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ONE

Yellowstone in Winter
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Yellowstone National Park is situated on a high plateau approximately halfway between the equator and the North Pole. Not surprisingly, winter comes early and stays long in the park; snow usually begins to accumulate on the ground in early November and in most locations lingers until May or June. Temperatures as low as -66°F have been officially recorded, and even lower unofficial readings have been made.

Park roads are maintained for wheeled vehicles until the first heavy snowfall after October 31. That event closes roads for approximately five to six weeks to give Mother Nature time to pile up a base of snow for winter travel. The park opens for over-the-snow traffic in mid-December. Old Faithful Snow Lodge and Yellowstone Park Service Stations gasoline service commence operation at about the same time. Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel opens for business a week or so later, usually just a few days before Christmas.

The noteworthy exception to this road maintenance schedule is the park road between Gardiner, Montana, at Yellowstone’s North Gate, and Cooke City, Montana, at the park’s Northeast Gate, which is open for wheeled vehicles year-round. This road is approximately 55 miles long and a trip over it in winter offers superb wildlife viewing opportunities. Some people see the Cooke City road as a preferable alternative to the oversnow travel required elsewhere in the park.

Winter season in Yellowstone lasts about three months. Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel usually closes about the first weekend in March and road plowing from Mammoth begins almost immediately thereafter. March is a transitional month, with snowcoaches and snowmobiles giving way to plow crews who generally work from north to south in the south in the park. Old Faithful Snow Lodge closes around the middle of the month and all oversnow traffic is done by sometime around March 20. Interior park roads begin to reopen for wheeled vehicles in April and are fully open by sometime in May. Exact dates vary a bit from year to year and schedules are always subject to disruption by the weather.

A general map of the greater Yellowstone Park area is on page viii.
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COW ELK WITH OLD FAITHFUL GEYSER IN DISTANCE, UPPER GEYSER BASIN



TWO

History of Human Activity
in Winter Yellowstone


Human history in the Yellowstone area begins with the native Americans. Contrary to much that has been written and said, there is no legitimate record of early native Americans avoiding the Yellowstone country out of fear of hydrogeothermal activity. However, evidence does indicate that prehistoric peoples avoided the harsh winters in the interior of what is now Yellowstone National Park. It appears that significant numbers of early native Americans summered in the park area and migrated to lower elevations before winter’s onset.

The first Anglo man to visit the Yellowstone headwaters area probably was John Colter, a former member of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Historians believe Colter passed through the park area in the winter of 1807–1808 on one leg of a herculean 600-mile walk from a fur trading post located east of present-day Billings, Montana.

During the three decades following Colter’s trek many other trappers and fur traders traveled through the Yellowstone country in pursuit of their business. But as far as is known, none of these rugged mountain men braved a winter in the Yellowstone high country.

The years following the fur trade era brought prospectors to the northern Rockies. They also passed through Yellowstone in summer and, like the earlier mountain men, wintered in lower, less severe climates.

Yellowstone was officially explored by the U.S. government in the early 1870s and was designated a national park in short order, in 1872. Various hotels and inns soon were constructed to serve the summer visitors who began to come to the new park. Caretakers were hired to watch after these structures in the off season, and these hardy “Winterkeepers,” as they were called, were some of the first people to winter in Yellowstone.

Winterkeepers even preceded the first official winter exploration of the park, which didn’t occur until the winter of 1886–1887. A party of eight men, including the famous photographer Frank J. Haynes, left Mammoth Hot Springs on January 2, 1887, to visit Norris, the Firehole River Valley, and the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone River. Unfortunately for the party they embarked during one of the harshest winters in recorded history. Their trip, which was made on heavy wooden skis with toboggans in tow, was so arduous that half of the original group returned to Mammoth after making it only as far as Norris. The remaining four traveled on to the Upper Geyser Basin, returned to Norris, then went east to Canyon, and finally traveled over the Washburn Range to Pleasant Valley, where an innkeeper named John Yancey put them up in his hotel until they recovered sufficient strength to negotiate the remaining 20 miles back to Mammoth. With the assistance of his companions, Haynes had managed to make some remarkable photographs, especially of the hydrogeothermal wonders in the Norris and Upper Geyser Basins, but the rigors of the trip were such that the park superintendent of the day was moved to write that the tour “is not to be recommended as a winter diversion.”
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LAKE LODGE WINTERKEEPER DALE FOWLER AT EDGE OF YELLOWSTONE LAKE, EARLY WINTER SUNRISE

