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   Introduction




  



  Henry G. Merry was a trendsetter. On June 2, 1902, he stomped on his throttle, raced his automobile to a terrifying 25 miles an hour, and stormed Mammoth Hot Springs, headquarters of Yellowstone National Park, startling the horses of the two cavalrymen who had been posted to prevent just such an incident. But the floodgate, as they say, had been opened. Although Mr. Merry was arrested, fined, and escorted out of the park, there could be no turning back. The campaign was on to allow automobiles into Yellowstone. By the 1940s, driving had become the preferred way to view firsthand the area’s wonders and wilderness.




  Yellowstone was declared a national park in March 1872. In its first 62 years the park welcomed three million visitors; by 1994, more than three million people were passing through the gates each year, and by 2017 the number had grown to 4.25 million. Grand Teton National Park, established in 1929, annually welcomes close to 3.5 million. These two national parks attract attention because of their aura of wildness, their extraordinary geologic features, and their breathtaking beauty. Welcome to an unforgettable adventure—exploring Yellowstone and the Tetons.




  The two areas, bound by proximity, are in almost every other way distinct. Yellowstone offers the opportunity to witness ongoing geologic creation, the earth itself as a work in progress, through nature’s seemingly willful uncontrollable force. The Tetons, though still rising, provide a more serene view of nature. Where one park is rugged dynamics, the other is solace and a sense of solitude, even among crowds of people. Driving either or both of the parks is an exquisite touring experience.




  Using This Guide




  This guidebook contains 28 routes included in two sections: Yellowstone National Park and Grand Teton National Park. The Yellowstone section describes 20 routes—6 to the park, 5 pleasant drives from the park entrances to the Grand Loop (the park’s main road, designed in the shape of a figure eight), and the Grand Loop itself, described in 9 segments. The section on Grand Teton National Park describes a total of 8 drives, including 5 routes to the Jackson, WY, area, and 3 park drives—Wilson to the Moose entrance; Moose to the Rockefeller Parkway leading to Yellowstone, known as the Inner Loop Road; and Jackson Lake Junction to Jackson along US 89/191/26, known as the Outer Loop Road. With the exception of the routes to the parks, all drives are less than 40 miles long.




  With the increasing number of visitors to these parks every year comes an immense amount of very slow traffic, especially in the peak months of July and August. Park highlights are plentiful; take time to savor them by giving in to the pleasure of leisurely travel. If your allotted vacation time is short, concentrate on one park and save the other for a return visit. If you have a week or more, you should be able to enjoy both.




  Time estimates for each trip may seem exaggerated, but you must allow for the nature of the parks, where the flow of traffic is slow. Inevitably, the line of cars you follow will be led by a trailer going 25 miles an hour, and wildlife on the roads—called moose jams or buffalo jams or bear jams by park personnel— encourage gawkers and photographers. With stops for animals, picnics, or exploration, a trip of 15 miles can easily take an hour. Take your time and enjoy it all!




  In fact, the most heartfelt advice I can give you is don’t hurry. Whatever time you have allowed for your drive, slow down and give the tour your full attention. Many people enter Yellowstone, race to Old Faithful to watch it erupt, then exit, a little disappointed. Although wonderful, Old Faithful is but one of the marvels of this magnificent place. The more you understand about the formation of this region, the time frame of its creation, and the fundamental forces at work, the more you will value your experience.




  Activities abound in both parks. Hiking, biking, camping, boating, horseback riding, fishing, and even swimming in Yellowstone and rock climbing in the Tetons are all available in summer. Seasonal sports such as whitewater rafting and downhill and cross-country skiing are possible in the Tetons, and cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, and snowmobiling are popular wintertime sports in Yellowstone. Whether you want a pleasant scenic drive or engagement in outdoor exploration, endless opportunities present themselves.




  The following general information should give you an idea of what to expect while touring this special part of the West. In addition, appendices at the end of this book contain sources for more information, as well as suggestions for further reading. Once you arrive at either park, personnel will cheerfully answer questions and offer help with problems that may arise.




  Park Entrances




  There are five entrances to Yellowstone and three to Grand Teton National Park. At all park entrances you will find stations staffed by park rangers who collect fees, answer questions, and provide free maps and newspapers with information about park activities and regulations, as well as practical suggestions. In the newspaper you’ll find safety tips, emergency numbers, regulations, road construction schedules, important advice regarding hiking, biking, and camping in the park, as well as schedules for ranger talks and walks. If you are traveling with children between the ages of 5 and 12, be sure to ask about the junior ranger programs, the young scientist program in Yellowstone, and the young naturalist program in the Tetons. These active learning experiences allow your children to earn junior ranger patches. In addition, many great programs exist on the Internet, such as yellowstone.org or windowsintowonderland.org. Visit them in preparation for your visit, and get a head start. At the entrance gates to both parks, note the bulletin boards that post emergency messages, weather, closed roads, the status of campgrounds, and other useful information important for travelers.




  Opening & Closing Dates




  Neither park is completely open year-round, but both have accessible portions summer, fall, winter, and spring. Weather concerns—particularly snow levels— dictate the definite opening and closing dates, but as a rule, most parts of the parks are open from May through October, and some areas are open for snow-mobiling and cross-country skiing from December through March. Other factors, such as severe weather or animal migration, may necessitate the temporary closing of certain roads. Park personnel at the entrances and information stations advise you of road or trail closings. Approximate road opening and closing dates appear at the beginning of each description. Check with the National Park Service for specific dates each year. Phone numbers are provided in Appendix A.




