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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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EXPERIENCE THE NATIONAL PARKS



The national parks are masterpieces spread across the United States. The artistry of nature paints their rain forests with mossy green, their lakes vivid blues, and their canyons in shifting oranges and reds. Cactus deserts bloom against the odds, and rugged mountains trap snow to feed rivers tumbling to oceans, where seascapes change with each tide. Wolves, grizzly bears, orcas, and eagles still rule the animal kingdom, much as they did when only Indigenous people occupied these lands.


The sights can only be described in superlatives: North America’s highest peak, tallest waterfall, deepest lake, lowest elevation, biggest trees, and the world’s first national park.


Our parks provide moments of connection: hearing birds chatter, smelling fragrant trees, feeling the spray of waterfalls, touching rocks smoothed over by the centuries, and staring up into dark skies. These are the moments that let nature wash through us—that offer renewal of the human spirit.


Your trip to any of these national parks can be the start of a longer, life-enriching journey. Let it begin here.
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Top 10 Experiences
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1 MARVEL AT ICE-LADEN DENALI


Feast your eyes on the icy wonder of crevassed glaciers plunging from the highest point in North America.
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2 SEE VOLCANIC ACTION AT HAWAI‘I VOLCANOES


Catch some of Kilauea’s changeable lava spurts and steam vents at the youngest of Hawaiʻi’s volcanoes.
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3 CAPTURE FALL COLORS IN GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS


Choose one of the many scenic drives in October to witness regal scarlets, oranges, and golds lighting up the forests.







[image: Image]


4 ADMIRE OLD FAITHFUL IN YELLOWSTONE


Set your watch to see Old Faithful, the famous geyser that erupts roughly every 90 minutes.
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5 SPOT SUBTROPICAL WILDLIFE IN EVERGLADES


Watch easily seen wildlife such as anhingas, spoonbills, flamingos, crocodiles, alligators, and manatees.
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6 GO UNDERGROUND AT CARLSBAD CAVERNS


Take self-guided or ranger-led tours in this subterranean labyrinth acclaimed for its ornate decorations.
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7 DESCEND INTO THE GRAND CANYON


Hike, ride a mule, or raft into the Inner Canyon where the giant chasm walls tower above and change colors throughout the day.
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8 GAZE UP AT GIANT TREES IN SEQUOIA AND KINGS CANYON


Stand in awe at the base of giant sequoia trees—including the largest tree by volume in the world.
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9 TOUR ANCIENT CLIFF DWELLINGS IN MESA VERDE


Learn about the Ancestral Puebloans on ranger-led tours of their tiny villages tucked in cliffside alcoves.
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10 FEEL THE EXTREMES OF DEATH VALLEY


Drop to the lowest point in North America on the salt flats in Badwater Basin with the hottest temperatures and the driest climate.









Where TO GO



ALASKA


Alaska contains some of the wildest parks. In Denali, the tallest peak in North America reigns over tundra full of wildlife. Glacier Bay and Kenai Fjords hold impressive tidewater glaciers while the salmon runs in Katmai and Lake Clark attract brown bears for feeding. You can hike or paddle to glaciers in Wrangell-St. Elias, the country’s largest national park. But flying above the Arctic Circle is required to experience Gates of the Arctic and Kobuk Valley.


CALIFORNIA


California parks span unique extremes: the marine ecosystem of the Channel Islands, below sea level salt flats of Death Valley, awkward tree-like yuccas in Joshua Tree, and bubbling mud pots of Lassen Volcanic. Condors thrive in the rocky spires of Pinnacles while giant coast redwoods pack into Redwood and the world’s largest trees into Sequoia-Kings Canyon. The crowning park, Yosemite, shows off huge waterfalls in spring spilling from granite cathedral-like walls.


PACIFIC NORTHWEST


Pacific Northwest parks center on mountains—from the volcano holding Crater Lake to high Mount Rainier spilling with glaciers and the icy peaks dominating the North Cascades. But in Olympic National Park, mountains descend into lush rain forests before colliding with the ocean along rugged coastal beaches and sea stacks.


SOUTHWEST


The parks of the Southwest show off nature’s sculpting abilities in the cliffs, fantastical hoodoos, and arches of Bryce Canyon, Arches, Canyonlands, and Capitol Reef. Belowground, the artistry continues with stalactites in Carlsbad Caverns. Even vegetation contains a rare beauty, with stately cacti in Saguaro and ancient bristlecones in Great Basin. Colors run rampant in the Painted Desert of Petrified Forest, cliff dwellings of Mesa Verde, giant dunes of Great Sand Dunes, glittering gypsum of White Sands, the Chisos Mountains of Big Bend, and the desert peaks of Guadalupe Mountains. Two parks stand out as Southwest royalty: Zion features Zion Canyon, which squeezes into the Narrows and a ridge-shimmy to Angels Landing. In Grand Canyon, overlooks peer down thousands of feet into gaping chasms, while the inner canyon lures hikers and boaters.


ROCKY MOUNTAINS


In the Rocky Mountains, the large famous parks often overshadow the smaller ones. But these modest parks enchant in their own right—the narrow slot of Black Canyon of the Gunnison, colorful erosion of Badlands, boxwork of Wind Cave, and beloved badlands of Theodore Roosevelt. The large parks have earned fame for their iconic attractions. Rocky Mountain has its elk, Longs Peak, and Trail Ridge Road, the highest paved road in the country. Glacier has glacier-shaped wildness and the cliff-hugging Going-to-the-Sun Road. Grand Teton shoots skyward in toothy peaks that plunge to a row of moraine lakes. And Yellowstone claims fame as America’s Serengeti and home to half the world’s geysers, including Old Faithful.


GREAT LAKES AND NORTHEAST


In the northeast, Acadia is the first place in the country to see the sunrise from mountains of pink granite that dive into the ocean.


Like no other region, the Great Lakes contain parks that focus on water. In Cuyahoga Valley, historic canals preserve one of the nation’s early water highways. In Voyageurs, lake acreage almost rivals the amount of land. Lake Superior holds the isolated Isle Royale, while Indiana Dunes anchors Lake Michigan.


THE SOUTH


From the Appalachian jewels of Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains to the subterranean world of Mammoth Cave and floodplains of Congaree, the southern parks enchant with vibrant fall colors in the hardwood forests. In between the mountains courses one of America’s oldest waterways in New River Gorge. In Florida, water parks dominate, fostering prolific birds, alligators, and manatees in Everglades, a protected coastal estuary at Biscayne, and a historic island fort at Dry Tortugas. Farther west, the freestanding Gateway Arch honors the country’s westward expansion while Hot Springs lets you literally soak up history.


ISLANDS


Far-flung islands are draped in lush tropical flora. In the Caribbean Sea, the Virgin Islands are flanked in white-sand beaches with coral reefs and turquoise water. In the Pacific Ocean south of the equator, the volcanic American Samoa contains scenic National Historic Landmarks. But in Hawai‘i, the national parks celebrate volcanoes that climb to great heights at Haleakalā and Hawai‘i Volcanoes.



Know BEFORE YOU GO



NATIONAL PARKS ENTRY


Most national parks charge an entrance fee that is valid for 3-7 days. If you plan to visit more than two national parks in a year, buy an annual America the Beautiful Pass ($80) for entry to all national parks and federal fee areas. These passes are free for fourth graders, disabled persons, and military personnel, veterans, and Gold Star Families in the United States. Seniors have two interagency pass options: Annual ($20, valid for one year) and Lifetime ($80).


Many parks do not accept cash at entrance stations; pay with credit or debit cards. You can also purchase a digital pass (www.recreation.gov) in advance.


FEE-FREE DAYS


National parks have six annual free-entry days. These are Martin Luther King Jr. Day (Jan.), the first day of National Park Week (Apr.), Juneteenth (June 19), the anniversary of the Great American Outdoors Act/National Park Service birthday (Aug.), National Public Lands Day (Sept.), and Veterans Day (Nov. 11).


NATIONAL PARKS APP


The NPS smartphone app has information on each national park: road conditions and closures, weather, ranger programs, maps, trails, activities, and campgrounds. Some parks include driving tours, self-guided walking tours, and geyser eruption predictions. All parks include an “Alert” bar on top with natural disasters, closures, and issues affecting travel (you can find the same information on the top of the park website). Because many parks have large cell service dead zones, download the app before you leave home, select the parks you’ll be visiting, and save those for offline use.


RESERVATIONS


ROADS AND PARKING


Many ultracrowded parks now require timed-entry reservations (www.recreation.gov; fees vary) to drive certain roads or park at trailheads. These costs are in addition to entry fees. Great Smoky Mountains requires a parking pass for all parking spots. Acadia, Arches, Glacier, Haleakalā, Rocky Mountain, Mount Rainier, Yosemite, and Zion require reservations to drive certain roads during crowded hours in peak season. Most parks launch two reservation times: 60-120 days in advance and 11-48 hours in advance. Other parks are considering reservations for overcrowded areas; check alerts on park websites or the NPS app when planning your trip.


LODGES AND CAMPGROUNDS


Because reservations fill fast for national park lodges and campgrounds, book as soon as reservation windows open. Reserve lodge dinners, tours, or activities concurrently.




BEST MEALS IN THE PARKS


Everyone has to eat! Here’s some of the most enjoyable dining:


ACADIA: Relax over afternoon tea at the rustic 19th-century Jordan Pond House.


CRATER LAKE: Admire the blue lake while dining at the 1915 Crater Lake Lodge.


GLACIER: Savor lake and mountain views from the Ptarmigan Dining Room at Many Glacier Hotel.


GRAND CANYON: Dine at the rustic but elegant El Tovar Hotel on the lip of the South Rim.


GRAND TETON: See historic art and mountain views while dining in the Mural Room at Jackson Lake Lodge.


HOT SPRINGS: Enjoy a brew at Superior Bathhouse Brewery, part of historic Bathhouse Row.


SHENANDOAH: Eat on the terrace at Big Meadows Lodge for sweeping views.


YELLOWSTONE: Revel in “parkitecture” in the 1904 Old Faithful Inn high-ceiling dining room.


YOSEMITE: Feast in the most elegant dining room in a national park at The Ahwahnee.





Make reservations for inside-park lodges through individual operators for peak seasons (usually summer) 12-18 months in advance. This is especially true for Great Smoky Mountains, Grand Canyon, Yosemite, Yellowstone, Grand Teton, Glacier, Zion, and Olympic.


Many campgrounds accept reservations (www.recreation.gov) six months in advance; some have additional reservations released at 2-4 weeks or even four days. Since more parks are converting campgrounds from first come, first served to reservations, check park websites to see whether reservations have been added.


ACTIVITIES


Some parks require advance reservations (www.recreation.gov) to hike certain trails: Angels Landing in Zion, Old Rag in Shenandoah, Half Dome in Yosemite, part of the Narrows in Zion, and Tall Trees, Fern Canyon, and Gold Beach in Redwood. Most boat, bus, and recreation tours are booked through individual operators with varying windows for reservations. Although you can sometimes get last-minute spots, make reservations for May-September as soon as possible. Book commercial river trips in the Grand Canyon 1-2 years in advance. For ranger-led tours, such as cave tours, book tickets (www.recreation.gov) 1-6 months in advance.


LOTTERIES


Some activities require lotteries (www.recreation.gov) instead of reservations. Each lottery operates differently; most occur in winter or spring for the upcoming season. Lottery events include the synchronous fireflies in Great Smoky Mountains and Congaree; hiking Half Dome and backpacking to the High Sierra Camps in Yosemite; hiking Angels Landing in Zion; snowmobiling in Yellowstone; and private rafting trips in the Grand Canyon.


TIPS FOR USING RECREATION.GOV


Competition can be intense for reservations (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov) for timed entries, campsites, hiking or backpacking permits, and ranger-led tours. To be successful, plan ahead to book reservations as soon as they launch.




WHAT’S NEW


CASHLESS PARKS: Be prepared to pay with credit or debit cards for en-trance fees, permits, and camping fees.


ELECTRIC VEHICLES: Some parks have a few charging stations, but not all. Check on your EV needs before you go.


RESERVATIONS FOR TIMED ENTRY: Mount Rainier has added required reservations for congested roads during peak season, similar to Glacier, Rocky Mountain, Arches, Yosemite, Acadia, and Haleakalā. Zion is considering them; check on status.


CAVE TOURS RESERVATIONS: Carlsbad Caverns added timed-entry reservations for the self-guided Natural Entrance and Big Room tours. All ranger-led cave tours in all parks also require reservations.


WILDERNESS OVERNIGHTS ONLINE: Reserve or enter lotteries online (www.recreation.gov) for overnight permits for backpacking, boating, and climbing at most parks.


NEW VISITOR CENTER AND LODGE: Everglades opened the new Guy Brad-ley Visitor Center and Flamingo Lodge in 2024.


PARKING TAGS REQUIRED: Great Smoky Mountains requires parking tags for all parking lots and trailheads.


CLIMATE CHANGE EFFECTS: Warming trends are shifting traditional leaf-peeping seasons slightly later; check with individual parks on their expectations. Longer, hotter summers have shortened climbing seasons on Mount Rainier and Denali.


ACTIVITIES, CAMPING, AND ACCESS: Funding and staffing cuts to national parks may reduce services or even close parks. Check ahead on status for interpretive programs, visitor centers, NPS-led tours and hikes, permits, and campgrounds.





First, set up an account in advance. Familiarize yourself with all details for the activity you want, including all choices you will need to make, and decide on a backup plan if your first choice fills up fast. While you can call the phone line, many reservations go before you can connect with the agent to book. Instead, 15-20 minutes before the reservation launches, be at a location with a strong internet connection, logged into your account, and ready to select your item. If you don’t get a reservation, set an alert to be notified when space becomes available.


SEASONS


HIGH SEASON


Summer is often the best time to visit the national parks. As winter snows melt and temperatures warm, crowds thicken and visitor services are in full swing. Park roads open, though snow may bury high-elevation roads into July and often returns to dust mountain peaks by September’s end.


The exceptions are the Southwest parks, which are best in spring and fall due to extreme prolonged summer heat over 100°F (37.8°C). In summer, all hiking must be finished by 10am due to the danger of heat exhaustion or fatality. Even hotter, Death Valley and White Sands can top 120°F (48.9°C) with little cooling at night.


LOW SEASON


Winter is often the low season, when park lodges, campgrounds, and restaurants close for the season, leaving minimal services for visitors. However, hot parks such as Joshua Tree, Death Valley, White Sands, Virgin Islands, Everglades, and the Hawaiian parks enjoy better weather and temperatures in winter.



