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“There is just one hope of repulsing the tyrannical ambition of civilization to conquer every inch of the whole earth. That hope is the organization of spirited people who will fight for the freedom and preservation of wilderness.”

—Bob Marshall
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FOREWORD: What’s It’s Really Like to Hike in Yellowstone

Hiking Yellowstone is unlike hiking any other place on Earth.


In Yellowstone you can be alone. The park has a reputation for being overcrowded, but that’s rarely the case on backcountry trails. While thousands drive around the Old Faithful area trying to find a parking spot or toilet, you can hike all day in the back-country without seeing another human being.


In Yellowstone you can hike to some of the best fishing in the world. And the trout you catch have never lived in a hatchery run or eaten a marshmallow.


In Yellowstone you can hike through perhaps the richest remaining wildlife sanctuary in the lower forty-eight states. And when you see a grizzly bear or a pack of wolves or a herd of elk from the trail, you don’t have to fret about creating a traffic jam when you take your time to enjoy it.


In Yellowstone you can hike every step in the shadow of the great bear. In fact, it’s impossible to hike in Yellowstone without thinking grizzly and knowing you aren’t the dominant species out there. If you’re anxious to see a grizzly, you’ll be up early and late glassing the slopes. If you’re full of bear fear, you’ll be noisily hiking in the heat of the day and tossing sleeplessly in your tent, convincing yourself that every night sound is a bear approaching.


In Yellowstone you can hear the ultimate sound of the wilderness—the drawn-out howl of the wolf, now firmly reestablished to its rightful place in the natural system of America’s first national park. The master predator’s song is like frosting on the cake of your night in the Yellowstone wilderness.


In Yellowstone you can come around a bend in the trail and be eyeball to eyeball with a 2,000-pound bison. At this point, of course, you should beat a hasty retreat off the trail. Bison never yield to hikers.


In Yellowstone you can hike through thermal areas—and not only on boardwalks in heavily used roadside geyser basins. You can spend hours carefully exploring back-country thermal areas, some not even marked on maps. Mother Nature is in high gear in Yellowstone. New thermal areas spring up every year, and others cool off and go away. So you never know what will be around the next bend in the trail.


In Yellowstone you can see so many waterfalls. Because the unique geology of the park has caused many sudden uplifts, Yellowstone has more waterfalls than any other national park.


In Yellowstone you can hike along the most beautiful streams. Some are large, like the Yellowstone and Snake Rivers, or small, like Nez Perce and Fan Creeks, but all are untamed and natural—textbook examples of what a watercourse is supposed to look like without riprap or dams or bridges or channel straightening.


In Yellowstone you really have to try hard to not have a memorable hike.
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The grizzly is one of Yellowstone’s icons. COURTESY OF NPS










INTRODUCTION: Bears, Bison, Bugs, and More

Here are a few things you might want to know about hiking in Yellowstone.


Bears: Unlike many other parks and wilderness areas, you can’t just go anywhere anytime. The NPS manages Yellowstone with a natural regulation policy, which, in general, means wildlife concerns trump hiker concerns. The NPS closes some areas to hiking permanently or seasonally; other areas have limited hours. In addition, hazardous situations can develop and cause temporary trail closures that protect both animals and people.


Bison: Abundant wildlife in Yellowstone adds a spectacular element to the hiking experience, but when you see bison on or near the trail, don’t be nonchalant. Bison look tame, slow, and docile, but the opposite is true. Always give bison a wide berth.


Bugs: In June and July and occasionally in August, the clouds of mosquitoes seem like they could block out the sun on a clear day, so come prepared with plenty of repellent and netting. You can also wait until August or September, when most mosquitoes die off.


Prime season: In most cases the best time to hike Yellowstone is late July through mid-September—for several reasons. First, hungry mosquitoes await hikers in June and July. Second, Yellowstone gets buried in snow every winter, so you can’t hike high-altitude trails until mid-July, and some low-altitude areas (most notably the Bechler) stay wet and marshy into July. (In early July Bechler Meadows can be a large lake 1 or 2 feet deep!) Third, high water in Yellowstone streams can make fords dangerous until mid-July or later. And fourth, bear-management regulations restrict entry and camping into some areas until July 1 or July 15.


Downfall: The famous fires of 1988 and later blazes heavily burned much of Yellowstone. Even now, decades later, hikers face “the morning after.” Millions of burned trees have yet to fall down, and when they do, many will fall over trails. It’s impossible for trail crews to keep up, so expect to climb over a few downed logs.


Fords: Many trails in Yellowstone involve fording large streams. If this isn’t on your agenda, be sure to research your hike to make sure it doesn’t require a ford. Refer to the “Make It a Safe Trip” chapter for information on fording rivers more safely and for a list of trails that have fords over large streams.


Weather: It can snow any day of the year in Yellowstone, so always be prepared for it. Normal summer weather patterns (if there are such things) create clear mornings with thundershowers (or “rollers,” as they’re called locally) in the midafternoon, followed by a clear, coolish evening. This means early-morning hikers usually enjoy better weather and are more likely to get their tents set up before it rains.


Sharing: Hikers don’t have the trails of Yellowstone to themselves. They share the trails with a growing number of backcountry horsemen. If you meet a stock party on the trail, yield by moving off the trail on the downhill side and quietly let the stock animals pass.
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A Yellowstone icon, Old Faithful is just one of many geysers in the park. COURTESY OF NPS, JIM PEACO



Drive time: If you have to drive long distances in Yellowstone, plan on about twice the normal driving time, especially if you’re going through the Hayden Valley between Canyon and Fishing Bridge. You can save time by getting up early and driving to the trailhead before most tourists leave camp and clog the roads.


Research pays: Try to plan your trip (and alternatives to it) before you arrive in Yellowstone. This saves valuable time—and you want to spend that time hiking instead of driving around or waiting in traffic jams, right? Have a backup plan. Bear management, fires, high water, road construction, and other factors can change your plans, and you want to have a Plan B.


Planning Your Trip

It’s amazing how pleasant and stress-free your hiking trip to Yellowstone can be when it’s well planned. The following information should help you plan your trip.



Getting to Yellowstone

Yellowstone National Park crosses the boundaries of three states (Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming) and has five entrance stations: North, Northeast, East, South, and West. You can drive into the park from five gateway communities—Red Lodge, Gardiner, and West Yellowstone in Montana or Cody and Jackson in Wyoming. In addition, you can enter the park at the Bechler River Ranger Station in the far southwestern corner of the park, accessed from Ashton, Idaho. Expect to pay a fee to enter the park.


