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Preface





When tourism started in Yellowstone, shortly after its designation as the world’s first national park in March 1872, visitors called it “Wonderland.” To me it is still a wonder-land—and I still get goose bumps when I cross through the Roosevelt Arch and with the first elk I see as I enter Mammoth Hot Springs.




It’s hard to narrow down the history of a place that means so much to so many people into twenty-nine or so episodes that enlighten and entertain—everyone has their own Yellowstone story. With all of the firsts, greatest, biggest, and bests of “Wonderland,” the author who starts to tell the stories is almost faced with too much information and too much emotion.




To tell all of Yellowstone’s history is a task that has been ably attempted by other authors. This book is an attempt to tell some of the big stories but it is also an effort to tell some of the little stories from one of the world’s biggest and most magnificent natural places. From the story of a woman taken hostage by the Nez Perce during their historic flight from the U.S. Army to the tale of the first bicycle trip through the park to the account of a little boy’s pranks on early visitors, these stories are meant to be especially accessible and enjoyable for younger readers. I hope that this book is used for projects and reports on Yellowstone by schoolchildren and that their parents will enjoy it with them—influencing them perhaps to take their own children to a wonderland that isn’t graced by plastic castles and larger-than-life mice. Each story in this book is complete, and the chapters may be read out of sequence.




I was fortunate as a thirteen-year-old girl to have been taken to Yellowstone National Park by my parents with my brother and sister next to me in the back seats of the minivan. We pressed our noses to the windows, searching the forests for bears and other wildlife. Bison roamed at the roadside and blocked our path to the restrooms—though we had seen them near our Kansas home, there was something more exciting about their presence in Yellowstone. We sat with our feet in cold mountain streams and explored the geyser basins and forests together—before the 1988 fires made for a landscape that always made me think of the gray stubble on the faces of old men before the new green growth of the lodgepole pines filled the landscape with color again.




I also feel especially fortunate that for nearly thirty years, I lived less than three hours from the entrance to Yellowstone National Park, within easy reach for weekend excursions and opportunities to get to know it better. My husband and I now forget how many times we’ve been there or on what trip we saw what—but whenever we are in the park, we tell each other the stories of the last time or that time that we were here or there. We mark the passing of time by the growth of the trees that have sprung from the ground in the aftermath of those fires—and feel lucky that we were both fortunate enough to see the landscape before and after that watershed. And we’ve now introduced our two daughters to the wonders of Wonderland, from hikes near the Bechler Ranger Station in the far southwest corner of the park to hours spent watching mother grizzlies and their young from the road in early spring to visions of double rainbows rising over the mountains as we’ve driven in from the West Yellowstone entrance. They marvel at the little trees and don’t even realize how much fire has shaped the landscape.




So, I’d like to thank my parents and brother and sister for that first trip and also my husband, Ross—who proposed to me on the shore of Riddle Lake—for the many subsequent ones that have helped me know the park and him—and now our daughters—better. We all sat together beneath the Roosevelt Arch in 2016 to hear John Prine and Emmylou Harris perform at the centennial anniversary of the National Park Service, making another spectacular Yellowstone memory.














600,000 YEARS AGO




The Making of Wonderland





All across the earth, mountains grew by millimeters and centimeters over millions and millions of years and were then just as slowly ground down by rain, ice, and wind. Glaciers crept back and forth across the planet’s surface, carving valleys, dropping boulders and rocks, and spreading soil. The chunks of the earth’s crust that floated like giant plates over molten liquid underneath, forming major landmasses and continents, inched toward each other at an infinitesimal crawl.




Then, about 600,000 years ago, the land just south of the 45th parallel of latitude in the Northern Hemisphere in what is now far northwestern Wyoming bulged upward like a rising lump of dough, building with a tremendous pressure, and then blew its top off, spewing tons of ash and molten rock.




Yellowstone National Park sits on top of the land where this explosion created one of the world’s largest calderas, or volcanic craters, over what is informally referred to as a hot spot on the earth’s crust. The many pieces of hard-rock crust that make up the earth’s surface float on top of what is referred to as the earth’s mantle, which is made up of a molten rock that is called magma when in its liquid state under the earth’s surface. Once out of the earth’s protective confines, people call this molten rock “lava,” the fiery-hot liquid that pours out of volcanoes.




