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Biscuit Basin, toward Mystic Falls
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To Thomas Moran and William Henry Jackson: Thanks for helping me see the light.
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INTRODUCTION





This book provides an introduction to Yellowstone and Grand Teton national parks through the lens of ecology—the study of the relationships between living organisms and their physical environment. While we all love visiting wild and natural places, it’s hard to pick which trails to hike that won’t be as crowded but will be scenic, recreational, and educational. Often, when we do discover a hike we like, we find out so little about the inner workings of nature that make a particular place tick. I hope the pages of this book will fill in some of those knowledge gaps for those who care to dig a little deeper into the places they’re visiting around Greater Yellowstone.


It was my great pleasure to research this project, driving to all of the featured sites to stop at pullouts and hike the trails—all under two miles round-trip, so anyone can do them—while documenting the ecological relationships I witnessed.


Appreciating the wild nature we can still find at Yellowstone and Grand Teton today is essential to protecting it for future generations, especially in this world where environmental threats are now not just local, but global in nature. The idea of the Best Nature Walks series is to focus on short hikes and even roadside pullouts where anybody can access wondrous natural environments that fit into the bigger regional picture but are also unique in one or more ways. Greater Yellowstone is chock full of alluring landscapes populated with charismatic fauna and diverse and beautiful flora. Let this book be your guide to a few of these special spots and your springboard to explore further on your own.


Happy trails!


[image: Image]

The foundation for Yellowstone National Park was laid 630,000 years ago when a supervolcano here erupted, ejecting enough ash into the atmosphere to darken skies around the world for 2 years, wiping out untold numbers of species worldwide. Here at ground zero, the volcano collapsed into itself, creating the 30- by 45-mile caldera that now forms the park’s approximate border. Over the eons, a host of additional natural phenomena shaped this place into the landscapes we know today, like this one, the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone.






[image: Image]

Believe it or not, the Tetons we admire today are relatively young—that’s why the peaks are so pointy, jagged, and tall! They formed just 10 million years ago (a wink in time geologically) when two tectonic plates collided, creating a 40-mile uplift along a deep underground fault.
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TWO RIBBONS TRAIL





Riparian loop shows lodgepole pine forest’s resilience and recovery from wildfire


DIFFICULTY


Easy


HIKE LENGTH


.75 miles


LOCATION


West-Central Yellowstone (Madison)
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The Two Ribbons Trail boardwalk cuts through lots of mountain big sagebrush and some mature lodgepole pines on its way to the Madison River.






The two ribbons of this loop along the shallow, fast-moving Madison River traverse two very different forests. If you’re entering the park from the west (like most visitors), walking the Two Ribbons Trail is a great soft introduction to Yellowstone. No thermal features here, and wildlife sightings are few and far between—you will see lots of Rocky Mountain lodgepole pines, the park’s dominant tree species. One ribbon runs along the riverside, with fewer, more mature trees and sagebrush filling in the gaps. The other features newer growth literally from the ashes (and fallen logs) of wildfires that ravaged much of Yellowstone and Grand Teton national parks in 1988. You’ll find the western trailhead by the kiosk at a well-marked pullout and parking area along the north side of US Route 191.


The trail quickly joins a boardwalk that snakes through mature lodgepole pines on its way to the river. You’ll see plenty of resilient elder lodgepoles in this beautiful ribbon of mature forest abutting the Madison River, spared by wind and perhaps their proximity to the river during the apocalyptic fires of 1988, unlike the latter section of this boardwalk loop.




LODGEPOLE PINE: THE QUINTESSENTIAL YELLOWSTONE TREE


The lodgepole pine tree thrives at an elevation of 6000 to 8000 feet and withstands harsh conditions and little water, so it’s no surprise it dominates the ecology here—some 1.4 million acres of the 2.2 million-acre national park are covered in various stages of lodgepole forest.


In perfect soil conditions with little competition, lodgepole pines achieve heights north of 150 feet, with diameters pushing 30 inches. In Yellowstone, with its thermally compromised soils and stiff competition, the biggest grow about 80 feet, with diameters maxing out at 16 inches. By age 50 to 60, these trees are fully grown but still have another century of life if they escape wildfires, windstorms, and insect-borne diseases.