  Entrance Fees




  You pay an entrance fee at the gated entrances to all national parks. Currently, a 7-day pass good to Yellowstone or Grand Teton national park costs $35 for private automobiles or $30 for snowmobiles or motorcycles. If you plan to visit both parks, consider purchasing an America the Beautiful pass, $80, good for one year at all National Parks, National Monuments and National Wildlife Refuges—a terrific option to consider if there are national parks or monuments in your part of the country, or if you just want to make a valuable contribution. When you compare the cost of a few movie tickets or a day at an amusement park, you may agree that these passes are a bargain. Also note that a Senior Pass, a lifetime permit for people age 62 and older, costs $80, and an annual Senior Pass is $20. An Access Pass is free to any blind or permanently disabled citizen of the United States. Active United States military members are eligible for a free annual pass. In addition, any child who is a student in the 4th grade can enter free with their family with an Every Kid in a Park paper pass. Go to the Every Kid in a Park website to access this pass. All fees, of course, are subject to change.




  Thanks to recent legislation, national parks now keep 80 percent of the fees they collect to use for their own maintenance and park improvements. The remaining 20 percent goes into a fund to be shared collectively with other national parks. This revenue redistribution is a boon to the entire National Park System.




  Campgrounds




  The National Park Service and park concessionaires operate campgrounds within the parks’ borders—the park service on a first-come, first-served basis, while Xanterra and the Grand Teton Lodge Company, which operate the lodging concessions in the parks, require reservations. In Yellowstone, National Park Service campgrounds are located at Mammoth, Indian Creek, Pebble Creek, Slough Creek, Tower Fall, Lewis Lake, and Norris. The earlier you arrive at these campgrounds, the better your chance of securing a site. Xanterra Parks and Resorts, the concessionaire for Yellowstone, runs five campgrounds: Bridge Bay, Canyon, Grant Village, Madison, and Fishing Bridge RV. Make your reservations as early as possible, since many people plan their travel a year in advance.




  In Grand Teton National Park you may set up your tent or camper at Flagg Ranch Headwaters Campground, Colter Bay, Jenny Lake, or Gros Ventre campgrounds, all operated by Grand Teton Lodge Company, or Lizard Creek or Signal Mountain, both operated by Signal Mountain Forever Resorts. Campgrounds are on a first-come, first-served basis, but Jenny Lake and Signal Mountain generally fill up the earliest. The phone numbers for Xanterra Parks and Resorts, the Grand Teton Lodge Company, and Signal Mountain can be found in Appendix A. For those traveling in RVs, the Fishing Bridge RV Park in Yellowstone and the Colter Bay RV Park in the Tetons accept reservations. In addition, plentiful Forest Service and commercial campsites lie in the vicinities of Yellowstone and the Tetons. This book notes the location of many of these modestly priced campgrounds. If you enjoy the outdoors and have the equipment, camping is a great way to experience the parks at their best.




  Many designated campgrounds are found along your routes to the Parks. The number of campsites is listed in the information at the beginning of each drive. Be aware that many of these campgrounds offer group camping sites as well. Plan your large party and get on the road.




 

  
Lodging





  In Yellowstone rustic is the word. The wonderful old hotels at Mammoth and Yellowstone Lake and the magnificent Old Faithful Inn, the largest log structure in the world, place patrons in a bygone time. Popular both for their architecture and location, the hotels’ rooms, many without private showers or bathroom facilities, were constructed before the conveniences of televisions and computers. However, you probably won’t be sorry for choosing ambience over luxury. All three hotels boast excellent full-service restaurants. Lodges and cabins located at Tower-Roosevelt, Canyon, Lake, Old Faithful, Grant Village, and Mammoth offer less expensive alternatives to the hotels, and again, there is always camping. If you require facilities with a television, a pool, and an Internet connection, plan to stay outside the park in one of its gateway communities. Even then, in Gardiner or Cooke City, finding accommodations with these amenities can be iffy.




  Lodging in Grand Teton National Park is a little more upscale. The high room rate at terrific Jenny Lake Lodge includes biking, horseback riding, breakfast, and a 5-course gourmet dinner. Jenny Lake is a popular vacation spot, so reservations must be made well in advance of your visit. Jackson Lake Lodge is a full-service hotel in a beautiful setting. Stop here to view the mountains and lake from the picture windows. Like Jenny Lake Lodge, Jackson Lake Lodge has its own stables and a Western atmosphere that is quintessential Wyoming. Signal Mountain Lodge, the only in-park accommodations not operated by Grand Teton Lodge Company, rents cabins and bungalows. The lodge itself houses a restaurant and gift shop.




  You’ll find the least expensive lodging in the park at Colter Bay, where uninsulated but heated historic log cabins sleep from two to ten people and are priced accordingly. These cabins are on a par with the cabins found in Yellowstone. Colter Bay also boasts tent cabins, structures on a cement slab with two wooden and two canvas sides and a wood-burning stove. Other accommodations are found in the nearby town of Jackson, or surrounding vacation spots and dude ranches. Write or phone the local chamber of commerce (see Appendix A) for complete listings of available accommodations.




  Weather




  Yellowstone’s personnel and park visitors celebrate Christmas on August 25 each year, commemorating an early snowfall on that date in the 1940s (or so the story goes). Although rain and snowfall have been recorded in all 12 months in the parks, so have warmth and sunshine. Recorded weather patterns lead to some safe generalities.




  

  In spring, serious snowplowing gets under way in March, and the cold and snow gradually taper off through April and May. Daytime temperatures climb from about 40 degrees Fahrenheit to the 60s and even 70s by the end of May. At night, temperatures remain cold and can even drop below freezing.




