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Introduction


What an incredible time it is to be a traveler. Never in the history of humankind has it been possible to visit so many corners of the earth. From the far northern reaches of Canada to the most remote islands in Micronesia, there’s not a spot on the planet that can’t be reached by a determined visitor.


Stop for a moment to consider that fact in its historic context. When the ancient Greeks first enumerated their seven wonders of the ancient world in the first century BCE, the world as they knew it consisted only of the Mediterranean and the Middle East, and five of the seven landmarks celebrated Hellenic achievements in construction.


Two centuries later, the world is so much wider and so much more wonderful. But even though six of the seven ancient wonders were destroyed by fire, war, or earthquakes by 1303 CE, the Greeks’ list continues to capture western imaginations. In the seven centuries since a massive tremor laid the Lighthouse of Alexandria to ruins, some world traveler may have updated the list to include the Great Wall of China, the Taj Mahal, or Machu Picchu, to name just a few. But if so, that roster hasn’t survived. It’s only in the past 30 years that organizations ranging from the American Society of Civil Engineers to USA Today to Astronomy magazine have started to rethink what constitutes a wonder—and also what constitutes the world, now that humans have circumnavigated the globe, plumbed the depths of the oceans, and voyaged to the farthest reaches of space. Meanwhile, a Swiss corporation calling itself the New7WondersFoundation set up a website in 2001 encouraging voters to choose not only a septet of the world’s most monumental monuments, but also the seven most awe-inspiring natural wonders and the seven most spectacular cities.


But why stop at seven? That averages out to just one wonder per continent. Why not 17, 70, 700, or 7,000? International travel is cheaper, faster, and more accessible than ever, and people have more disposable income and leisure time than they did at any time in history. Moreover, as our life spans increase, so too should our bucket lists. In 1940, the average 65-year-old man could expect to live another 12 years, while the typical woman could anticipate 13 golden years; by 2022, those numbers had increased to 19 and 21. That’s another seven-plus years to see the world.


The list of destinations in this book is by no means comprehensive. Notably absent are indisputable wonders like the Colosseum or Chichén Itzá. Instead, the focus is on places that are at risk of changing irrevocably, or even disappearing altogether. Sadly, the most imminent threat to so many of the selections is climate change. Rising seas, higher temperatures, rampant wildfires, and floods have already taken aim at some of the world’s most beloved places, as well as the animals that call them home.


But other factors are at work too. Pompeii and the Taj Mahal, for example, are suffering from neglect. Logging, mining, and oil and gas exploration activities threaten natural treasures from Alaska to Zambia. Armed conflict in central Africa puts endangered mountain gorillas in the crosshairs. Burrowing moles could topple Stonehenge (seriously!). Skyscrapers might soon dwarf the historic architecture in the center of Vienna. Poachers, not pollution, are the greatest threats to Indonesia’s endangered Komodo dragons. Route 66 is being erased faster than the Berlin Wall.


Not all impending changes are for the worse, however. After a devastating fire in 2019, Paris’s Notre-Dame cathedral is rising from the ashes. In Barcelona, Antoni Gaudí’s Sagrada Família nears completion, more than 140 years after its cornerstone was first laid. Vietnam, formerly one of the world’s poorest countries, is urbanizing at an unprecedented rate. Lava reshapes the contours of Hawaii’s Volcanoes National Park every day. And if you’ve got a quarter of a million bucks, it’s now possible to dive down to the bottom of the Atlantic where you can see the wreck of the RMS Titanic.


So what are you waiting for? Get out there and see the world—before you can’t.


––John Rosenthal




NORTH AMERICA
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Big Sur


Drive one of the world’s prettiest coastlines.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Central California coast, between Monterey and Cambria


Getting There: The closest major airports are San Jose International, about two hours north of Big Sur, or San Francisco International, another hour farther north.