EATING IN THE PARKS



Before visiting a national park, check on food services to plan accordingly. Many parks have minimal or no food services. At parks with restaurants, expect to wait in line around mealtimes; very few accept reservations.


Packing picnic meals creates more flexibility. Collapsible soft-sided coolers keep lunches and water bottles cold. They pack well whether you’re driving to the parks or flying into the nearest airport.


Take snacks and water while hiking and traveling inside the parks. Food service locations are few.


AVOID THE CROWDS


Our national parks are popular, and rightly so. As visitation increases, so do crowds. Here are some tips to avoid the mayhem.


VISIT IN SHOULDER SEASON


Summer is often peak season, when crowds swell the largest. Visit in spring or fall instead, or consider winter when snowy solitude offers a quiet respite. If you must tour in summer, opt for some of the least-visited parks for a less harried experience. Visit on weekdays to avoid the influx of locals on weekends and holidays.


ARRIVE EARLY MORNING OR LATE AFTERNOON


Rush hour at park entrance stations is 10am-4pm. To claim a coveted parking spot at prime sights and trailheads, arrive before 9am in the busiest and most visited parks. On weekends, arrive before 7am.


Tour the most popular sights and the best-loved trails in early morning or late afternoon. Aim first for park areas that may require more time or energy to reach.


HAVE AN ALTERNATE PLAN


Be flexible with your itinerary and forgo a stop or hike if it is too crowded. Always have a second trailhead or sight in mind to visit instead.


MINIMIZE YOUR FOOTPRINT


Maintaining a small footprint in the parks means respecting the landscape, wildlife, and fellow visitors. Consider visitors coming after you in your actions.


USE A STURDY WATER BOTTLE


Bring your own refillable water bottle or buy one from a park gift shop. Avoid adding disposable plastic to the park refuse collection and recycling infrastructure.


STAY ON PATHS


Staying on designated paths and trails prevents erosion and destruction of unique growth. This is especially crucial in alpine meadows, wildflower zones, wetlands, fragile new plant growth, and desert cryptobiotic soil crusts. These may not recover from footsteps, so take photos with your feet on a trail or solid rock surface.


CARRY OUT YOUR TRASH


Bring a small bag or container to corral your trash to pack out rather than letting tidbits drop along a trail or road. Think ahead and bring food with little to no packaging.


GET OUT OF THE CAR


When possible, get around by walking, biking, or taking shuttles. Turn off your vehicle’s engine rather than idling for short stops.



Best of THE NATIONAL PARKS



Best HIKING


ACADIA


Scrambling straight up iron rungs, steps, and handrails on exposed cliffs, you’ll top Beehive Loop for views of ocean and mountains.


ARCHES


A sand-and-rock slab trail leads to freestanding Delicate Arch, sculpted by wind and erosion.


GLACIER


Tiptoe along the top-of-the-world Highline Trail—full of wildflowers and mountain goats—to historic Granite Park Chalet for panoramic views.


KENAI FJORDS


Snuggle up to a viewpoint of the fast-melting Exit Glacier as it plunges from Harding Icefield to the Outwash Plain.


GRAND CANYON


From the rim to canyon depths, Bright Angel Trail descends through eons of geology to the Colorado River.


GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS


Wooden steps, stone staircases, and elevated boardwalks descend to Andrews Bald, a mountaintop meadow where views encompass the southern Smokies.


MOUNT RAINIER


At Paradise, Skyline Trail climbs through subalpine wildflower meadows, passes waterfalls, and takes in vistas of glaciers tumbling from Rainier’s ice cap.


OLYMPIC


Wildflowers line the path up Hurricane Hill, perched for views north of the Strait of Juan de Fuca into Canada and south into the icy Mount Olympus.


SHENANDOAH


The switchback climb up Old Rag (permit required) finishes with a hands-and-feet scramble under, over, and between boulders to reach the rocky summit.




FIND YOUR PARK


Which park is for you? If you want . . .


ACCESSIBILITY: Take the wheelchair-accessible shuttle and paths along the South Rim of Grand Canyon and use sand wheelchairs at Great Sand Dunes.


BACKPACKING: Hike the Teton Crest Trail in Grand Teton and circle Wonderland Trail in Mount Rainier.


BIKING: Pedal the historic canal towpath in Cuyahoga Valley or the paved multiuse trail below the Teton spires at Grand Teton.


BIODIVERSITY: Relish the broad scope of plants, trees, birds, and wildlife at Great Smoky Mountains.


BIRDING: In spring, spot nesters and migrating birds in Big Bend, while Everglades is home to scads of large waterbirds year-round.


BOULDERING: Scale the rock piles at Hidden Valley in Joshua Tree.


BRISTLECONES: Hike to a grove of these oldest trees in the world at Great Basin.


CAVES: Tour the self-guided Natural Entrance to the Big Room in Carlsbad Caverns or Mammoth Cave for the longest cave system in the world.


CRYSTALIZED TREE RINGS: Admire the colors of petrified logs at Petrified Forest.


DINOSAURS: Watch paleontologists in action at the Fossil Lab at Badlands.


DIVING: Explore sunken wrecks off Dry Tortugas.


GEYSERS: Walk through Yellowstone’s Norris Geyser Basin to see spurting water fountains of all sizes.


GLACIERS CALVING: Cruise on a boat into Glacier Bay.


HORSEBACK RIDING: Saddle up to ride in Rocky Mountain.


HOT SPRINGS: Soak your worries away at Buckstaff Baths in Hot Springs.


HOUSEBOATING: Rent a houseboat to tour the lakes at Voyageurs.


MOUNTAIN CLIMBING: Ascend from Camp Muir to the Columbia Crest on Mount Rainier.


PADDLING: Kayak the miles of inlets and islets around Isle Royale in Lake Superior.


RAFTING: Splash through big white water on the New River in New River Gorge.


RAIN FORESTS: Sink into the lush greenery at the Hoh Rain Forest in Olympic.


REDWOODS: Walk amid old-growth giants in Redwood National and State Parks.


SNORKELING: Swim through the coral reefs of Virgin Islands.


SWIMMING: Lounge on the sandy beaches of Lake Michigan at Indiana Dunes.


VOLCANIC ACTIVITY: Smell the sulfur from steaming pools at Bumpass Hell in Lassen Volcanic.


WATERFALLS: Get doused in spring by waterfall spray in Yosemite Valley.






YOSEMITE



Expect to be showered by waterfall mist on Mist Trail’s scenery-laden ascent to thundering Vernal and Nevada Falls.


ZION


Zigzag your way up a series of short switchbacks to Angels Landing (permit required), where fixed chains assist you on the skinny shimmy between immense drop-offs to reach the summit.


Best FOR WILDLIFE


BIRDS IN BIG BEND


With year-round birding, Big Bend avians burst into song in spring, when tropical birds such as the Colima warbler arrive to nest.


BATS AT CARLSBAD CAVERNS


At dusk, sit in the amphitheater at the Natural Entrance to the caverns to watch thousands of bats take flight.


FIREFLIES AT CONGAREE AND GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS


In late spring, catch the mating ritual of synchronous fireflies in the evening as they light up together.


MARINE LIFE IN THE CHANNEL ISLANDS


Dubbed the “Galapagos of North America,” these islands have sea lions and northern fur seals rearing pups while the small Channel Island fox scurries about and seabirds roost everywhere.


WOLVES IN DENALI


From the bus tour on Denali Park Road, see a lone wolf cruising or a pack out hunting along river bottoms among herds of caribou.


ALLIGATORS AND BIRDS IN EVERGLADES


You can bicycle or take a tram to see alligators in Shark Valley, plus scads of egrets, ibis, and storks.


WHALES IN GLACIER BAY


On a summer boat tour in Glacier Bay, catch a humpback whales, orcas, or bald eagles drawn to the waters rich for feeding.




DARK SKIES


City lights drown out the stars for more than three-fourths of the US population. Designated International Dark Sky Parks offer places where you can still see the Milky Way. Moonless nights are best, and you’ll need red flashlights to help your eyes adjust. Some parks offer telescopes for viewing the starry skies. In August, watch for the annual Perseid meteor shower.


International Dark Sky Parks


While you’ll find several parks that offer night sky programs, including full moon walks and night hikes, certified International Dark Sky Parks have dark skies for astrophotography and self-guided night sky viewing. Most have ranger-led night sky tours, telescope-viewing, and dark sky festivals.


Where are these certified International Dark Sky Parks? Many are in the Southwest: Arches, Big Bend, Bryce Canyon, Canyonlands, Capitol Reef, Grand Canyon, Great Basin, Great Sand Dunes, Joshua Tree, Mesa Verde, Petrified Forest, and Zion.


Other certified International Dark Sky Parks are Black Canyon of the Gunnison, Death Valley, Glacier, Mammoth Cave, and Voyageurs.


Unique Night Sky Activities


Arches: Go to Panorama Point for a specially-built sky-viewing location that hosts night sky programs and self-guided stargazing. You can also use many of the arches to frame the Milky Way.


Bryce Canyon: Combine the odd hoodoo rock formations with the stars above for astrophotography.


Denali: Visit in winter to take in stars and the aurora borealis dancing across the heavens.


Great Basin: Take the Star Train into the dark desert for a ranger-led sky tour and telescope-viewing.


Rocky Mountain: Drive up Trail Ridge Road to get above light pollution for stargazing.


Voyageurs: Rent a houseboat in September to catch stars and the night sky colored by the northern lights.






MOOSE AND WOLVES IN ISLE ROYALE



With willows galore, Isle Royale is home to giant awkward-looking moose barely kept in check by wolf populations.


BEARS IN KATMAI


From special viewing platforms, watch brown bears capture fish in the tumbling waters at Brooks Camp.


CONDORS AT PINNACLES


Use telescopes near the visitor center or hike the High Peaks Trail in early morning or evening to view condors.


ELK IN ROCKY MOUNTAIN


In spring, newborn elk follow cows, and in fall, the park resounds with bugling as large-antlered bulls round up harems during the rut.


WILD HORSES IN THEODORE ROOSEVELT


Through noisy prairie dog towns, wild horses run free. Visit in spring to see newborn colts prance.


BISON IN YELLOWSTONE


In spring, bison give birth to baby calves, known as “red dogs.” See how the West once appeared with vast herds interspersed with pronghorns.


PRAIRIE DOGS IN BADLANDS


These comically social creatures skitter about their “prairie dog towns,” colonies of underground warrens where they disappear for safety.




BEST PARKITECTURE


National park lodges often reflect rustic architecture with stone-and-log work. Many are National Historic Landmarks.


The Ahwahnee, Yosemite: This wood-and-granite palace features stained-glass windows, two stone fireplaces, Native American designs, and a three-story beamed ceiling in the elegant dining room.


Grand Canyon Lodge and El Tovar, Grand Canyon: One on the North Rim and the other on the South Rim, these log building evoke the rustic park look.


Many Glacier Hotel, Glacier: Restored to its former glory, Many Glacier boasts mountain views, a large fireplace in a four-story lobby, and a double spiral staircase.


Old Faithful Inn, Yellowstone: The five-story lobby is ringed with knobby-wood balconies centered on a stone fireplace equal in height.


Paradise Inn, Mount Rainier: The inn features a steep-pitched roof and an immense lobby flanked by stone fireplaces.


Bryce Canyon Lodge, Bryce Canyon: The stone-and-wood edifice sports an expansive porch that invites a long look at the surrounding woods.


Crater Lake Lodge, Crater Lake: With the first story built of stone, then topped by wood and a shingled roof, the lodge overlooks deep-blue Crater Lake.


Lake Crescent Lodge, Olympic: A glass-paned sunroom and dining room nearly pull Lake Crescent inside this lodge.






Best PARKS FOR KIDS



The National Park Service targets kids in many visitor centers with hands-on exhibits, touchable learning, and even kids rooms. Junior Ranger booklets, available at visitor centers, provide engaging activities for children to learn about each park, and parents can participate. After showing a visitor center ranger the completed booklets, kids are sworn in as Junior Rangers and receive a park-specific badge or patch. Some parks, such as Great Basin, also have Junior Ranger Night Explorer booklets for learning astronomy. Petrified Forest and Badlands have Junior Ranger Paleontology booklets with fossil fun.


ACADIA


Poke around tidepools to see the variety of creatures.


ARCHES


Take the whole family on a guided walk through the rock-scrambling maze of the Fiery Furnace.


BIG BEND


Learn about dinosaurs at the Fossil Discovery Center.


BISCAYNE


Don a mask and snorkel to be enchanted by underwater sea life.


GREAT BASIN


Gaze through special telescopes at the visitor center that let you look right at the sun.


GREAT SAND DUNES


Sandboard or sled down dunes in this giant sandbox and build mud castles in Medano Creek.


VIRGIN ISLANDS


Snorkel the Trunk Bay Underwater Trail with the family to learn about coral reefs.


WHITE SANDS


Slide down bright white sand dunes.



INDIGENOUS PEOPLES Traditions



National parks are more than scenery. Most were carved from ancestral Indigenous lands and even previous treatied lands taken back by the federal government. For a stronger connection to the parks, learn about the cultures of the Indigenous people who call these places home.


AMERICAN SAMOA


Immerse yourself in one of the oldest Polynesian cultures by learning and practicing fa’asamoa, the Samoan Way, in this tropical park.


CAPITOL REEF


The Fremont people chipped and etched petroglyphs into the sandstone canyon wall to tell stories of their lives.


GLACIER


Blackfeet drivers of the Sun Tours buses share their heritage with visitors along Going-to-the-Sun Road. Campground amphitheaters also host Native America Speaks, with local Blackfeet and Kootenai people sharing stories.


GLACIER BAY


Tlingit Huna House, the Xunaa Shuká Hít, is a tribal house with daily interpretive programs that share traditional culture and demonstrations of woodcrafts and arts.




BEST FOR SOLITUDE


For crowd-free experiences and immersion in nature, consider adding these parks to your itinerary.


BLACK CANYON OF THE GUNNISON: Take the long drive to the North Rim for trails to overlooks.


CHANNEL ISLANDS: Camp overnight and wake to adventure on these less-visited islands.


GATES OF THE ARCTIC: Access this remote arctic park by air to float a Wild and Scenic River or backpack through the trail-less wilderness.


GREAT BASIN: Climb crowd-free trails to Wheeler Peak or to see ancient bristlecone pines.


ISLE ROYALE: This park is set in the midst of Lake Superior, where only canoes and sea kayaks can reach its private bays tucked around the island’s 337 mi (542 km) of shoreline.


NORTH CASCADES: Pick up a backcountry permit and stay overnight in a shoreline camp on Ross Lake, or backpack into the mountains to log some solitary miles.


