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Introduction

What Is a “Best Easy” Day Hike?

While researching and writing a much larger book on Yellowstone called Hiking Yellowstone National Park, I had frequent discussions with rangers on what kind of information hikers most requested. I also had the same discussions with many hikers out on the trails.

It seems, in general, that the park has two types of visitors—those who want to spend several days experiencing the depth of the Yellowstone backcountry and those who have only a day or two and would like a choice sampling of the special features of Yellowstone. This book is for the second group.

Hiking Yellowstone National Park covers almost every section of trail in the park, including those that are neither best nor easy. Best Easy Day Hikes Yellowstone National Park includes only shorter, less strenuous hikes that are among the nicest in the park. Most are short, but a few are longer. With a few exceptions, none have steep upgrades. All hikes are on easy-to-follow trails with no off-trail sections. It’s also easy to get to the trailheads of all hikes in this book, and you can get there with any two-wheel-drive vehicle.

Some of the hikes in this book might not seem easy to some hikers but will be easy to others. To help you decide, I’ve ranked the hikes from easiest to hardest. I also listed the approximate hiking time required for each hike, but this means hiking time only, not time spent watching wildlife, photographing wildflowers, fishing, taking naps or the many other ways we enjoy the wilderness. Please keep in mind that short does not always equal easy. Other factors such as elevation gain and trail conditions have to be considered.

Be Prepared

Hiking in Yellowstone is generally safe. Still, hikers should be prepared, whether they are out for a short stroll or venturing into the secluded backcountry. Some specific advice:

• Know the basics of first aid, including how to treat bleeding, bites and stings, and fractures, strains, or sprains. Pack a first-aid kit on each excursion.

• Familiarize yourself with the symptoms of heat exhaustion and heat stroke. Heat exhaustion symptoms include heavy sweating, muscle cramps, headache, dizziness, and fainting. Should you or any of your hiking party exhibit any of these symptoms, cool the victim down immediately by rehydrating and getting him or her to an air-conditioned location. Cold showers also help reduce body temperature. Heat stroke is much more serious: The victim may lose consciousness and the skin is hot and dry to the touch. In this event, call 911 immediately.

• Regardless of the weather, your body needs a lot of water while hiking. A full 32-ounce bottle is the minimum for these short hikes, but more is always better. Bring a full water bottle, whether water is available along the trail or not.

• Don’t drink from streams, rivers, creeks, or lakes without treating or filtering the water first. Waterways and water bodies may host a variety of contaminants, including giardia, which can cause serious intestinal unrest.

• Prepare for extremes of both heat and cold by dressing in layers.

• Yellowstone is bear country, so familiarize yourself with proper behavior (see my book Bear Aware for complete information). Stay alert and watch for signs of recent bear activity on the trail (piles of scat, overturned rocks and logs, etc.). Make noise while hiking to alert bears to your presence—the last thing you want to do is surprise a bear on the trail. Finally, heed all bear warnings or trail closures posted by park officials. By being smart, you can safely hike in bear country and, if you’re lucky, you might even see one of the magnificent creatures (from a safe distance, of course).

Leave No Trace

Going into a national park such as Yellowstone is like visiting a famous museum. You obviously do not want to leave your mark on any art treasure in the museum. If everybody going through the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would be quickly destroyed—and of what value is a big building full of trashed art? The same goes for a famous wilderness such as Yellowstone, which is as magnificent as any masterpiece by any artist. If we all left just one little mark on the landscape, the wilderness would soon be despoiled.

A wilderness can accommodate human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for everybody. All hikers have a responsibility to know and follow leave-no-trace principles. An important source of these principles can be found in the book Leave No Trace.

The wilderness is shrinking, and the number of users is mushrooming. More and more hiking areas show unsightly signs of heavy use.

Consequently a new code of ethics is growing out of the necessity of coping with the unending waves of people who want a perfect wilderness experience. Today we all must leave no clues that we have gone before. Canoeists can look behind the canoe and see no trace of their passing. Hikers should have the same goal. Enjoy the wilderness but leave no trace of your visit.
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