While lodgepoles can be part of larger communities of trees, they grow more often in thick stands on their own, especially here. Attributes that are often liabilities (relatively thin bark, shallow roots) are assets for lodgepoles in compromised habitat. Thicker-barked, deeper-rooted trees cannot tolerate common Yellowstone conditions: acidic, rhyolitic soils and incursion of thermal groundwater.


They’re also monoecious, having both male and female cones on the same tree. Catkins (male cones) don’t look like cones at all, but long, thin, soft half-inch strands clustered on branches in spring when they produce pollen. Female cones look like what you’d expect, growing in whorls of two to five and to lengths of half an inch. As with other pines, these contain ovules which become seeds when fertilized by pollen, each producing 40 to 50. Individual trees reach sexual maturity between 5 and 10 years old. Young lodgepoles may bear few cones, if any, while mature specimens can drop upwards of 500.


Also notable of Rocky Mountain lodgepoles is cone polymorphism: the same tree can produce two different types of female cones, which helps boost reproductive diversity. Open (non-serotinous) cones are more common; they drop seeds annually, maintaining lodgepole’s dominance in Yellowstone. Closed (serotinous) cones, on the other hand, remain sealed by their own resin and can only drop seeds when melted open by extreme heat from periodic forest fires. These closed cones may remain sealed tight for years or decades on the forest floor, but their seeds are still viable and germinate easily on newly cleared ground after a fire. Lodgepole stands where non-serotinous cones predominate tend to contain mixed ages of trees, while forests with high levels of serotiny tend toward more even-aged stands that develop together from the flush of seedlings that follow a fire.


Historically, so-called stand replacement fires have swept through parts of Yellowstone every 150 to 400 years, but as the climate heats up, these blazes are becoming more frequent—every 25 to 60 years. Lodgepole forests allowed sufficient time to recuperate from major burns on the old timeframe—over a century or more—are more likely to thrive than those that burn on these shorter intervals. A 2019 study found with more frequent fires, seedling density fell sixfold, and wood biomass dropped upwards of 60 percent, compared with the longer intervals of the past. Researchers worry these indicators may signal less resilient forests and a long-term trend toward less tree cover and reduced biodiversity across Greater Yellowstone ecosystems; only time will tell.
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Lodgepole pine bark is thin and flaky and tends to be highly variegated in terms of color, ranging from an orangey-brown to gray and black.
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Lodgepole pine needles, cones, and catkins.






The forest parts, the river comes into view, and sagebrush crowds the understory. Ignore a turnoff to the right (you’ll visit that section later) and head toward the river, which you’ll reach shortly. Rocks called glacial erratics are scattered about the riverbed, in grassy midstream islets and along the banks on both sides of the Madison; you’ll dodge a few as you hike. In late spring and early summer, silky lupines spice up the color palette here with signature purple sprigs. Meanwhile, clusters of spreading phlox resemble fireworks displays of white stars. Threadleaf sedge, smooth brome, and kinnikinnick fill out this diverse, mature riparian understory.


The source of the Madison lies about 10 miles to the east, at the confluence of the Gibbon and Firehole rivers—the so-called Madison Junction. Given those source rivers are partially fed by heated thermal features, the Madison runs much warmer than the average river at such a high elevation, with summertime water temps often topping 70⁰.


Cold temps of most alpine rivers also mean they’re somewhat devoid of organic nutrients, but the Madison teems with wildlife. It’s warm enough for plants that attract fish, not to mention fishermen, and nature lovers of all stripes.
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On a clear day, a hike on the Two Ribbons Trail yields views across the Madison River to the stately Gallatin Range (elevation roughly 10,000 feet), ten miles to the north.
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Kinnikinnick, a native shrub, is one of the hardy understory plants you’ll see along forested sections of Two Ribbons Trail.
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While there aren’t any thermal features here to gawk at, the Two Ribbons Trail delivers unparalleled access to elemental natural beauty and peaceful riparian tranquility.






Continue along the river, admiring its rushing waters and the panorama beyond: sagebrush meadow backed by the stately Gallatin Range about 10 miles north. If you’re tired, or even if you’re not, avail yourself of one of the benches the park service has installed here to encourage you to take a moment to contemplate. You’re much more likely to spot wildlife—perhaps an osprey or bald eagle fishing—if you’re stationary.


If it’s a warm summer day and you’re tempted to take a dip in the shallow current, go for it. (Keep an eye on kids and pets who could get washed away.)