The roads to the park are well maintained but only two lanes, and they’re often crowded with traffic, including slow-moving vehicles. If you drive during midday, don’t be in a hurry.


You can fly into small airports at Jackson, Wyoming, or West Yellowstone, Montana, but most park visitors fly into larger airports at Salt Lake City, Utah; Billings or Bozeman, Montana; or Idaho Falls, Idaho.


Any two-wheel-drive vehicle can negotiate all roads in the park. The park speed limit is 45 miles per hour (and strictly enforced), but in many cases traffic moves much slower.




Getting a Backcountry Camping Permit

The park requires a permit for all overnight stays in Yellowstone’s backcountry. A backcountry permit allows the permit holder and group members to camp in a designated location. Day hikers do not need a permit.


The process of getting a backcountry camping permit can get complicated, but most questions can be answered by checking out the Backcountry Trip Planner on the parks website. You can also request a print copy of the publication.


During the peak season (May 15 to October 31), backpackers can get back-country permits online in advance at www.recreation.gov or in person at various park locations during a walk-up period (the two days prior to the start of your trip). To get a permit in advance of your trip (always better if you can do it), hikers have two options in what the park calls the “early access lottery” or the “general on-sale period.”


During the nonpeak season (November 1 to May 14), you can get permits online at www.recreation.gov starting October 6 or in-person mid-December to mid-March at the South Entrance Station. During the nonpeak season, all the campsite permits are released at once instead of with a early access lottery system. After reserving a permit on Recreation.gov, contact the Central Backcountry Office to have your permit issued. Permits may be printed or downloaded at home within five days of the trip start date after receiving a backcountry orientation from the backcountry office staff. The NPS has no plans to make minor adjustments in these dates at this time, but it’s possible they could change slightly in the future.


Be sure to check out the Winter Backcountry Camping page for more information regarding winter backcountry camping.


For a list of backcountry office locations and hours go to the Backcountry Situation Report page on the park’s website (nps.gov/yell). You can also get updated information on backcountry conditions and closures on that page.
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Yellowstone’s other icon, Lower Falls. COURTESY OF NPS, ROSALIE LARUE




The park makes about 75 percent of the backcountry campsites available for advance reservation. Reservations must be made at least three days in advance of the trip start date. Remaining campsites are available in-person at park backcountry offices on a first-come, first-served basis and can be requested a maximum of two days before the trip start date. Permits are date specific, so if your plans aren’t firm, wait until you have the exact dates.


Because demand for backcountry campsites in many areas of the park exceeds capacity during peak periods, the park has provided an option called the “early access lottery,” which is a fair and randomized process. Successful applicants are granted early access to reservations, with the earliest access having more options to secure a reservation for popular areas. Lottery participants with later access may not have access to their preferred itinerary but can create an alternate trip using available campsites.


The application period for the early access lottery is early to mid-March but varies slightly each year, so check the park’s website for exact dates. When applying for the early access lottery you will need to provide contact information, not a trip itinerary.


Successful applicants are provided a date and time that their individual access window opens, which is early to mid-April. Again, these dates vary slightly each year, so check the website for exact dates. Applicants may create a reservation at any time during the access window. The park limits applicants to a single reservation during the early access period but may create additional reservations after the access window closes in late April during the general on-sale period.


Groups needing multiple campsites each night will need to submit separate applications with different trip leaders.


Starting in late April, you can reserve any remaining permits for open campsites at Recreation.gov. Again, reservations must be made at least three days prior to the trip start date.


All permits have nominal fees, and backpackers must go to one of the park’s backcountry offices in visitor centers throughout the park to physically obtain their backcountry permit.


If you have questions, check out the Backcountry Permit Frequently Asked Questions page on the park’s website. You can also call the central backcountry office at (307) 344-2160. There is also an email link if you prefer that option. Also, you can ask for a printed copy of the Backcountry Trip Planner or you can read it on the park’s website.



Commercial Guided Backpacking Trips

The park also allows several commercial companies to lead backpacking trips in the park. If you prefer this option, the company usually handles the backcountry campsite reservation process and gets your permit for you. Here are a list of companies currently providing guided trips in the park.







	Company
	Website
	Phone



	





	Adventure Treks
	http://adventuretreks.com
	(828) 698-0399



	Backcountry Journeys LLC
	http://backcountryjourneys.com
	(928) 478-1521



	Good Trip Adventures LLC
	http://goodtripadventures.com
	(406) 451-0455



	In Our Nature Guiding Services LLC
	http://in-our-nature.com
	(406) 579-3838



	Lillard Fly Fishing Expeditions
	http://lillardflyfishing.com
	(828) 577-8204



	Moondance Adventures
	http://moondanceadventures.com
	(605) 610-5900



	Moonlight Basin
	http://moonlightbasin.com
	(406) 203-3281



	Recreational Equipment Inc. (RBI)
	http://rei.com/adventures
	(480) 945-2881



	Teton Valley Ranch Camp
	http://tvrcamp.org
	(307) 455-2885



	Teton Wilderness Tours
	http://tetonwildernesstours.com
	(208) 201-4618








You can pick up permits at the following locations in the park:


	Bechler Ranger Station

	Bridge Bay Ranger Station

	Canyon Ranger Station/Visitor Center

	Grant Village Backcountry Office

	Mammoth Visitor Center

	Old Faithful Ranger Station

	South Entrance Ranger Station

	Tower Ranger Station

	West Yellowstone Visitor Information Center




Backcountry Regulations

Backcountry use regulations aren’t intended to complicate your life; they’re intended to help preserve the natural landscape and protect park visitors. The NPS gives these backcountry use regulations to hikers when they get their permits.


In Yellowstone you must:



	Have a permit for all overnight stays of the backcountry.

	Camp in designated campsites.

	Build campfires in established fire rings and only at campsites where campfires are allowed.

	Suspend food at least 10 feet above the ground and 4 feet horizontally from a post or tree.

	Carry out all trash. If you can pack it in, you can pack it out.

	Have a valid park fishing permit if you’re fishing anywhere in the park. Children age 11 or younger do not need permits.





In Yellowstone you must not:



	Feed, touch, tease, frighten, or intentionally disturb wildlife.

	Take pets into the backcountry.

	Possess or operate a motorized vehicle, bicycle, wheeled vehicle, or cart in any undeveloped area or on any backcountry trail.