In most places, the earth’s crust is so thick that from above the hot magma under the surface doesn’t seem to affect the crust, but in Yellowstone, there is a chamber of hot, molten rock just a few miles under the surface that has some extraordinary effects aboveground. Cracks in the earth’s crust allow water from lakes, rivers, rain, and melting snow to find its way under the surface to then be heated by the hot rock. Visitors to Yellowstone know that heated water ends up at the surface either as a placid, lovely hot spring, a gurgling mudpot, a steaming fumarole, or a high-spouting geyser.




People have been studying Yellowstone’s thermal features for many years, and though they can describe their actions, they cannot always predict when they will be active or whether they’ll evolve from one kind to another. They do know that the four basic types of thermal features have one thing in common—hot water. A hot spring is a place where the superheated water from beneath the surface of the earth rises to the top but doesn’t explode into the air because it is able to cool quickly enough to keep it from bursting upward with a fit of energy. Hot springs can be still, deep pools or have flowing water like the springs at Mammoth Hot Springs. The mineral content of the soil around the water, the heat of the water, and the algae found in it determine the color and shape of the features.




Geysers are hot springs that have a more constricted opening, so the superheated water doesn’t cool quickly as it reaches the surface of the earth. When the water of the geyser becomes hot enough, it increases the pressure in the geyser to the point where it has to be released in an explosion of water and steam through the geyser’s mouth, or cone. Mudpots have plumbing like geysers and hot springs, but the highly acidic water found in these features rises through clay soil at the surface, dissolving it into a gurgling mess of mud that boils and spits. Fumaroles are located where there is a little water—not as much as there is at a geyser or hot spring—that makes its way down into the cracks and fissures of the earth to be heated. Therefore, only steam is released—sometimes with a powerful roar—when the pressure of the hot underground steam builds up.




Scientists don’t know why the Yellowstone area in particular is such a hot spot, but they do believe that for whatever reason, the hot molten rock under Yellowstone became superheated and melted part of the crust. The heated magma swelled tremendously and pushed the crust of the earth up into a dome. Eventually, the pressure on the stretched crust grew too great, and the chamber exploded. This explosion 600,000 years ago spread ash all over what is now the western United States—even as far east as Iowa. And when the land shrunk back into the space left by the explosion, it formed the caldera, a bowl-shaped impression in the earth. The Yellowstone Caldera is enormous—around forty miles across—and it forms a significant portion of the Yellowstone area. Visitors drive over the edge of the caldera all the time without noticing—but they do notice the spectacular hot-water displays put on by the park’s thermal features, the stars of what early visitors called Wonderland.














1800




The Change of the Seasons





The autumn wind blew cold at night, and the elk had begun their forlorn bugling, sending up trails of steam into the air with their wild, whistling cries. Deep drifts of snow would soon blanket the ground, and then the bighorn sheep would begin their annual battles for mates on the rocky cliffsides, the clash of their horns echoing in the still, thin air.




It was time for the Sheepeater families to head to winter camp, where they could spend a more comfortable season with the other Sheepeaters, pooling their resources from the more bountiful summer season. The Sheepeaters were perhaps the only full-time human residents of Yellowstone National Park until it was discovered by white trappers and its wonders were eventually opened to the world. They subsisted mainly by hunting the bighorn sheep that lived in what is now the Yellowstone area, as well as elk, deer, fish, and other smaller animals. The time for gathering berries and herbs—another main part of the Sheepeater diet—was over for another year, and now they would travel on foot from their upland summer homes, with their large dogs pulling travois, heading to a lower elevation. Their dogs were important to the Sheepeaters, as they did not have horses like many surrounding tribes did.