When you’ve dried off, continue along the boardwalk until it forks right, back into the forest, to pick up the other ribbon in question and loop back to base. You’ll soon enter a deeper, darker forest, where many small lodgepoles (less than 12 feet) jockey for every inch of available real estate.


The reason is this strip of land was decimated during wildfires in 1988. That horrific summer saw eight massive fires scorch almost 800,000 acres, or 36 percent of the total land base, of Yellowstone National Park. Federal, state, and local authorities deployed some 25,000 firefighters to battle the blazes and protect important natural features, as well as structures and facilities, at a cost of $120 million—a valiant response to an epic natural nightmare.


While the major fires of 1988 started in the northeast corner of the park during a particularly dry June, flames didn’t reach this stretch until early September, when the North Fork Fire expanded rapidly. The last (and eventually largest) of the eight blazes, the North Fork Fire ignited in late July when a woodcutter discarded a lit cigarette in Caribou-Targhee National Forest, just outside the park’s western border.


Decades of supposed fire suppression had actually led to a preponderance of tinder on the forest floor. This combined with drought and heavy winds meant the blaze quickly spread to 400,000-plus acres, threatening buildings and facilities near Madison, Norris, and Canyon junctions before shifting west, where it burned through sections of the Madison River Valley toward the park’s western entrance—including this stretch now known as the Two Ribbons Trail. While dozens of structures were saved, human intervention did nothing to stop the spread overall, and the North Fork Fire burned until snow and rain put out the flames for good the second week of September.


While you can still see the effects of the blaze around the park, few are as telling as this ribbon of lodgepole forest between the Madison River and US Highway 191. As you walk this half-mile stretch, the contrast between larger, unburned mature trees, the jumble of saplings, and blackened standing and fallen pines is striking. If it weren’t for the boardwalk, you couldn’t hope to traverse such a dense thicket.
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Silky lupine produces showy purple floral spikes in late spring and early summer.
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A lodgepole pine sapling represents a new generation of forest growing up in land cleared by the 1988 fires.






The short, stout trees in this dense stand are mostly three decades old, springing from seeds inside serotinous cones released by the heat of the North Fork Fire in 1988. Fireweed, silky lupine, common juniper, and thinleaf huckleberry work their way into the understory here, the dense stands of lodgepoles crowding out most others.


After a quarter-mile, you’ll rejoin the main trail. Turn left, and shortly you’re back at the trailhead. If the Two Ribbons Trail was your first exposure to the wonders of Yellowstone, you’ve got so much more to see and learn about the world’s first national park! And if you’ve been here before, perhaps you’ll see the park with fresh eyes, having learned firsthand about forces of nature.





MADISON JUNCTION AND YELLOWSTONE’S CREATION MYTH


A dozen miles east of Two Ribbons Trail, the Gibbon and Firehole rivers join to form the Madison River. This junction is now a sacred spot in the history of both the United States and the national park ideal, given what transpired there on September 19, 1870. A group of explorers (known as the Washburn Expedition) representing various railroad and government interests gathered around their campfire at Madison Junction that night and supposedly first broached the idea of preserving Yellowstone as the world’s first national park.


But historians have cast doubt on whether the genesis of the national parks idea (or ideal) really sprung from this campfire discussion. In their 2003 book Myth and History in the Creation of Yellowstone National Park, Paul Schullery and Lee Whittlesey make a compelling case that the idea of preserving Yellowstone and future areas of outstanding natural character as preserves emerged long before that early fall night in 1870.


Regardless of the veracity of Yellowstone’s creation myth, the fact that members of the influential Washburn Expedition recommended setting aside an area so rich in resources and potential private wealth was indeed a societal milestone; it no doubt contributed to Congress’ willingness to officially designate Yellowstone the world’s first national park a year and half later. Madison Junction will surely remain one of the most sacred spots in the world for those who love and want to protect nature and the outdoors.















FIREHOLE CANYON ROAD





Short side trip off the Grand Loop to a waterfall and canyon between ancient lava flows


DIFFICULTY


Easy


DRIVE LENGTH


2 miles


LOCATION


West-Central Yellowstone (Madison)
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Firehole Falls tumbles 40 feet in the middle of Firehole Canyon.






Drive this one-way paved road—part of the old stagecoach route through Yellowstone that preceded the Grand Loop Road—for two quick miles as it cuts through a verdant lodgepole forest, skirts a monumental canyon and waterfall, and drops you at a rare sanctioned Yellowstone swimming hole before spilling back out onto the Grand Loop Road.


