shape, there is often construction happening in the snow-free months. Many of the smaller roads into recreation areas are dirt and gravel. There can be significant potholes any time of year, and roads can flood during spring runoff or heavy storms. Always carry a map and emergency supplies of food, water, and winter gear. Drivers should watch for wildlife, particularly at twilight and dark. For Wyoming road conditions, the Wyoming Department of Transportation (www.wyoroad.info) has a wealth of information. The Wyoming 511 app can also provide up-to-date road conditions and closures. Montana information can be found through the Montana Department of Transportation (800/226-7623 or 511; www.mdt.mt.gov/travinfo).


While most towns have taxi service, only the larger cities have public transportation. If you are planning to travel between cities by bus, check this book’s individual town sections for information and consider making arrangements in advance. In Montana, train service is only available across the northern section of the state, known as the Hi-Line.



HIT THE ROAD



The 14-Day Yellowstone to Glacier Road Trip


This ambitious two-week, 1,150-mi (1,852-km) itinerary starts and ends in Bozeman, Montana, taking you through Yellowstone, Grand Teton, and Glacier National Parks. Most days require only 100 mi (161 km) or fewer of driving, so you can see and experience this breathtaking region without feeling stuck behind the wheel. For detailed driving directions for each leg of the trip, see the beginning of each chapter.


Day 1


BOZEMAN


Start your trip in bustling Bozeman, Montana, equal parts tourist hot spot, college town, and outdoors paradise. Fit in a trip to the Museum of the Rockies to explore the cultural and natural history of the region, with an emphasis on dinosaurs that roamed here. Throw in a hike up the M, just northeast of town, and end with a shopping stroll on historic Main Street. Enjoy a game of pool, a local brew, and a hearty meal at the popular Montana Ale Works. After a pre-bed ice-cream cone from Airstream Ice Cream, bed down for the night at The Lark, a hip and artsy hotel.


Day 2


BOZEMAN TO OLD FAITHFUL


120 mi (193 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, on a warm day, stop to swim in the geothermally heated water of the Firehole River. Leave time to walk around the Midway and Lower Geyser Basins—don’t miss the colorful Grand Prismatic Spring—before arriving at the 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 3


OLD FAITHFUL TO JACKSON HOLE


100 mi (161 km), 3 hours


After breakfast and perhaps one more eruption of Old Faithful, head south toward Yellowstone Lake, stopping to explore the 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 pull-outs.
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a bike tour in Grand Teton National Park





You could have lunch at Colter Bay and visit the Colter Bay Visitor Center, which is home to the Indigenous Arts and Cultural Demonstration Program. Stretch your legs with a 2.2-mi (3.5-km) loop on the Colter Bay Lakeshore Trail. Continue on through Moran and down to Moose, where you’ll want to get an overview of the park at the Craig Thomas Discovery & Visitor Center.


Settle in for three nights at the Mountain Modern Motel in Jackson. You’re within walking distance to all of downtown and to The Kitchen, where you can sit outside and feast on flavorful comfort food with an Asian twist.


Days 4-5


JACKSON HOLE


With three nights in Jackson and two full days, you’ll have time to pack in both culture and adventure. Make sure to visit Town Square for shopping, dining, or the Jackson Hole Shootout. Perhaps the first morning you could explore the National Museum of Wildlife Art before embarking on a white-water rafting adventure on the Snake River or taking the aerial tram up the mountain at Teton Village to take in the view or indulge in a waffle from Corbet’s Cabin. Save just enough room and energy for an excellent meal in Jackson at Wild Sage if you’re feeling fancy, or The Merry Piglets if you’re not.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Where the Wild Things Are


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 migrating or 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. Still, this is the Wild West, and there are excellent opportunities to see wildlife almost anywhere.


Yellowstone National Park


[image: image]  The Lamar Valley is known as the “Little Serengeti of North America,” and for good reason. Time it right and you could see bison, elk, coyotes, foxes, wolves, bears, and even the occasional moose in this grassy, wide-open valley.


[image: image]  In summer, the Hayden Valley is the gorgeous green stomping ground for hundreds, even thousands of bison. Seeing such big herds is an unforgettable sight.


Grand Teton National Park


[image: image]  Oxbow Bend, between Moran Junction and Jackson Lake Junction, is an excellent place to look for moose, deer, birdlife, and the occasional bear. Dusk and dawn are the best times of day to see wildlife.


[image: image]  Just outside Jackson, and south of the park, the National Elk Refuge is home to anywhere between 5,000-11,000 elk throughout the year.


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


Glacier National Park


[image: image]  Hikers on the Grinnell Glacier Trail often get a chance to see bighorn sheep, mountain goats, and the occasional moose.


[image: image]  The trails to Iceberg Lake and Avalanche Lake are among the best spots in Glacier to look for grizzly bears in May and June. Mountain goats can also be spotted.


Glacier to Bozeman


[image: image]  In the Jewel Basin, there are 17 species of raptors. Hikers often see mountain goats and even grizzlies, especially during huckleberry season.


[image: image]  Near St. Ignatius, the CSKT Bison Range is home to around 400 bison, along with white-tailed and mule deer, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope, and elk.





The next morning, pick up a picnic lunch at Persephone Bakery and plan to spend your second day back in Grand Teton National Park. Visit the Chapel of the Transfiguration and the historic buildings at Menors Ferry before you head to Jenny Lake for a picnic and a hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point. Before you return to Jackson for another night on the town, you could take a tour of the Murie Ranch or visit the Laurance S. Rockefeller Preserve.