	Dispose of human waste within 100 feet of any water source or campsite or within sight of a trail.

	Toss, throw, or roll rocks or other items inside caves; into valleys, canyons, or caverns; down hillsides; or into thermal features.

	Possess, destroy, injure, deface, remove, dig, or disturb from its natural state any plant, rock, animal, mineral, or cultural or archaeological resource.

	Violate a closure, designation, use, or activity restriction or condition; a schedule or visiting hours; or a public-use limit.

	Travel off-trail or off-boardwalk in thermal areas.




Backcountry Campsites

If you’re like most hikers coming to Yellowstone, you want more information about the campsites. You want to know if it has a good view, how far you have to carry water, how sheltered it is, if there is enough firewood, etc. However, unless you’re lucky enough to know somebody who has been at a particular campsite or find a backcountry ranger who has been there, that campsite will only be numbers on a map; detailed information on campsites is difficult to find.
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Early morning on the Lamar River COURTESY OF NPS, J. SCHMIDT
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Bison swimming a misty Yellowstone River. COURTESY OF NPS, J. SCHMIDT




For the most part, the NPS has done a superb job of locating campsites in Yellowstone, so there aren’t many bad choices. Nonetheless, some campsites are definitely better than others. If you plan to carry a big pack 10 miles to a mountain lake with several designated campsites, you really want a nice one, right? That’s why, while hiking the trails of Yellowstone for this guidebook, we checked out every campsite. We’ve included a few details on every backcountry campsite after each of the four sections of the park.


We rated the campsites, with a five-star (5*) campsite being the best and a one-star (1*) the worst. These ratings are of course subjective. You might have a higher or lower opinion of the campsite. In most cases we were at these campsites only once, so weather conditions on that day could sway our opinion. Also, a campsite might be underwater with swarms of mosquitoes in June and July but dry and bug free in August and September. The rating system is hardly scientific, but it should give you some useful guidelines for selecting your evening accommodations. Ask the ranger giving out your permit if your campsite has been moved or improved recently, possibly after we had been there and given it our rating.


Before you reserve a campsite, make sure you’ve checked the restrictions. Many campsites don’t allow campfires; others are closed until late in the season to protect fragile wildlife resources or for safety considerations.


The NPS has split Yellowstone’s campsites into four categories: hiker only; stock party only; boater access only; and mixed, which can be reserved by backpackers, boaters, or backcountry horsemen. This book includes information only on hiker-only or mixed campsites.


Numerous campsites in Yellowstone have well-used tent sites too close to the food area or bear pole. For bear safety considerations, use another tent site at least 100 yards away from the food area or bear pole. This is important because Yellowstone does not have designated tent sites like a lot of parks do.


All campsites in Yellowstone are supposed to have either bear poles or cables or logs stretched between trees for hanging food. Nonetheless, just in case, be prepared to improvise by hanging food and garbage in trees. Also, the bear pole or cable isn’t always easy to find, so look around carefully before assuming there isn’t one at your campsite.


Don’t assume that all campsites are easy to find or have a noticeable trailside sign, which sometimes get knocked down or stolen. Keep the topo map out. When you get close to the campsite, watch carefully for it so that you don’t have to backtrack to find it. Ask the ranger giving you the permit for specific instructions to the campsite, and mark the exact location on your topo map.


The park also has some off-trail campsites varying from 200 yards to 1 mile from the trail, some difficult to find and without defined spur trails. Again, ask about this when getting your permit.


For hikers who use GPS units, the coordinates for all backcountry campsites are listed at the end of each section of the book.


One last note on campsites: The NPS is in the process of moving campsites currently located too close to trails. Bears use trails at night as travel corridors, so camping near a trail increases the chance of an encounter. This means some of the information listed in the campsite rating sections of this book might be outdated when you get your permit. When getting your permit, ask the ranger if the site has been moved.



For More Information

For a great summary of basic facts on visiting Yellowstone, call the main park number and ask for a free copy of Yellowstone Today, a newspaper published by Yellowstone Forever. You can also get a copy at the entrance station when you enter the park. The paper contains a list of commercial services available in the park, updates on park road construction, lists of events and guided tours, campgrounds, medical and emergency services and facilities, area museums, special exhibits, and lots more useful information. Yellowstone Today will answer most of your questions about park services.


The NPS can’t always keep up with visitor inquiries, so please be patient when trying to get questions answered. Also, publishers have cranked out a huge selection of books and other publications on Yellowstone. You might more easily find the information you need in those commercial publications than by calling the NPS. Many of these publications are available from Yellowstone Forever’s website: www.yellowstone.org.



To contact the NPS:


National Park Service


Park Headquarters


PO Box 168


Yellowstone National Park, WY 82190


(307) 344-7381


Email: yell_visitor_services@nps.gov


www.nps.gov/yell





To contact the Central Backcountry Office:


National Park Service


Park Headquarters, Backcountry Office


PO Box 168


Yellowstone National Park, WY 82190


(307) 344-2160


Email: yell_backcountry_office@nps.gov





To contact Yellowstone Forever:


Yellowstone Forever


PO Box 1857


Bozeman, MT 59771-1857


(406) 848-2400


Email: contact@yellowstone.org


www.yellowstone.org





Vehicle Camping in Yellowstone National Park

Yellowstone National Park has twelve campgrounds with over 2,000 established campsites. All campsites must be reserved in advance, with the exception of Mammoth Campground which offers first-come, first-served sites October 15-April 1. Most campsites are reserved far in advance, so if you plan to camp in Yellowstone, book your campsite months before your trip. Book your campsite at www.recreation.gov.



Historic Lodges in Yellowstone National Park

Instead of camping, you can reserve a room or cabin at one of Yellowstone’s historic lodges. To do so, contact Yellowstone National Park Lodges at (307) 344-7901. For more Information, go to www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com.



Emergency Medical Services

In case of an emergency, call 911, just like the big city. However, because of the remote location, the park has limited medical facilities. You can find “comprehensive medical care in a wilderness setting” at three clinics (set up by the West Park Hospital in Cody, Wyoming) at Lake, Mammoth, and Old Faithful.




How to Use This Guide

To use this book effectively, please note the following items.