You can pick up one-lane, one-way Firehole Canyon Road a half mile south of Madison Junction. RVs and tour buses aren’t allowed on this narrow, twisty single-lane road, so you’ll lose at least some of the crowd. After about a third of a mile, the road turns from west to south, hugging the eastern banks of the Firehole River.


There isn’t much space between your car and the river for much of this ride. Some stretches have a single row of lodgepole pines—a few others have rough-hewn cattle fencing around particularly dangerous curves. But other stretches offer no such guardrails, so go slow and drive carefully.


After another two-thirds of a mile, pull into the small parking area on the left (east) side of the road, and carefully cross on foot to the other side. Below is Firehole Falls, stair-stepping 40 feet through Firehole Canyon in all its geologic glory. You’re standing in a spot where a flow of molten rhyolite lava, the 114,000-year-old West Yellowstone Flow, met and cooled against the older, already solidified Nez Perce Creek Flow (160,000 years old). The fast-moving Firehole River travels the chasm in between.


Unlike the dramatic volcanic eruption that created the Yellowstone Caldera hundreds of millennia earlier, these rhyolite (or granite-forming) walls of lava here at Firehole Canyon oozed slowly over the surface, moving at most a few hundred feet per day, for months or even years on end—and destroying everything in their paths. The rock that makes up the West Yellowstone Flow on the opposite side rises 800 feet above Firehole Canyon. It’s as much as 1150 feet thick in other spots along its 1-mile footprint.


While the trip these rock faces made to get here may not have been long, it was arduous. Look at the rocks up close and you’ll notice they’re riddled with pockmarks, essentially the skeletal remains of gas bubbles effervescing through the lava before it cooled and settled. Different swaths of rock face take on different shades of brown, beige, and blue-gray depending on where surface and groundwater vaporized as it encountered the still hot, slow-moving flow.


[image: Image]

Elegant sunburst lichen and common juniper lend some color to the gray granite rock face.






[image: Image]

Firehole Canyon came to be 114,000 years ago when the West Yellowstone Flow of rhyolite lava cooled along the banks of the Firehole River.






Some of these faces are covered in elegant sunburst lichen, an orange-red spreader well-suited to colonizing rock substrates at these elevations. (Firehole Falls sits at 6900 feet above sea level.) Not all lichens degrade their substrate, but elegant sunburst does. In the process of making a living, this lichen releases small amounts of acid into the host rock that lead to chemical weathering, which causes the granite to slowly disintegrate.


Seeing such lava flows up close makes it easier to understand how the unique landscapes and landforms of Yellowstone came to be. Indeed, more than 30 different rhyolitic lava flows—like the two here—have essentially filled the massive 1350-square-mile hole created by the Yellowstone supervolcano 630,000 years ago. And the fact Yellowstone is still so geothermally active means the landscapes are still in a state of flux. The specter of another cataclysmic eruption here looms large, but geologists aren’t convinced there’s enough molten magma left belowground for another such event. Elsewhere, volcanic systems do not produce more than one super-eruption in their lifetimes, so chances are slim that it could happen again here.


That said, Yellowstone isn’t like other places. The big blast 630,000 years ago was actually the third super-eruption in the immediate vicinity of Yellowstone; the previous two were similarly destructive or reformative. Each preceded the subsequent super-eruption by about 700,000 years. While volcanoes don’t erupt on schedules, we are coming up soon on another interval of approximately 700,000 years . . .


[image: Image]

A thick forest of lodgepole pines now covers the West Yellowstone Flow.






But don’t let this stop you from visiting Yellowstone now. Advances in the geological sciences and volcanology have allowed us to keep an eye on seismic activity in the area, which should afford humans in or around Yellowstone plenty of advance warning and time to evacuate. Only geologic time will tell if another super-eruption is in store here, let alone whether the Yellowstone of the future looks anything like the Yellowstone of today. The one thing we can be sure of is volcanoes are unpredictable.


When you’ve had enough canyon and waterfall viewing, continue driving south on Firehole Canyon Road. In about a mile, the river and road curve east, and you’ll see a wide shoulder and a couple of changing booths to the left (north). If it’s a warm summer day and the trail down to the Firehole River swimming area is open, park the car on the widened shoulder if you can find a spot, and follow the wooden stairway across the road down to the rocky riverside beach below.