Day 6


JACKSON HOLE TO LAKE LODGE


65 mi (105 km), 2 hours


You can hit The Bunnery on your way out of town, heading north past Antelope Flats and Mormon Row to Signal Mountain. Drive to the top for a magnificent view or hike it if you want. Make a stop at Oxbow Bend to look for wildlife.
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Mormon Row





For a real treat, plan a lunch cruise from Colter Bay Marina to Elk Island, and then keep heading north and back into Yellowstone. From the Bridge Bay Marina, hike the 2.6 mi (4.2 km) round-trip to Natural Bridge, but keep an eye open for grizzlies. Settle in for the night at Lake Lodge and enjoy dinner in the beautiful dining room overlooking the lake.


Day 7


LAKE LODGE TO PARADISE VALLEY


55 mi (89 km), 2 hours


After breakfast, make your way to the Fishing Bridge Visitor Center for a great exhibit on Yellowstone Lake’s geology. Take a picture of the old bridge itself, which used to be one of the best fishing spots in the park. Head north into the wide-open Hayden Valley, where hundreds of bison can congregate in summer. Keep driving to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and take in the scenic views. From there, plan on lunch and maybe an afternoon trail ride at Roosevelt Lodge.


From Roosevelt, continue north to Mammoth Hot Springs for a stroll around the boardwalks. When you exit the park, head to Chico Hot Springs for the night where you can soak, dine, and sleep to your heart’s content.
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Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces
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Glacier’s Iceberg Lake








Day 8


PARADISE VALLEY TO GREAT FALLS


234 mi (377 km), 3 hours 45 minutes


After a big breakfast and a morning dip at Chico, drive north to the hip, artsy town of Livingston, where you can browse galleries and shop until you work up an appetite for lunch at Gil’s Goods. From there, head west on I-90 through Bozeman to US 287 North past Canyon Ferry Lake to Helena. Wander down Last Chance Gulch and get a cone at Big Dipper. From Helena, push north on I-15 past Gates of the Mountains to Great Falls, where you can have dinner at The Union before checking into the O’Haire Motor Inn and, if you have a bit more energy, watching the mermaid show at the hotel’s one-of-a-kind Sip-N-Dip tiki lounge.


Day 9


GREAT FALLS TO EAST GLACIER


140 mi (225 km), 2.5 hours


Decide between art and history when you choose a morning at either the C. M. Russell Museum or the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center—you can’t go wrong at either place. From Great Falls, make your way northwest on US 89 past Freezeout Lake and Choteau.


Arrive in Browning in time for a Blackfeet Tour, which can include a visit to the Museum of the Plains Indian. After the tour, pile back in the car and head toward East Glacier. Arrive in time for a juicy steak and a comfy bed with a view at the Summit Mountain Lodge.


Day 10


EAST GLACIER TO MANY GLACIER


60 mi (97 km), 1.5 hour


Fuel up with a big breakfast in town at the Two Medicine Grill. It’s worth ambling the grounds of the stately Glacier Park Lodge before you drive north. As you head toward the park, you could stop for some recreation in the isolated Two Medicine Valley: Consider taking a 45-minute cruise on Two Medicine Lake, cutting 6 mi (9.7 km) off the hike to Twin Falls. Or continue farther north to St. Mary where cruises and cruise-hike combos are also available. You’ll end up at the storied Many Glacier Hotel, where you can order bison tenderloin or wild mushroom stroganoff in the Ptarmigan Dining Room, serving French-American cuisine and considered to be the most elegant restaurant in the park.


Day 11


MANY GLACIER


Plan to spend the day adventuring around Many Glacier. Possible activities include an endless number of hiking trails and canoeing, kayaking, or cruising on Swiftcurrent Lake. One option is to combine a scenic cruise with a hike to Grinnell Glacier. The Swiftcurrent Valley and Lookout hike is a favorite and can last as long as your legs do. Other options include ranger-led hikes and Red Bus Tours.


Day 12


MANY GLACIER TO LAKE MCDONALD


65 mi (105 km), 3 hours


You’ll head out of the park at Many Glacier and back in again at St. Mary to go up and over the magnificent Going-to-the-Sun Road, the drive you’ve been waiting for the entire trip, and maybe your whole life. Take the time to park at Logan Pass and take a hike—the Highline Trail is extraordinary.


Head down the pass for a refreshing dip in Lake McDonald and have a late lunch at Russell’s Fireside Dining Room at Lake McDonald Lodge. In the afternoon, consider another short hike—Rocky Point is good; so is Trail of the Cedars and Avalanche Creek Trail to Avalanche Lake—or take a sunset cocktail cruise on a historic wooden boat. You’ve earned your time to relax and enjoy this place. If you have the energy to leave your hotel, a gourmet dinner at Belton Chalet will not disappoint.


Day 13


LAKE MCDONALD TO WHITEFISH


50 mi (81 km), 1 hour


Take your time getting out of the park—you’re going to miss this place. Take a morning hike or a dip in the lake. It’s okay to backtrack here and repeat your favorite hike. 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 Wasabi Sushi Bar.


Day 14


WHITEFISH TO BOZEMAN


320 mi (515 km), 6 hours


The longest day by far, 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. You might stop in Three Forks for a hike at Madison Buffalo Jump State Park. By the time you roll into Bozeman, you’ll be ready for a last big meal at Montana Ale Works and a comfy bed for the night at The Lark.




Best Hikes


The best way to see the parks, and to really know them, 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.