  Summer warms to the 70s and occasionally the 80s, but at high mountain altitudes that average 8,000 feet, the sun’s rays may not seem as warm as they do at lower elevations. Nighttime temperatures remain cool, in the 30s or 40s. June generally brings more rain than July or August, although patterns vary from year to year, and thunderstorms disrupt the sky throughout the summer.




  Early autumn may still be sunny, but temperatures drop rapidly during late September and October, when nighttime temperatures can fall to the teens and below. Snow may arrive at any time, making it difficult to predict road closures, which are generally slated for late October. Occasionally, early snowfall can dictate an unexpected closing of the Beartooth Highway leading to the Northeast Entrance to Yellowstone.




  In winter, temperatures remain below freezing during the day and often drop below zero at night. Although annual snowfall varies, an average of 150 inches blankets much of Yellowstone in winter, and the higher elevations in the park can receive twice that amount; average snowfall at Moose in the Tetons is a staggering 191 inches. Whatever time of year you plan to visit, a variety of layered clothing should keep you comfortable and eager to explore.




  Wildlife




  One of the main thrills of the parks is the opportunity to observe animals at close range, literally in the wild. Consequently, one of the first things you will read in both your Yellowstone and Teton newspapers (distributed at the entrances) will be a warning. Wildlife, no matter what kind or size, can be dangerous. As tempted as you might be to think some animals harmless, please watch them from a distance.




  Animals are easily observed in both parks. Bison walk alongside your car on many roads; elk graze only a few feet from the highway; moose, though shy, tolerate people who click away with their cameras; and bears have been known to wander through campgrounds, parking lots, and other populated areas. However, despite appearances, park animals are not tame. Each year people are seriously injured because they venture too near to animals that appear non-threatening.




  In spring, be particularly wary of protective and unpredictable females with their young. Park rangers recommend maintaining a distance of 100 yards from most animals. As a rule of thumb, if an animal is disturbed by your presence, you are too close.




 

  If you are lucky enough to spot a bear, 100 yards between you and the animal is an absolute minimum. Report all observations to a park ranger. Bear sightings have become more common, which signifies a healthy population. Most sightings still occur in the backcountry, however, so don’t be disappointed if your drive through the park doesn’t produce an encounter.




  A great difference exists between grizzly and black bears. A grizzly’s coloring varies from a light, rather silver color to dark brown, while black bears, regardless of their name, range in color from cinnamon to black. A grizzly has a “dish face,” rather scooped from the forehead to the tip of the nose, and a discernible hump above the shoulders. My favorite way to tell the difference from a distance is from photographs. Black bears have prominent ears, while grizzlies’ ears tend to resemble those of a teddy bear, smaller and rounder. However, don’t be fooled.




  Black bears often retreat in the face of a loud noise or confrontation; grizzlies are likely to charge when they sense a threat. Larger, generally fearless, and more ferocious, grizzlies can bite through a half inch of steel and are able to run as fast as 35 miles an hour when threatened or provoked, far faster than a human can sprint. Running in front of a grizzly has been likened to throwing a ball of yarn in front of a kitten. The chase is irresistible. For further reading, pick up a copy of Bear Aware: The Quick Reference Bear Country Survival Guide (Fourth Edition) by Bill Schneider (Globe Pequot, 2012), a small, informative volume about encountering bears in the wild.




  Wolves have been successfully reintroduced to Yellowstone and are often spotted in the northeastern Lamar Valley and in the Hayden Valley, although they now range throughout the entire park. Currently, 11 wolf packs comprising around 100 wolves roam freely throughout the mountains and meadows. People frequently mistake coyotes for these wide-ranging animals, but the differences between the two are marked. Wolves can be twice as tall as coyotes, are often three times as heavy, and their coats vary widely in color. Their legs are proportionately much longer than those of the coyote; their ears and muzzles are rounded rather than pointed. A full-grown coyote is about the size of a medium-size dog (a border collie, for example), while a full-grown wolf might be more than 3 feet tall and have a massive build, almost the size of a Rottweiler or a very large husky. Should you spot a wolf, please report the sighting to a park ranger.




  Other mammals you might see in the parks are bison, moose, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope, bobcats, beaver, river otters, red fox, mountain lions, lynx, martens, badgers, marmots, squirrels, and chipmunks. Rare or unusual birds that take refuge in the parks include bald eagles, sandhill cranes, ospreys, pelicans, and trumpeter swans. If you are armed with a good pair of binoculars, a strong telephoto lens, or a keen pair of eyes, you may enjoy some spectacular wildlife viewing.




  



  
Fishing





  Fishing is allowed in both parks, and fish are plentiful, but different sets of regulations govern the sport in Yellowstone and Grand Teton. In Yellowstone, most but not all fishing is of the catch-and-release variety, with a barbless hook. A notable exception is at Yellowstone Lake, where predatory lake trout have invaded waters formerly dominated by indigenous cutthroat trout. You can help the park rid its waters of these predators. As of this writing, you are allowed to catch and keep an unlimited number of lake trout, but upon catching, the fish must be killed. Anyone 16 or older who is planning to fish must purchase a permit at any ranger station, visitor center, Yellowstone General Store, or from a fly shop in a surrounding community. Children under the age of 15 may fish without a permit if they are supervised by an adult with a permit, or they may obtain a free permit, which should be signed by an adult who will ensure that the child complies with all regulations. No special state license is required. When you obtain a permit you will receive a complete list of fishing regulations, or you can go online to nps.gov/yell/planyourvisit/fishing.htm to read them in advance of your visit. As they say in Yellowstone, animals have first priority for fishing. Regulations have been designed to protect the native species, while still allowing you to enjoy the sport.