When to Go: In general, the dry season between April and October sees the most visitors and the most expensive hotel rates. But the weather on the Central Coast is fickle. Like San Francisco, Big Sur can be shrouded by fog even on the hottest days of summer, or brilliantly sunny in the depths of the rainy season between November-March. The fog often—but not always—lifts by midday.





There’s something magical about places where the mountains meet the sea. On islands like Oahu, Majorca, Moorea, and St. Lucia or knife-edges-of-the-continent like Acadia National Park, Italy’s Amalfi Coast, and Australia’s Great Ocean Road, the abrupt transition from land to water creates dramatic, rugged terrain.


Perhaps the most breathtaking such intersection is Big Sur, on California’s central coast. Pacific Coast Highway (PCH) is the only road in and out of this gorgeous landscape, but the drive is so replete with outstanding vistas that you wouldn’t want to take any other route.


Unless you’re in a hurry, that is. This is definitely a scenic route, following the contours of the coast, twisting and turning sharply to reveal unexpected views in all directions. The best views of Big Sur’s majesty, of course, are the ones without a windshield. Stop at Andrew Molera State Park to hike through groves of towering redwoods, surf the clear—but chilly—ocean break, or learn about the Ventana Wilderness Society’s conservation efforts to return endangered California condors to the wild.
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Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park is home to two popular hikes, neither of which takes more than an hour. The Partington Cove trail goes over a bridge and through a tunnel in the cliff to reach a secluded grotto. The Overlook Trail leads to clifftop views of McWay Falls, where the water cascades onto a small beach.


Accommodations anywhere along this stretch mostly range from expensive to the down payment on a house. The 169 campsites at Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park cost $35 per night ($50 for riverfront locations) but usually fill up six months in advance.


About an hour south of Big Sur awaits a man-made attraction equal to the magnificence of the natural surroundings: Hearst Castle. Built by newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst between 1919 and 1947, the ultra-opulent estate is now a museum and state park. Paintings, sculptures, tapestries, and Greek and Roman statues line the castle’s gilded rooms and its two over-the-top swimming pools, where A-listers like Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Charles Lindbergh, Winston Churchill, and George Bernard Shaw spent the weekend as Hearst’s guests.


In the past decade, heavy rains after forest fires have twice caused mudslides that wiped out portions of PCH near Big Sur. The first collapse, in 2017, took 14 months and $54 million to rebuild; in 2021, another slide closed the road for three months and cost $11 million to repair. At some point, this stretch of highway may become too expensive to maintain.
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Napa Valley


Taste the wines of the Cabernet capital of the world, before it’s too hot to grow grapes.


[image: image]




Plan Your Trip


Location: Northern California


Getting There: The closest airport is San Francisco International, about 90 minutes south and west of Napa.


When to Go: There’s no bad time to visit Napa in terms of weather. It almost never rains between May and November and rarely gets uncomfortably hot. Harvest season (August-October) is one of the more popular times to visit, with hotel rates elevated accordingly.





Long derided by oenophiles as inferior to the grand vineyards of Europe, California wines finally surpassed their French counterparts in 1976, when a panel of judges at the Paris Wine Tasting gave top honors to both a Chardonnay and a Cabernet Sauvignon from Napa Valley. The French media virtually ignored this sea-change, but the news set off shock waves in the U.S., burnishing the reputation of California’s wine industry and turning sleepy Napa Valley into a premier travel destination.


Located less than 90 minutes northeast of San Francisco, Napa (the name of the valley as well as a town in the region) enjoys a Mediterranean climate ideal for wine growing. Fog rolling in from the Pacific Ocean keeps vineyards cool in the morning, while afternoons are sunny and warm, but not too hot. Once the sun goes down, the lack of humidity makes for cool, sometimes chilly, evenings. These conditions help grapes ripen slowly, developing complex aromas while preserving just the right amount of sugar and acidity.
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More than 500 wineries line the bucolic roads and hillsides of this 192-square-mile (238-sq.-km) area, most specializing in the Cabernets and Chardonnays for which Napa first won international notice. But microclimates throughout the region have also created excellent conditions for growing Merlot, Pinot Noir, and Sauvignon Blanc, among others. Serious wine enthusiasts might spend an entire Napa Valley vacation doing nothing more than tasting wine and pairing it with exceptional food, as at Thomas Keller’s The French Laundry in Yountville, which has been awarded three Michelin stars since 2006. But Napa’s rolling hills between two mountain ranges are also a beautiful backdrop for hot air ballooning, kayaking the Napa River, bicycling the Silverado Trail, or soaking in natural hot springs.