Yellowstone National Park


[image: image]  Overlooking the vast Lamar Valley, Specimen Ridge is a strenuous 3-mi (4.8-km) round-trip trail that leads hikers to one of the largest petrified forests in the world, with fossils dating back 50 million years. It’s a steep climb, but the views of the valley from the top are well worth the effort, particularly when there are bison in residence.


[image: image]  Among the geysers in the Upper Geyser Basin is Lone Star Geyser, named for its lonely location about 5 mi (8 km) from Old Faithful. An old once-paved road leads to the geyser and makes a nice, level 5.3-mi (8.5-km) round-trip hike or bike trip. Lucky viewers will get to see a 30-50-ft (9-15-m) eruption, which happens every 3 hours or so and can last up to 30 minutes.


Grand Teton National Park


[image: image]  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 miles (9 km), this moderate trail along water and through forest offers views of Nez Perce Peak, Middle and Grand Tetons, and Teewinot Mountain.


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


Glacier National Park


[image: image]  The 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 11.4 mi (18.3km) from Logan Pass to Granite Park Chalet and on to the Loop and offers outstanding scenery, including a stretch along the Garden Wall, a ledge that will delight thrill seekers.
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Glacier’s Highline Trail





[image: image]  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 trail crosses the Continental Divide and is often snow-covered, even in midsummer.






Indigenous Heritage



The culture and history of Indigenous people have powerfully defined the identities of both Montana and Wyoming. There are eight reservations between the two states, but only two of them lie close to the parks. The Blackfeet Reservation is just east of Glacier, and the Flathead Reservation is southwest of Glacier. But you don’t have to be on a reservation to be exposed to Native American history and culture here. This region offers tremendous opportunities for those interested in learning about and experiencing Indigenous history, traditions, and contemporary culture. Here are just a few of the ways to engage with Indigenous culture.


National Park Attractions and Programs


In Grand Teton and set on Jackson Lake, the unassuming Colter Bay Visitor Center is home to the Indigenous Arts and Cultural Demonstration, where visitors can see various exhibits and meet the artists from mid-May to late September. Media include painting, weaving, pottery, beadwork, musical instruments, and more. Most Saturday nights at 7pm, visiting artists will give lectures and demonstrations at the Colter Bay Amphitheater.


One of the most noteworthy programs in Glacier National Park is Native America Speaks, where members from the Blackfeet, Salish, Kootenai, and Pend d’Oreille tribes provide campfire talks about their life, culture, and influence in Glacier. The speakers range from artists and musicians to historians who intersperse their talks with personal stories and Native American legends. These talks are given at the Apgar, Many Glacier, Two Medicine, and Rising Sun Campgrounds. During July-August, the St. Mary Visitor Center also hosts weekly Indigenous dance troupes.


Buffalo Jumps


Used by Native Americans for more than 5,000 years, buffalo jumps are rocky cliffs over which entire herds of bison were driven, causing mortal injury to the animals and providing the hunters with ample meat, fur, and bones to make into weapons, tools, and decorative objects. The jumps have become significant archaeological sites, with discoveries of bones and tools guiding scientists to a better understanding of the various cultures of people who hunted in this way. They can also be places of quiet contemplation.


Two of the most well-known buffalo jumps in the region can be found outside Bozeman and Great Falls. The First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park in Ulm was used for more than 1,000 years before Lewis and Clark arrived in the area. The site, a mile-long sandstone cliff, is magnificent. Various buildings interpret the history and culture around the jump itself. Overlooking the Madison River between Bozeman and Three Forks, the Madison Buffalo Jump State Park was in use 2,000 years ago, and as recently as 200 years ago. Not nearly as large as the jump in Ulm, and with only a small outdoor interpretive display, this site boasts original tipi rings and the remains of eagle-catching pits. Both sites are beautiful and meaningful places to spend an afternoon.




[image: image]

Flathead Lake
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Madison Buffalo Jump State Park








Guided Tours


A fascinating way to learn about Blackfeet culture is by traveling with local Native guides who can interpret Native history and culture and the ways they have shaped and influenced the region. Blackfeet Tours offer guided tours around Great Falls—including the First People’s Buffalo Jump—in the Badger-Two Medicine National Forest, on the Blackfeet Reservation, and in Glacier. From a fancy air-conditioned bus to a trusty steed, from half-day to multiday, there are options aplenty.




Best Non-Hikes


Because your legs can only take you so far, here are the top ways to spend an afternoon without putting miles on your feet.
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A wrangler leads the way at a Wyoming guest ranch.





Yellowstone National Park


[image: image]  No organization in the park helps people understand the wonder of nature better than the Yellowstone Forever Institute, with whom you can go on expert-led excursions, from day-long adventures to multiday vacations.


[image: image]  Of the park’s thousands of thermal features, only two are swimmable. The Boiling River is a worthy adventure year-round, and the Firehole River near Madison Junction is an ideal place to spend a warm summer afternoon.


[image: image]  The Old West Dinner Cookout takes diners by horseback or covered wagon into Yellowstone’s wilderness for a steak-and-potato dinner with all the fixings.


Grand Teton National Park


[image: image]  The best way to get out and see wildlife is to go with someone who knows, and no one knows better than the Wildlife Expeditions guides from Teton Science Schools. The half-day, full-day, or multiday trips are guided by wildlife biologists.


[image: image]  Leaving from Colter Bay Marina, the 3-hour meal cruises are a relaxing way to get out on the water and explore Elk Island.


[image: image]  Whether it’s a scenic sunrise float or a white-knuckle ride through such rapids as Lunch Counter and the Big Kahuna, there are many ways to get on the Snake River.


Glacier National Park


[image: image]  Glacier’s famed Red Bus Tours are the best way to see the park from the road without worrying about the driving.