Types of Trips

Suggested hikes have been split into the following categories:


Loop: Starts and finishes at the same trailhead, with no (or very little) retracing of your steps. Sometimes the definition of loop is stretched to include “lollipops” and trips that involve a short walk on a road at the end of the hike to get back to your vehicle.
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Stevenson Island is the second-largest island in Yellowstone Lake, often called the “inland sea.” COURTESY OF NPS, JIM PEACO




Shuttle: A point-to-point trip that requires two vehicles (one left at the other end of the trail) or a prearranged pickup at a designated time and place. One good way to manage the logistical problems of shuttles is to arrange for another party to start at the other end of the trail. The two parties meet at a predetermined point and then trade keys. When finished, they drive each other’s vehicle home.


Out-and-back: Traveling to a specific destination and then retracing your steps back to the trailhead.


Base camp: A point-to-point hike where you spend several nights at the same campsite, using the extra days for fishing, relaxing, or day hiking.



Ratings

To help you plan your trip, trails are rated as to difficulty, but these ratings should serve as a general guide only, not the final word. What is difficult to one hiker may be easy to the next. In this guidebook difficulty ratings consider both how long and how strenuous the route is and if it has any hazardous, off-trail, or hard-to-find sections. Here are general definitions of the ratings.


Easy: Suitable for any hiker, including children or elderly persons, without serious elevation gain, hazardous sections, or places where the trail is faint.


Moderate: Suitable for hikers who have some experience and at least an average fitness level. These hikes are probably not suitable for children or the elderly unless they have an above-average level of fitness. The hike may have some short sections where the trail is difficult to follow, and it often includes some hills.


Difficult: Suitable for experienced hikers with above-average fitness level, often with sections of the trail that are difficult to follow or even some off-trail sections that could require knowledge of route-finding with a topo map and compass or GPS unit, sometimes with serious elevation gain, and possibly some hazardous conditions.



Rating the Hills

Many guidebook authors describe hills to the best of their ability but do so subjectively. What is a big hill to one hiker might be a slight upgrade to the next. Also, it isn’t only going up that matters. Some hikers hate going down steep hills and the knee problems that go with descending with a big pack.


This guidebook uses a system that qualitatively rates hills by combining the elevation gain and the length of that section of trail. We used a fairly complicated mathematical formula to come up with a numerical hill rating similar to the system used by cyclists. The system works only for climbs of a half mile or longer, not short, steep hills.


Here is a rough description of the categories, listed from easiest to hardest. Category 5: A slight upgrade.


Category 4: Usually within the capabilities of any hiker.


Category 3: A well-conditioned hiker might describe a Category-3 climb as “gradual,” but a poorly conditioned hiker might complain about the steepness. It’s definitely not steep enough to deter you from hiking the trail, but these climbs will slow you down.


Category 2: Most hikers would consider these “big hills”—steep enough in some cases to make hikers choose an alternative trail but not the real lung-busting, calf-stretching hills.


Category 1: These are among the steepest hills in the park. If you have heart or breathing problems, or simply dislike climbing big hills, you might look for an alternative trail.


Category H: These are hills that make you wonder if the person who laid out the trail was on drugs. Any trail with a Category H hill is steeper than any trail should be. (Incidentally, “H” stands for “Horrible.”)


The climbs in Yellowstone are rated according to the following chart. Some climbs are rated in the hike descriptions of this book, but if they’re not included (or to use this formula in other hiking areas), get the mileage and elevation gain off the topo map and look them up on this chart.



Distances

As you use this guidebook, you’ll notice discrepancies between the trail distances listed in the book versus distances listed on maps and trail signs. The mileages used in this book come from the park’s geographic information system (GIS) data, and these are the same distances used on the Trails Illustrated maps. However, not all trail signs in the park have been replaced to reflect these more accurate mileages.


Keep in mind that distance is often less important than difficulty. A rocky, 2-mile uphill trail can take longer and require more effort than 4 miles on a well-contoured trail on flat terrain. So, no need to get excited about minor distance discrepancies.




FALCON HILL RATING CHART
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Elevation Charts


Many—but not all—hike descriptions in this guidebook include elevation charts. These charts provide a general idea of how hilly the route is. The vertical axis shows the elevation in feet. The horizontal axis doesn’t show mileage because it’s almost impossible to match the mileage with the actual trail mileage listed in the Miles and Direction section of each trail description. Scales can differ between hikes, so make sure you check the scale carefully. Some charts may show gradual hills to be steep and steep hills to be gradual simply because they have different scales. Hikes without elevation charts are short and have little or no elevation gain.



Maps

The maps in this book are not detailed and serve as a general guide only. You definitely should take a better map on your hike.
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A good variety of maps are available for Yellowstone, but in preparing this book, we mostly used Trails Illustrated maps or the US Geological Survey (USGS) quads. You can get both map series at park visitor centers or sport stores around the park. You can usually special order any USGS quad from your local sport store, or you can order them directly from the USGS at the following address:


Map Distribution


US Geological Survey


Box 25286, Federal Center


Denver, CO 80225


Maps also can be ordered online or downloaded at http://store.usgs.gov.


USGS Topographic Maps



	Big Horn Peak

	Sportsman Lake

	Electric Peak

	Gardiner

	Ash Mountain

	Specimen Creek

	Hummingbird Creek

	Roundhead Butte

	Cutoff Mountain

	Cooke City

	Divide Lake

	Joseph Peak

	Quadrant Mountain

	Mammoth

	Blacktail Deer Creek

	Tower Junction

	Lamar Canyon

	Mount Hornaday

	Abiathar Peak

	Pilot Peak

	Richards Creek

	Three Rivers Peak

	Mount Holmes

	Obsidian Cliff

	Cook Peak

	Mount Washburn

	Amethyst Mountain

	Opal Creek

	Cache Creek and Wahb Springs

	Canoe Lake

	West Yellowstone

	Mount Jackson

	Madison Junction

	Norris Junction

	Crystal Falls

	Canyon Village

	White Lake

	Pelican Cone

	Little Saddle Mountain

	Pollux Peak

	Jack Straw Basin

	Buffalo Meadows

	Lower Geyser Basin

	Mary Lake

	Beach Lake

	Lake

	Lake Butte

	Mount Chittenden

	Cathedral Peak

	Pahaska

	Buffalo Lake NE

	Summit Lake

	Old Faithful

	Craig Pass

	West Thumb

	Dot Island

	Frank Island

	Sylvan Lake

	Plentycoups Peak

	Eagle Creek

	Buffalo Lake

	Trischman Knob

	Shoshone Geyser Basin

	Lewis Falls

	Mount Sheridan

	Heart Lake

	Alder Lake

	Trail Lake

	Eagle Peak

	Pinnacle Mountain

	Bechler Falls

	Cave Falls
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The roadway through the famed Golden Gate south of Mammoth is truly amazing. COURTESY OF NPS, J. W. STOCKERT



Instead of buying traditional USGS quads, you can buy software programs containing all USGS data. You can print out parts of quads with your route marked on it and with elevation profiles.