As in some of France’s wine-growing regions, climate change threatens to upset the delicate balance that makes Napa so ideal for producing wine. Wildfires in 2017 and 2020 burned thousands of acres and turned some wine grapes into expensive raisins. Even vineyards that were spared the heat and flames saw their grapes take on an ash flavor known as smoke taint. More ruined crops are in store if temperatures continue to rise at their current pace. By 2050, climatologists predict the temperature in Napa will exceed 100°F (38°C) more than 15 times a year, far too hot for Cabernet Sauvignon grapes. Some wineries may be able to mitigate the damage by switching to hardier grapes, but that won’t completely offset the losses.
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Yosemite


Get to know California’s favorite park, up close and personal.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Central California


Getting There: The closest major airport is in Fresno, about 2½ hours away by car. San Francisco International Airport is about a 3½-hour drive.


When to Go: More than three-quarters of all Yosemite visitors arrive between May and October; July and August are the busiest months. The roads to Glacier Point and Tuolumne Meadows close completely in winter. Yosemite’s waterfalls peak in April and May but usually dry up by midsummer.





Even if you’ve never been to Yosemite, you probably think you know it. Maybe somebody bought you a calendar of Ansel Adams’s iconic photos. Maybe you saw Alex Honnold scale El Capitan in the 2018 film Free Solo. Maybe you read about the time Teddy Roosevelt asked John Muir to personally guide him on a camping trip through the park—a visit that led to expanded federal protection of the Yosemite Valley and the creation of five more national parks and 150 national forests. Maybe you’ve seen postcards of sequoias so massive you could drive a car through a tunnel in one of their trunks.


But when you set foot in the park, you realize you hardly know it at all. As stunning as the Ansel Adams photos are, they can’t capture in black and white the impossibly cerulean sky that brightens even amateur selfies. Unless you’re a serious climber, you can only stand at the base of El Capitan and marvel at Honnold’s ascent. And those colossal trees? They’re in another section of the park, an hour’s drive (albeit a pretty one) south of the locus of activity in Yosemite Valley (and you can’t actually drive through any of them).


You also may not be prepared for the number of people that flood Yosemite’s premier attractions from May through September. A pilot program starting in 2022 attempted seasonal crowd control by requiring visitors to secure a reservation to drive into the park between 6 AM and 4 PM. But to get that picture-perfect shot of Half Dome, Cathedral Rocks, or Yosemite Falls, you may still have to wait for a dozen or more other Adams wannabes to snap their photos. And you’ll want to secure your lodgings far in advance, be they in a campground, cabin, motel, or the majestic, historic (and pricy) Ahwahnee Hotel.


None of this should deter you from getting to know Yosemite in person. Yosemite Valley gets most of the park’s traﬃc, but it’s only a tiny portion of the acreage. The farther you get from the valley, the more intimate your Yosemite experience will be. The park features more than 750 miles (1,208 km) of hiking trails, many of which ascend to breathtaking vistas you can’t see from below. Seeing the park on a bicycle often allows you to whiz by cars stuck in traﬃc.
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Unfortunately, those cars aren’t just a traﬃc headache; they’re a major source of air pollution that can turn those strikingly blue skies brown or gray. The worst smog usually comes from outside the park, carried by westerly winds from California’s Central Valley. This ground-level ozone pollution is distinct from smoke from forest fires, also a now-constant threat. Fire season traditionally lasted from July to November but is nearly year-round these days because of climate change and drought.
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Las Vegas


Enjoy Sin City before it truly becomes hellish.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Southern Nevada


Getting There: Harry Reid International Airport receives direct flights from all over the U.S.