[image: image]  No matter what interests you—wolves, birds of prey, wildflowers, fly-fishing, photography—the Glacier Institute probably offers a class on it. There are amazing offerings for both kids and adults.


[image: image]  Between late May and mid-September, horseback rides are available from the corrals at Apgar, Lake McDonald, and Many Glacier. Trail rides are an excellent way to get up into the high country.





A number of tribes—including Cheyenne, Kiowa, Shoshone, Bannock, Blackfeet, Nez Perce, and Crow—have ancestral stories about Yellowstone, which was also called “The Place of Yellow Rock Water,” that go back more than 10,000 years. Through Go Native America travelers can book two different Yellowstone day trips led by Indigenous guides that focus on the grizzly bear or wolf, and the prominence of both animals in Native culture.


A unique way to see Glacier on a comfortable coach tour is with Sun Tours. Its guides are all lifetime residents of the Blackfeet Reservation and provide outstanding narratives on everything from park history and wildlife information to medicinal plants and Blackfeet spiritual perspectives.


Museums


The best Native American museum in the region is the Museum of the Plains Indian, in Browning, on the Blackfeet Reservation. The museum exhibits the arts and crafts of the Northern Plains Indians. The permanent collection highlights the diversity of tribal arts and displays artifacts from everyday life, including clothing, weapons, toys, and household implements. Two galleries are dedicated to showcasing contemporary Native American artists. During summer, painted tipis are assembled on the grounds. Although it is not dedicated to Native American culture and history, the Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail Interpretive Center does a good job of portraying the importance of Indigenous people to the westward journey.


Flathead and Blackfeet Indian Reservations


One way to experience the tribal lands firsthand is by attending traditional celebrations open to the public. On the Flathead Indian Reservation, annual events include the Arlee Celebration and the Standing Arrow Powwow, which happens in mid-July at the Elmo Powwow Grounds in Elmo, Montana. In Pablo, Montana, The Three Chiefs Culture Center is a museum and gift shop where visitors can experience the cultural heritage of the Salish, Pend d’Oreille, and Kootenai tribes. Also on the Flathead Reservation, the St. Ignatius Mission tells a much darker story of abuse and betrayal of Native children taken from their families to be educated at the mission.


On the Blackfeet Indian Reservation, annual powwow celebrations include the North American Indian Days, held in Browning the second week in July for four days, and the Heart Butte Society Celebration, held over four days the second week of August in Heart Butte, 26 mi (42 km) south of Browning. Both events are open to the public and include contest dancing and drumming, games, sporting events, ceremonies, and plenty of food. Also on the reservation is the important Museum of the Plains Indian, which should not be missed by anyone interested in Native American culture and history.


Yellowstone to Glacier: The Fast Route on the Back Roads


Philosopher Simone Weil said it best, and most beautifully—“Attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer.” I would argue vociferously that you cannot pay generous attention to anything going 80 mph (129 km/h) for long stretches of time. Slow down. That’s the best advice I can offer you. This place is magic mostly because of its timelessness—eons-old geology, flora and fauna that have been here since time immemorial, and culture too that predates the arrival of European immigrants. So if you can give yourself some time and space to really see it, to appreciate it, you won’t be sorry.


Still, this is the 21st century and hurried is the way we do most things. If you only have a few days, and want to fit both Yellowstone and Glacier into a short trip, there are a few ways of covering the ground between the parks.


St. Mary to Gardiner via the Rocky Mountain Front


378 MI (608 KM), 6.5 HOURS


The shortest and usually fastest route from St. Mary on Glacier’s west side to the northern entrance of Yellowstone at Gardiner follows Highway 89 south along the dramatic Rocky Mountain Front through open ranch country, small towns, and then—via Highway 287—the cities of Helena and Bozeman. From St. Mary, travelers could stop in Browning at the Museum of the Plains Indian before heading on through tiny communities including Piegan, Dupuyer, and blink-and-you-miss it Pendroy. Stop for lunch in Helena before continuing along through to Bozeman, where there are museums and shopping galore. From Bozeman, take Highway 90 east to Livingston, then Highway 89 south through Paradise Valley—you might love a gourmet meal and a soak at Chico Hot Springs—before arriving at the north entrance to Yellowstone National Park in Gardiner.


West Glacier to West Yellowstone via Seeley-Swan Valley


388 MI (624 KM), 6 HOURS 45 MINUTES


From the west side of Glacier to the west entrance of Yellowstone, the shortest route also happens to be incredibly scenic and mostly on single-lane highways through towering mountains, dense evergreen forests, and open ranch land. From West Glacier, head southwest on Highway 2 to Columbia Falls, where you’ll go south on Montana Highway 206 to 35, which will bring you to the edge of Flathead Lake and the resort town of Bigfork. From there, you’ll drive east on 209 to 83, which takes you down through the Seeley-Swan Valley nestled in the evergreen forest between two impressive mountain ranges. If you can, have lunch or a quick dip at the Holland Lake Lodge. Continue south and east on 141 and US 90 through Avon, Garrison, and Deer Lodge to Butte, which offer fun restaurants and fantastic sightseeing including the World Museum of Mining. Take 287 South, along the Tobacco Root Mountains, to Ennis and on to West Yellowstone. There are mountain ranges along the way and only one stretch of freeway between Garrison and Cardwell.
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Highlights


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


S Mammoth and the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces: The travertine terraces here look like an enormous cream-colored confection. Because the springs shift and change daily, a walk around the colorful terraces is never the same experience twice (click here).