THEODORE ROOSEVELT: Find secluded nooks in the badlands of the North Unit or at Roosevelt’s favorite refuge, now the Elkhorn Ranch Unit.


VOYAGEURS: Boat in to shoreline campsites spread across this watery park for secluded beaches.


WRANGELL-ST. ELIAS: The largest national park in the United States is home to millions of acres of solitude, especially along its less traveled Nabesna Road.





GRAND CANYON


At Desert View Watchtower, this Inter-Tribal Cultural Heritage Site hosts cultural demonstrations by Indigenous artisans, including Hopi, Havasupai, Hualapai, and Navajo.


HALEAKALĀ


Native Hawaiians from Kīpahulu ‘Ohana lead cultural interpretive hikes with stops at a living farm and natural features like the Pools of ‘Ohe‘o.


MESA VERDE


This park preserves more than 5,000 archaeological sites that include surface and cliff dwellings from Ancestral Puebloans, the forebears of today’s Puebloan people.


PETRIFIED FOREST


Local Indigenous artisans demonstrate traditional creative skills inside the Painted Desert Inn.


REDWOOD


The Tolowa and Yurok groups perform dance demonstrations periodically, including the annual renewal dance, called Ne’-dosh, in July.



Best SCENIC DRIVES



TRAIL RIDGE ROAD


The country’s highest paved road climbs to a dizzying 12,183 feet (3,713 m) amid alpine tundra among the granite peaks that define Rocky Mountain National Park.


SKYLINE DRIVE


Skyline Drive winds through Shenandoah’s lush forests and across long ridgelines, surrounded by spring cherry blossoms or the golds, oranges, and reds of fall.


GOING-TO-THE-SUN ROAD


Amid glaciated peaks and deep valleys, this National Civil Engineering Landmark cuts through Glacier’s cliffs to climb to its high point at Logan Pass.


BADLANDS LOOP DRIVE


In a landscape chiseled by water and wind, this scenic drive through the Badlands crawls between spires and sharp canyons banded in varied colors.


RIM DRIVE


This undulating loop circles the rim of Crater Lake to take in the intense blues of the deepest lake in the United States.


PAINTED DESERT RIM DRIVE


In Petrified Forest National Park, this road curves along the rim of pastel-hued badlands in the Painted Desert.


PARK LOOP ROAD


From rocky coast to forested mountains, this loop around Acadia’s Mount Desert Island stacks up scenery from sunrise to sunset.


BADWATER BASIN


Take in colorful and stark landscapes on Death Valley’s scenic road, which drops below sea level to the lowest elevation in North America.


NEWFOUND GAP ROAD


Bisecting Great Smoky Mountains, this route climbs to a gap in the Appalachians with views of mountains, spring wildflowers, and autumn colors.


TIOGA ROAD


Lined with subalpine lakes and granite peaks, Yosemite’s high-elevation road crests the Sierra through Tuolumne Meadows and Tioga Pass.




BEST PHOTO OPS


While all park landscapes are photogenic, some parks have special opportunities for photography.


Sunrises


Get a ticket to drive up to Haleakalā’s summit or Acadia’s Cadillac Mountain to catch the first rays of the sun over the parks.


Sunsets


Head to Sunset Point at Capitol Reef for shots of the setting sun’s alpenglow on the cliffs or capture the setting sun behind sea stacks at Rialto Beach in Olympic.


Wildlife


Capture photos of fauna and birds at Denali, Everglades, Grand Teton, Theodore Roosevelt, or Yellowstone.


Fall Foliage


Drive Foothills Parkway or Newfound Gap Road in Great Smoky Mountains and Skyline Drive in Shenandoah in October for leaves ablaze with reds, oranges, and yellows.


Wildflower Meadows


Hike trails in mid-July through early August for colorful wildflower displays on the Highline, Siyeh Pass, or Piegan Pass trails in Glacier and the Skyline or Summerland trails at Mount Rainier.


Glacial Lakes


Stop at Diablo Lake Overlook on North Cascades Highway for the stunning silty color that changes with sunlight from jade to turquoise.






Best BY PUBLIC TRANSIT



Ditch the car. Hop a plane, train, bus, or shuttle for your park visit. Here are the parks most accessible by public transit.


ACADIA


Bus from the airport in Bangor or Ellsworth to the park and the Island Explorer shuttle. Public ferries go to the islands.


BISCAYNE AND EVERGLADES


Catch the local Homestead Trolley to these parks.


CUYAHOGA VALLEY


From Cleveland, Greater Cleveland Transit and Cuyahoga Valley Scenic Railroad both stop in the park.


DENALI


Alaska Railroad runs a summer train from Anchorage to Fairbanks, stopping at Denali for touring the park road on buses.


GATEWAY ARCH


Catch the MetroLink light-rail from the St. Louis airport or city buses to stops near the park.


GLACIER


Amtrak’s Empire Builder goes to West or East Glacier to connect with park shuttles or tours.


GRAND CANYON


Buses go from Flagstaff and other cities to the South Rim, where free shuttles operate. A bus service also links the South and North Rims. Grand Canyon Railway goes from Williams.


INDIANA DUNES


The electric South Shore Line train runs between Chicago and South Bend with stops inside the park, including one near the campground. Some trains permit bicycles.


ISLE ROYALE


Indian Trails buses go from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to Houghton, Michigan, where ferry service reaches the park.


ROCKY MOUNTAIN


Shuttles and buses run from Denver and Boulder to Estes Park to transfer to shuttles into the park.


YOSEMITE


From San Francisco or Sacramento, Amtrak and Greyhound connect with Merced, where YARTS buses cover the final stretch into the park, accessed by free shuttles.


Best IN THE OFF-SEASON


Visiting parks in the off-season gives you the chance for extraordinary experiences, plus you’ll encounter fewer people.


DEATH VALLEY


February is one of the least visited months but yields pleasant temperatures and, in some years, rampant wildflower blooms.


DENALI


While much of the park road closes with snow, you can reach some areas by cross-country skis. You may even witness the sky dancing of the northern lights.


GRAND TETON


Teton Park Road is groomed for Nordic skiing and snowshoeing.


HOT SPRINGS


Soaking in a hot bath is the perfect antidote to cold winters.


JOSHUA TREE


Moderate winter temperatures make for pleasant hiking. Opt for February to avoid the crowds.


MAMMOTH CAVE, CARLSBAD CAVERNS, AND WIND CAVE


Caves maintain the same temperatures year-round, so they are great places to escape either summer heat or frigid winter temperatures on the surface.


OLYMPIC


Hurricane Ridge has it all: downhill skiing, snowboarding, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, and tubing.


VOYAGEURS


Drive ice roads on frozen lakes, where you can try ice fishing or go sliding at Sphunge Island.


YELLOWSTONE


Take a snowcoach to the Snow Lodge at Old Faithful to spend the night. You’ll be one of few spectators there to see the famous geyser erupt in the morning.


YOSEMITE


Head up to Glacier Point on cross-country skis for big views, or opt for downhill skiing or snowboarding at Badger Pass.



The National Parks AT A GLANCE









	NAME

	STATE

	WHY GO

	HIGH SEASON

	FEE (PER CAR)

	VISITATION RANK

	PAGE










	Acadia *

	Maine

	seacoast

	May-Oct.

	$35

	7

	566






	Arches

	Utah

	arches

	Apr.-Oct.

	$30

	20

	366






	Badlands

	South Dakota

	prairie badlands

	May-Sept.

	$30

	25

	534






	Big Bend

	Texas

	the Rio Grande

	Oct.-Apr.

	$30

	36

	428






	Biscayne

	Florida

	tropical waters

	Mar.-June

	none

	38

	700






	Black Canyon of the Gunnison

	Colorado

	deep gorge

	May-Sept.

	$30

	49

	462






	Bryce Canyon

	Utah

	hoodoos

	Apr.-Oct.

	$35

	15

	340






	Canyonlands

	Utah

	canyon country

	Mar.-Oct.

	$30

	27

	376






	Capitol Reef

	Utah

	cliffs, geology

	Apr.-Oct.

	$20

	23

	353






	Carlsbad Caverns

	New Mexico

	caves

	Apr.-Sept.

	$15 pp

	43

	415






	Channel Islands

	California

	islands

	June-Aug.

	none

	50

	207






	Congaree

	South Carolina

	old-growth forest

	Mar.-June, Oct.

	none

	51

	681






	Crater Lake

	Oregon

	deepest lake

	July-Sept.

	$20-30

	39

	223






	Cuyahoga Valley

	Ohio

	history

	May-Nov.

	none

	12

	582






	Death Valley

	California

	salt flats, desert-scapes

	Feb.-Apr.

	$30

	21

	155






	Denali

	Alaska

	Denali, the mountain

	May-Sept.

	$15 pp

	42

	45






	Dry Tortugas

	Florida

	coral and sand islands

	Jan.-July

	$15 pp

	55

	706






	Everglades

	Florida

	subtropical wilderness

	Nov.-Apr.

	$35

	29

	686






	Gates of the Arctic

	Alaska

	wilderness

	June-Aug.

	none

	63

	104






	Gateway Arch

	Missouri

	history

	Mar., May-Sept.

	none

	14

	666






	
Glacier *


	Montana

	glaciers

	June-Sept.

	$35

	10

	511






	Glacier Bay

	Alaska

	glaciers

	May-Sept.

	none

	30

	95






	Grand Canyon *

	Arizona

	mile-deep canyon

	Mar.-Sept.

	$35

	3

	281






	Grand Teton *

	Wyoming

	mountains

	May-Sept.

	$35

	9

	493






	Great Basin

	Nevada

	caves

	June-Sept.

	none

	54

	316






	Great Sand Dunes

	Colorado

	sand dunes

	May-Sept.

	$25

	44

	399






	Great Smoky Mountains *

	Tennessee/North Carolina

	Smoky Mountains

	May-Oct.

	none

	1

	621






	Guadalupe Mountains

	Texas

	fossil reefs

	Mar.-May, Oct.

	$10 pp

	52

	421






	Haleakalā

	Hawai‘i

	volcanic summit

	Feb.-Sept., Dec.

	$30

	32

	717






	Hawai‘i Volcanoes

	Hawai‘i

	volcanic activity

	Dec.-Jan., June-Aug.

	$30

	22

	727






	Hot Springs

	Arkansas

	hot springs

	Mar.-June

	none

	16

	672






	Indiana Dunes

	Indiana

	beaches

	Mar., June-Sept.

	$25

	13

	591






	Isle Royale

	Michigan

	freshwater island

	June-Sept.

	$7 pp

	58

	599






	Joshua Tree

	California

	Joshua trees

	Oct.-Apr.

	$30

	11

	166






	Katmai

	Alaska

	brown bears

	July-Sept.

	none

	57

	76






	Kenai Fjords

	Alaska

	fjords, glaciers

	June-Aug.

	none

	46

	62






	Kings Canyon

	California

	scenic byways

	May-Sept.

	$35

	34

	142






	Kobuk Valley

	Alaska

	caribou, sand dunes

	June-Aug.

	none

	61

	104






	Lake Clark

	Alaska

	wilderness

	June-Sept.

	none

	60

	71






	Lassen Volcanic

	California

	volcanic land

	July-Sept.

	$30

	47

	180






	Mammoth Cave

	Kentucky

	cave

	Mar.-Oct.

	none

	28

	648






	Mesa Verde

	Colorado

	cliff dwellings

	May-Sept.

	$20-30

	41

	390






	Mount Rainier

	Washington

	glacial peak

	June-Sept.

	$30

	19

	250






	National Park of American Samoa

	American Samoa

	tropical forests, coral reef

	May-Oct.

	none

	59

	746






	New River Gorge

	West Virginia

	river rafting

	May-Sept.

	none

	17

	656






	
North Cascades


	Washington

	glacial scenery

	June-Sept.

	none

	62

	263






	Olympic *

	Washington

	rain forests

	May-Sept.

	$30

	8

	233






	Petrified Forest

	Arizona

	petrified trees

	Mar.-Oct.

	$25

	37

	303






	Pinnacles

	California

	volcanic peaks, talus caves

	Mar.-May

	$30

	48

	199






	Redwood

	California

	coast redwoods

	May-Sept.

	varies

	35

	189






	Rocky Mountain *

	Colorado

	high peaks, wildlife

	May-Sept.

	$30-35

	5

	445






	Saguaro

	Arizona

	saguaros

	Feb.-Apr., Nov.-Dec.

	$25

	26

	309






	Sequoia

	California

	giant sequoias

	May-Oct.

	$35

	24

	142






	Shenandoah

	Virginia

	Blue Ridge mountains

	May-Oct.

	$30

	18

	638






	Theodore Roosevelt

	North Dakota

	wildlife, badlands

	May-Sept.

	$30

	31

	551






	Virgin Islands

	U.S. Virgin Islands

	coral reefs

	Apr.-June, Aug., Oct.-Dec.

	none

	45

	737






	Voyageurs

	Minnesota

	watery wilderness

	June-Sept.

	none

	53

	606






	White Sands

	New Mexico

	gypsum dunes

	Mar.-July

	$25

	33

	407






	Wind Cave

	South Dakota

	caves

	May-Sept.

	none

	40

	542






	Wrangell-St. Elias

	Alaska

	largest national park

	June-Aug.

	none

	56

	84






	Yellowstone *

	Wyoming

	geysers, volcanic landscapes

	May-Sept.

	$35

	4

	119






	Yosemite *

	California

	waterfalls, granite

	May-Oct.

	$35

	6

	123






	Zion *

	Utah

	canyons

	May-Sept.

	$35

	2

	323









* indicates one of the most-visited parks in the country







ALASKA



Steep-walled fjords, charismatic bears, soaring eagles, and glaciers that creep down mountainsides into the sea: Alaska’s national parks enchant with stunning scenery and wildlife. The eight parks may be a challenge to reach, with five only accessible by boat or air, but the reward of solitude amid stark beauty more than makes up for the effort.


Crowning the state, Denali bests all other mountains as the tallest summit in North America. Blanketed year-round in ice, the immense peak reflects in Wonder Lake. In many of Alaska’s parks, visitors can spot wolves, grizzly bears, caribou, and moose and, in the coastal parks, whales and sea otters. These animals figure prominently in the culture and survival of Indigenous peoples. Such wonders await in this Land of the Midnight Sun.
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The National Parks of ALASKA



DENALI


This sweeping wilderness has outstanding wildlife-viewing and the chance to spot the tallest peak in North America (click here).


KENAI FJORDS


The massive Harding Icefield spills with over 30 glaciers, some that reach the sea in fjords (click here).