Leave No Trace

Going into a national park such as Yellowstone is like visiting a famous museum. You obviously don’t want to leave your mark on an 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 pristine wilderness such as Yellowstone, which is as magnificent as any masterpiece by any artist. If we all leave 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 who follows. All wilderness users have a responsibility to know and follow the rules of no-trace camping.


Nowadays most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some aren’t aware that they have poor manners. Often their actions are dictated by the outdated habits of a past generation of campers who cut green boughs for evening shelters, built camp-fires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the past these “camping rules” may have been acceptable, but today such behavior is unacceptable. The wilderness is shrinking, and the number of users is mushrooming. More and more camping 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 been there. Canoeists can look behind the canoe and see no trace of their passing. Hikers and all others who enjoy wild country should have the same goal. Enjoy the wildness, but leave no trace of your visit.


Leave No Trace Principles


	Leave with everything you brought in.

	Leave no sign of your visit.

	Leave the landscape as you found it.



Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the wilderness. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at the campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, flip-tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also pick up any trash others leave behind.


Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail.


Don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them too, and collecting such souvenirs violates park regulations.


Avoid making loud noises that may disturb others. Remember, sound travels easily to the other side of the lake. Be courteous.


Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep, and pack out used toilet paper. Keep human waste at least 300 feet from any water source.


Finally, and perhaps most important, strictly follow the pack-in/pack-out rule. If you carry something into the backcountry, consume it or carry it out.


Leave no trace—and put your ear to the ground in the wilderness and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.

Make It a Safe Trip

The Boy Scouts of America have been guided for decades by what is perhaps the single best piece of safety advice: Be Prepared! For starters this means wearing proper clothing and carrying a compass, topographic map, and survival and first-aid materials—and knowing how to use them.


Perhaps the second-best piece of safety advice is to tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return. Pilots file flight plans before taking off, and anybody venturing into a blank spot on the map should do the same. File your “flight plan” with a friend or relative before taking off.
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Heed these signs when you see them, but always be careful in backcountry thermal areas.




Close behind being prepared with proper equipment and filing a flight plan on your safety checklist should be being in good physical condition. Being fit not only makes wilderness travel more enjoyable but also makes it safer. To whet your appetite for more knowledge of wilderness safety and preparedness, here are a few more tips:



	Check the weather forecast. Don’t get caught at high altitude in a summer snowstorm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations closely so that you aren’t stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm.

	Avoid traveling alone in the wilderness.
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Many trails go through backcountry thermal areas; tread carefully.





	Keep your party together by having the slowest member lead.

	Be extremely careful around thermal areas. In some cases a thin crust can break and cause a severe burn, even death.

	Study basic survival and first aid before leaving home.

	Don’t eat wild plants unless you can positively identify them.

	Before you leave for the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially any potential hazards.

	Don’t exhaust yourself or other members of your party by traveling too far or too fast or carrying too much. Again, let the slowest person set the pace.

	Don’t wait until you’re confused to look at your map. Follow the map as you go along, from the moment you start moving up the trail, so that you have a continual fix on your location.

	If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down and relax for a few minutes while you carefully check your map and take a reading with your compass or GPS unit. Confidently plan your next move. It’s often smart to retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think it might lengthen your trip. Lots of people get temporarily lost in the wilderness and survive—usually by calmly and rationally dealing with the situation.

	Stay clear of all wild animals.

	Take a well-stocked first-aid kit with wilderness first-aid instructions. In most wilderness areas, you can’t call 911 to deal with emergencies, so learn to handle them yourself.

	Take a well-stocked survival kit.

	Last but not least, don’t forget that the best defense against unexpected hazards is knowledge. Read up on the latest in wilderness safety information.
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Always yield to bison when you seen them on or near the trail.




Sharing

We all want a wilderness all to ourselves, but that rarely happens. Instead we share the trails of Yellowstone with other hikers and, more than most national parks, backcountry horsemen, including large stock parties led by an outfitter.


If you meet a stock party on the trail, move well off the trail on the downhill side and quietly let the stock animals pass. It’s too difficult (and sometimes dangerous) for the stock animals to yield. Hikers yield to horses. Choose the downhill side so if the horses spook, they will run uphill, which is usually safer for them and their riders.



You Might Never Know What Hit You

The high-altitude topography of Yellowstone is prone to sudden thunderstorms, especially in July and August. Try hard not to get caught on a ridgeline by a lightning storm, but if you do, take these special precautions:



	Lightning can travel far ahead of the storm, so be sure to take cover before the storm hits.

	Don’t try to make it back to your vehicle. It isn’t worth the risk. Instead seek shelter, even if it’s only a short way back to the trailhead. Lightning storms usually don’t last long, and from a safe vantage point, you might enjoy the sights and sounds.

	Be especially careful not to get caught on a mountaintop or exposed ridge; under large, solitary trees; in the open; or near standing water.

	Seek shelter in a low-lying area, ideally in a dense stand of small, uniformly sized trees.

	Stay away from anything that might attract lightning, such as metal tent poles, graphite fishing rods, or pack frames.

	Get in a crouch position and place both feet firmly on the ground.

	
If you have a pack (without a metal frame) or a sleeping pad with you, put your feet on it for extra insulation against shock.

	Don’t walk or huddle together. Instead stay 50 feet apart; if somebody gets hit by lightning, others in your party can give first aid.

	If you’re in a tent, stay there, in your sleeping bag with your feet on your sleeping pad.




The Silent Killer

Be aware of the danger of hypothermia—a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It can—and way too often does—lead to mental and physical collapse and death.


Hypothermia is caused by exposure to cold and is aggravated by wetness, wind, exhaustion, and dehydration. The moment you begin to lose heat faster than your body produces it, you’re suffering from exposure. Your body starts involuntary exercise, such as shivering, to stay warm and makes involuntary adjustments to preserve normal temperature in vital organs, restricting blood flow in the extremities. Both responses drain your energy reserves. The only way to stop the drain is to reduce the degree of exposure.


With full-blown hypothermia, as energy reserves are exhausted, cold reaches the brain, depriving you of good judgment and reasoning power. You won’t be aware that it’s happening. You lose control of your hands. Your internal temperature slides downward. Without treatment this slide leads to stupor, collapse, and death.


