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INTRODUCTION

When global travelers think of embarking on a wildlife safari with their cameras, they picture the grand plains of Africa. They carry the images of nomadic elephant herds and stampeding wildebeests, predatory lions, and antelope prey. They envision a wild kingdom without parallel.
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But in the rugged heart of the United States, at the edge of a vast, ancient volcanic crater, another panorama—this one straddling the northern Rocky Mountains—is equally renowned for its wild landscapes. Set aside in 1872, Yellowstone is not only America’s first and oldest national park, it has become the icon of protected areas worldwide. Together with Grand Teton National Park, it forms the biological heart of the greater Yellowstone ecosystem.


Yellowstone’s sheer geographical dimension confirms that this is no drive-through zoo. Sprawling across 3,400 square miles, it is larger than the combined states of Rhode Island and Delaware. Dotted with 10,000 geysers, hot springs, and boiling rivers, it has more rare geothermal phenomena than are encompassed on the rest of the planet. Graced by senescent pine forests, thundering waterfalls, jeweled blue lakes, and peaceful, verdant valleys, Yellowstone evokes the same surreal wonderment today that it did for the first visitors ten millennia ago.


The pretty scenery, however, is merely a backdrop to one of the most spectacular gatherings of wildlife anywhere on Earth. During the mid 1990s, with the successful reintroduction of gray wolves, Yellowstone achieved a kind of ecological completeness that other parks in the lower 48 states cannot match.


Today, Yellowstone is sanctuary to all of the large mammals that were here at the end of the Pleistocene epoch. Consider just a few of the species on Yellowstone’s wildlife-watching checklist: grizzly bears and black bears, gray wolves, mountain lions, coyotes, bison, elk, pronghorn, bighorn sheep, moose, mule deer, trumpeter swans, bald eagles, peregrine falcons, river otter, and a famous namesake fish, the Yellowstone cutthroat trout.


As “the Serengeti of North America,” Yellowstone’s wildlife kingdom presents us with a magnificent paradox—resplendent, untamed populations of animals visually accessible from the roadside. This alone has made Yellowstone and its sister park, Grand Teton, a favorite destination for international wildlife photographers, but you needn't be a professional naturalist to appreciate these parks' novel place in the modern world.


Still, you have a question: “Where do I begin?” Roughly a century ago, John Muir, a pillar in the fledgling American conservation movement, came to Yellowstone via a mode of transportation that today seems archaic. Touring the national park in a horse-drawn carriage, Muir experienced the landscape differently than do the millions of tourists who pass through Yellowstone in our time.


His journey was slow and bumpy, but his wildlife watching was magnificent. Muir observed the wild denizens of Yellowstone because he took his time. Consider this book a valuable companion for planning your journey.


It will be more successful if you remember four basic tenets:


First, learn to identify the habitat, because it provides clues about which animals are likely to be present.


Second, be cognizant of the time of day, and recognize that the best times for seeing wildlife are at dawn and dusk.


Third, use this book to help you find the species you're looking for by referring to the suggested routes and tips.


Fourth, when you arrive at a choice location, relax and tune up your senses. Like Muir, be patient, listen, and wait.



A Brief Note About Grand Teton


Grand Teton National Park was established in 1929 and over the following two decades the boundaries of the park grew to encompass 484 square miles. Most visitors do not come to Grand Teton for the wildlife viewing. With bear-toothed summits as spectacular as the Teton Range, it is difficult, in fact, to pull one’s eyes away from the sky-scraping peaks back down to earth. Yet between the lush riparian corridor of the Snake River, the jeweled lakes at the foot of the Tetons, and the carpet of sagebrush spilling east toward the Gros Ventre mountains, Grand Teton is a national park with exceptional opportunities for the field naturalist.




Six Routes Full of Wildlife

Whether you can stay a week or spend just a day, we suggest the following routes to maximize your wildlife viewing. They are the favorite haunts of professional wildlife photographers.
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1. THE LAMAR VALLEY

The northern grasslands of Yellowstone, which roll across the Blacktail Plateau into the Lamar Valley, have been called “the Serengeti Plain of North America.” From Roosevelt Junction to the northeast park entrance, the road travels through a picturesque dell that affords excellent opportunities for viewing wolves, grizzly bears, coyotes, elk, bison, bighorn sheep, badgers, raptors, and numerous small mammals and songbirds.

2. HAYDEN VALLEY TO YELLOWSTONE LAKE

Bisected by the Yellowstone River, Hayden Valley is another premier area for wildlife viewing in Yellowstone. Terrestrial animals and waterfowl abound. Come here to see bison, grizzly bears, wolves, American white pelicans, coyotes, occasional trumpeter swans, mule deer, harlequin ducks, river otters, bald eagles, and many other species.