LAKE CLARK


This roadless park defines wilderness, with brown bear-viewing, fly-fishing, and large lakes reached only by floatplanes (click here).


KATMAI


Home to an estimated 2,200 brown bears, Katmai is Alaska’s most iconic destination for bear-viewing (click here).


WRANGELL-ST. ELIAS


The largest national park in the United States is a magnet for mountaineers, backcountry hikers, and those wanting to see a glacier up close (click here).


GLACIER BAY


Glaciers carve down rugged mountains to hit fjords, where some calve off huge ice chunks (click here).


GATES OF THE ARCTIC


This vast wilderness spans the Brooks Range with no established roads, trails, or campgrounds (click here).


KOBUK VALLEY


Charter a small plane to staggering sand dunes and you may see an immense caribou migration (click here).




Best OF THE PARKS


Flightseeing: Take a flightseeing trip around Denali, the highest peak in North America (click here).


Exit Glacier and Harding Icefield: Hike to Exit Glacier or up a mountainside to see the Harding Icefield at Kenai Fjords (click here).


Bear-Viewing: View bears at Brooks Falls in Katmai (click here).


Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes: Tour the desolate ash-covered landscape created by the largest volcanic eruption of the 20th century (click here).


McCarthy and Kennecott: Visit a quirky, isolated town that is joined by a neighboring “ghost mine” (click here).


Root Glacier: Go with a guide service to walk on glacial ice (click here).





PLANNING YOUR TRIP


Because Alaska is so big and the logistics of transport are challenging, plan at least three weeks to tour the national parks. Make lodging and campground reservations for in-park lodges a year in advance.


High season is mid-June through early September. You’ll have the best weather, the richest landscape, the most touring and wildlife-viewing opportunities, and the most services available—along with the highest prices.


While you can drive to Denali, Kenai Fjords, and Wrangell-St. Elias, touring them may require shuttles, buses, air taxis, or boats. To visit Katmai, Lake Clark, Kobuk Valley, and Gates of the Arctic, you’ll need to fly. To see Glacier Bay, take a ferry or plane to Gustavus and then head into the park via boat.


Anchorage offers the main airport to the Alaskan parks.




Road Trip


Pound down some wild miles in this epic road trip that links Alaska’s three road-accessible national parks. Fly into Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport in Anchorage and rent a vehicle capable of driving gravel roads.


In Anchorage, gain an understanding of Alaskan culture by visiting the Anchorage Museum (625 C St.; 907/929-9200; www.anchoragemuseum.org; 10am-6pm daily May-Sept., shorter hours and days winter; $12-25) and the Alaska Native Heritage Center (8800 Heritage Center Dr.; 907/330-8000; www.alaskanative.net; 9am-5pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.; $19-29), which concentrates on the Indigenous people of Alaska through the Hall of Cultures, movies, and six outdoor village sites.


Kenai Fjords


130 mi (210 km) / 2.5 hrs


From Anchorage, drive south on the Seward Highway (AK 1) for 2.5 hours to the east side of the Kenai Peninsula. At 90 mi (145 km), continue straight onto AK 9. In Seward, take Exit Glacier Road (aka Herman Leirer Rd.) to enter the park to see Exit Glacier and Exit Glacier Nature Center. Stay for two nights in Seward and hop a full-day boat tour to see a tidewater glacier in Aialik Bay. Depart the following morning, unless you want to tack on the climb to the Harding Icefield.


Wrangell-St. Elias


380 mi (610 km) / 7 hrs


From Kenai Fjords, the route to Wrangell-St. Elias retraces the drive to Anchorage on the Seward Highway (AK 1) before following the Glenn Highway (AK 1) east to the Richardson Highway (AK 4) and the Copper Center Visitor Center. Overnight at a motel on the Richardson Highway. The next morning, take the Edgerton Highway east to enter Wrangell-St. Elias on the unpaved McCarthy Road. At the bumpy road’s terminus, walk into McCarthy to explore the funky town. Catch the shuttle and spend two nights at Kennicott Glacier Lodge. The next day, explore the ghost mine and hike to Kennicott Glacier.


Denali


335 mi (540 km) / 9 hrs or 2 days


From Wrangell-St. Elias, regain the Richardson Highway (AK 4) north to the Denali Highway (AK 8), a mostly gravel 134-mi (216-km) trek through the Alaska Range. At Cantwell, turn north on Parks Highway (AK 3) to the park entrance at Denali Visitor Center. Plan to overnight at one of the entrance hotels, then catch your transport the next morning to relax at Camp Denali for several nights or hop the bus on Denali Park Road as far as you can go to look for wildlife. Either way, take a hike and gaze at the great mountain Denali. To return to Anchorage, drive south on Parks Highway for 240 mi (385 km, 4-5 hrs).
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DENALI NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE


WEBSITE:


www.nps.gov/dena


PHONE NUMBER:


907/683-9532


VISITATION RANK:


42


WHY GO:


See wildlife and the highest peak in North America.




Colossal DENALI NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE, comprising 9,500 sq mi (24,605 sq km), contains pristine lakes, braided rivers, and tundra set against the backdrop of the Alaska Range. At 20,310 ft (6,191 m), the highest mountain in North America has been called “Deenaalee” or “Denali,” meaning “The High One” by local Koyukon Athabascans. The mountain is draped with immense glaciers, the longest at 44 mi (71 km). This vast swath of wilderness is renowned for stellar opportunities to see bears, moose, caribou, and wolves in an intact, protected ecosystem.


But Denali is undergoing fast changes, due to a severe increase in temperatures, especially in winter. Its permafrost has reduced by more than 50 percent, causing landslides, one of which has closed half of the only road into the interior since 2021. Scientists discovered that berries fruiting up earlier signal disappearing permafrost.


Lower-elevation parklands have been home to people for 12,600 years. The Ahtna, Dena’ina, Koyukon, Upper Kuskokwim, and Tanana Athabascan still rely on the bounty of the landscape for livelihoods.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME



The rugged, 92-mi (148-km) Denali Park Road reaches into the park’s interior. You can only drive the first 15 mi (24 km) of it. Beyond that, restricted access makes taking buses imperative. In 2021, melting permafrost caused a huge landslide at Pretty Rocks that created a long-term road closure beyond mile 43. Repairs are continuing through 2026, and reopening is scheduled for 2027.


Despite the road closure, you’ll want to spend at least 3-4 days in the park. More days (5-7) will increase your odds of seeing the mountain Denali and exploring the entire road once it reopens. Cell service is available in town and around the park entrance area, but not in the park’s interior.


Peak season (late May-mid-Sept.) is when services are fully operational. Outside that season, the “town” just outside the entrance shuts down. Expect cool temperatures (50-60°F/10-15.6°C), rain, and even snow. Visitors will only spot the mountain Denali 30 percent of the time. Fall colors appear August-September, just in time for winter around mid-month.


Advance reservations are needed for peak season. Make lodging reservations a year ahead. For tours, transit and camper buses, and campgrounds, make reservations starting December 1.


ENTRANCE AND FEES


Denali has one entrance, at mile 237 of George Parks Highway (AK 3) between Healy and Cantwell. But it has no entrance station. The entrance fee is $15 per person and good for seven days. You’ll pay the fee when reserving bus tickets and campsites; if not riding the bus or camping, pay in person at Denali Visitor Center (credit or debit cards only).


VISITOR CENTERS


Denali Visitor Center


The Denali Visitor Center (mile 1.5, Park Rd.; 907/683-9532; 8am-6pm daily early May-late Sept.) has cultural and natural history exhibits, ranger-led activities, an Alaska Geographic bookstore and gift shop, a luggage check, and the only restaurant in the park. The Alaska Railroad train depot is just a short walk away.




Top 3


1 TOUR THE PARK BY BUS


Private vehicles can only drive to mile 15 of the Park Road. Beyond that, you must take a bus. Both tour and transit buses travel the 92-mi (148-km) Denali Park Road mid-May to mid-September. In 2021, a major landslide at Pretty Rocks (mile 43, East Fork) closed the road beyond to destinations such as Eielson and Wonder Lake. Construction is expected to last through 2026. Until the full road opens, tours and buses only go as far as East Fork (mile 43).
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BUS TOURS IN DENALI





For tour and transit buses, buy tickets (800/622-7275; www.reservedenali.com) online as early as December 1 for the upcoming summer. Check in for departure in person at the Denali Bus Depot. Take a day pack with layers and rain gear for changeable weather and food, snacks, and water.


Narrated tour buses (4-13 hrs rt; from $120, including park entry) are guided by naturalist drivers. They stop for photos.


Transit buses (4.5-11 hrs rt; from $35, does not include park entrance fee) aren’t narrated, but they stop for wildlife-viewing and to let hikers hop off along the road to explore and catch another bus back—make sure you don’t miss the last return bus.


2 WATCH WILDLIFE


The park offers great opportunities to see wildlife. Many visitors treat the bus ride into the park as a photo safari and come back with scads of wildlife shots.


Spot moose on the first 15 mi (24 km) of the roadway, especially near streams; see caribou near mileposts 13-15; watch for Dall sheep on rocky areas above the tree line; and look for grizzly bears everywhere, but especially above the tree line. Wolf sightings are unpredictable, but this remains one of the best places in Alaska to spot them.


3 FLY OVER THE HIGH ONE


To see much of the park—and North America’s tallest mountain—up close, take a flightseeing trip. You’ll feel awe when “the High One” is front and center in the windshield. A few flightseeing companies also include a (highly weather-dependent) landing on a nearby glacier: Fly Denali (907/683-2359; www.flydenali.com), K2 Aviation (907/733-2291; www.flyk2.com), Sheldon Air Service (907/733-2321; https://sheldonairservice.com), and Talkeetna Air Taxi (907/733-2218; www.talkeetnaair.com). You can walk on ice that only intrepid mountain climbers have ever reached.
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MOOSE IN DENALI










ONE DAY IN DENALI


If you only have one day in Denali, hop aboard the earliest transit bus along Denali Park Road. En route, spot wildlife and, if clouds abate, Denali. For the trip, pack a few warm layers of clothing, rain gear, lunch, snacks, water, and a camera.


Through 2026, take the bus to East Fork (mile 43) for sightseeing and return to Savage River. Debark to hike Savage River Loop or Savage Alpine Trail and catch the return bus back to the depot.


Starting in 2027, catch the earliest bus for the 4-hour ride to Eielson Visitor Center (mile 66). Tour the exhibits and then join a ranger on the Eielson Stroll, or opt for a more strenuous adventure on the Eielson Alpine Trail. If Denali is visible, you’ll burn through plenty of photos before your evening return.


Eielson Visitor Center


With million-dollar views of Denali when clouds part, the Eielson Visitor Center (mile 66, 4 hrs one-way by transit bus; 10am-5:30pm daily June-mid-Sept.) offers services deep within the park, including daily ranger-led walks, interpretive exhibits, and a small art gallery. Eielson Visitor Center has water but no food services. It will be closed through 2026 until the Pretty Rocks road construction is finished.





Prior to the visitor center, the Backcountry Information Center (mile 0.5; 8am-6pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.) has permits. The Denali Bus Depot (mile 0.5; 5:30am-7pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.; no cash) sells bus tickets. It’s the site of transit bus and tour departures, as well as check-in for buses and campgrounds. If you need tickets or to check into a campground after hours, you can do so at the Riley Creek Mercantile (mile 0.25) until 11pm.



Murie Science and Learning Center



The Murie Science and Learning Center (mile 1.4; 9:30am-5pm daily winter) acts as the primary welcome center, except for summer, when it is only open for educational programs and field experiences through the Alaska Geographic Field Institute (www.akgeo.org).


SIGHTS


DENALI, THE MOUNTAIN


The highest peak in North America has been known by many names: Deenaalee, Denali, or Mount McKinley. While its name may be in flux, its utter grandeur is not. Snow and ice cover 75 percent of the 20,310-ft (6,191-m) granite peak. Its longest glacier, Kahiltna, flows 44 mi (71 km). On clear days, the mountain is visible from Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Talkeetna, although rolling hills bar views from the park entrance. Weather permitting, it appears past mile 9 on Denali Park Road. From Eielson Visitor Center (mile 66), admire it towering above the unobstructed landscape 33 mi (53 km) to the southwest.
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Winter delivers the clearest views of the mountain while summer generates clouds clinging to its flanks, allowing full visibility only one day out of three and mostly partial views through clouds. Alaska’s climate is changing, but early summer offers a slightly better chance of seeing the mountain than August or September.


One piece of advice: Don’t march up to the Denali National Park rangers and announce that you’d like to hike up the mountain. Ascending it requires a high-level mountaineering expedition, and you must have prior snow and ice experience, technical skills, proper equipment, physical fitness, and know the risks. Go instead with a professional guiding service like the locally run Alaska Mountaineering School (13765 3rd St., Talkeetna; 907/733-1016; https://climbalaska.org). Preparation for climbing the peak demands intense physical training, developing mental fortitude, and learning safety protocols.


WONDER LAKE


Wonder Lake is one of the most photogenic places for reflection pictures of Denali and the Alaska Range. The road that circles part of the 2.7-mi-long (4.3-km) lake allows you the closest view of the mountain. Even if clouds preclude seeing the reflection, the lake provides good wildlife-watching for moose and waterfowl. Even grizzlies swim across the lake. Mosquito swarms cling to boggy ground in the area, so bring bug spray and head nets. To get to Wonder Lake requires an 11-hour round-trip transit ride. The best views, made famous by photographs from the likes of Ansel Adams, are from the north end.


SLED DOG DEMONSTRATIONS


Denali is the only national park with a working kennel of sled dogs, a Native Alaskan mode of traditional travel. You can tour the park kennels (mile 3; 9:30am-4:30pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.; free), visit the working huskies, and see sled dog demonstrations (30 min, 10am, 2pm, and 4pm, only two per day in May and Sept.; free). In summer, the dogs pull a musher on a cart or ATV. In winter, you can drop into the kennels (1pm-4pm Sat.-Sun. mid-Sept.-mid-May) to see the dogs, but the dog teams may be out working. Do not bring your pets to the kennel.
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SLED DOG DEMONSTRATION





There is no parking at the kennels; you must either walk 2 mi (3.2 km) mostly uphill or take the free buses from the Denali Visitor Center bus stop. Special buses depart 40 minutes before the sled dog demonstrations.