To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. When clothes get wet they lose about 90 percent of their insulating value. Wool loses relatively less heat; cotton, down, and some synthetics lose more. Take good rain gear that covers the head, neck, body, and legs and protects against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit, but hypothermia can develop in warmer temperatures.


If your party is exposed to wind, cold, and wet, automatically think hypothermia. Watch yourself and others for these symptoms: uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; immobile or fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or a lurching gait; drowsiness (to sleep is to die); apparent exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest. When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she may deny any problem. Believe the symptoms, not the victim. Even mild symptoms demand treatment, as follows:



	Protect the victim from wind and rain.

	Remove all wet clothing and keep victim dry.

	Get the victim into warm clothes and a dry sleeping bag.

	Place well-wrapped water bottles filled with heated water close to the victim, especially next to the neck, chest, and groin, or, if possible, put a second person without clothes in the sleeping bag to allow body heat to warm the victim.

	Try to get the victim to ingest warm liquids, but don’t force it.

	Keep victim awake.
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Avoid getting caught on a ridge during a lightning storm, common on Yellowstone afternoons. COURTESY OF NPS, J. SCHMIDT





Fording Streams

More than in most national parks, hiking Yellowstone involves fording major streams. When done correctly and carefully, crossing a big river can be safe, but you must know your limits.


The most important advice: Be smart. In some cases you simply should turn back. Even if only one member of your party (such as a child) might not be able to follow larger, stronger members, you might not want to try a risky ford. Never be embarrassed about being too cautious.


One key to safely fording rivers is confidence. If you aren’t a strong swimmer, you should be. This not only allows you to safely get across a river that’s a little deeper and stronger than you thought but also gives you the confidence to avoid panic. Just like getting lost, panic during a stream crossing can easily make the situation worse.


Another way to build confidence is to practice. Find a warm-water river near your home, and carefully practice crossing it both with and without a pack. You can also start with a smaller stream and work up to a major river. Once you’ve become a strong swimmer, get used to swimming in the current.


At the ford, carefully assess the situation. Don’t automatically cross at the point where the trail comes to the stream and head on a straight line for the trail on the other side. A mountain river can reform itself every spring during high runoff, so a ford that was safe last year might be too deep this year. Study upstream and downstream; look for a place, such as a long riffle, where the stream widens and the water isn’t more than waist deep on the shortest member of your party. The inside of a meander sometimes makes a safe ford. In other cases a long, shallow section can be followed by a short, deep section next to the outside of the bend where the current picks up speed and carves out a deep channel.


Before starting any serious ford, store matches, camera, billfold, clothes, sleeping bag, and other items you must keep dry in watertight bags.


Don’t try to cross on slippery logjams or downed trees. You can easily slip and get hurt in the fall; worse, many people have died after being swept under logjams.


In Yellowstone most streams are cold. To minimize the risk of hypothermia, have dry clothes ready to put on after your crossing, especially on a cold, rainy day.


Minimize the amount of time you spend in the water, but don’t rush across. Go slowly and deliberately, taking one step at a time and being careful to plant one foot securely before lifting the other foot. Follow a 45-degree angle instead of going straight across, following a riffle line if possible. Use a trekking pole or walking stick for additional stability, making sure one foot and the pole are secure before lifting the other foot.


Don’t try a ford with bare feet. Wear hiking boots without socks, sneakers, or sandals. If you use sandals, make sure they are strapped as tightly as possible.


Stay sideways with the current. Turning upstream or downstream greatly magnifies the force of the current.


In some cases two or three people can cross together by locking forearms, with the strongest person on the upstream side.



Hikes with Serious Fords


	10. Upper Gallatin River

	32. Bighorn Pass

	36. Black Canyon of the Yellowstone

	45. The Thunderer

	55. Wrangler Lake

	61. Specimen Ridge

	67. Mist Creek Pass

	68. Hayden Valley

	85. Shoshone Lake

	87. Union Falls

	89. Bechler River

	90. Falls River Basin

	91. Bechler Meadows

	92. Buffalo Lake

	100. The Thorofare and the South Boundary Trail

	101. Yellowstone Lake to Heart Lake

	102. Two Ocean Loop

	105. Heart Lake Loop

	106. Heart Lake and the Snake River

	107. Heart Lake and the Two Ocean Plateau

	108. Snake River Loop
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Enjoy the wildlife, but don’t get too close. This is too close. COURTESY OF NPS




If you have a choice, ford in the early morning when the stream isn’t as deep. In the mountains, cooler evening temperatures slow snowmelt and reduce water flow into the rivers.


On small streams a sturdy walking stick or trekking pole used on the upstream side for balance helps prevent a fall, but in a major river with a fast current, a walking stick or trekking pole offers less help. If you use one trekking pole or walking stick, keep it on the upstream side and use it like a third leg, keeping one foot and the pole firmly on the stream bottom before lifting up the other foot. Keep both feel planted before lifting the pole. Same goes for using two trekking pole, keeping “three legs” firmly on the stream bottom at all times.


Release the belt and chest straps on your pack. If you fall or get washed downstream, a waterlogged pack can anchor you to the bottom (followed shortly by death), so you must be able to easily get out of your pack. For a short period your pack might actually help you become buoyant and float across a deep channel, but in a minute or two, it could become an anchor.


If you’re 6-foot-4 and a strong swimmer, you might feel secure crossing a big river, but you might have children or weaker, vertically challenged hikers in your party. In this case the strongest person can cross first and string a line across the river to aid those who follow. This line (with a carabiner) can also be used to float packs across instead of taking the chance of a waterlogged pack dragging you under.


If you know about the ford in advance, you can pack a lightweight rubber raft or inner tube to transport backpacks.


Depending on your size and strength, you might also want to carry children across.


Be prepared for the worst. Sometimes circumstances can arise where you simply must cross instead of going back, even though the ford looks dangerous. Also, you can underestimate the depth of the channel or strength of the current, especially after a thunderstorm, when a muddy river hides its true depth. In these cases, whether you like it or not, you might be swimming. Do everything possible to avoid the need to swim, but be prepared for it, just in case. The first rule is: Don’t panic. The second rule is: Do not try to swim directly across. Instead pick a long angle and gradually cross to the other side, taking 100 yards or more to cross. If your pack starts to drag you down, get out of it immediately, even if you have to abandon it.