By the late eighteenth century, horses had become an important part of many native cultures on the Great Plains, having been introduced onto the North American continent by Spanish explorers who were busy colonizing South America. Early in the nineteenth century, most of the other Shoshone tribal groups—of which the Sheepeaters were just one—had acquired horses and guns, which had also been introduced by the Spanish. But for whatever reason, the Sheepeaters had not taken up the ways of many of their Great Plains relatives, and they were forced into harsher, less desirable land within the traditional range of the Shoshone for their own survival. The land at the headwaters of the Yellowstone River, with its rugged terrain and long, cold winters, was excellent habitat for the bighorn sheep and other game, so with plentiful resources available, it became the Sheepeaters’ home.




All around the Shoshone land, and around the Sheep-eaters in their small, hidden corner, Native American culture was evolving rapidly with the use of the horse and gun. Great bands traveled together to hunt buffalo, and the skin-covered teepee evolved as the mobile shelter of choice all along the Great Plains. Sheepeaters generally lived in small family groups for most of the year because hunting the big-horn sheep they depended on was simpler with a smaller group. The Sheepeaters didn’t live in grand, painted teepees but rather in low structures constructed of brush covered with grass mats—and these were usually built against the face of a cliff or under an overhang in order to preserve as much heat as possible from their fires.




Though the Sheepeaters were the only full-time residents of Yellowstone, evidence shows that early peoples began traveling through the area for hunting and fishing as much as ten thousand years ago. And during the Sheepeaters’ residence there in the years after the introduction of the gun and horse, other tribes continued to use the area. The Bannock, in particular, who coexisted fairly peacefully with the Shoshones, used a route that has come to be known as the Bannock Trail, which began in Idaho and crossed the Gallatin Mountains before turning south into Yellowstone, passing Mammoth Hot Springs, and continuing west across the bison-rich Lamar Valley. The Flathead Indians to the north and the Nez Perce to the northeast also used the trail for the hunting of buffalo. In fact, the teepee-shaped stick structures found in Yellowstone National Park that were once identified by archaeologists as Sheepeater wickiups were probably temporary shelters erected and used by Crow Indians on brief trips into the high Yellowstone country.




Early hunting and trapping parties of white men encountered the Bannocks, Flatheads, and Nez Perce as they explored the region of the Yellowstone River, and they heard from those native peoples fantastic stories of the geothermal wonders to be found within the circle formed by the high mountain peaks. It was from these early white trappers that the Sheepeaters got their name, and Sheepeater Cliff near Mammoth Hot Springs recognizes their long presence in the area.




But for all of their long residence and success in eking out an existence in this cold, harsh climate, the United States government never recognized any claim that the Sheepeaters had to the land where they hunted and gathered and raised their families. In 1871, just before the creation of the world’s first national park in their homeland, the remaining Sheep-eaters were moved onto the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming, where they were forced to give up their primitive mountain lifestyle.













1829




Joe Meek’s Escape





The party of trappers made its way up the Madison River Valley from the Teton Valley in Idaho easily and with great anticipation. This mountainous land did indeed seem like it would be rich with beaver and other fur-bearing game—and that’s just what they were here to get. They could easily make their fortunes here and have a grand adventure in a short time, they thought.




For years, ever since the Lewis and Clark Expedition made its legendary journey west to the Pacific Ocean, trappers had been filtering into the northern Rocky Mountains in search of the valuable furs that were in great demand in the East, particularly the beaver pelt that was prized for its use in fashionable hats for men. But more and more, stories of a fantastic region of hot water and steam were reaching the ears of the trappers who ventured into the fertile river valleys at the headwaters of the Missouri River, and their curiosity about the area was heightened.




But the hapless group of trappers making their way north up the Madison River Valley wasn’t doing so to see the wonders of Yellowstone. Instead, they faced a common danger of those early days—an encounter with unfriendly Blackfeet Indians. The party was probably attacked at an area that is now known as the Devil’s Slide. Two trappers were killed and supplies and horses scattered as the others rushed toward safety.




Nineteen-year-old Joe Meek, fresh in from St. Louis, Missouri, was one of the lucky escapees. He managed to flee with his gun, a blanket, and a pack mule. For four days he moved south, hoping to come across the other trappers—who were nowhere to be seen—and then he ascended a small mountain. Beyond it was a sight unlike any he’d ever seen.
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