SCENIC DRIVE


DENALI PARK ROAD


When snowplowing is complete (late Mar. or early Apr.), the 92-mi (148-km) Denali Park Road opens. In summer, rich patchworks of green forests and tundra flank broad braided rivers in gravel bars, while late August brings on yellows and reds. The road closes when winter returns (Sept.-Oct.).
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DENALI PARK ROAD IN FALL





Touring the first 15 mi (24 km) of paved road to Savage River Rest Area will take about an hour without stops. This is as far as cars can go, with the exception of those with reservations at Teklanika Campground. Even though the mountain Denali is 70-plus mi (113-km) away, you can still nab views through breaks in the taiga. When weather permits, you can spot it at mile 9, where the taiga breaks into tundra, again about 1.5 mi (2.4 km) farther, and around Savage River. Keep your eyes peeled for caribou and Dall sheep near the last 2 mi (3.2 km).


For those with camping reservations at Teklanika River Campground, pass through the checkpoint at Savage River and continue another 14 mi (23 km) beyond the pavement on the bumpy gravel road. Stop in early summer to look at wildflowers at Primrose Ridge (mile 17) and scan for sheep. The road parallels the Teklanika River for several miles before reaching the campground (mile 29).


The only way to go beyond Mile 29 is via bus or the road lottery. The narrow and shoulderless gravel road includes washboards and potholes. After crossing Sable Pass, you’ll reach mile 43, where the road is closed through 2026 to repair the damage from the Pretty Rocks Landslide. Check online for updates on reopening in 2027.


After the slide area, brilliant green and orange colors flank hillsides from Polychrome Overlook (mile 46). The braided Toklat River (mile 53) spreads wide across the valley floor, often home to herds of caribou, before the road climbs over Highway Pass to Stony Dome (mile 56) for a closer view of Denali. After popping over Thorofare Pass, the views of Denali only get bigger at Eielson Visitor Center (mile 66) and Wonder Lake (mile 85).


Many rental car companies won’t allow you to take their vehicles on gravel highways (including the Park Road), but Alaska Auto Rental (907/457-7368; www.alaskaautorental.com), based in Fairbanks with a second office in nearby Healy, will. They also rent to drivers under 25 years of age.


The park suspended the annual road lottery (www.recreation.gov), which garnered lucky winners a one-day pass to drive the road beyond mile 15 during a four-day period in September. Check online for status in 2027 before May for potential resumption after Pretty Rocks construction is completed.


HIKING


Most of the maintained trails in Denali National Park are short, and the trails nearest the visitor centers are crowded. Rangers often lead hikes from the visitor centers on maintained paths (just show up) and Discovery Hikes that go off-trail (sign up in advance at the visitor center).


From Denali Visitor Center, the Horseshoe Lake Trail (4 mi/6.4 km rt, 2 hrs, moderate) goes to a horseshoe-shaped lake where you might see beaver. The trail heads to an overlook before dropping steeply to circle the lake. An additional 0.5-mi (0.8-km) loop at the north end leads to the Nenana River. For a bigger challenge with a big view, begin on the Taiga Trail from the visitor center to climb switchbacks up to a south-facing overlook on Mount Healy (5.4 mi/8.7 mi rt, 4 hrs, strenuous).
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HORSESHOE LAKE TRAIL







Best Hike


EIELSON ALPINE TRAIL


DISTANCE: 1.6 mi (2.6 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hrs


ELEVATION CHANGE: 1,010 ft (308 m)


EFFORT: strenuous


TRAILHEAD: Eielson Visitor Center; access via park bus to mile 66


The views just get bigger and bigger on this trail that climbs Thorofare Ridge north from Eielson Visitor Center (access via park transit bus to mile 66 after Denali Park Road construction is completed). Three long switchbacks ascend steeply to gain elevation. But soon, the trail departs the tundra to enter talus slopes and a seemingly barren alpine world, where tiny wildflowers such as pink moss campion thrive tucked in the rocks. When Denali is visible, hikers often forget to look elsewhere, but the ridge overlooks the giant McKinley River that widens along the valley floor. The high-alpine tundra harbors Dall sheep and grizzly bears along with marmots. While you can zip up and down, exploring the wide-open summit with 360-degree views is worth the additional time.





On Denali Park Road at Savage River (mile 13), the family-friendly Savage River Loop (1.7 mi/2.7 km rt, 1 hr, easy) starts from the Savage River Day Use Area. Through the glacier-carved river valley, the tundra trail goes downstream, crosses the river on a bridge, and returns. From the Mountain Vista Rest Area, the gravel, wheelchair-accessible Mountain Vista Loop (0.6 mi/0.8 km, easy) takes in mountain views, including Denali when clouds permit. You can get to the trailheads by car or free bus. By using the free bus, you can hike point-to-point on the Savage Alpine Trail (4 mi/6.4 km one-way, 2 hrs, strenuous), which goes up and over tundra slopes to the Savage River Campground.


Beyond the pavement on Denali Park Road, transit buses access other trailheads. Hikers can hop off anywhere and flag another bus to board later. You can hike cross-country, but steer around delicate plants and wetlands. Also, spread out to avoid trampling the same route. At mile 85, near Wonder Lake Campground, the level McKinley River Bar Trail (4.8 mi/7.7 km rt, 2.5 hrs, moderate) goes through boggy meadows and spruce trees to terminate at the broad gravel expanse of the river bar.
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HIKER IN DENALI





RECREATION


BACKPACKING


Venturing off established trails and into the backcountry is one of the most glorious ways to see Denali. Due to the remote location and challenging terrain, which often involves crossings of swift glacier-fed creeks, backpacking is a serious wilderness expedition. The reward is sleeping in a tent somewhere off in the tundra, with the midnight sun or a spangle of stars and aurora borealis glimmering overhead.


Permits (first come, first served; free) are issued in person 24 hours in advance at the Backcountry Information Center (mile 0.5; 8am-6pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.). Permits are assigned for specific unit areas rather than designated campsites. A bear-resistant food container is required, and the park has loaners. After you get your permit, buy maps and camper bus tickets (800/622-7275; www.reservedenali.com; from $35). Rent backpacking gear and buy supplies including fuel from Denali Mountain Works (mile 239 Parks Hwy.; 907/683-1542; https://denalimountainworks.com). Alaska Alpine Adventures (877/525-2577 or 907/351-4193; https://alaskaalpineadventures [URL inactive]) guides backpacking trips for 4-10 days.
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SAVAGE CANYON
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RAFTS ON THE SHORE OF THE NENANA RIVER





CLIMBING


Extremes of altitude, weather, and remoteness make climbing the highest summit in North America a dangerous endeavor. Denali (20,310 ft/6,191 m) requires far more mountaineering skills, equipment, and experience than it takes to climb peaks in the Lower 48. Even to go with a guide service, you need to be in top physical condition and prepped for endurance amid rough conditions. The historical average for summiting is around 50 percent with the average expedition running 17-21 days. Glacial shrinking and a changing climate are affecting the Denali climbing season and flight access on Kahiltna Glacier.


Check online regarding required permits (from $430 pp), information, and authorized guide services. Contact climbing rangers year-round at Talkeetna Ranger Station (907/733-2231). The registration process for DIY climbs begins January 1 and must be completed 60 days in advance. The locally run Alaska Mountaineering School (13765 3rd St., Talkeetna; 907/733-1016; https://climbalaska.org) leads climbs on several Denali routes.


BIKING


Despite most vehicles being allowed to drive only to mile 15, bicyclists can ride all of Denali Park Road (92 mi/148 km, 10,900-ft/3,322-m elevation gain) to Eielson Visitor Center or Wonder Lake Campground. You can rent a bike from most lodges near or inside the park. Bring proof that you paid your entrance fee or you may not get past Savage River checkpoint at mile 15. Be aware of the road closure lasting through 2026 at mile 43.


For day trips, some transit buses (800/622-7275; www.reservedenali.com; from $35, reservations required) are equipped with racks for two bikes. Hop the bus in as far as you want, continue riding west for the best view of Denali, and then flag down a shuttle for the return. The Savage River bus (free) also can carry bikes. E-bikes of 750 watts are allowed but will not fit on the bus racks.


To overnight, you can stay in campgrounds, which have bike racks and food storage lockers. Or get a backcountry permit to camp off the road and carry a bear-resistant food container. You must also conceal your bike off the road; if you lose your bike in the bushes, rangers won’t help you hunt for it.


RAFTING


At Denali, rafting is on the Nenana River, which borders the park. Denali Raft Adventures (888/683-2234 or 907/683-2234; www.denaliraft.com; late May-early Sept.) has six launches per day of Class I-II riffles, boiling Class III-IV rapids, or a combo. You choose between oar rafts (only the guide paddles) and paddle rafts (everybody paddles).


WHERE TO STAY


INSIDE THE PARK


There are only a few remote lodges at Kantishna at the western end of the Park Road. They offer all-inclusive rates (lodging, meals, activities), with no TVs, no phones, and limited satellite Wi-Fi (if any). People come here to unplug. The lodges include guided hikes, mountain biking, fly-fishing, and shuttles to Wonder Lake, where some add paddling. To get here requires a flight (from $700 pp rt) to the Kantishna airstrip due to the closure through 2026 of Denali Park Road at mile 43. When the road reopens, bus access will be available.


Denali Backcountry Lodge (mile 92, Park Rd.; 800/808-8068; www.alaskacollection.com; early June-mid-Sept.; from $1,700 pp/night) has rooms with private baths in log cabins with electricity and heat. The lodge has spa services and wood-fired saunas. Flights in and out are by helicopter, and stays can range 2-5 nights or more.


At Camp Denali (907/683-2290; https://campdenali.com; early June-early Sept.; from $1,400 pp/night) you stay in one of 19 rustic cabins lit by propane lamps and heated by woodstoves, with outhouses. A shared bath and shower facility is a five-minute walk. The dining room window frames Denali. The camp sits at the tree line with views of Denali when it’s “out” about 2 mi (3.2 km) from Wonder Lake. Arrivals on Mondays and Fridays are for 3, 4, or 7 nights. Flights are on a small plane with Denali Air.
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VIEW FROM WONDER LAKE CAMPGROUND





An Alaska Native-owned and operated company, primarily by Athabascans, Kantishna Roadhouse Backcountry Resort (907/374-3041 or 800/942-7420; www.kantishnaroadhouse.com; early June-mid-Sept.; from $1,500 pp/night) has duplex-style log cabins with private bathrooms, including accessible cabins. Small planes fly in on Tuesdays and Saturdays for 3, 4, or 7-night stays.


WHERE TO STAY IN DENALI








	
NAME


	LOCATION

	PRICE

	SEASON

	AMENITIES










	Denali Backcountry Lodge

	End of Denali Park Rd.

	from $1,700

	June-Sept.

	All-inclusive, lodge rooms, dining, activities






	Camp Denali

	End of Denali Park Rd.

	from $1,400

	June-Sept.

	All-inclusive, cabins, meals, pit toilets, shared bath, activities






	Kantishna Roadhouse

	End of Denali Park Rd.

	from $1,500

	June-Sept.

	All inclusive, cabins w/baths, meals, activities, flight






	Riley Creek

	Mile 0.25

	$25-50

	May-Sept.

	tent and RV sites






	Savage River

	Mile 13

	$34-50

	May-Sept.

	tent, RV, and group sites






	Sanctuary River

	Mile 23

	$25

	May-Sept.

	tent sites; camper bus






	Teklanika River

	Mile 29

	$41

	May-Sept.

	tent and RV sites, 3 nights min.






	Igloo Creek

	Mile 35

	$25

	May-Sept.

	tent sites; camper bus






	Wonder Lake

	Mile 85

	$25

	June-Sept.

	tent sites; camper bus









Skyline Lodge (907/644-8222; www.katair.com; early June-early Sept.) has closed for the duration of road construction through 2026. Check online for status after the road reopens.


Dining options are limited. Near the visitor center, the Morino Grill (mile 1.5, Park Rd.; 8am-6pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., limited hours in shoulder season) is the only restaurant in the park. It serves grilled food, grab-and-go items, and coffee. Denali Bus Depot (mile 0.5, Park Rd.) has snacks and a small coffee stand. The Riley Creek Mercantile (mile 0.25, Park Rd.; 907/683-9246; 7am-11pm daily late May-mid-Sept.) sells sandwiches, snacks, and limited groceries, along with camp fuel.


Camping


Six campgrounds sit along Denali Park Road. Make reservations (866/761-6629; www.reservedenali.com) starting December 1 for the next summer. Campgrounds include flush or vault toilets, food storage lockers, and picnic tables, but no hookups. Check-in for all campgrounds is at the Denali Bus Depot.


Three vehicle-accessed campgrounds accept reservations. These also have fire pits and potable water (summer only). Located right inside the park entrance, Riley Creek (mile 0.2; year-round, 142 sites) has cell reception and close access to the summer-only camp store, laundry, showers, and RV dump station. Make reservations for summer (early May-mid-Sept.; $25-50); otherwise, it’s first-come, first-served camping (free) with limited services. Savage River (mile 14; late May-mid-Sept., 32 sites; $41) is reached by car or the free bus. Teklanika River (mile 29; late May-mid-Sept., 53 sites; $41) is one of the most coveted campgrounds, where you can drive yourself beyond mile 15 with a three-night minimum stay. Then use the bus to hike or sightsee farther up the road.
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SAVAGE RIVER AREA





Three tent-only campgrounds (late May-mid-Sept.; $25) can only be reached via the camper bus (reserve seats by calling 800/622-7275). Sanctuary River (mile 23; 7 sites, accepts reservations) has no potable water, but you can filter water from the river. Igloo Creek (mile 34; 7 sites, no water) is first come, first served with sites assigned at the bus depot. Wonder Lake (mile 85; 28 sites, potable water available) is the most popular due to stunning views of Denali reflected in the lake, but it has a healthy mosquito population and is closed until the road is reopened, after 2026.


Riley Creek Mercantile (mile 0.25, Park Rd.; 907/683-9246) carries basic camping supplies. To rent camping gear or buy supplies, go to Denali Mountain Works (mile 239, Parks Hwy.; 907/683-1542; https://denalimountainworks.com), 1.5 mi (2.4 km) north of the park entrance.


OUTSIDE THE PARK


Outside the park, on George Parks Highway (AK 3), a small community of seasonal visitor services and lodges clusters around the entrance to Denali National Park. Twelve mi (19 km) north, Healy is the closest year-round town to the park entrance.


GETTING THERE


AIR


The Fairbanks International Airport (FAI, 6450 Airport Way; https://dot.alaska.gov/faiiap) has service from Alaska, Delta, United, and smaller airlines and is the closest airport to Denali, about a 2.5-hour drive. Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport (ANC, 5000 W. International Airport Rd.; www.dot.state.ak.us/anc) has service from Alaska, American, Delta, United, and international airlines and can take 4-5 hours to drive to Denali. Both airports have rental cars.