3. UPPER GEYSER BASIN NEAR OLD FAITHFUL TO THE MADISON RIVER

Set in a backdrop of geysers, hot springs, and fumeroles (thermal vents spewing steam), this section of the park is aesthetically surreal. Walking through the mist are elk and bison, occasional grizzly bears, wolves, and coyotes. Along the Madison and Firehole rivers, you may see river otters, trumpeter swans, bald eagles, great blue herons, and sandhill cranes.

4. OBSIDIAN CLIFF TO BLACKTAIL PLATEAU

This drive, which begins south of Mammoth Hot Springs and ends at Roosevelt Junction, offers opportunities for seeing mule deer, bison, black bears, grizzlies, wolves, trumpeter swans, coyotes, moose, badgers, elk, and pronghorn.

5. THE OXBOW BEND OF THE SNAKE RIVER

In Grand Teton, the premier wildlife-watching venue is Oxbow Bend along the Snake River west of Moran. Here, you can see bald eagles, moose, elk, river otter, beaver, a variety of wading birds and songbirds, and occasionally black bears and coyotes, among other species.

6. THE NATIONAL ELK REFUGE

While not officially part of Grand Teton National Park, the 24,700-acre National Elk Refuge, located between the national park and the town of Jackson, hosts a remarkable gathering of elk during the winter. The rest of the year you may also see bison, coyotes, wolves, bears, badgers, trumpeter swans, white pelicans, sandhill cranes, golden eagles, and other raptors.





A Wildlife Watcher’s Code of Conduct

Next to loss of habitat, nothing is more destructive to native wildlife than humans who refuse to leave animals alone in their natural element. When you enter Yellowstone, you are accepting personal responsibility for your own behavior and that means acknowledging these ethical considerations that pertain to wildlife watching:


If an animal must change its behavior due to your presence, you're probably too close. If you feel compelled to get a closer glimpse of a wild creature along the roadside, enlist the help of binoculars, a spotting scope, or a longer camera lens. Remember, the chances of a harmful encounter increase exponentially as you invade an animal’s space. Keeping your distance takes on greater importance during the winter months, when animals are strained by the bitter cold and lack of food. For example, the elk and bison you see along the roadside in winter are living off limited fat reserves that will help them survive until spring. By approaching a roadside animal and forcing it to flee, you may be hastening the animal’s death.
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Never feed wildlife. Not only is it unethical, but in Yellowstone it is punishable by a fine. Unlike animals in a zoo, Yellowstone’s wild inhabitants are dependent on natural food for survival. Tossing your dinner scraps in the direction of an animal is a gesture that could produce serious and deadly consequences. Animals that become habituated to human foods may someday attack an unsuspecting visitor whom they view as a food source, or they may starve when all the visitors have gone home. Every year, animals that become habituated to human food must either be killed or removed from the ecosystem.
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Pets, particularly barking dogs, are a liability. They can affect wildlife watching because their presence is likely to frighten or attract the animals you're trying to spot and some pets will even chase wildlife. It is poor manners to let your pet out of the car where other people are watching wildlife. In Yellowstone, every pet must be under the owner’s control and on a leash at all times.


Never approach bird nests because human scent encourages abandonment of the nest by adult birds and can lead to predation by coyotes and other predators. Always afford animals with babies a wide berth and recognize that mothers with offspring will not hesitate to attack humans who are perceived as a threat.


Invariably during your visit to Yellowstone and Grand Teton, you may come upon a “bear jam,”  an “elk jam,”  a “wolf jam,”  or a “bison jam,”  colloquial terms which refer to backed-up traffic caused by the presence of an animal in close proximity to the road. Indeed, the prospect of seeing a grizzly bear or wolf or bull elk is exciting, but sometimes motorists abandon common sense. When you come upon a scene of backed-up traffic caused by an animal, try to find a designated turnout to park your car to help prevent damage to roadside vegetation. If that is not possible, pull your car over to the side as safely as possible and be mindful of steep inclines sloping away from the road. Always reduce your speed when approaching “animal jams,”  watching out for people scampering into the road as well as animals.


Most animals identified in this book might be viewed at any hour of the day from the roadside. But remember, the most productive periods for wildlife watchers are the hours around dawn and dusk. At high noon, your prospects of seeing secretive animals are poorest, while early morning and the few hours prior to sunset usually yield the best results.


Travelers in the parks may not realize that their vehicle can provide an effective blind (hide) for wildlife watching. Most species have become accustomed to the steady flow of human vehicles on the highway and exhibit more tolerance for a car than the two-legged animals inside of them. For watching large and sometimes dangerous animals like bears, bison, and moose, vehicles also provide you with safety.
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