When to Go: There’s no wrong time to go if you plan to stay indoors. Temperatures get uncomfortably hot in summer (May-September), but hotel prices usually fall as the mercury rises.





Las Vegas is fabulous. There’s even a sign at the entrance to the Strip swearing to it. And unlike so many things about Sin City, the promise of a fabulous vacation isn’t just hype. Beyond the flashing neon, the spinning roulette wheels, and the pulsing beat at the legendary pool parties lie some attractions that truly make Las Vegas fabulous.


Ironically, gambling isn’t even one of them. As of 2022, casinos were legal in more than 40 U.S. states, and in 24 of them, you don’t even have to go to tribal land. If you want to play craps or blackjack you probably don’t have to fly all the way to the middle of the desert. You do, however, need a special trip to see Adele in concert one night and Usher the next. Once a destination for fading stars trading on well-worn hits, today’s Vegas is where A-list talent takes up residency for sold-out months at a time. (And of course Wayne Newton, as ever.)


All-you-can-eat buffets are practically synonymous with Las Vegas, and there are still plenty of them. But in recent years, steam tables have been supplemented by some of the best restaurants in the country. Just about every celebrity chef you can think of—from Emeril to Giada to Nobu—has a Vegas outpost. Their presence has created a dining scene that now rivals cities like New York, Los Angeles, and New Orleans, with options for every budget.
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Visitors may also be surprised by how much of Las Vegas is free, and not just the drinks. It costs absolutely nothing to watch the dancing waters in the Bellagio fountain, tour the Wildlife Habitat at the Flamingo, experience the erupting volcano at the Mirage, wander the Forum Shops at Caesars Palace, or marvel at the kitschy architecture of Paris or the Luxor. Simply walking up and down the Strip (a.k.a. Las Vegas Blvd.) is one of the best travel values in the world.


But as the planet heats up, Vegas visitors might find themselves ever-more confined to swimming pools and air-conditioned spaces (ironically, contributing even more greenhouse gases to the problem). In 2022, Climate Central ranked Las Vegas as the second-fastest-warming city in the U.S., with summer temperatures rising 5.8°F (3.3°C) since 1970. The only city that heated up faster over that time period? Reno, where temperatures skyrocketed 10.9°F (6.1°C).
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Grand Canyon


Just one look is all it takes to be spellbound.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Northern Arizona


Getting There: Phoenix’s Sky Harbor International Airport is a 3.5-hour drive from the South Rim. The closest airport to the North Rim is Harry Reid International in Las Vegas (about five hours by car).


When to Go: The shoulder seasons (April-May and Sept.-Oct.) are the best time to visit. The weather is not too hot and not too cold, and there are far fewer crowds than in the peak summer season (June-August).





There are all kinds of reasons not to visit Grand Canyon.


It’s hot. From June to August, the mercury at the top of the canyon routinely crests 100°F (38°C), and it’s often 20 degrees (11°C) hotter on the canyon floor.


It’s cold. It gets below freezing most nights from November to April on the South Rim. It gets warmer as you descend into the canyon, but snow that melts and refreezes into ice can make footing treacherous.


It’s crowded. Approximately 6 million people visit Grand Canyon each year. The wait to get into the park can be up to two hours, and parking can be scarce after 9 AM. Campsites and hotel rooms, especially those within the park, fill up months in advance.


There’s nothing to do. There are only a few hiking trails at the South Rim, usually ranging from steep to very steep. Most of them save the hardest part of the journey for last, when you walk back up the canyon. And you have to keep an eye out to avoid stepping in mule poop.