RAIL


Riding the Alaska Railroad (800/544-0552; www.alaskarailroad.com) to Denali is one of easiest ways to go car-free. The trip takes about 4 hours from Fairbanks or 7.5 hours from Anchorage. Transportation inside the park can be by bus.


CAR


Talkeetna, Anchorage, and Fairbanks are connected by the Parks Highway (AK 3), which merges into the Glenn Highway as it nears Anchorage. From Anchorage to Denali takes 4-5 hours (240 mi/385 km), depending on Parks Highway traffic. The drive from Fairbanks to Denali is 2.5 hours (124 mi/200 km) if you don’t run into construction or slow RVs.


Year-round gas stations are available in Cantwell (30 mi/48 km south of the park entrance) and Healy (12 mi/19 km north of the entrance). During the summer, you can also get gas at a summer-only station 1 mi (1.6 km) north of the park entrance.



BUS



Park Connection (800/266-8625 or 907/277-4321; www.alaskacoach.com) runs buses from Seward and Anchorage to Denali, allowing connection of Kenai Fjords National Park to Denali.
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DENALI BUS TOUR





GETTING AROUND


DRIVING


You can only drive to mile 15 of the Park Road. Fortunately, tours and buses can get you around and into the park’s interior.


TOURS AND SHUTTLE BUSES


The Denali Bus Depot (mile 0.5, Park Rd.; daily mid-May-mid-Sept., 5am-7pm for bus departures) is the launch point for all tours and buses. You can also buy tickets (cashless) here if you haven’t made advance reservations (800/622-7275; www.reservedenali.com; available online Dec. 1). The large parking lot at the bus depot can accommodate RVs and trailers. While construction at Pretty Rocks keeps the park road closed, tours and buses can only go to mile 43; when the road opens fully in 2027, tours and buses will access Eielson Visitor Center and Wonder Lake (8-13 hrs).


Naturalist drivers guide narrated bus tours (4.5-5.5 hrs; from $120) that stop only for photo ops and at rest areas only to mile 43. Schedules, rates, and destinations vary.


Two types of non-narrated buses go into the Denali interior on the park road. Make reservations for the green transit buses (from $35 rt) that run every 30-60 minutes. These stop for wildlife-viewing, and you can hop off to hike and flag down a later bus to board. Bring along food, snacks, and water. The camper bus (mid-May-mid-Sept.; $35 rt) is available only to people who are staying at an established campground or in the backcountry.


FREE BUSES


Wheelchair-accessible buses (daily mid-May-mid-Sept.; free) provide the way to shuttle-hop around the park entrance area and up to mile 15 of the park road.


The Savage River Shuttle (2 hrs rt, daily, 6:20am-10:10pm late May-early Sept., 8:20am-8:10pm mid-May and Sept.) departs the visitor center, Denali Bus Depot, and the Savage River area (mile 15) every 30 minutes. It stops at trailheads at Mountain Vista and Savage River, plus the Savage River Campground.


The Riley Creek Loop Shuttle (daily, 5am-7pm early June-late Aug., shorter hours in shoulder seasons) circles a loop every 30 minutes. It stops at all visitor service locations near the park entrance, Riley Creek Campground, and the Horseshoe Lake/Mount Healy Trailhead.


The Sled Dog Demonstration Shuttle departs the Denali Bus Depot 40 minutes before each demonstration begins.




THE NORTHERN LIGHTS


Many visitors go to Alaska with the northern lights, the aurora borealis, high on their list of things to experience. These lights occur when electrically charged particles from the sun collide with earth’s atmosphere. Summer may be the best time to visit Alaska for road trips, camping, and sightseeing, but it is the worst time for seeing the northern lights. In the Land of the Midnight Sun, the sky just doesn’t get dark, especially May through mid-August. For the best chances to spot the aurora, visit September through April.


Denali National Park has minimal light pollution, which helps for seeing the northern lights. Choose a vantage point where mountains do not block the northern sky when skies are the darkest on moonless nights. The aurora also needs to be active. Check the University of Alaska Fairbanks Geophysical Institute’s aurora forecast online (www.gi.alaska.edu/auroraforecast).







KENAI FJORDS NATIONAL PARK


WEBSITE:


www.nps.gov/kefj


PHONE NUMBER:


907/422-0500


VISITATION RANK:


46


WHY GO:


Explore Alaskan fjords and the glaciers that shaped them.




KENAI FJORDS NATIONAL PARK encompasses the traditional lands of the Alutiiq (Sugpiaq) people, where archaeology has revealed artwork and tools from 1,000 years ago. Their descendants still live along the coastline in the deep steep-walled inlets that were gouged by glaciers spilling from the immense Harding Icefield.


The collision of the ice field with the marine fjord ecosystem makes this national park unique. Puffins, bald eagles, black oystercatchers, Dall’s porpoises, and Steller sea lions fill its marine zones. For an added bonus, migrating humpback and gray whales pass through March-mid-May. In the mountains above, marmots, wolverines, moose, snowshoe hares, and mountain goats adapt to the cold. Ironically, despite the maritime weather that dumps 35 ft (11 m) of snow annually on the ice field, the warming climate on the coast is shrinking and thinning glaciers.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME



Kenai Fjords National Park is just outside the town of Seward on the Kenai Peninsula in south-central Alaska. There are three easy ways to explore the park: by air on a flightseeing or backcountry trip; on foot, via spectacular hiking trails; or by tour boat into the fjords. Most of the park is roadless wilderness, so you’ll need to combine various modes of exploration.


June-August is the peak season for visiting. Services are reduced in May and September. Be prepared for cool, rainy weather in summer, though temperatures can climb to the low 70s (21-24°C). October-April offers cross-country skiing on the Exit Glacier Road, but rough seas preclude boat tours of the fjords.


ENTRANCE AND FEES


From Seward Highway (AK 9), the main vehicle entrance is via Exit Glacier Road (signed as Herman Leirer Rd.), 3 mi (4.8 km) north of Seward. There is no entrance fee.


VISITOR CENTERS


The Kenai Fjords National Park Visitor Center (1212 4th Ave., Seward; 907/422-0500; 9am-7pm daily mid-June-mid-Aug., 10am-7pm daily late May-mid-June and mid-Aug.-early Sept., 10:30am-6:30pm daily early Sept.-mid-Sept.) is in Seward, outside the park. It contains interpretive displays, park films, and an Alaska Geographic bookstore. Boat tours depart from here.


The modest Exit Glacier Nature Center (Herman Leirer Rd.; 9:30am-6:30pm daily late May-early Sept.) has natural history displays and an Alaska Geographic bookstore. Rangers give daily talks at the pavilion on the trail opposite and guide hikes to Exit Glacier. Parking is extremely tight 10:30am-3:30pm, making taking a shuttle the better way to go.


RECREATION


HIKING


When the weather is nice, strong hikers can tackle the Harding Icefield Trail (8.2 mi/13.2 km rt, 6-8 hrs, strenuous). The steep, rocky path climbs above Exit Glacier to the icefield. Start on the Glacier View Loop to reach the signed junction for the Harding Icefield. The trail gains 3,300 ft (1,006 m) in elevation on its way to overlook the massive sheet of ice and snow that spawns 35 glaciers. Be ready for common black bear encounters, sun glare from the ice, quick-changing weather with heavy winds, and snow on the upper portion into early July. Protect the alpine plants by staying on the trail.




Top 3


1 GAZE AT EXIT GLACIER


Exit Glacier is the only drive-to glacier in the park, although fast melting of the glacier is moving the closest ice further up valley. The glacier is also thinning and more rocks are being exposed on its sides due to narrowing. Visit the Exit Glacier Nature Center to learn about glaciers, how they shape the landscape, and their retreat. Then follow the wheelchair-accessible pavement-and-gravel Glacier View Loop (1 mi/1.6 km rt), where a spotting scope allows viewing the ice. Trail signs mark its size at various years. Since 2010, it has been receding at an average rate of 162 ft (49 m) per year. In early summer, some of the ice will still be covered with winter snow. To see the exposed blue ice and crevasses, plan a late-summer trip. Unless you go on a guided ice-climbing adventure, you will not be close enough to the ice to touch it.
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HIKER AT EXIT GLACIER





Exit Glacier is accessed via Exit Glacier Road (late May-mid-Nov.). In summer, avoid the clogged parking area and take the hourly Exit Glacier Shuttle from Seward. Rangers also lead daily hikes to Exit Glacier Overlook.


2 TOUR THE FJORDS BY BOAT


Kenai Fjords has more than 400 mi (645 km) of magical coastline, and boat tours are the best way to experience it. Tides, waves, winds, storms, and glaciers pummel the coast into a rugged work of art containing caves, arches, and stacks (standing rocks). As tectonic plates pull the Kenai Fjords landmass down into the sea, the coastline forests sink into the seawater. Full-day tours see whales, sea lions, seals, puffins, and harlequin ducks and get up near one of the tidewater glaciers in Aialik Bay. Half-day tours stay in Resurrection Bay outside the park.
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AIALIK BAY





All boat tours (6-8.5 hrs daily mid-Mar.-Sept.) depart from the harbor in Seward. Two popular day cruise operators are Major Marine Tours (1302-B 4th Ave., Seward; 800/764-7300 or 907/274-8030; https://majormarine.com) and Kenai Fjords Tours (888/478-3346; www.alaskacollection.com).


3 STARE ACROSS IMMENSE HARDING ICEFIELD


Atop the Kenai Mountains, the Harding Icefield covers half of the park (700 sq mi/1813 sq km) and feeds more than 30 glaciers. You can see it in two ways. Strong hikers can grunt up the Harding Icefield Trail. From the Exit Glacier area, the steep route climbs up to a viewpoint overlooking the massive expanse of ice. Flightseeing with local air charters based at the Seward Airport allows for aerial viewing of the marine and mountain environments of fjords; you can see crevasses, icefalls, and arms of glaciers extending miles from the Harding Icefield.







ONE DAY IN THE KENAI FJORDS


In one long day with lengthy summer daylight, you can pack in two of the park’s best experiences. First, take a full-day cruise to Aialik Bay to see marine wildlife and tidewater glaciers. Then after dinner head to Exit Glacier to hike to the overlook.





For a guided hike to the ice field, go with Exit Glacier Guides (907/224-5569; www.exitglacierguides.com). A skiplane-assisted hiking tour also lands on the ice field.


ICE CLIMBING


Exit Glacier is one of the most accessible glaciers for ice climbing, except for the closure area around the Toe of the Glacier. To learn to ice climb or go guided, Exit Glacier Guides (907/224-5569; www.exitglacierguides.com) leads first-timer and intermediate ice climbing trips.


KAYAKING


The best paddling trips go to the icebergs of Bear Glacier Lagoon or tidewater glaciers such as Aialik Glacier. Water taxis can drop you off and pick you up in remote bays with boats and gear. For camping, some beach campsites include food storage boxes. Changeable weather, winds, and waves make DIY paddling trips for experienced kayakers only; beginner paddlers should go with guides. Adventure Sixty North (907/224-2600; https://adventure60.com) rents kayaks.
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KAYAKING TOWARD AIALIK GLACIER





Liquid Adventures (1013 3rd Ave., Seward; 907/224-9225; www.liquid-adventures.com) guides kayaking or paddleboard trips for a day or more with gear and boat or helicopter access included. Sunny Cove Kayaking (1304 B 4th Ave., Seward; 907/224-4426; www.sunnycove.com) guides full-day catamaraning, wildlife-watching, and kayaking at Holgate Glacier.




Best Hike


EXIT GLACIER OVERLOOK LOOP TRAIL


DISTANCE: 2.2 mi (3.5 km) round-trip


DURATION: 1.5 hrs


ELEVATION CHANGE: 470 ft (143 m)


EFFORT: moderate


TRAILHEAD: Exit Glacier Nature Center
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The Exit Glacier Overlook Loop Trail climbs a steep path up bedrock to the Exit Glacier Overlook on the north side of the glacier. This overlook allows for spotting blue ice and crevasses, although binoculars will yield a close-up view. You’ll see Toe of the Glacier, the rubbled Outwash Plain, and Exit Creek Canyon. Stay away from the Toe closure due to hazardous falling ice slabs and from the canyon in the Outwash Plain due to flooding outbursts of ice, debris, and rushing water. Rangers usually guide hikes 2-3 times daily in summer to the overlook. For a guided hike that goes onto the glacier, go with Exit Glacier Guides (907/224-5569; www.exitglacierguides.com).





WINTER SPORTS


During winter, when the Exit Glacier Road closes (Nov.-early May), it is open for cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, fat biking, dogsledding, and snowmobiling.


WHERE TO STAY


INSIDE THE PARK


Exit Glacier Campground (12 sites, first come, first served; free) is a walk-in, tent-only campground located near Exit Glacier Nature Center. It has drinking water, pit toilets, two accessible sites, and a central pavilion for cooking, eating, and food storage.


Two rustic cabins (late May-early Sept.; $75/night, 3-night max.) are secluded in Aialik Bay, requiring a boat (2 hrs) or seaplane (30 min) to reach. Cabins are equipped with a propane heater and wood bunks (no electricity or running water). Bring sleeping bags, a cookstove, and drinking water. Both cabins, rich in wildlife-watching and scenery, are surrounded by blueberries and salmonberries, which attract bears. Competition is keen for reservations (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov), which open January 1. Aialik Bay Cabin (sleeps 4) is across the bay from Aialik Glacier. The deck of Holgate Cabin (sleeps 6) stares right at Holgate Glacier.




[image: Image]


BLACK BEAR





OUTSIDE THE PARK


Seward is just outside the park. It has the Kenai Fjords National Park Visitor Center, motels, campgrounds, restaurants, boat tours, flightseeing, and visitor services. Chugach National Forest also has campgrounds.


Set amid the Pedersen Lagoon Wildlife Sanctuary on Aialik Bay, Kenai Fjords Glacier Lodge (800/334-8730; www.alaskawildland.com; late May-early Sept.) is an all-inclusive eco-lodge with 16 private cabins, main lodge with dining looking at Pedersen Glacier, and activities.


GETTING THERE


AIR


The closest international airport is Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport (ANC, 5000 W. International Airport Rd.; www.dot.state.ak.us/anc), with year-round service from Alaska Airlines, American, Delta, and United. Rent a car at the airport for the 2.5-hour drive to Seward.


BOAT


Many cruise lines use Seward as their port of call for Anchorage. Some offer excursions in the national park.


RAIL


The Alaska Railroad (800/544-0552; www.alaskarailroad.com; early May-mid-Sept.) operates between Anchorage and Seward.