The attitude that Yellowstone was a good place to avoid in winter persisted for decades—self-reliant winterkeepers and occasional rangers enjoyed the peace and beauty of the place mostly in solitude. Shortly after World War II, however, new technology began to appear on the scene in the form of over-the-snow transportation. The first of these vehicles was a snow plane, a contraption greatly resembling an airboat designed for cruising through swamps and marshes. In the 1950s, organizers began to conduct sporadic trips from West Yellowstone, Montana, to Old Faithful on snow planes, but winter tours to the park were minimal until the late 1960s, when snowmobiles became common.
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CROSS COUNTRY SKIERS ABOUT A CENTURY AGO, YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK PHOTOGRAPH

With the opening of Old Faithful Snow Lodge in the winter of 1971–1972, and with ever increasing support from the National Park Service in the form of road maintenance for over-the-snow travel, winter visitation began a rapid increase, a trend that continues today.

National Park Service records indicate that less than 1,000 people and only six private snow machines visited the park during the winter of 1963–1964. By 1979–1980, visitation had risen to 50,000 people, including 27,641 snowmobiles. Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel opened for winter business in 1982–1983, and that winter visitors numbered 103,877 with 31,145 snowmobiles. In 1993–1994, winter visitation had climbed to 143,523, including 87,682 who came on snowmobiles. Improved regional transportation systems as well as the growing popularity of outdoor and winter recreation have all contributed to increasing winter use of Yellowstone.

Fundamentally, of course, the attractions are the wildlife, the geothermal features, and the frozen beauty of the park itself.



THREE

Getting There
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LOWER FALLS AND GRAND CANYON OF THE YELLOWSTONE

Yellowstone is located in the extreme northwestern corner of Wyoming, with narrow strips of the park spilling over into Montana and Idaho. Commercial airlines, including Northwest, Delta, and Continental, offer year-round service to Jackson and Cody, Wyoming, to Idaho Falls, Idaho, and to Billings and Bozeman, Montana. All these cities are just a few hours’ driving time from Yellowstone National Park. Hertz, National, Avis, and other car rental agencies have outlets in these communities.

In winter, most airline travellers to Yellowstone fly into either Bozeman or Jackson. Karst Stage of Bozeman, Montana, provides daily bus service in winter from Bozeman to both West Yellowstone and Mammoth Hot Springs. Karst Stage is located at 511 North Wallace Avenue, Bozeman, Montana 59715. The telephone number is (406) 586-8567.

Powder River Bus Lines (175 East Pearl Street, Jackson, Wyoming 83001) runs buses from Jackson to Flagg Ranch at the South Entrance of Yellowstone. Powder River’s phone number is (307) 733-3164. Again, service is daily during the winter season.

Lodging, snowmobile rentals, and other services are available at all of the four winter entrances to the park. West Yellowstone and Gardiner, Montana, offer the greatest number of motels and other accommodations in close proximity to the park boundary. Pahaska Teepee and other lodges along the North Fork of the Shoshone River offer lodging and other services outside the East Entrance. Flagg Ranch and a few others do the same outside the South Entrance. Many people arriving at Jackson choose to stay in Jackson, however, until the day they have scheduled to go into the park.

If you choose Yellowstone’s North Entrance, you may drive a wheeled vehicle from Gardiner to Mammoth Hot Springs and from there on to Cooke City, Montana, where the plowed road ends. It’s a total of 55 miles from Gardiner to Cooke City.

If you choose one of Yellowstone’s three other winter entrances, you have three options for travelling into the park: You can ski, take a snowcoach, or drive a snowmobile, either your own or a rental machine.

Snowcoaches are peculiar tracked vehicles that look like overgrown snowmobiles and serve as mass transit in winter Yellowstone. Yellowstone National Park Lodges of Amfac Parks and Resorts operates regular coach runs to Old Faithful from the South, West, and North Entrances. Charter snowcoach service from the East Entrance is possible by prior arrangement with Amfac.

Snowmobile rentals are available at all the park gates. You may rent a snow machine and tour the park as part of a guided group or arrange to rent a machine individually and strike off to explore the park on your own. Snowmobiling accessories such as helmets, snowsuits, and heavy mittens are also available, in some cases at extra cost. Remember that all the over-the-snow vehicles in Yellowstone National Park are restricted to groomed roadways.