[image: image]


S Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone: The sheer cliffs and dramatic coloring of this canyon have inspired millions of visitors. In the summer, get a rare bird’s-eye view of several osprey nests (click here).


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


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


S Fly-Fishing in Slough Creek: Yellowstone is a fishing paradise. Join other eager anglers as they cast dry flies for cutthroat trout in Slough Creek (click here).


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


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


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


S Hiking Mount Washburn: Take one of two trails to reach the lookout tower at the summit of Mount Washburn. The views along the way and from the top are worth every step (click here).





Yellowstone National Park is at the heart of our country’s relationship with wilderness. It’s also one of the largest nearly intact temperate-zone ecosystems on earth, and many of the species that have roamed this plateau are still (or once again) in residence.


Yellowstone was our nation’s first national park. Signed into being in 1872 by President Ulysses S. Grant after a series of important and legendary scouting expeditions through the area, the region’s history is lengthy and very much alive, from its prehistoric volcanic eruptions, to its occupation by the US Army in the 1880s, to the controversial reintroduction of wolves in the 1990s and the more recent snowmobile usage, bison, and grizzly delisting quagmires. The stories, both far-fetched and true, and characters that have emerged from the park are as colorful and compelling as the landscape itself.


A vast 2.2 million acres (890,000 ha), Yellowstone is indeed a wonderland, filled with steaming geysers and boiling mud pots, packed with diverse and healthy populations of wildlife, and crisscrossed by hundreds of miles of hiking and ski trails. A stretch of the park called the Lamar Valley is known as the “Little Serengeti of North America,” and for good reason: At certain times of the year, in a single day, visitors can spot grizzly and black bears, moose, wolves, bison, elk, coyotes, bald eagles, and the occasional bighorn sheep or mountain goat. In fact, the opportunities for viewing wildlife in the park are unparalleled anywhere in the United States, and although Yellowstone may not be as picturesque as Glacier or the Tetons, it is magnificent in its wildness and uniquely American.


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


Getting to Yellowstone National Park


Keep in mind that while distances through the park may seem short in actual mileage, your drive time is often extended by lower speed limits, traffic congestion, and animal jams. In addition, most of the park roads are closed in winter. Flood damage can also impact access to the park.


Driving from Bozeman


North Entrance: 85 mi (137 km); 1.5 hours


From Bozeman to the park’s north entrance at Gardiner is 85 mi (137 km) east on I-90 and south on US 89, a 90-minute drive.


West Entrance: 95 mi (153 km); 2 hours


It takes just under 2 hours to drive the 95 mi (153 km) south from Bozeman to the west entrance at West Yellowstone on the winding, two-lane US 191.


Driving from Jackson, Wyoming


50 mi (81 km); 1 hour


From the Jackson Hole airport, Yellowstone’s south entrance, which borders Grand Teton National Park, is 50 mi (81 km) north on US 191, a 1-hour drive.




Two Days in Yellowstone


Day 1


Start your whirlwind tour at the park’s north entrance with a sunrise swim in Boiling River before the crowds descend. Then, on your way to the famed Lamar Valley, stop at the Albright Visitor Center in Mammoth for a quick park history lesson and a chance to find out from rangers about recent wildlife sightings. Wind your way through the Lamar, known as the “Little Serengeti of North America” for its abundant and diverse wildlife. Stretch your legs on a short but beautiful hike at Trout Lake.


Watch for bears, wolves, bighorn sheep, and mountain goats as you continue on to Cooke City, just outside the park’s northeast entrance. Stop for lunch at the Beartooth Café. After lunch, retrace your route through the Lamar to Tower Junction, where you’ll head south through the broad Hayden Valley to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. Stop for ice cream and a fascinating exhibit on Yellowstone’s volcanic eruptions at the Canyon Visitor Center before you hit one of the trails for an outstanding view of the canyon.


After your hike, make your way south to Fishing Bridge and settle in for the night at Lake Hotel with a cocktail on the porch and a gourmet dinner in the dining room.


Day 2


After a big breakfast, plan a scenic cruise or guided kayak tour on Yellowstone Lake before you hit the road for West Thumb Geyser Basin. Give yourself at least 30 minutes to stroll around the boardwalk and see the unique geothermal features. From there, make your way up the west side of the park to Old Faithful, where you can have lunch in the historic Old Faithful Inn Dining Room and walk through the geyser basin while you wait for one of the famed eruptions.


After lunch, head north to the Firehole River for a swim in the rocky canyon. Then continue north to explore both Norris Geyser Basin and the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces before exiting the park at Gardiner and settling in for the night at Chico Hot Springs.





Driving from Glacier National Park


375-420 mi (605-676 km); 6-7.5 hours


The fastest route from Glacier Park’s east entrance at St. Mary to Gardiner, the north entrance of Yellowstone, travels south on US 89 and US 287 for 375 mi (605 km) and should take just over 6 hours. The drive goes along the Rocky Mountain Front through Choteau, Augusta, Helena, and Bozeman. Just a few miles longer, the southbound route through Great Falls, White Sulphur Springs, and Livingston on US 89 is 380 mi (610 km), and should be a drive of 6 hours 20 minutes. This route also takes you to Gardiner.


From West Glacier, you can drive to Gardiner via US 93 South and I-90 East. The drive is roughly 420 mi (675 km) and will take approximately 7.5 hours without stops. The route takes you through Kalispell, Polson, Missoula, Butte, Bozeman, and Livingston.