CAR


The scenic drive from Anchorage to Seward takes 2.5 hours (127 mi/204 km). From Anchorage, head southeast on the Seward Highway (AK 1) to curve around Turnagain Arm, which separates the Kenai Peninsula from the mainland. When AK 1 exits right to Homer, continue straight, which becomes AK 9 to its terminus in Seward. The year-round route is known as the Seward Highway, a National Scenic Byway.
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BEAR GLACIER ICEBERG
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BEAR GLACIER





BUS


Seward Bus Lines (888/420-7788 or 907/563-0800; www.sewardbuslines.net; May-mid-Sept.) runs one trip daily between its Anchorage depot (1130 W. International Airport Rd.; 888/420-7788 or 907/563-0800) and Seward depot (539 3rd Ave.; 907/224-3608)


GETTING AROUND


The only road in the park is Exit Glacier Road, signed as Herman Leirer Road (closed Nov.-early May). The road departs AK 9 a short distance north of Seward, and terminates in 20 minutes (8.4 mi/13.5 km) at Exit Glacier Nature Center and trailheads for Exit Glacier and Harding Icefield.


FLIGHTSEEING TOURS


Tours can fly over glaciers in the park, such as Bear Glacier, and can land on glaciers. Heli-tours include Seward Helicopter Tours (2210 Airport Rd.; 907/362-4354; https://sewardhelicop-ters.com [URL inactive]) and Marathon Helicopters (2210-B Airport Rd.; 907/224-3616; www.marathonhelicopters.com). AA Seward Air Tours (2300 Airport Rd.; 907/978-3089; www.sewardair.com) uses small planes for scenic tours and glacier landings.


SHUTTLES


Two shuttles (30 min, daily mid-May-mid-Sept.) run from Seward to Exit Glacier Nature Center: Exit Glacier Shuttle (907/224-5569 or 907/224-9225; www.exitglaciershuttle.com) offers hourly trips departing Seward 8:30am-2:30pm and departing Exit Glacier Nature Center 11am-5pm. Adventure Sixty North (907/224-2600; https://adventure60.com) runs every two hours departing Seward 8am-4pm and departing Exit Glacier 10:30am-6:30pm.


TAXIS


Land, air, and water taxis service the community of Seward. The following are authorized concessionaires with the park.


Three taxis are authorized to drive to Exit Glacier: PJ’s Taxi (907/224-5555), Red Taxi (907/224-2727), and Resurrection Taxi (907/224-5678).


Seward Air Taxi (907/978-3089; www.sewardair.com) can do beach and glacier landings in remote locations in Kenai Fjords, including drop-offs and pickups.


Water taxis include Weather Permitting (907/224-6596; www.watert-axiak.com [URL inactive]), Miller’s Landing (907/331-3113 or 907/331-4040; www.millerslandingak.com), and Alaska Coastal Safari/Seward Water Taxi (907/201-0542; www.sewardwatertaxi.com).




LAKE CLARK NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE


WEBSITE:


www.nps.gov/lacll [URL inactive]


PHONE NUMBER:


907/644-3626


VISITATION RANK:


60


WHY GO:


Experience big wilderness.




Rugged mountains, smoking volcanoes, and pristine waterways that support the world’s largest fishery of sockeye salmon make up the roadless wilderness of LAKE CLARK NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE. The undeveloped park offers only backcountry adventures for the hardy: viewing brown bears, fly-fishing, and exploring Crescent Lake.


Inside the park, Kijik National Historic Landmark holds more than a dozen archaeological sites, including villages. These are evidence of thousands of years of subsistence living by the Dena’ina Athabascan people; their Ancestral Telaquana Trail served as a trade route. Many of the descendants live around the southern end of Lake Clark and still survive off the wilds.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME



Lake Clark has no roads, campgrounds, or services. Getting here requires an air taxi from Anchorage or Homer to Port Alsworth, the park entrance. The peak season is June-mid-September. There is no entrance fee.


VISITOR CENTER


The small Port Alsworth Visitor Center (907/781-2117; 10am-5pm daily late May-mid-Sept.) has exhibits, voluntary backcountry registration forms (no permit required), free bear canister rentals, and books and maps for sale. Outdoor exhibits include a boat barn, sawmill, and Athabascan fish cache.


SIGHTS AND RECREATION


BEAR-VIEWING


For top brown bear-viewing opportunities, hire a floatplane. Fly to Chinitna Bay or Silver Salmon Creek on the Cook Inlet coast. Crescent Lake also attracts bears in the Chigmit Mountains. Bear-viewing is best June-early September.


PROENNEKE CABIN


Naturalist Richard Proenneke built his cabin (daily late May-Sept.), a National Historic Landmark, using only hand tools. He lived in it for 30 years with no modern conveniences. See portions of his journal and videos on the park website. Park rangers or volunteers give cabin tours upon request. Hire a floatplane from Port Alsworth to Upper Twin Lake.


RECREATION


Port Alsworth has the only maintained hiking trails. The easiest goes to Tanalian Falls (4 mi/8 km rt, 2 hrs) with Kontrashibuna Lake (5.5 mi/8.9 km rt, 3 hrs) a little farther. A strenuous, steep climb shoots to the summit of Tanalian Mountain (8.6 mi/13.8 km rt, 5 hrs) for big views of Lake Clark.
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KONTRASHIBUNA LAKE
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TANALIAN FALLS





For paddling in Port Alsworth, Tulchina Adventures (907/782-4720; www.tulchinaadventures.com) rents canoes, kayaks, and camping equipment for paddling the 42-mi-long (68 km) Lake Clark. Their water taxi shuttles paddlers to various lake locations.


For Class I-III white-water rafting (June-Sept.), three National Wild and Scenic Rivers are for skilled boaters: the Tlikakila, Mulchatna, and Chilikadrotna. Several companies guide multiday trips.


For fishing (May-Oct.), reserve guided trips through Redoubt Mountain Lodge (866/733-3034; www.redoubtlodge.com) on Crescent Lake or Silver Salmon Creek Lodge (907/690-1299; https://silversalmoncreek.com) at Silver Salmon Creek on the Cook Inlet.


Alaska Alpine Adventures (877/525-2577 or 907/351-4193; https://alaskaalpineadventures.com) guides hiking, backpacking, kayaking, and rafting trips.


WHERE TO STAY


Two rustic cabins (no running water or electricity) are set on Lake Clark: the Priest Rock Cabin (5 people) and Joe Thompson Cabin (2 people), outfitted with woodstoves and outhouses. Make reservations (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov; Feb.-Mar. and mid-May-mid-Oct.; $45-65) six months in advance and take an air taxi.


Free primitive backcountry campsites are at Hope Creek at Upper Twin Lakes. Sites are first come, first served, and air taxis are required to reach the sites.


Remote all-inclusive lodges, with bear-viewing, fishing, and kayaking, are privately owned. A full list is available online. On the Cook Inlet coast, Silver Salmon Creek Lodge (907/690-1299; https://silversalmoncreek.com) has lodge rooms and cabins. Air taxis arrive from Anchorage and Homer. On Crescent Lake, Redoubt Mountain Lodge (866/733-3034; www.redoubtlodge.com) has guest log cabins, dining in the main lodge, and floatplane transport from Anchorage.


In Port Alsworth, Tulchina Adventures (907/782-4720; www.tulchinaadventures.com) rents a lakefront cabin and a campground with tent platforms that have rain roofs and mosquito netting. They also have private campsites on Lake Clark.


Port Alsworth has a lodge, bed-and-breakfast, and inn.


GETTING THERE


Alaska Airlines (800/252-7522; www.alaskaair.com) serves Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport (ANC, 5000 W. International Airport Rdf www.dot.state.ak.us/anc [URL inactive]). From Anchorage, take an air taxi to Lake Clark National Park and Preserve.


No roads reach the park. You need to reserve an air taxi to fly to Port Alsworth or direct to a backcountry lake. The park’s website has current lists of authorized air taxis from Anchorage, Homer, Port Alsworth, and other locations.




KATMAI NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE


WEBSITE:


www.nps.gov/katm


PHONE NUMBER:


907/246-3305


VISITATION RANK:


57


WHY GO:


Watch brown bears fish for salmon.




Stretching southwest from the bottom of the mainland, the Alaska Peninsula fractures into the volcanic Aleutian Islands. The biggest attraction here is bear-viewing at KATMAI NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE. While Katmai may be the best-known bear-viewing location in the world, this park also includes phenomenal sea kayaking, world-class fishing, and one of the most stunning sights: the Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes. An archaeological district contains hundreds of depressions along the Brooks River, where the Alutiiq/Sugpiaq people lived for thousands of years.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME



Inaccessible by road, Katmai National Park requires air taxis to reach its remote wonders. Flights from Anchorage go to King Salmon, the service community outside the park, where floatplanes head to Brooks Camp in the park. Brooks Camp is the one developed area with a visitor center, lodge, campground, ranger programs and guided hikes, and bear-watching.


Most visitor services operate June-September. Summer temperatures vary wildly (30-80°F/-1C-27°C), with cold winds and rains common. Bring waterproof outer layers. Bear-viewing is best July and September during salmon runs that also appeal to anglers.


ENTRANCE AND FEES


Brooks Camp is the point of entry for most visitors. The park has no entrance station and no entrance fee.


VISITOR CENTERS


The King Salmon Visitor Center (1 King Salmon Airport Rd.; 907/246-4250; 9am-5pm daily June-mid-Sept.) has information, an Alaska Geographic store, loaner bear canisters, and educational displays on the Indigenous cultures and traditions, wildlife, and volcanic eruptions.


The Brooks Camp Visitor Center (8am-5pm daily June-mid-Sept.) serves as the campground check-in and provides backcountry information for those heading beyond Brooks Camp. The center also has loaner bear canisters and an Alaska Geographic store. Rangers lead daytime and evening programs. All visitors to Brooks Camp are required to attend “Bear School,” an orientation to safety in such a bear-rich place.
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VALLEY OF TEN THOUSAND SMOKES







Top 3


1 WATCH BROWN BEARS AT BROOKS FALLS


From Brooks Camp Visitor Center, a trail leads to Brooks Falls (2.4 mi/3.9 km rt, 1.2 hrs) to watch brown bears feed on sockeye salmon. Four platforms allow spots for viewing. At the bridge crossing the mouth of Brooks River, the North and South Platforms are on opposite sides. Up the road across from the toilets, take the trail and boardwalks to a fork: go right to the Riffles Platform and left to the Falls Platform. Even when bears are not present, small Brooks Falls is scenic.
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BROWN BEAR FISHING AT BROOKS FALLS





Going off-trail at Brooks River upstream from the falls requires a permit (www.recreation.gov; $6), valid for 7 days. This permit is required for all activities July-October in the river and on both sides of the river extending 50 yards from the banks into the forest up to Lake Brooks. For one day only, pick up a permit at the visitor center.


2 TOUR THE VALLEY OF TEN THOUSAND SMOKES


The desolate ash-covered Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes was created by the largest volcanic eruption of the 20th century. In 1912, the Novarupta volcano erupted for 60 hours, transforming the fertile Ukak River valley into a smoking landscape.
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VALLEY OF TEN THOUSAND SMOKES





To visit the valley, book the full-day Natural History Tour with Katmailand (907/243-5448; www.katmailand.com; 9am daily early June-mid-Sept., reservations required; from $96). From Brooks Camp, a narrated tour bus travels 23 mi (37 km) to the valley’s visitor center. After lunch, a guided trek drops 1,000 vertical ft (305 m) down to the valley floor (3.4 mi/5.5 km rt, 1.7 hrs, strenuous) and back up.


You can catch a one-way bus ride to the visitor center for self-guided backpacking. For guided backpacking, hire Alaska Alpine Adventures (877/525-2577 or 907/351-4193; https://alaskaalpineadventures.com).


3 FISH FOR SALMON


During the June-September fishing season, Brooks River is one of the hottest spots for salmon fishing, but you’ll need a permit (www.recreation.gov; $6 for 7 days) and an Alaska fishing license. Brooks Lodge (800/544-0551 or 907/243-5448; www.katmailand.com) has half- and full-day guided fishing trips. Grosvenor Lodge (800/544-0551; https://grosvenorlodge.com) offers guided fishing trips on Lake Grosvenor, Lake Colville, and several streams for 3, 4, or 7 all-inclusive days.







KATMAI BROWN BEARS


The Katmai brown bears of Brooks Falls have become world famous, due in part to the annual online Fat Bear Contest (https://explore.org; 7 days in early Oct.) to determine which bear has bulked up the most for winter denning. In July, male bears weigh about 700-900 lbs (317-408 kg), but by September, they can weigh 1,200 lbs (544 kg). They need the bulk for denning in winter when their bodies slow down into torpor. By spring, they can lose 30 percent or more of their weight. Webcams (https://explore.org) catch the bear action in summer above water and underwater to let you watch from home.


In fall, bears move into hyperphasia, a state of fat-loading on salmon at 4,000 calories per fish. The Brooks River salmon runs have seen peaks of 50-65 million since 2019, which makes it such an attractive feeding area. Some of the bears at Brooks Falls can devour dozens of salmon in just one sitting. For sows, bulking up ensures their chance of having cubs because delayed implantation of fertilized eggs, gestation, and birth happen during denning.





In the Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes, 23 mi (37 km) southeast of Brooks Camp, the small outpost of Robert F. Griggs Visitor Center (summer only) overlooks the ash and pumice valley, fallout from the 1912 eruption of Novarupta. Rangers lead daily hikes to the valley floor with a steep climb on the return.


SIGHTS


From Brooks Camp Visitor Center, ranger-led cultural walks (2pm daily early June-mid-Sept.) go to archaeological sites of the Alutiiq people. More than 900 depressions made by their ancient homes date back to 2500 BCE. The program finishes at a reconstructed prehistoric home at the Brooks Camp Cultural Site Exhibit.




MCNEIL RIVER STATE GAME SANCTUARY AND REFUGE


Tucked outside the northern edge of Katmai National Park, McNeil River State Game Sanctuary and Refuge protects the highest concentration of wild brown bears in the world. Guides and researchers have counted more than 70 brown bears near the McNeil River at one time. Bear-viewing is best in July and mid-August, when chum salmon congregate at McNeil River Falls, accessed by trail (4 mi/6.4 km rt, 2 hrs).


A permit program limits visits to 10 guided trips per day. Permits (907/267-2189; www.adfg.alaska.gov; $30 for lottery, $225-525 for permit, valid for 4 days) are assigned by lottery. Apply by March 1 for the summer viewing season (early June-late Aug.). Permit holders camp in a campground and are guided by a naturalist from the Alaska Department of Fish and Game. Because the sanctuary has no roads, participants must take an air taxi from Anchorage or Homer.