So why is Grand Canyon on everyone’s bucket list? Because even a brief visit to this ginormous hole in the ground just might change your world view. Here lies 6 million years of history, unearthed millimeter by millimeter by the Colorado River, until the entire state of Rhode Island could fit inside this mile- (1.6-km-) deep chasm. Doing nothing more than gaping at what nature hath wrought is a humbling experience. No wonder it’s been named one of the seven natural wonders of the world.
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So if it’s hot, take a rafting trip down the river, stay in the air-conditioned car and follow the 23-mile (37-km) Desert View Drive, or feel the breeze as you bicycle the 13-mile (22-km) Greenway, which connects the South Rim’s most popular destinations. If it’s cold, warm up with a brisk walk along Canyon Rim Trail, which traces the south rim for 13 miles (22 km) and is flat enough for wheelchairs most of the way. If it’s crowded, visit the North Rim instead; it gets a tenth as many visitors as the South Rim, so there’s rarely a crowd at parking lots, trailheads, or restaurants.
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Climate change has already increased the number of days when it’s simply too hot to descend much farther than Ooh-Aah Point, which is less than a mile (1.4 km) from the South Rim. Park oﬃcials have modeled what might happen if unusually hot days become the norm, or worse, if the region becomes as arid as the Sahara. In that scenario, entire forests could burn or die off, opening thousands of acres to invasive species. There’s also an ongoing battle to keep uranium mines out of the Grand Canyon watershed. There are more than 600 claims on uranium near the canyon; without decisive action, those claims could become active mines, fouling groundwater for miles around.
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Phoenix and Tucson


Enjoy these resort cities, in any season but summer.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Southern Arizona


Getting There: Phoenix’s Sky Harbor and Tucson International airports both receive flights from all over the U.S. and Canada; Phoenix also receives flights from a few European cities. The drive between the two cities takes about two hours.


When to Go: November to April.





“But it’s a dry heat” has long been the rejoinder to complaints that the temperature in Arizona’s desert cities is too hot. There’s even some merit to that reasoning. A 90°F (32°C) day feels a lot more comfortable in Phoenix or Tucson than it does in Houston or even Boston, where those temperatures are often accompanied by sweltering humidity. If you’re in the shade, anything under triple digits in Arizona is usually quite tolerable, and there’s a lot to do.


More than 86% of Arizona’s population lives in the Sun Corridor, which includes the cities of Phoenix and Tucson and their suburbs that sprawl like wildflowers across the Sonoran Desert. From November to April, days are bright and cloudless, perfect for golfing, hiking, playing tennis, horseback riding, or lounging poolside. Nights are cool and clear enough for stargazing.
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Arizona’s reputation as the spa capital of the world dates to the late 19th century, when thousands of tuberculosis patients moved to the southwest, hoping the dry air would cure the illness. Wellness is still the goal at today’s spas, but treatments aim to remedy less-fatal maladies like aching bones or clogged pores. Scottsdale, a posh city northeast of central Phoenix, has more spas per capita than any U.S. city, usually ensconced within some of the ritziest resorts in the world.


More recently, Major League Baseball has been a major player in the population boom that made Phoenix the fastest growing major American city. The Arizona Diamondbacks joined the league as an expansion franchise in 1998; they’re one of 15 major league teams that play their spring training games in Arizona’s Cactus League, drawing fans from all over.


Unfortunately, temperatures the rest of the year may be the Sun Corridor’s ultimate undoing. Tucson was the fifth-fastest-warming city in the country in 2021, with temperatures rising 4.6°F (2.6°C) since 1970. In Phoenix, the mercury has exceeded 115°F (46°C) just once a year on average since 1970, according to Climate Central. But if greenhouse gas emissions continue at their current rate, that temperature could be the norm for more than half the year by 2050. In that kind of heat, railroads can buckle, highways can melt, and the air becomes too thin for large planes to take off. What’s worse, it won’t even be a dry heat. Hotter temperatures are expected to bring higher humidity too, especially during the summer months, when sudden downpours create flash flooding—not to mention mosquitoes.
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Glen Canyon National Recreation Area


One of America’s most popular boating destinations might soon be better suited to hiking.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Arizona and Utah


Getting There: The park is more or less equidistant from Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Salt Lake City, about four hours by car from each.