If you lose control and get washed downstream, go feet first so that you don’t hit your head on rocks or logs.


And finally, be sure to report any dangerous ford to a ranger as soon as you finish your trip.




Be Bear Aware

The first step of any hike in bear country is an attitude adjustment. Nothing guarantees total safety. Hiking in bear country like Yellowstone adds a small additional risk to your trip. However, that risk can be greatly minimized by adhering to this age-old piece of advice: Be prepared. And being prepared doesn’t only mean having the right equipment. It also means having the right information. Knowledge is your best defense.


You can—and should—thoroughly enjoy your trip to bear country. Don’t let the fear of bears take the fun out of your vacation. This fear can accompany you every step of the way. It can be constantly lurking in the back of your mind, preventing you from enjoying the wildest and most beautiful places left on Earth. Even worse, some bear experts think bears might actually be able to sense your fear.


Being prepared and knowledgeable gives you confidence. It allows you to fight the fear that can burden you throughout your stay in bear country. You won’t—nor should you—forget about bears and the basic rules of safety, but proper preparation allows you to keep the fear of bears at bay and let enjoyment rule the day.


On the other hand, do we really want to be totally safe? If we did, we probably would never go hiking in Yellowstone—bears or no bears. We certainly wouldn’t, at much greater risk, drive hundreds of miles to get to the trailhead. Perhaps a tinge of danger adds a desired element to our wilderness trip.


Hiking in Bear Country

Nobody likes surprises, and bears dislike them too. The majority of bear maulings occur when a hiker surprises a bear. Therefore it’s vital to do everything possible to avoid these surprise meetings. Perhaps the best way is to know the five-part system. If you follow these five rules, the chances of encountering a bear on the trail sink to the slimmest possible margin.
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Such signs are a common sight at trailheads in Yellowstone, which is all bear country.





	Be alert.

	Go in a large group, and stay together.

	Stay on the trail.

	Hike in the middle of the day.

	Make loud noise.



No substitute for alertness: As you hike, watch ahead and to the sides. Don’t fall into the all-too-common habit of fixating on the trail 10 feet ahead. Using your knowledge of bear habitat and habits, be especially alert in areas most likely to be frequented by bears, such as avalanche chutes, berry patches, along streams, through stands of whitebark pine, etc. Watch carefully for bear sign, and be especially watchful (and noisy) if you see any. If you see a track or a scat, but it doesn’t look fresh, pretend it’s fresh. This area is obviously frequented by bears.


Watch the wind: The wind can be a friend or foe. The strength and direction of the wind can make a significant difference in your chances of encountering a bear. When the wind blows on your back, your smell travels ahead, alerting bears on or near the trail ahead. Conversely, when the wind blows in your face, your chances of a surprise meeting with a bear increase, so make more noise and be more alert. A strong wind can also limit a bear’s ability to hear you coming.


Safety in numbers: Large groups rarely have bear encounters. On the other hand, a large percentage of hikers mauled by bears were hiking alone. Large groups naturally make more noise and put out more smell and probably seem more threatening to bears. If a large party splits up, it becomes two or more small groups or solo hikers, and the advantage is lost, so stay together. On a family hike don’t let kids run ahead or fall behind. In a large group keep stronger members from going ahead or weaker members from lagging behind. To prevent this natural separation, ask one of the slower members of the group to lead.


Stay on the trail: Although bears use trails, they don’t often use them during midday, when hikers commonly use them. Through generations of associating trails with people, bears probably expect to find hikers on trails, especially during midday. Conversely, bears probably don’t expect to find hikers off trails. Bears rarely settle down right along a heavily used trail, but if you wander off-trail, you’re more likely to stumble into an occupied day bed or cross paths with a traveling bear.


Sleeping late: Bears—and most other wildlife—usually aren’t active during the middle of the day, especially a hot summer day. Instead wild animals become more active around dawn and dusk. Therefore, hiking early or late increases your chances of seeing wildlife, including bears.


Sounds: Perhaps the best way to avoid a surprise encounter is to make sure the bear knows you’re coming, so make lots of noise. Some experts think metallic noise is superior to human voices, which can be muffled by natural conditions, but any loud noise is good—yelling, singing, clapping, banging two rocks together, hitting trekking poles or rod cases on rocks, bear bells, breaking sticks, pebbles in a can, anything.


Running: Don’t run in bear country unless it’s an emergency. If you ignore this advice, as some hopelessly addicted runners will, at least do it during midday and stay on the trails.


Leave the night to the bears: Like running on bear country trails, hiking at night can be very risky. Bears are more active after dark, and you can’t see them until it’s too late. If you get caught on the trail at night, be sure to make lots of noise, and remember that bears commonly travel on hiking trails at night.


Animal carcasses: If you see or smell an animal carcass, immediately vacate the area. Don’t let your curiosity keep you near the carcass a second longer than necessary. Bears commonly guard a carcass and feed on it for days. Your presence could easily be interpreted as a threat to the bear’s food supply and cause a vicious attack. If you see a carcass ahead on the trail, don’t go a step closer. Instead abandon your hike and return to the trailhead. If the carcass is between you and the trailhead, take a long detour around it, upwind, making lots of noise. Report the carcass to a ranger. This might prompt a temporary trail closure or special warnings and prevent injury to other hikers.


Cute, cuddly, and lethal: If you see a bear cub, don’t go 1 inch closer. It might seem abandoned, but it isn’t. Mother bear is nearby, and she won’t be happy if you get too close to her cub.


Bear pepper spray: Always carry bear pepper spray, and don’t bury it in your pack; keep it with you and instantly accessible at all times. Most bear spray comes with a holster that attaches to your belt or pack. Bear spray must be ready to fire in one or two seconds. Before hitting the trail, read the directions, and know how to use it.


Regulations: Nobody likes regulations, but national parks have a few that you must follow. These rules aren’t meant to take the freedom out of your trip. They’re meant to help keep you safe. When you get a backcountry camping permit in Yellowstone, you receive a brochure with a list of these rules—and you get to see a video too. Be sure to take a few minutes to read the brochure and the notices posted on the information board at the trailhead.


But I didn’t see any bears: Now you know how to be safe. Walk up the trail constantly clanging two metal pans together. It works every time. You won’t see a bear, nor will you have a wilderness experience. You left the city to get away from loud noise. Yes, you can be very safe, but how safe do you want to be and still be able to enjoy your trip? It’s a balancing act. Be knowledgeable, and then decide how far you want to go. If you do everything listed here, you might not see any bears—or any deer or moose or eagles or any other wildlife. Again, make the choice. If you want to be as safe as possible, follow these rules religiously. If you want to see wildlife, including bears, do all of this in reverse, but then you’re increasing your chances of an encounter instead of decreasing it.