Old Faithful Snow Lodge, operated by Amfac, is the only accommodation open for winter business in the interior of the park. The season at Snow Lodge runs from mid-December to mid-March. Winter visitors to the park interior who wish to stay overnight essentially must choose between Snow Lodge and camping out. One other choice is Yellowstone Expeditions, which operates a tent camp at Canyon. For more information about Yellowstone Expeditions and the services it offers, see chapter 4.
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Of course, not everyone who goes into Yellowstone desires to stay overnight. Day trips that take in a good portion of the park’s major attractions are the choice of many visitors. Most guided snowmobile tours include a circuit of the Lower Loop, a route that includes Old Faithful, the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone River, the Norris Geyser Basis, and Yellowstone Lake. Amfac operates regularly scheduled Lower Loop tours from Old Faithful Snow Lodge. Charter Lower Loop tours can be arranged from other points of origin. If you are on a snow machine and conducting your own tour, you obviously can travel to points that interest you. Lists of companies that rent snowmobiles at or near the entrances to Yellowstone National Park are on pages 20–22.



FOUR

Lodging
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If you want to stay overnight in Yellowstone National Park in the winter, you have three choices. You can lodge with Amfac Parks and Resorts at either Old Faithful Snow Lodge or the Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel; you can stay in Yellowstone Expeditions’ tent camp at Canyon; or you can camp out, either at the auto campground at Mammoth or at other locations, with a permit from the National Park Service.

Amfac Parks and Resorts’ room prices range from $65 to $125 per night. That price range applies to both Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel and Old Faithful Snow Lodge. Restaurants, ski rentals, and other services are available at both locations. Mammoth Hotel is accessible by automobile, whereas Old Faithful Snow Lodge can be reached only by oversnow travel. Snow Lodge operates from mid-December until mid-March; Mammoth Hotel’s season is shorter by a week to ten days at each end of the winter, roughly December 21 to March 4. Contact Amfac Parks and Resorts, at Mammoth Hot Springs, Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming 82190; the telephone number is (307) 344-7901 or, for reservations, (307) 344-7311.

Yellowstone Expeditions, (406) 646-9333 or 1-800-728-9333, offers an alternative to the standard winter tour of Yellowstone. Arden Bailey and Erica Hutchings, proprietors of Yellowstone Expeditions, run snowcoaches from West Yellowstone, or from other departure points by prior arrangement, to a tent camp at Canyon. Bailey has been in the Yellowstone area for many years and has accumulated a wealth of experience. Their camp at Canyon, situated in a secluded lodgepole pine forest, consists of two large communal tents for dining and socializing and a number of smaller sleeping tents designed for double occupancy. The large tents are heated with woodstoves, the sleeping tents with propane. All the tents are sturdy woodframe structures, and in Yellowstone Expeditions’ many years of operation no one has ever complained about being cold while staying at the camp. Guests at the camp enjoy excellent food, snowcoach excursions, and superb cross country skiing in the Canyon area. Yellowstone Expeditions’ prices vary according to group size and length of stay. The people of Yellowstone Expeditions and the services they provide are highly recommended.

The campground at Mammoth is the only roadside campground in Yellowstone National Park that is open in winter. Usually there is little competition for the available sites. The National Park Service maintains heated bathrooms (without showers) at the campground.

Individual camping, either at Old Faithful or in the backcountry, is by permit only. Permits have to be procured from a National Park Service ranger station in the park. Good winter camping skills and adequate gear are obvious musts, especially if you plan to camp in the backcountry. Current weather conditions and other important information can be obtained from the Visitor Services Office, U.S. National Park Service, Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming 82190, or by calling (307) 344-7381, extension 2206.

Lodging is also available in all of Yellowstone National Park’s gateway communities. Because of transportation schedules and for other reasons, most winter visitors to Yellowstone spend at least one or two nights outside the park. Naturally, prices for lodging outside the park run the gamut. Following is a list of Yellowstone area lodgings including addresses and phone numbers. The list is organized by community.


JACKSON, WYOMING

ALPINE MOTEL

70 South Jean

Jackson, WY 83001

307-733-2082

ANTLER MOTEL

West Pearl and Cache

P.O. Box 575

Jackson, WY 83001

307-733-2535

ANVIL MOTEL

215 North Cache

Jackson, WY 83001

307-733-3668/1-800-234-4507

BEST WESTERN ALPENHOF
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