When to Go: The opportunity to jump into the lake and escape the scorching desert heat makes summer the most popular time of year to visit. Spring (March-May) and fall (Oct.-Dec.) are cooler but still warm enough for outdoor activities.





Since construction was completed in 1966, Glen Canyon Dam has been providing electricity and drinking water for a handful of western states and recreation opportunities to visitors from all over the Southwest. Behind the dam sits Lake Powell, the largest engineered lake in North America, with 1,960 miles (3,154 km) of shoreline spanning Arizona and Utah. Four marinas on the turquoise lake welcome boats of all kinds, especially houseboats, which are a Lake Powell standby because they require no special license to rent.


The lake’s long, skinny shape lures water-skiers to its deep middle, while kayakers and canoers explore the numerous no-wake zones that branch off the main fork. Anglers often fish just below the dam, where the National Park Service offers an incentive of $25 (and at times, even more) for removing invasive brown trout longer than 6 inches (15 cm) from the lake. That’s also the put-in point for many popular rafting trips, taking floaters through Horseshoe Bend, the most photographed location in the park. Swimming is permitted just about anywhere in the lake, but there are no lifeguards.


In the past few years, docks sitting on dry land hundreds of yards from water’s edge have become a common sight, as the Southwest endures its worst drought in more than 1,200 years. In summer 2022, Lake Powell was just 24% full—the lowest it’s ever been—with bathtub-style rings hundreds of feet high along the sandstone canyons reminding visitors where the water level used to be. The Bureau of Reclamation predicts that within the next five years, the water level could decrease to the point that the dam would cease to produce hydropower.
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That’s a disturbing trend for anyone who cares about the environment, and it’s bad news for visitors looking for a water park in the middle of the desert. But not everyone is troubled by the disappearing lake, which has revealed buried treasures with every foot it recedes. Gregory Natural Bridge, for example, one of the largest natural spans in the country, is no longer submerged underwater, but instead soars 20 feet above the surface. Whitewater rapids have returned to Cataract Canyon, a 46-mile (74-km) stretch of the lake that was too deep for such challenges before the drought. Coves that previously welcomed paddlers have become gorgeous red rock canyons beckoning hikers. Currently, the National Park Service does not maintain any trails in the recreation area, but that might change in the future, as Glen Canyon evolves from a water playground to a land-based attraction.
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Yellowstone National Park


If you visit only one National Park in your lifetime, make it the world’s first.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Northwest Wyoming and parts of Idaho and Montana


Getting There: Bozeman-Yellowstone International is the closest airport. The park is about a nine-hour drive from Denver.


When to Go: More than 80% of Yellowstone visitors arrive between June and September; almost a quarter of them in July. April, May, September, and October see significantly smaller crowds, although some roads may be closed.





There’s a reason Yellowstone was chosen as the world’s first National Park back in 1872. It’s the quintessential National Park. Just about anything you can imagine doing in a preserved wilderness environment, you can do in Yellowstone.


Like to spot big land animals? Yellowstone has 67 different mammal species, including black and grizzly bears, cougars, Canada lynx, gray wolves, and river otters. And those are just the carnivores. The list of ungulates includes moose, bighorn sheep, elk, mountain goats, pronghorns, and the literal show-stoppers: bison, who cross the roads in giant herds, causing the only traﬃc jams anybody is ever remotely happy to sit through.


How about birdwatching? Among the park’s 285 different avian species are 19 types of raptors, including bald eagles, ospreys, peregrine falcons, American kestrels, and four different owl species; Yellowstone’s wetlands attract Canada Geese and trumpeter swans.