Swimming is generally frowned upon in Yellowstone given its profusion of acidic, heated thermal springs, so the fact the National Park Service allows it in this calm stretch of the Firehole is a welcome treat. While the riparian environment makes for an appealing setting for a chilly swim, crowds on warm summer days can detract from the experience. Whether or not you want to get wet, it’s at least worth a stop.


Back in the car, follow the road another quarter mile and fork to the right to check out the Cascades of the Firehole, where the river pours out over a granite ledge rife with odd-sized boulders, fallen trees, and other wild obstructions. If you didn’t feel off the beaten path before, now you really will. If immersion in nature escaped you at the crowded swimming area, you may find it here (minus swimming) in this slightly wilder corner.


[image: Image]

The Cascades of the Firehole is a warmup for the 40-foot drop up ahead at Firehole Falls.






In late spring and early summer, you’ll notice silky lupine, which sends up purple-blue shoots to attract bees, its only pollinator. These plants also fix nitrogen in the soil, which acts as a natural fertilizer for other flora. Another plant found in relative abundance here is common juniper. This low-slung shrub in the cypress family typically only grows to about four feet but spreads horizontally a good 10 feet in many cases here. Its berries in late summer and fall are beloved by both black and grizzly bears; birds, including pine grosbeaks, mountain chickadees, American robins, and Bohemian waxwings; and of course, humans enamored of martinis. (Juniper berries are a primary ingredient in the process of distilling gin).


Enjoy the serenity and sounds of rushing water through the trees at this last stop in the canyon. When you’re ready to rejoin the beaten path, drive back out of the Cascades dead-end and take a quick right onto Firehole Canyon Road, which terminates in a few more feet at the junction with the Grand Loop Road.


The whole drive delivers plenty of scenic bang for the buck in its short, two-mile course, not to mention important lessons on volcanism in the world’s first national park. Swimming is a bonus for those who can brave the crowds and icy waters. Given that drive time is only about 10 minutes, there may not be a quicker way off the beaten path in all of Yellowstone National Park.












MONUMENT GEYSER BASIN





Short but steep forest hike to a wild, off-the-beaten-path, mountain-clad geyser basin


DIFFICULTY


Easy to Moderate


HIKE LENGTH


2.5 miles


LOCATION


West-Central Yellowstone (between Madison and Norris)
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The shallow, fast-moving Gibbon River is a great place to fly fish or just watch trout swim on by.






If you like beautiful hikes and thermal features but hate crowds, Monument Geyser Basin could be your favorite destination in Yellowstone. The mile-long hike up into this remote subalpine basin ensures you won’t cross paths with anyone from the sandals-and-boardwalk set. Your reward for hoofing it all the way up there—three quarters of a mile gains 650 feet in elevation!—is that you might just have this otherworldly spot all to yourself.


The trail to Monument Geyser Basin couldn’t start out any more sublime, following the west bank of the red rhyolite-lined Gibbon River as it twists and turns for a half mile among young lodgepole pines growing mostly from ashes of the 1988 fires. Some sections of the trail bisect burn zones marked by standing dead lodgepole trunks, chalky gray and black yet showing no signs of giving up their spots anytime soon.


Heartleaf arnica, an herbaceous groundcover recognizable for its heart-shaped leaves, lines the trail and spreads between trunks. If you’re here in early to midsummer, prepare to be dazzled by the plant’s bright yellow, sunflowery blooms, each sporting seven to twelve triple-pointed petals surrounding a honeycomb-like central rosette. Western bracken fern and cow parsnip peek up above other groundcovers to gather a little light in the rocky, rough and tumble soil. Western serviceberry reaches the understory, its showy white flowers accompanied by many others in early summer.


[image: Image]

Western serviceberry dresses up the mid-canopy, especially its showy white flowers in late spring and early summer.
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Variegated yellow pond-lily adorns a quiet stretch of Gibbon River shoreline.
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Western bracken fern dresses up the forest floor.






As the trail flirts with the river, look for variegated yellow pond-lily, with its green oval-shaped leathery pads and erect bulbous yellow flowers. American beavers, mallards, and mule deer are among the wildlife that love to munch on these aquatic plants.


[image: Image]

Anglers can keep any non-native trout they catch in the Gibbon River, which was stocked for fishing more than a century ago.