  In the Tetons, whitefish and cutthroat, lake, and brown trout fill the rivers and lakes. Purchase a Wyoming fishing license in the park at Signal Mountain Lodge, Colter Bay Marina or Village Store, Dornan’s, or Flagg Ranch Lodge. Fishing regulations dictated by the National Park Service and the state of Wyoming can be picked up at visitor centers in Moose, Jenny Lake, or Colter Bay.




  Geothermal Areas




  The unrivaled geologic features of Yellowstone Park and the numerous hydro-thermal areas have captured the human imagination since native tribes first frequented the region thousands of years ago. Hot springs, steam vents (fumaroles), mud pots, and geysers—all remnants of giant volcanic explosions over the last 600,000 years—have mystified and enticed both serious scientists and curious onlookers. Activity in the thermal zones offers a vivid reminder that earth’s creation is unfinished. Nothing here is static; hot springs become geysers, geysers become dormant, and steam vents appear where once was dry land. The earth’s conformation changes season by season, year by year. Any visit to Yellowstone encourages close scrutiny of these phenomena.




  Again, a warning: These irreplaceable geothermal splendors of Yellowstone National Park are fragile treasures that can easily be damaged or destroyed by careless actions. Yellowstone is one of the few places in the world with substantial visible geothermal activity; approximately 75% of the world’s geysers exist in this national park. Please respect and protect it. When exploring a geyser basin or other geothermal area, stay on the boardwalks and designated trails. Not only will this help to preserve the area, it may preserve you! The earth’s crust, normally 25 to 30 miles thick, is approximately 3 to 5 miles thick in this region, and hot water bubbles through the very thin crust in unexpected places. You could be badly burned if you step off the paths.




  Interpretive Trails & Ranger Talks




  In specific locations in the parks, self-guided interpretive trails lead you through some of the most splendid scenery. Although these are generally short walks, some require climbing and are mildly strenuous. However, those who make the effort will be rewarded with sights and information that will make their trip unforgettable. For $1, at trailheads or in visitor centers, you can purchase a guide containing an informative map of the area and explanations of the surroundings. If you value recycling and don’t wish to keep the guide, simply return it and pay no fee when you’ve walked the area.




  Self-guided trails in Yellowstone include Mammoth Terraces, Upper Geyser Basin, Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, Norris Geyser Basin, Fountain Paint Pots, Mud Volcano, Fort Yellowstone, and West Thumb Geyser Basin. Grand Teton National Park offers interpretive trails at Cascade Canyon, Colter Bay, the Cunningham Cabin, the Flagg Ranch area, Menor’s Ferry, Taggart Lake, Laurance S. Rockefeller Preserve and Lupine Meadows. The Jenny Lake area offers a newly built interpretive plaza to explain history, ecology, and geology of the area. Trails to and around the lake begin at this plaza. Lunch Tree Hill and String Lake have trails with interpretive signs rather than guides. If you have the time to get out of your car, these are terrific opportunities to stretch your legs and enjoy the scenery.




  Rangers present talks in various locations around the parks—at visitor centers or remarkable places such as the rim of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, in a field of bison in the Hayden Valley, or on a hike to Inspiration Point at Jenny Lake. Rangers also lead discussions and answer questions on special topics at evening campfires, covering in some depth topics such as wildlife, fires, geology, history, and park activities. Take advantage of as many of these talks as you can. You won’t be disappointed.




  Hiking in the Parks




  You will find many wonderful hiking trails in the parks—more than 1,000 miles of trails in Yellowstone, and more than 200 miles of trails in the Tetons—from level boardwalks to lengthy climbs in the backcountry to wheelchair-accessible paths. Remember, however, that at this altitude even healthy people may become winded. This guide offers brief descriptions of walks that are close to the road and are generally short and easy; many are barrier free. More serious hikers should refer to Best Easy Day Hikes Yellowstone or Hiking Yellowstone National Park by Bill Schneider (Globe Pequot, 2019, 2003), or their counterparts for the Grand Tetons. Visitor centers sell topographic maps and trail guides. For your own safety, if you are going into the backcountry, even for a day hike, leave word with a ranger regarding where you are going and for how long, and use the trailhead registers where provided.




  Boating




  In Yellowstone a boat permit is needed and may be obtained from the South Entrance Snake River Ranger Station, Grant Village Backcountry Office, or the Bridge Bay Ranger Station. For canoes and kayaks, permits are available at the Canyon, Mammoth, and Old Faithful backcountry offices, the Bechler Ranger Station, and the Northeast Entrance. All park streams are off limits to boats, except on the Lewis River between Shoshone and Lewis Lakes. Power boating is limited to the main parts of Yellowstone and Lewis Lakes. The lakes remain extremely cold year-round, averaging 41 degrees Fahrenheit in summer, so hypothermia is a real concern if you fall in. At that temperature you would survive less than 30 minutes. A life jacket and protective clothing must be worn when you are on the water. Winds generate large waves upon the lakes with no warning, so boaters may want to stay close to shore. You should avoid crossing large lakes, particularly in the middle of the day, when thunderstorms are common. In spite of all these conditions and warnings, many visitors each summer bring or rent boats and enjoy the serene beauty of these unspoiled lakes.