RECREATION


HIKING


Katmai has less than 5 mi (8 km) of maintained trails. In addition to the trail to Brooks Falls, a more ambitious trail climbs Dumpling Mountain (3 mi/4.8 km rt, 1.5 hrs). Starting just north of town, the trail ascends 800 ft (244 m) in elevation to overlook Lake Brooks, Naknek Lake, the Brooks River, and Brooks Camp below.


The park has no backpacking trails, so self-guided adventures are off-trail. Take an electric fence for your campsite to deter bears. For guided multiday hiking or backpacking, Alaska Alpine Adventures (877/525-2577 or 907/351-4193; https://alaskaalpineadventures.com) starts and ends trips to Katmai in Anchorage.


KAYAKING AND CANOEING


The Brooks Lodge Trading Post (800/544-0551; www.katmailand.com) rents canoes and kayaks for paddling Naknek Lake. Experienced kayakers go for the inland Savonoski Loop (86 mi/138 km, 4-7 days), starting and finishing at Brooks Camp. Linking two large lakes and two rivers, the route requires expert skills for swift-moving wave trains, obstacles in the Savonoski River, and a portage (1 mi/1.6 km). Fure’s Cabin provides an overnight option in the Bay of Islands in the North Arm of Naknek Lake.


WHERE TO STAY


INSIDE THE PARK


At Brooks Camp, Brooks Lodge (800/544-0551 or 907/243-5448; www.katmailand.com; June-mid-Sept.; from $1,125 room only) has 16 guest rooms (sleeps 4) with two bunks and bathrooms. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are served buffet-style in the lodge dining room, which overlooks Naknek Lake. Bear-viewing platforms are nearby, and the lodge has daily tours to the Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes. Reservations are via a lottery in December for stays during summer 1.5 years later. July and September see the most demand for rooms.


Grosvenor Lodge (800/544-0551; https://grosvenorlodge.com; June-mid-Sept.; from $3,700 pp all inclusive), a fishing lodge on Grosvenor Lake, has three cabins (sleeps 2) with two beds, heat, and electricity. The complex has a shared bathhouse, dining building, and main lodge.


Brooks Camp Campground (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov; $18 pp/night June-mid-Sept., $10 pp per night May and mid-Sept.-Oct., $6 advance reservation) accommodates 60 people with no designated campsites. Reservations open in early January for the summer; July and September reservations book fast for the peak bear-viewing periods. Facilities include cooking shelters, fire rings, food and gear storage cache, electric fence to deter bears, water, and vault toilets. Brooks Lodge Trading Post has showers and towels, and campers can buy buffet meals at the lodge.


Backcountry camping (free) in the Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes can be arranged with a one-way drop-off from park concessionaire Katmailand; some sites fringe the valley.


In the Bay of Islands of Naknek Lake, rustic Fure’s Cabin (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov; June-mid-Sept.; $45; otherwise $23) is a one-room wood-heated cabin (sleeps 4) with no electricity. Reservations open six months in advance.


OUTSIDE THE PARK


Services are in the town of King Salmon, which has a couple of restaurants and one hotel: Antlers Inn (mile 1, Alaska Peninsula Hwy.; 907/246-8525; www.antlersinnalaska.com).


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


King Salmon sits 290 mi (465 km) southwest of Anchorage on the Alaska Peninsula, just off the west flank of Katmai National Park. You can only get here by plane. Two companies fly between Anchorage and King Salmon, just outside the park: Alaska Airlines (800/252-7522; www.alaskaair.com; daily in summer) and Katmai Air (800/544-0551; www.katmaiair.com; year-round).


From King Salmon, reserve an air taxi with Katmai Air to Brooks Camp. Katmai Air also provides charters from Anchorage to Brooks Camp and floatplane charters to other locations in the park.


Katmai has no public transportation. To get around, you’ll need a boat or kayak, or book a floatplane. A tour bus goes from Brooks Camp to the Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes.
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FLOATPLANE ON NAKNEK LAKE







WRANGELL-ST. ELIAS NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE


WEBSITE:


www.nps.gov/wrst


PHONE NUMBER:


907/822-5234


VISITATION RANK:


56


WHY GO:


Visit the largest national park in the United States.




The largest national park in the United States, WRANGELL-ST. ELIAS NATIONAL PARK AND PRESERVE covers 13.2 million acres (5.3 million ha). Only two rough roads barely penetrate this wild collision of the Wrangell, St. Elias, Chugach, and Alaska Ranges. The park ranks in the country’s record books with the largest designated wilderness, one of the largest volcanoes, half of the 16 highest peaks, and the biggest collection of glaciers. No wonder it is a magnet for mountaineers. Serious backpackers come for solitude at turquoise lakes while wildlife-watchers aim binoculars at bears, Dall sheep, mountain goats, lynx, and wolves. It’s also where the Ahtna and Tanana Athabascans, Eyak, and Tlingit pass on the centuries-old skills of subsistence living to future generations.
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PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Mountainous Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve snuggles against the Canadian border east of Anchorage. Paved roads skirt the park’s western boundary through gateway communities of Glennallen, Copper Center, Kenny Lake, and Chitina. Inside the park is a mix of public, private, and tribal lands. Most visitors beeline for the historic mining towns of McCarthy and Kennecott. Cell phone coverage is extremely limited; before leaving home, download the NPS app and save the park for offline use for its audio tours and information.
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CHUGACH MOUNTAINS SOUTH OF MCCARTHY





The best time to visit is June-August, when balmy summers peak with highs in the 70s (21-26°C). But the weather can change fast, so be prepared with layers and rain gear. Plan for mosquitoes.


ENTRANCE AND FEES


The park has no entrance station and no entrance fee.




Top 3


1 TAKE A SCENIC DRIVE ON MCCARTHY ROAD


The slow-going, dirt McCarthy Road stretches from Chitina to McCarthy (2 hrs one-way, 60 mi/97 km). Stop to marvel at the Kuskulana Bridge (mile 17.2), an expanse made even more impressive because it was built in 1910. Stop again at the huge Gilahina Trestle (mile 29) to admire its construction. The road terminates near the McCarthy Road Information Station and the Kennicott River Footbridge, where you can walk, bike, or take a shuttle to McCarthy.


The rugged road is narrow, rough, potholed, and full of sharp rocks just waiting to puncture tires (carry a full-size spare tire, jack, and Fix-a-Flat or compressed air). Under normal conditions, the road is okay for 2WD, but large RVs are not recommended. Be sure your rental car company permits driving on it. Before embarking, fill up on gas at Kenny Lake (AK 4) or Chitina, check on road conditions at Chitina Ranger Station, and play the NPS app audio tour.


2 STEP ONTO ROOT GLACIER


Descending from Mount Blackburn, Root Glacier is one of Alaska’s easiest glaciers to access. You can hike to the edge of the glacier to see it, but join a guided day trek with St. Elias Alpine Guides (888/933-5427 or 907/231-6395; www.steliasguides.com; daily mid-May-mid-Sept.) to step onto the ice. You’ll see brilliant turquoise pools, ice canyons, and crevasses. No experience is necessary; you just need to be able to hike up to 6 mi (10 km), which includes the trail to get to the glacier. The company supplies the guide, crampons, and gear. It’ll give you a taste of mountaineering.
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GUIDED TOUR ON ROOT GLACIER





3 EXPLORE KENNECOTT MINE


The ghost town of Kennecott Mines National Historic Landmark, with its bright red mine buildings backdropped by the snowy Wrangell Mountains, is an eye-catching sight. To reach the site, you must hike, bike, or hop the shuttle on the 5-mi (8-km) road from McCarthy. You can take a self-guided walking tour that loops past many of the buildings. The 14-story Kennecott Mill is still full of copper-mining equipment and only accessible on a guided tour led by St. Elias Alpine Guides (888/933-5427 or 907/231-6395; www.steliasguides.com; $35; 2 hrs; daily in summer). The route climbs stairs and ladders. The NPS is investigating heavy metals on the site; check online for potential temporary cleanup closures affecting portions of the landmark.
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KENNECOTT MILL










Best Hike


ROOT GLACIER


DISTANCE: 4.8-8.8 mi (6.4-12.9 km) round-trip


DURATION: 3-5 hrs


ELEVATION CHANGE: 263-900 ft (80-274 m)


EFFORT: moderate


TRAILHEAD: Kennecott Visitor Center


Favored by hikers and bears, this trail parallels the toe of Kennicott Glacier to reach the toe of Root Glacier. Both glaciers look like ice rivers coursing down from Mount Blackburn, and Stairway Icefall appears in the distance above Root Glacier. Start on a road to a fork where the left trail weaves through lateral moraines. After Jumbo Creek Footbridge, turn left to drop to the glacier’s toe. With the ice retreating more every year, getting to the toe requires dropping down a moraine, traversing rocky terrain, and wading Amazon Creek. For safety, stay off the slick ice due to danger of collapsing ice bridges, frigid water, and falling ice. Back on the trail, return the way you came or parallel the glacier up the trail another 2 mi (3.2 km) for more views.





VISITOR CENTERS


South of Glennallen, Copper Center Visitor Center (Copper Center, mile 106.8, Richardson Hwy.; 907/822-7250; 9am-5pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept., reduced hours May and Sept.) is the main park visitor center with exhibits, backcountry information, a bookstore, a theater, and ranger-led walks and talks. Next door, the Ahtna Cultural Center (907/822-5995; hours vary, summer), also known as C’ek’aedi Hwnax or Legacy House, shows Indigenous artwork, crafts, regalia, historical exhibits, and a hand-built fish wheel. Outside, short paths visit scenic overlooks.


McCarthy Road has several spots for obtaining information. Outside the park, Chitina Ranger Station (mile 33, Edgerton Hwy., Chitina; 907/823-2205; 9am-5pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.) has updated road conditions and exhibits. At the end of McCarthy Road, the unstaffed McCarthy Road Info Station (mile 59) has an orientation kiosk. In a historic schoolhouse, Kennecott Visitor Center (5 mi/8 km north of McCarthy; 907/205-7106; 9am-5pm daily late May-early Sept.) has ranger programs, exhibits, movies, a bookstore, and backcountry information.
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KENNICOTT GLACIER







NABESNA ROAD: REALLY ROUGHING IT!


For those looking to explore the rougher north side of Wrangell-St. Elias, the rugged Nabesna Road (42 mi/68 km one-way, 1.5 hrs) demands high clearance vehicles and 4WD for stream crossings. The road is not recommended for large RVs.


Preparation: Your vehicle will need sturdy tires with good tread. Bring a full-size inflated spare tire, jack, patch kit or Fix-a-Flat, and compressed air. Download the NPS app and save the park for offline use to play the audio tour for Nabesna Road.


Getting there: Follow Glenn Highway (AK 1) north from Glennallen for 76 mi (122 km). Fuel up in Glenallen or Chistochina.


Road conditions: Expect washboards, potholes, large rocks, mud, and frequent washouts. Get current road updates at Slana Ranger Station (mile 0.5; 907/822-7401; 9am-5pm daily mid-May-mid-Sept.). The station also has exhibits, a film, ranger programs, and backcountry information.


Scenic drive: The massive Wrangell Mountains appear (miles 15-18), including Mount Wrangell, the park’s only active volcano. Many drivers turn around at the campground (mile 27.8) due to the difficulty of the remaining road.


Camping: Primitive Kendesnii Campground (mile 27.8; year-round; free) has 10 first-come, first-served campsites, but no drinking water. You can also camp at pullouts along the road.






SIGHTS



MCCARTHY


Miles from pavement, McCarthy once supplied the mining district with necessities, services, and saloons. Today, it has lodging, dining, a museum, and railroad memorabilia lining its tiny main street. It’s the launch point for backcountry trips, flightseeing, and guided trips, with hiking trails to glaciers and mines. Visitors are restricted to one access point—a wide footbridge over the Kennicott River with a walk (0.5 mi/0.8 km) or shuttle into town. Learn about the history of the area at the McCarthy-Kennicott Historical Museum (hours vary late May-early Sept.) in the old red depot building with the railcar outside.


RECREATION


HIKING


Two trails go to Kennicott Glacier, a 26-mi-long (42 km) river of ice that melts farther back each year while the lake at its toe grows larger. The glacier carries mounds of debris: boulders, rocks, gravel, and silt cover the white and blue ice. On the west side of the Kennicott River Footbridge, the forested West Kennicott Glacier Trail (2.4 mi/3.8 km rt) heads north to the Kennicott River for views of glacial rubble, the distant glacier, and the icy Wrangell Mountains. From the McCarthy museum, the old wagon road (3 mi/4.8 km rt, 1.5 hrs) heads north to a junction where a trail veers left to the meltwater lake and views of the glacier. The forested wagon trail also continues to Kennecott Mill Town (9 mi/14.5 km rt).




[image: Image]


KAYAKING TO KENNICOTT GLACIER





PADDLING AND RAFTING


Kennicott Glacier’s retreat created a meltwater lake at its toe, an ultrascenic place for paddling inflatable kayaks or packrafts to see icebergs and glacial features up close. Access is via the old wagon trail. The lake feeds the silty Kennicott River, which tumbles into white water beneath the footbridge near McCarthy. Put in on the lake to paddle down the Class II-III river. Dry suits are imperative for frigid water.


LOCAL GUIDES


With so much wilderness, hiring a guide is one of the best ways to explore, and the park has a huge number of authorized guides (full list online). The following are local guides based in McCarthy and Kennecott that focus solely on Wrangell-St. Elias. They lead single-day and multiday trips, fly-in or basecamp style.


St. Elias Alpine Guides (888/933-5427 or 907/231-6395; www.stelias-guides.com [URL inactive]) leads hiking, glacier adventures, backpacking, ice climbing, packrafting, mountaineering, and ski mountaineering.


Kennicott Wilderness Guides (800/664-4537 or 907/554-4444; https://kennicottguides.com) leads hiking, glacier adventures, backpacking, ice climbing, packrafting, and rafting.


McCarthy River Tours (907/302-0688; https://raftthewrangells.com) guides hiking, rafting, packrafting, and kayaking.


WHERE TO STAY


INSIDE THE PARK


For those seeking solitude, the park has 12 fly-in or snowmobile-in rustic backcountry cabins in remote locations. Eight are first come, first served. Obtain reservations by email (wrst_info@nps.gov) for Viking Lodge, Caribou Creek, and Nugget Creek two weeks to six months in advance. Reserve online for the Esker Stream Cabin (www.recreation.gov; $25).
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