This section of the river is a popular fly-fishing spot, as the undercut banks and riffling waters are chock full of trout. If you have a valid National Park Service fishing permit and it’s between June and October, you can take as many rainbows, browns, or brookies as you want—all non-native, introduced species plentiful in the river system. But native cutthroats, which the park service is working to restore around Yellowstone, are strictly catch and release. (If a fish has two red slash marks under its gills, it’s a cutthroat. Let it live.)




CUTTHROAT REDUX


A dozen species of fish once populated the Yellowstone watershed, each evolved for unique conditions and environments through speciation—when one group diverges from others of its species and evolves traits to match its environment. These include Arctic grayling, mountain whitefish, and cutthroat trout.


In order to enhance recreational opportunities and encourage visitation, early park managers stocked Yellowstone’s waterways with non-native trout. Given the inevitable intermingling between subspecies where their habitats overlapped, these interlopers—brown, brook, rainbow, and lake trout—preyed on native cutthroats, outcompeted them for limited aquatic resources, and also hybridized with them, essentially reducing the genetic diversity and evolutionary resilience of the larger watershed.


By the 1930s, park managers realized the damage caused by non-native fish stocking here and curtailed the practice. But overzealous and indiscriminate stocking of native Yellowstone cutthroats both within and beyond their original range into the 1950s still plagues marine ecosystems throughout the park. This influx of one species has made it difficult for other native species to hang on, given the increased competition for resources and inevitability of interbreeding.


Various management techniques—especially an evolving set of restrictions on fish harvesting—have helped fish like Westslope cutthroats and Arctic grayling stage comebacks in some of their ancestral home waters. While no one alive today will likely ever see a Yellowstone National Park devoid of non-native fish, we’ve learned a lot. Hopefully native cutthroats will be abundant by the time our grandkids are fishing the Gibbon. Until then, if you catch one with red slashes under its gills, throw it back to live another day.
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Park managers are working to restore populations of Westslope cutthroat trout, a native fish abundant in Yellowstone from the end of the last ice age until around 1900. Thanks to a variety of factors, today the fish occupies only 5 percent of its former range.






If you see a small songbird flitting about along the waterline, it may well be an American dipper, North America’s only true aquatic songbird. They nest on cliffs near rivers and streams. The brown-tinged heads on these stocky gray birds are highlighted with white eyelid feathers, so their eyes flash white when they blink. Preening releases natural oil that helps keep their feathers waterproof, enabling them to dive into cold water in search of aquatic insects. They fish like this throughout winter thanks to their low metabolic rate, extra oxygen-carrying capacity in their blood, and a surprisingly thick coat of feathers. Indeed, dippers catch all of their food underwater in swift streams by swimming and walking on the bottom.


[image: Image]

Young lodgepole pines have sprung up amidst the wholesale destruction wrought by the 1988 fires.






At about the half-mile point, the trail hairpins to the left and begins climbing away from the river and nearby road into dense, fire-scarred forest. As the trail gains elevation, evidence of the 1988 fires is everywhere, with a mix of live and dead lodgepoles, and the forest floor a jumbled mess of downed timber and dogged groundcover flora.


From the kink in the trail to Monument Geyser Basin, you’ll gain 650 feet in elevation over less than three-quarters of a mile. You’ll feel it going up. If it’s a warm day, bring plenty of water and take as many rest stops as you need.


You’ll know you’re close by the now familiar scent of sulfur. Before you know it, the trail opens into an expanse populated by steaming vents, erupting geysers, and thin-crusted thermally heated ground: welcome to Monument Geyser Basin. The otherworldly landscape is dusted in white by the constant outpouring of mineral-laden water and steam emanating from 30-plus thermal features—including vents, fumaroles, mudpots, and geyser cones—over the 4-plus-acre basin between forested hillsides. Leftover minerals form thin, brittle sinter deposits, making cross-basin foot travel treacherous. Most of the geyser cones here are dormant, but a few actively belch out steam and water constantly or at intervals. Let the sounds of hissing and underground bubbling be a warning not to stray far from solid ground.


Look south across the white crusty expanse and you’ll see Monument Geyser, the namesake thermal feature of this basin, its white cone rising about 8 feet above the fray and puffing pasty steam sporadically throughout the day. Every now and then it erupts, ejecting super-hot water 1 to 2 feet into the air. While it’s no Old Faithful, Monument’s belch is a cool sight up here in this subalpine moonscape.
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