  In the Tetons, for a fee, motored boats are allowed on Jenny, Phelps, and Jackson Lakes; canoes and kayaks may be launched on Jackson, Jenny, Phelps, Emma Matilda, Two Ocean, Taggart, Bradley, Bearpaw, Leigh, and String Lakes, and on the Snake River, at least 1000 feet beyond the dam. Permits are obtained at the Craig Thomas Discovery Center at Moose, Jenny Lake, or Colter Bay Visitor Centers. A permit from one park is accepted by the other, but all vessels must be registered at each park.




  Both Yellowstone and the Grand Teton National Park are making a concerted effort to stop aquatic hitchhikers, or unwanted nuisance species of plants and animals—in particular, species of mussels—that are not native to the parks. In Wyoming regulations require that boats are cleared through watercraft check stations, where a sticker is issued when your boat passes inspection. If you’re planning to boat, please help with this effort.




  

  
Information Sources





  Several organizations devote themselves to providing information about these two special parks. In 2015, the Yellowstone Park Foundation, a nonprofit partner of the park, merged with the Yellowstone Association to form Yellowstone Forever. This organization helps fund programs and projects to enhance your experience here. More than half of the funding for the Old Faithful Visitor Education Center was given by the Yellowstone Park Foundation (ypf.org). Donations to Yellowstone Forever help to ensure maintenance of the integrity of the park.




  Yellowstone Forever operates bookstores throughout the park, offering myriad books, maps, posters, and other educational materials. Proceeds from purchases and memberships help finance The Yellowstone Institute, park exhibits, ranger programs, web videos and podcasts, and the park’s research library. The tax-deductible price of an annual membership in the association allows you discounts on purchases at all Yellowstone Forever stores throughout the park, as well as at Xanterra gift shops and Yellowstone General Stores, and on Yellowstone Institute field courses. Ask for more information at visitor centers, or visit the association’s website at yellowstone.org.




  The Grand Teton Association (formerly the Grand Teton Natural History Association) operates bookstores in visitor centers throughout the Teton area as a part of its educational mission. A modest tax-deductible fee for an annual membership offers the benefit of discounts on merchandise at affiliated Grand Teton stores. Profits from sales and memberships support educational, scientific, and interpretive programs in the park (grandtetonassociation.org). The Grand Teton National Park Foundation provides financial support for programs and projects focused on education, wildlife research and protection, and preservation of the precious resources of the park (gtnpf.org). The Teton Science School (tetonscience.org) and The Murie Center (muriecenter.org), two other organizations integral to the education mission of the park, offer courses, lectures, and experiences supported by professionals in the areas of science, conservation, and preservation. Each of these entities is nonprofit and worthy of your support.




  Driving Tips




  Before you begin your trip, make certain that your car is in good working order and equipped with a spare tire. While driving through the parks, pay particular attention to other vehicles, bicyclists, and pedestrians. Roads are narrow and winding, often climbing or descending steep grades. With all the scenic distractions, it helps that traffic moves at a slow pace. Animals may wander near or even on the roads. They, too, present hazards. Every year hundreds of large animals are hit and killed in the parks. Running into an 800-pound elk or 1,200-pound moose usually causes as much damage to the car as to the animal. In emergencies call 911 any time of day or seek the help of a park ranger. Automobile service stations, equipped to deal with small emergencies such as repairing flat tires or replacing belts, are spaced throughout the parks at major junctions. Should you need more extensive repairs to your car, a full-service auto repair station is located at Fishing Bridge in Yellowstone National Park, and near Grand Teton National Park in Jackson, Wyoming.




  Following the Maps




  Maps are included for each drive described in this book. With the help of state maps, found at chambers of commerce or available through state tourism offices, these drives should be easy to follow. Only one—the Kelly–Gros Ventre Slide drive described in Scenic Route 28 in the Tetons—is off the beaten path. Maps provided by the National Park Service or the Forest Service may include details such as side roads for the adventurous and additional trails for hiking.




  Highway designations are indicated in this book by initials followed by numbers. “US” indicates a federal highway; “ID” means Idaho routes; “MT” means Montana; “UT” means Utah; and “WY” represents Wyoming roads. “FR” designates a forest road, and “I” means interstate. Whenever possible, I measured drives by using the green mileage markers on the sides of the highways; when they were not present in the parks or in Wyoming, I used odometer readings. These readings vary from car to car and trip to trip, so they are fairly, but not totally, accurate. Use them as approximations of distance rather than exact measures. Watch for landmarks mentioned throughout the narrative as well as mileage indicators, and the going should be good.




  After all is driven, written, explored, and studied, the glaring fact remains that you can never really know these parks entirely. This is good news for the adventurous. There will always be more to explore. Naturalists, scientists, historians, and archaeologists continue to piece together and interpret what is here. This book attempts to clarify what you see as you drive to and through the parks and how it came to be, as well as give you some tips to simplify your journey. I hope you have as much fun as I have in my wonderful summers of driving.
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  Yellowstone National Park


  

  Two million years of volcanic eruptions have built up the plateau that is Yellowstone. The second greatest of these, a cataclysmic explosion just 600,000 years ago, was so intense that it blew fragments of rock from this area as far away as the Gulf of Mexico, Saskatchewan, Iowa, and California. The blast left a crater 47 miles across, which, over time, collapsed back in on itself, filled with molten lava and ash, and cooled to form a fragile crust about 3 to 5 miles thick. Thus was formed the Yellowstone caldera, the world’s largest crater valley, which was shaped over hundreds of thousands of years.




  The caldera was sculpted and refined by an ice age 13,000 years ago, a wisp in geologic time. Melting glaciers carved broad, sloping valleys and left scattered debris as they retreated. The dramatic Yellowstone landscape is a result of these two phenomena, fire and ice, and their creative effect is alive today.