From the west side of Glacier, it’s also possible to take a route through the Seeley-Swan Valley to reach Gardiner. The drive follows MT-83 South (southeast of Kalispell), MT-141, US 12 East, US 287 South, I-90 East, and then US 89 South for a total of 395 mi (635 km) and will take roughly 7 hours.


Driving from Billings


125-175 mi (201-280 km); 3-3.5 hours


From the airport in Billings to the park’s north entrance at Gardiner is 175 mi (280 km) southwest on I-90 West and US 89 South, a 3-hour drive.


The 125-mi (201-km), 3.5-hour drive from Billings through Red Lodge and over the Beartooth Scenic Highway (only open in summer) to the park’s northeast entrance just beyond Cooke City travels via I-90 West and US 212 West.


Bus and Shuttle


Shuttle service with Karst Stage (800/845-2778, www.karststage.com) is available from Bozeman to West Yellowstone in winter ($120 pp one-way, $215 pp round-trip). In the summer, Karst offers day trips to Yellowstone for $190 per person with a four-person minimum. Private coaches (10-11 passengers, from $739/day) can also be arranged through Karst.


Air


The Yellowstone Airport (WYS; 607 Airport Rd., West Yellowstone; 406/646-7631; www.yellowstoneairport.org [URL inactive]) is served by Delta with regular service to Salt Lake City, and is only open late May to late September.


Visiting Yellowstone National Park


Planning Your Time


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


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


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


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


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




Best Restaurants


S Old West Dinner Cookout, Northern Loop: Accessed from the Roosevelt Lodge by either horseback or covered wagon, this steak-and-potatoes dinner in the wilds of Yellowstone is an unforgettable experience (click here).


S Lake Yellowstone Hotel Dining Room, Southern Loop: The dining room at Lake Yellowstone Hotel dishes up specialties like brown butter lobster sliders and grilled quail in an elegant setting—and the views make everything taste even better (click here).


S The Corral, Gardiner: The menu is small, the seating sparse, and the line often long, but the huge beef, bison, and elk burgers here are out of this world (click here).


S Beartooth Café, Cooke City: Housed in a beautiful old log cabin with a sprawling deck, this spot serves up delicious hand-cut steaks, burgers, pasta, salads, and more (click here).


S Taqueria Las Palmitas, West Yellowstone: Located in a converted white school bus parked in an alley, the “Taco Bus” serves authentic and outstanding Mexican street food—soft tacos, enchiladas, and burritos (click here).


S Café Regis, Red Lodge: A grocery store and restaurant known for organic fare, with fruits and vegetables grown in the back garden, Café Regis serves up hearty portions for reasonable prices (click here).


S Horn & Cantle at Lone Mountain Ranch, Big Sky: The restaurant here serves seasonal farm-to-table fare—think coffee-rubbed elk chop, crispy-skin Montana trout, and pork belly—with lovely, rustic ambience (click here).





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


Entrances


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


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


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




Best Accommodations


S Roosevelt Lodge Cabins, Northern Loop: Among the smallest and most rustic accommodations in the park, these tiny cabins are simple, charming, and set in the trees away from the madding crowds (click here).


S Lake Yellowstone Hotel, Southern Loop: With a variety of refurbished cabins and cottages and the grand historic hotel, the accommodations at Lake Yellowstone range from rustic to luxe, and the waterside setting is arguably the best in the park (click here).


S Old Faithful Inn, Southern Loop: This classic beauty is the most popular lodging in the park for its historic log-and-stone architecture, not to mention its location just steps from the famous geyser (click here).


S Gardiner Guest House, Gardiner: A sweet little bed-and-breakfast just outside the park’s north entrance, this guesthouse is long on Victorian charm and Montana hospitality (click here).


S Silver Gate Lodging, Cooke City: Located just outside the park’s northeast entrance, at the foot of the Beartooth Highway, this spot offers several pet-friendly cabins, motel rooms, and a big lodge (click here).


S Yodeler Motel, Red Lodge: Touting themselves as groovy and noncorporate, this budget- and pet-friendly motel in downtown Red Lodge is run by two former guides who will point you to all the best places (click here).


S The Pollard Hotel, Red Lodge: A historic railroad lodging in downtown Red Lodge, this charming redbrick hotel offers cozy accommodations, excellent dining, and an ideal location (click here).





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


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


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


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


Park Fees and Passes


Admission to the park is $35 per vehicle for seven days, $30 for motorcycles and snowmobiles, and $20 for hikers and bicyclists. An annual pass to the park costs $70. In 2024, entrance fees to the park were waived on six days, including Martin Luther King Jr. Day in January, the start of National Park Week in April, June 19 for Juneteenth, August 4 to celebrate the anniversary of the Great American Outdoors Act, the fourth Saturday in September for National Public Lands Day, and Veterans Day on November 11. The park is open year-round, but during winter cars can only access the park through the north and northeast entrances.


Visitor Centers


There are 10 visitor centers in and around the park. Since days and hours vary seasonally and are often subject to staff shortages, it’s a good idea to check the website (www.nps.gov/yell) before you go into the park.


Albright Visitor Center at Mammoth Hot Springs


Grand Loop Rd.; 307/344-2263; 9am-5pm daily


The Albright Visitor Center at Mammoth Hot Springs is open year-round and houses a bookstore, wildlife and history exhibits, and films on the park and its early visitors. Free Wi-Fi is also available. Fishers and backcountry campers can get permits in the basement backcountry office. And there are restrooms, perhaps the last for a while depending on your adventure.


Canyon Visitor Education Center


Canyon Village; 307/344-2550; 8am-6pm daily summer


The Canyon Visitor Education Center offers the best overview of the park’s geology, including phenomenal volcano exhibits and a dynamic film. During the season, the bathrooms remain open 24 hours a day.