Hiking? More than 900 miles (1,449 km) of trails range from the 0.6-mile (1.0-km) Trout Lake Trail to multi-day treks through untrammeled wilderness. There are hikes along the rim of a canyon, to the top of a mountain, around a lake, to a waterfall, along a creek—pretty much every kind of landscape you can think of. The 3-mile (5-km) trail from Chittenden Road to Mount Washburn takes you to the top of a 10,234-foot (3,122-meter) peak, with panoramic views up to 50 miles (80 km) away. Ten established bike trails welcome cyclists, while myriad lakes are open to canoeing, kayaking, and fishing. In winter, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, and snowmobiling are the best ways to experience the relative solitude that descends when the summer crowds abate.


Prefer to see the sights without all the exertion? The 140-mile (230-km) Grand Loop Road links Yellowstone’s eight developed areas; a complete circuit takes up to seven hours without stops, but the stops are the point. The site almost everyone visits is Old Faithful, a geyser that erupts on average every 74 minutes, but it’s merely the most famous of Yellowstone’s cavalcade of thermal spectacles. People can hardly believe their eyes (or their selfies) when they see Grand Prismatic Spring. The largest hot spring in the U.S., it looks more like a lake painted by a rainbow. Mammoth Hot Springs, meanwhile, shows what happens when volcanically heated water seeps through limestone fractures and leaves behind travertine terraces as it cools. Elk love this part of the park.
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A UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1978, Yellowstone faces threats to its existence that are as varied as its attractions. Invasive species pose a risk to its biodiversity. Forest fires grow bigger and hotter each year. There’s also a remote threat of the big one: a massive volcanic eruption like the one that originally created this landscape more than two million years ago. A repeat of that prehistoric event is unlikely; more probable is an earthquake like the 7.3-magnitude tremor that occurred here in 1959. Yellowstone experiences up to 3,000 earthquakes a year, but most are too small to be felt.
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Glacier National Park


The name might be a misnomer if you don’t visit soon.
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Plan Your Trip


Location: Northwest Montana


Getting There: The nearest major airports are Missoula International, about a three-hour drive south of the park, or Spokane International Airport in Washington, a beautiful five-hour drive away.


When to Go: Snow usually buries Going-to-the-Sun Road from mid-October through June (you can cross-country ski the road if it’s closed to car traﬃc). From Memorial Day weekend to Labor Day, there is a $2 reservation ticket to drive the park’s central artery.





Read any story about the effects of climate change on America’s national treasures, and you’re bound to see mention of the irony of Glacier National Park losing its glaciers. During the previous decade, the National Park Service posted signs warning that the park’s signature glaciers could be gone as early as 2020. That hasn’t happened yet. But while the specific date of the glaciers’ departure is now a bit more nebulous, there’s no doubt that they are irrevocably shrinking. New signs now read: WHEN THEY WILL COMPLETELY DISAPPEAR DEPENDS ON HOW AND WHEN WE ACT.


Perhaps the greater irony, though, is that Glacier was never the best place for the average person to see glaciers. Most of the park’s glaciers require a hike, often a strenuous one, and even then, they might be hard to distinguish from a plain old snowfield. (Two exceptions are the Jackson Glacier and the Salamander Glacier, both visible without leaving paved roads.) But while glaciers are what gave the park its name, the gorgeous landscape they have left behind is the real attraction.
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Glacier encompasses more than a million acres (410,078 hectares) and nearly as many alpine lakes. There is essentially just one road through this unspoiled wilderness, and what a road it is! The Going-to-the-Sun Road is a narrow, winding ribbon of blacktop through Glacier’s five different ecosystems and habitat for 71 kinds of mammals (including mountain lions and wolverines) and 276 bird species. Even if you drive the entire 50-mile (80-km) length without leaving your car (and many visitors do exactly that), you’ll be overwhelmed. The road itself is a remarkable accomplishment, with arches and tunnels carved by hand from the surrounding rock, enabling visitors to drive to vistas previously enjoyed only by bears, moose, bighorn sheep, and intrepid hikers. (Download the self-guided audio tour from the park website for more information about the road and what you’ll see on either side of it.)
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