  This extraordinary land of geothermal features, canyons, waterfalls, lakes, and high valleys has beckoned people for the past 8,500 years. Yellowstone’s rugged beauty, its unpredictability, and its everlasting mysteries are gifts to those who visit.




  Normally the earth’s crust is about 10 times thicker than it is here. The magma, or molten rock, at work just a few miles beneath the earth’s surface heats the park’s geothermal features, creating the natural fountains and startling configurations of geyserite or sinter. The area is still so seismically active that more than a thousand tremors are recorded annually. The creative forces that forged the earth manifest themselves throughout the park today, allowing visitors a chance to experience ongoing geologic processes.




  Imagine the reaction of the first visitors to encounter this awesome landscape. Although evidence of human life here spans centuries, this was an area more traveled through than inhabited. Perhaps it was the eerie thermal features or the hostile extremes of weather and geology that kept people from settling here. Only one native tribe, a small band of Shoshone Indians called the Sheepeaters, is known to have lived in Yellowstone year-round before the land was set aside as a national park. One group of Sheepeaters was so cloistered in a small northern valley, near what is now known as Swan Flats, that when they accompanied members of an early exploration party to the Firehole Basin about 30 miles away, they were surprised and awed by the mysterious thermal features.




  Yellowstone was largely untouched, even by Native American tribes, until the Lewis and Clark expedition brought explorers west at the beginning of the 19th century and paved the way for others to follow. Even then, only a few adventurers made their way through the mountains of southern Montana and northwestern Wyoming. Jim Bridger described a place “where hell bubbled up.” Known for his tall tales, he wove stories of the thermal features and surrounding area that made skeptics of all who heard him. Osborne Russell, a trapper who kept a detailed and eloquent diary, left one of the first written accounts of the territory. The vivid, daunting descriptions of those who initially explored and mapped the region on foot were full of wonder. Over the next half century, tales about the strange land made their way back east to the centers of commerce and power, where interest in the reports was tempered with disbelief.




  The first expedition that came specifically to explore the Yellowstone area, the Folsom-Cook-Peterson expedition of 1869, was made up of three men from Montana who wanted to check out rumors of a land that, in the words of fur trapper Joe Meek in 1829 “. . . was smoking with vapor boiling from springs, and the burning with gases issuing from small craters.” Their verification of the rumors led to a slightly larger band of investigators the following year. The Washburn-Doane expedition of 1870 came to map and explore for commercial opportunities. The 19 military and civilian men of this expedition wandered through the territory, charting features and leaving their mark on the landscape by bestowing many names still in use today. The intensity of expression by the men of both expeditions convinced the US government that a serious effort was needed to protect the land. As David Folsom of the 1869 expedition later wrote, “We knew that as soon as the wonderful character of the country was generally known outside, there would be plenty of people hurrying in to get possession, unless something was done.” In 1871 the US government commissioned the Hayden Survey expedition—a group of 31 men, including artist Thomas Moran and photographer William Henry Jackson—to venture into this wilderness to map, draw, paint, and record its features. The result of this expedition convinced a reluctant Congress to pass the National Park Act, especially in light of the fact that no money would be required for such a project. On March 1, 1872, Congress designated the first “national park” with a proclamation that “set apart as a public park and pleasuring ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people” the land now known as Yellowstone. Actually, one other selling point for preserving the land was that Congress thought the area so remote and desolate that it was useless anyway.




  Because Theodore Roosevelt was such an enthusiastic naturalist and adventurer, he is the president most frequently associated with the park. His visit in 1903 to dedicate the Roosevelt Arch as the official park entrance was vividly recorded by the press and historians. However, it was actually Ulysses S. Grant who, in what could have been the greatest act of his presidency, signed the National Park Act into law about 30 years prior to Roosevelt’s appearance.
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  The majesty of wilderness




  Early scamps and hucksters had a lively “go” at the park, trying to figure ways to profit from it. When poaching and vandalism made evident the need for park protection, the US Army came to the rescue between 1886 and 1918. As World War I called the military elsewhere, the National Park Service was created. Today park rangers act as teachers, interpreters, resource managers, protectors, and staff. Although controversies and problems still swirl around the park and its management of resources, the concept of the national park shows the American mind at its creative best.




  The designation as a national park allowed the preservation of Yellowstone’s beauty and wildness. Today’s visitors are able to enjoy and marvel at the process of ongoing creation. Volcanic eruptions of the magnitude of the Yellowstone eruption happen perhaps once every 100,000 years, but the aftereffects remain. As Rudyard Kipling wrote after his visit to Yellowstone, “the park is just a howling wilderness of three thousand square miles, full of all imaginable freaks of a fiery nature.” This wilderness—majestic mountains, imposing canyons, pristine mountain lakes and forests, bubbling outbursts of water and steam—covers 3,472 square miles, or 2.2 million acres. Almost 10,000 thermal attractions sputter and spew in the park. In winter the cold air gives the resultant steam an ethereal quality found few other places on earth.




  Either through the diminution of time or our lessened capacity for wonder, these features do not look as frightening or imposing as once they might have, but they remain amazing. Today, although we can scientifically explain the “blue flame and molten brimstone” mentioned by the early prospector, the four kinds of thermal features found in the park create an extraordinary effect.




  Hot springs, mud pots, fumaroles (steam vents), and geysers, the four kinds of hydrothermal features found in the park, require the same three environmental factors to sustain their activity—a plentiful water supply, an underground source of heat, and cracks and fissures in the earth that conduct water to that source of heat.