Fishing Bridge Visitor Center


East Entrance Rd.; 307/344-2450; 8am-6pm daily summer


The Fishing Bridge Visitor Center is home to a museum, a bookstore, and bird and wildlife exhibits, plus information on the lake’s ecology. The building opened in 1931 and is a beautiful example of the “parkitecture”-type architecture.


Grant Village Visitor Center


Grand Loop Rd., west shore of Yellowstone Lake; 307/344-2650; 8am-6pm daily Memorial Day-Sept., 9am-5pm daily early Oct.


The Grant Village Visitor Center offers an outstanding exhibit on the integral role of fire in the Yellowstone ecosystem.


Madison Information Station and Trailside Museum


Madison Junction, halfway between Old Faithful and West Yellowstone; 307/344-2821; 9am-4:30pm daily early June-late Sept.


The Madison Information Station and Trailside Museum at Madison Junction provides a bookstore as well as detailed information on the Junior Ranger program. Another prime example of “parkitecture,” the Trailside Museum opened in 1930.


Museum of the National Park Ranger


Grand Loop Rd.; 307/344-7353; 10am-4pm daily July-Aug.


The Museum of the National Park Ranger is 1 mi (1.6 km) north of Norris Geyser Basin and gives a good history of the park ranger profession. The log building was built in 1897 after a fire destroyed the original building, and was modified in 1908 to be used as soldier stations. The building was rebuilt again, log by log, after the 1959 earthquake.


Norris Geyser Basin Museum & Information Station


East of Norris Junction; 307/344-2812; 9am-5pm daily late May-early Oct.


The Norris Geyser Basin Museum & Information Station offers visitors an excellent overview of the park’s hydrothermal features.


Old Faithful Visitor Education Center


Upper Geyser Basin; 307/344-2751; 9am-5pm daily mid-Apr.-late May, 8am-8pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, 8am-6pm daily Labor Day-Sept., 9am-5pm daily Oct. and mid-Dec.-mid-Mar., closed Nov.-mid-Dec. and mid-Mar.-mid-Apr.


The Old Faithful Visitor Education Center includes exhibits, information, and films on the park’s hydrothermal features, plus a bookstore and geyser eruption predictions. A hands-on Young Scientist room is a hit with kids.


West Thumb Information Center


Grand Loop Rd. at West Thumb Geyser Basin; 307/242-7690; 9am-5pm daily late May-early Oct.


The West Thumb Information Center offers information about the West Thumb Geyser Basin on the shore of Yellowstone Lake. You can also sign up for ranger programs.


West Yellowstone Visitor Information Center


30 Yellowstone Ave.; 307/344-2876; 8am-8pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day, 8am-5pm daily Labor Day-Memorial Day


In West Yellowstone, the West Yellowstone Visitor Information Center hosts a National Park Service desk, plus information and publications.


Services


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


If you encounter an emergency in the park, dial 911, but be aware that cell coverage is spotty. Emergency medical services are attended to by rangers. There are three urgent care facilities inside Yellowstone.


Mammoth Medical Clinic


108 Grand Loop Rd.; 307/344-7965; 8:30am-5pm daily late May-late Sept., 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Thurs., 8:30am-1pm Fri. late Sept.-May


The clinic at Mammoth is open year-round and can offer routine care and such services as X-ray, lab, and pharmacy.


Lake Medical Clinic


1 Lake Station; 307/242-7241; 8am-8pm daily mid-May-late Sept., 8:30am-5:30pm Wed.-Sun. early Oct.-mid-Oct.


The Lake Medical Clinic is equipped for routine care and most medical emergencies with no appointments necessary.


Old Faithful Medical Clinic


Old Faithful Lodge; 307/545-7325; 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri. late Apr.-early May, 7am-7pm daily late May-late Sept., 8:30am-5pm daily late Sept.-mid-Oct., 8:30am-5pm Wed.-Sun. mid-Oct.-late Oct.


The Old Faithful Medical Clinic offers routine care options from spring into fall.


Getting Around


Private Vehicles


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


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


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


Tours


Depending on your particular interests, a range of companies outside and inside the park offer specialized tours of Yellowstone.


Xanterra/Yellowstone National Park Lodges


307/344-7311 or 866/439-7375; www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com


Xanterra/Yellowstone National Park Lodges offers a variety of bus tours during the summer, including historic Yellow Bus tours that range 1-12 hours. The Yellowstone in a Day tour ($167-177) departs daily from Gardiner, Mammoth, and the Old Faithful Inn and covers the entire park in one day. Other options include early morning or evening wildlife tours, lake sunset tours, geyser gazers, Lamar Valley wildlife expeditions, photo safaris, boat tours, fishing trips, and custom guided tours.


Yellowstone Forever Institute


308 W. Park St., Gardiner; 406/848-2400; www.yellowstone.org


The only tour option inside the park is the outstanding Yellowstone Forever Institute. Courses are broken into summer and winter semesters. Single-day adventures start at $99 (open to ages 5 and up, lunch not included), and multiday field seminar fees begin around $168. Multiday tours with lodging are also available. The courses are taught by experts, using Yellowstone as their classroom and concentrating on “individual aspects of the ecosystem.” During summer, you can take “Introduction to Wolf Management and Ecology,” led by a wolf biologist, or “Mammal Signs: Interpreting Tracks, Scat, and Hair” with an animal tracker. There are several naturalist guide certificate programs offered in both summer and winter. Fall and winter field seminars include wildlife photography, wilderness first aid, and raptors over Yellowstone. The institute can provide unique (and inexpensive) lodging in its two field campuses, in Gardiner and the Lamar Valley. Or it can include standard hotel lodging at park hotels. If you take the time to browse through the course catalog, you will likely find something geared to your interests.