  At Yellowstone’s elevation, an average of 8,000 feet, the annual snow and rainfall guarantee an abundant water supply. The magma that lies just below the earth’s surface provides the superintensive heat source required. The plumbing system with its intricate cracks and tunnels, although ever shifting because of ongoing seismic events, transports water close to the magma, allowing it to become superheated. The superheated water must escape and be released back into the atmosphere.




  High pressure caused by cooler water bearing down through the underground plumbing allows water close to the magma to heat to temperatures of more than 520 degrees Fahrenheit without boiling. When the superheated water does boil, it surges back through underground channels to the earth’s surface with tremendous force, and vents as geysers. This process takes about 500 years: Rain that falls today will reappear in the steam vents and geysers about half a millennium from now.




  Hot springs, the most common thermal feature in the park, appear where water can easily rise to the earth’s surface and accumulate, allowing it to boil or evaporate at a rate fast enough to prevent an explosion. Many of the hot springs in the park are colored by various types of bacteria or algae that grow in the high temperatures of the pools. The kind of algae, bacteria, or mineral presence in the water determines the colors of the pools, ranging from yellow and orange to blue and even black.




  Mud pots are created when acidic water collects, but not in enough volume to create a hot spring. They are usually found at slightly higher elevations than hot springs. As the surrounding soil is mixed with the moisture, a bubbling cauldron of mud simmers and percolates, forming weird stews of clay and sulfur. The presence of minerals in the water often colors it various hues, leading to the name “paint pots.” As you watch the mud pots, picture the small bubbles as tiny volcanic eruptions breaking through the surface and filling back in with viscous material. This is a microcosm of the volcanic action that formed Yellowstone.




  Fumaroles, also known as steam vents, are literally that—vents of steam. These occur in areas of high heat and low water content, enough to collect but not enough to erupt or overflow. A plentiful water supply would help cool fumaroles, but they are usually found at higher elevations or on hillsides, away from accumulated groundwater. Steam vents are the hottest of Yellowstone’s geothermal features, with recorded surface temperatures reaching more than 284 degrees Fahrenheit (at the Black Growler steam vent in the Porcelain Basin at Norris). Often steam spews with such force that it hisses as it emerges from the ground.
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     Blue Star Spring, Upper Geyser Basin




  



  Geysers are identified by their eruptions, caused by accumulating pressure from cooler water pressing down on the superheated water in pools beneath the earth. Geysers generally have small, constricted vents. Great force is required to push the water up to the earth’s surface, back through the small openings, to produce the eruptions. Most geysers erupt unpredictably, rather than in a regular pattern. A majority, over 75%, of the world’s geysers are found in Yellowstone, including Steamboat, the world’s tallest (very unpredictable), and Old Faithful, the world’s most famous (quite predictable). Most are found in the Upper Geyser Basin near Old Faithful.




  Geothermal features in the park are as colorful and varied as their names— Morning Glory Pool, Castle Geyser, Dragon’s Mouth Spring, Emerald Pool, and Splendid Geyser. Enough surprises exist here to endlessly entertain visitors. The unexpected wonders in the park that you stumble upon are the ones you will remember, so take time to explore if you can.




  Keep in mind that the geothermal features, rare natural occurrences, are delicate. Please help care for them by observing the park’s regulations. Also remember that in thermal areas boiling water might be right under the ground’s surface. A false step could cause serious injury. Not only could you be hurt, but mineral deposits hundreds of thousands of years old could be damaged if you step off the trails. Be careful not to deface or harm these fragile ancient creations. Walk only on the boardwalks or pathways.




  A second major attraction of the park is its varied wildlife. With 58 species of mammals, from moose and bears to squirrels, marmots, and weasels, as well as 318 species of fish, birds, reptiles, and amphibians, Yellowstone has the largest concentration of free-roaming wildlife in the lower 48 states. The park is home to the last wild bison herd in the country. Coyotes set off a chorus on midsummer evenings. Wolves prowl and hunt in the early morning meadows. Bison and elk dramatically rut in fall. The spectacle of life surrounds you here.




  The Yellowstone fires of 1988 were a part of this spectacle—disasters in a sense, but natural and necessary to the proliferation of life. Without fire, Yellowstone would be a lodgepole pine “desert,” and the varied habitat required by diverse species would be absent. Although lightning fires occur in the park every year, 1988 was a particularly notable year. More than 1.2 million acres were burned or scorched. The impact of these fires was such that evidence still appears on almost every drivable route in the Park. Wildfires of this magnitude, necessary to the health of the forest, occur every 200 to 400 years. Upon entering Yellowstone, visitors today may notice the charred remains of thick forests, particularly at park entrances. However, many interpretive signs along the way tell of the positive effects of the fires, in places that at first look so devastated. Of all the animals in the park, only one species, the red squirrel, was severely affected by the fires, because so much of its habitat was destroyed. Otherwise, new food supplies and environments were opened to the many animal species of Yellowstone. Although park officials now monitor conditions that might produce massive fires, lightning-caused fires are considered natural events, and they often are allowed to burn themselves out as they did for thousands of years prior to the arrival of man.
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  Early morning wildlife




  The 1988 fires in Yellowstone burned hottest near the West and Northeast Entrances to the park. The North Fork fire, which burned more than 385,000 acres near the West Entrance, began outside the perimeter of the park on July 22, when a spark flew from a logger’s chainsaw. Although firefighters fought the blaze, it burned out of control for more than 6 weeks. The North Fork, one of eight major fires that summer, spread north to Mammoth Hot Springs and southeast to Old Faithful, coming within 0.5 mile of West Yellowstone and 0.25 mile of the famous Old Faithful Inn. Ultimately, 1,608 firefighters, 39 fire engines, 22 bulldozers, and 6 helicopters battled this fire, but it was not until an early light snowfall blanketed the park on September 11 that nature did what man could not. Firefighters continued their work until October, but the gentle force of nature had controlled the raging fires.




  Many factors contributed to the severity of the fires. The winter of 1987–88 had been very mild and dry; a spring with heavy rainfalls in April and May had fostered the growth of unusually lush grass. But by the end of May, the deluge had dwindled. A lightning strike caused the first fire of the summer on May 21. It burned itself out by the afternoon of the same day. But on May 23 and again on May 25, two more lightning strikes ignited fires that began to spread. June came and went with only 20 percent of the normal precipitation. In July no rain fell; the thick grasses dried and, along with dead trees in the park, provided plenty of kindling for the flames. During July, August, and September, a cold front swept the Yellowstone Plateau, bringing winds of 60 to 80 miles an hour that fanned the fires and carried the embers great distances very quickly. On August 20, a day now called Black Saturday, the fire spread over 160,000 acres. While firefighters, often more than 9,000 at a time, bravely dug trenches and attempted to douse the blazes, the fires traveled swiftly, jumping canyons, geyser basins, and other natural barriers. Altogether, nearly 800,000 acres (or 35%) of the park burned. Aerial photographs show how the fires hopscotched through the park, leaving large areas untouched. Canopy fires, reaching the treetops and killing entire trees, accounted for 41 percent of the burn; 35 percent were ground and canopy fires combined; and the remaining 24 percent were areas that were lightly forested or meadows. More than 25,000 firefighters from the US and Canada took part in the battle for the park. It was the most expensive firefighting endeavor in history, involving the most firefighters using the most sophisticated techniques and the most modern equipment. Yet, as Park Ranger Holly Bartlett put it, “A humbling quarter-inch of snow accomplished what people could not.”
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Spring warm up




  Now, more than three decades later, allow your focus to shift from the burned trees to the new green growth and the wildflowers flourishing at the base of blackened trunks, covering the hillsides, and lining the riverbeds. It will take about 60 to 80 years for the new trees to reach their mature height, with the strongest, the ones reaching fastest for the sunlight, winning the race to the sky. Lodgepoles, which make up about 80 percent of the park’s forest, need sunlight to grow. As the hardiest grow tall, they block the sun from the smaller seedlings, thereby culling the new crop of trees and blocking other species from taking root. The landscape you see now will change over the next decades, as growing trees again block the contour of the landscape and the rich fields of wildflowers disappear from the thickening forests.




  

  The land reaped great benefits from the fires. Normally it takes 60 to 80 years for dead trees to rot and return their nutrients to the soil. Fire accomplishes the same thing in one afternoon, enriching and replenishing the earth. Lodgepole pines, uniquely adapted to fire, have two types of pinecones. One type, the serotinous cone, is sealed with a resin that opens only when exposed to extremely high temperatures. The forces of wind and fire burst the cones and scatter the seeds. An estimated 50,000 to 1 million seeds nestle into each acre of ash-rich soil—instant newly sown land. Historically, fires of the magnitude of the 1988 fires occur in lodgepole forests every 200 to 250 years. The last large-scale fire in Yellowstone is believed to have burned in the early 1700s, and perhaps the next will not occur until the year 2200 or beyond.




  A few last practical notes for your trip through Yellowstone . . . unless you plan to drive the entire Grand Loop: What features you see will depend on where you enter and exit the park. It’s difficult to calculate trips by mileage, because so many stops and side trips cause you to retrace your route. Look for features mentioned in the route descriptions instead. In this book the Grand Loop drives begin at the northernmost point, Mammoth Hot Springs, and continue in a clockwise direction. If you are traveling in the opposite direction, counter-clockwise from Mammoth, read the description from back to front, feature to feature, from the end of the chapter, paragraph by paragraph, to the beginning of the chapter. Don’t worry about driving the same road twice; if you are driving in different directions, you will notice different features and be doubly rewarded.




  In many places the roads in Yellowstone were built with no proper base on top of old wagon routes. Road improvements, long overdue, are almost finished, but you may still encounter construction delays. Updates and schedules are listed in the park paper you receive upon entering, Yellowstone Visitor Guide, or you can call the number given in Appendix A under Yellowstone National Park road updates. If waiting in line offends you, you might want to plan around this schedule. However, as one park visitor said to me as he stepped out of his car and wandered, waiting for the line of traffic to move, “It beats being stuck in traffic in Baltimore.”




  Pets are not forbidden in the park, nor are they encouraged. Pets must be kept on a leash and are prohibited on trails and boardwalks. Caring for them in the park is difficult at best, so if possible, leave them at home.




  The Grand Loop is organized so that facilities are clustered near the major attractions. Lodging or campsites can be found at all major junctions. The park is sometimes criticized for its rustic accommodations, but imagine this wilderness with motel-like facilities scattered throughout and you will be grateful for the efforts made to keep things simple.








  Driving Yellowstone is one of the country’s greatest touring adventures. Don’t just see the park, but feel it in the spray of the geysers, the heat of the thermal features, the cold of the evenings, and the dark solitude of starry or stormy nights; hear it in the hissing of steam vents or the waterfall of geysers, and the bubbling of mud pots; smell it in the sulfur of the geothermal features or in the clear fresh mountain air. Let the park engage you. If not for some visionary explorers more than a century ago, this is an experience that would be lost to us. We must try to have the same vision and wisdom today to enjoy and protect what each year becomes more precious.
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