See Yellowstone


211 Yellowstone Ave., W. Yellowstone; 800/221-1151 or 800/646-7353; www.seeyellowstone.com


See Yellowstone is a full-service travel agency in West Yellowstone that can book everything from accommodations and tours to complete packages, including guided snowmobile trips, snow-coach tours, and all manner of summer tours.


Yellowstone Wild Tours


Gardiner; 406/224-0001; www.yellowstonewildtours.com


Yellowstone Wild Tours offers a fantastic array of public and private single- and multiday tours year-round. Owned by a wildlife biologist and staffed by naturalists, the focus will be on finding and observing wildlife. They offer special bear and wolf tours, family wildlife tours, hiking, thermal features, and winter tracking tours.


Sights


The Northern Loop


With striking panoramas, thermals, wildlife, and year-round vehicle access between the north and northeast entrances, the northern loop is one of the most underappreciated parts of the park. The accommodations and dining are not as fancy as elsewhere, but the crowds are more manageable. Highlights include Mammoth Hot Springs, the Lamar Valley, Tower Falls, Dunraven Pass, the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, and Norris Geyser Basin.
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TOP EXPERIENCE



S Boiling River



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






S Mammoth and the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces



GOOGLE MAP


Just 5 mi (8 km) into the park and down the road from Gardiner is Mammoth, a park village with a small medical center, the most beautiful post office in the West, and a magnificent stone church. Once known as Fort Yellowstone, Mammoth was built by the US Army during its 1886-1918 occupation. Thinking they were on a temporary assignment, the soldiers erected canvas wall tents and lived in them through five harsh winters. In 1890, Congress set aside $50,000 for the construction of a permanent post, a stately collection of stone Colonial Revival-style buildings, most of which are still in use today.


The Albright Visitor Center (Grand Loop Rd.; 307/344-2263; 9am-5pm daily) offers films, history and wildlife exhibits, and an excellent selection of books and videos in the shop run by Yellowstone Forever (406/848-2400; www.yellowstone.org). Don’t miss seeing some of the artwork produced during the 1871 Hayden Geological Survey of the park, including quality reproductions of painter Thomas Moran’s famous watercolor sketches and original photographs by William Henry Jackson. Rangers on staff can usually give you up-to-date animal sightings and activity reports. The flush toilets downstairs are the last for a while.


The primary ecological attraction in Mammoth (other than the elk often seen lounging around and nibbling on the green grass) can be found on the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces. Since the days of the earliest stagecoach trails into the park, they have been a visual and olfactory marvel for visitors. Beneath the ground, the Norris-Mammoth fault carries superheated water rich in dissolved calcium and bicarbonate. The mountain is continuously growing as travertine is deposited and then shifted as the cracks are sealed and the mineral-laden water emerges somewhere else. In addition to changes in shape and water flow, the colors at Mammoth can vary dramatically from day to day. Not only does travertine morph from bright white when it is new to cream and then gray as it is exposed to the elements, the cyanobacteria create fabulous color shifts too—from turquoise to green and yellow to red and brown, depending on water temperature, available sunlight, and pH levels.


Liberty Cap, at the base of the terraces, is an excellent example of a dormant spring, where all but the core cone has been eroded away. Minerva Terrace and Canary Spring are two other springs worth seeing. Their temperatures average around 160°F (71°C), and when they are flowing, they often put on marvelous color displays.


Tower Falls


Eighteen scenic miles (29 km) down the road from Mammoth—past the lookouts at Undine Falls and Blacktail Plateau—is Tower Junction, where you can continue south toward Canyon and the Lower Loop or east toward the Lamar Valley and Cooke City, and the breathtaking Tower Falls. The waterfall cascades 132 ft (40 m) from volcanic basalt. A popular spot just steps from the parking lot, this is not a place for solitude, but it is lovely.


Dunraven Pass


Between Tower and the dramatic Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone is one of the most nerve-racking and beautiful drives in the park. Climbing up the flanks of Mount Washburn, Dunraven Pass is the highest road elevation in the park, topping out at 8,859 ft (2,700 m) and offering views of Yellowstone’s caldera rim. Eagle eyes can also spot the nearby Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. Hikers will have no shortage of trailheads to start from. The whitebark pines that grow along the road are a critical and dwindling food source for grizzly bears, so keep your eyes open. Because of its extreme altitude and relative exposure, Dunraven Pass is one of the last roads to open in the spring and one of the first to close when bad weather hits. For current road information, call 307/344-2117.



S Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone



GOOGLE MAP


Yellowstone’s most recent volcanic explosion, some 600,000 years ago, created a massive caldera and subsequent lava flows in the area now known as the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. The 20-mi-long (32-km-long) canyon is still growing thanks to the forces of erosion, including water, wind, and earthquakes.


Before setting out for the canyon itself, visitors should stop at the Canyon Visitor Education Center (Canyon Village; 307/344-2550; 8am-6pm daily in summer) for its exhibit on Yellowstone’s volcanic and geothermal activity.


On the North Rim, don’t miss Inspiration Point, a natural viewing platform that gives a bird’s-eye view up and down the river. Look down, if you dare, among the nooks and crannies of rock to try to spot nesting ospreys. Nathaniel Langford, the park’s first superintendent, stood in the same spot with the Washburn Expedition in 1870. He wrote:
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