Camping in Bear Country

Staying overnight in bear country is not dangerous, but it adds a slight additional risk to your trip. The main difference is the presence of more food, cooking, and garbage. Plus, you’re in bear country at night when bears might be more active. Again, following a few basic rules greatly minimizes the risk.


Storing food and garbage: Be sure to locate the official bear pole or find your own before it gets dark. It isn’t only difficult to store food after darkness falls but also easier to forget a juicy morsel on the ground. Store food in airtight, waterproof bags to minimize food odors circulating through the forest. For double protection, put food and garbage in zip-locked bags and then seal tightly in a larger plastic bag or bear-resistant food storage container.


The following illustrations depict popular methods of hanging food. In all cases, store food and garbage at least 10 feet off the ground and 4 feet from trees.


To hang food and garbage: Take a good supply of zip-locked plastic bags, a handy invention for keeping food smell to a minimum and from food spilling on your pack, clothing, or other gear. Also take a large, sturdy, waterproof bag (trash compacter bags will do) for hanging food. You also need 50 feet of nylon cord.


Getting it up there: People get hurt hanging their food at night, so be careful. Instead of the classic method of trying to tie a rock or piece of wood to your rope and tossing it over a branch, put the rock or sand in a small bag, tie it to the rope, and then toss it over the branch or bear pole. Use gloves so that you don’t get rope burns.


What to hang: To be as safe as possible, store everything that has any food odor or other strong smell. This includes cooking gear, eating utensils, bags used to store food, garbage, and clothes with food smells on them. Try to keep food odors off your pack, but if you fail, put the food bag inside and hang the pack.
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Steps for hanging food and garbage between two trees





[image: fig_29_2.jpg]
Steps for hanging food and garbage over a tree branch
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Steps for hanging food and garbage over a leaning tree
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Be bear aware, and know how to use your bear pepper spray! COURTESY OF NPS, M. STOUFFER




What to keep in your tent: Just in case a bear has become accustomed to coming into that campsite looking for food, it’s vital to keep all food smells out of your tent. This often includes your pack, which is hard to keep odor free, and clothes you wore while eating. Take only valuables (like cameras and binoculars), clothing, and sleeping gear into the tent. Also take your headlamp and bear spray into the tent.


Types of food: Don’t get paranoid about the type of food you bring. All food has some smell, and you can make your trip much less enjoyable by fretting too much over food. Perhaps the safest option is freeze-dried food. It carries very little smell, and it comes in convenient envelopes that allow you to cook by merely adding boiling water and avoid dirty pans to wash. But freeze-dried food is expensive, so many backpackers don’t use it—and still safely enjoy bear country. Dry, prepacked pasta- or rice-based meals offer an affordable compromise to freeze-dried foods. Also take your favorite high-energy snack, and don’t worry about it. Avoid fresh fruit and canned meats and fish. What food you take is much less important than how you handle it, cook it, and store it.


How to cook: Keep it simple to minimize food odors. Use as few pans and dishes as possible. Avoid spilling on yourself while cooking. If you do, change clothes and hang the clothes with food odor with the food and garbage. Wash your hands thoroughly before retiring to your tent. Don’t cook too much food so you don’t have to deal with leftovers. If you do end up with extra food, put it in zip-lock bags and carry it out. Don’t bury it or throw it in a lake or leave it anywhere in bear country. A bear will most likely find and dig up any food or garbage buried in the backcountry.


Taking out the garbage: In bear country you have only two choices—burn garbage or carry it out. Bring along airtight zip-locked bags to store garbage. Hang garbage with food at night. Carry in as little potential garbage as possible by discarding excess packaging while packing.


Washing dishes: This is a sticky problem, but there is one easy solution. If you don’t dirty dishes, you don’t have to wash them, so try to minimize food smell by using as few dishes as possible. If you use the principles of no-trace camping, you’re probably doing as much as you can to reduce food smell from dishes.


If you brought paper towels, use one to carefully remove food scraps from pans and dishes before washing them. Then, when you wash dishes, you have much less food smell. Burn the dirty towels or store them in zip-lock bags with other garbage. Put pans and dishes in airtight, waterproof bags before putting them in your pack. Drain food scraps from dishwater and store scraps in zip-lock bags with other garbage. You can bring a lightweight screen to filter out food scraps, but be sure to store the screen with the food and garbage. Take the dishwater (after draining out food scraps) at least 100 yards downwind and downhill from camp and disperse it on the ground or bury it in a small hole. Don’t dump dishwater or food scraps in a lake or stream.


Although possibly counter to accepted rules of cleanliness for many people, skip washing dishes altogether on the last night of your trip. Instead simply use the paper towels to clean dishes as much as possible. You can wash them at home. Pack dirty dishes in zip-lock bags before putting them in your pack.


Don’t put it off. Do dishes immediately after eating so that minimal food smell lingers in the area.


Choosing a tent site: In Yellowstone the cooking area and the food-hanging area are designated but not the tent sites. Unfortunately some campsites in Yellowstone have the well-used (but not designated) tent sites too close to the bear pole or cooking area. Refrain from setting up your tent on these sites, even if it is the ideal tent site by all other definitions. Set up your tent at least 100 yards from the bear pole and cooling area.


Not under the stars: Some people prefer to sleep out under the stars instead of using a tent. This might be okay in areas not frequented by bears, but it isn’t a good idea in bear country. The thin fabric of a tent certainly isn’t any real physical protection from a bear, but it presents a psychological barrier to a bear.


Do somebody a big favor: Report all bear sightings to the ranger after your trip. This might not help you, but it could save another camper’s life. If rangers get enough reports to spot a pattern, they can manage the area to prevent potentially hazardous situations.



THE BEAR ESSENTIALS OF HIKING AND CAMPING


	Knowledge is the best defense.

	There is no substitute for alertness.

	Hike with a large group, and stay together.

	Don’t hike alone in bear country.

	Stay on the trail.

	Hike in the middle of the day.

	Make lots of noise while hiking.

	Never approach a bear.

	Understand that females with cubs are very dangerous.

	Stay away from carcasses.

	Choose a safe campsite.

	Camp below timberline.

	Separate sleeping and cooking areas.

	Sleep in a tent.

	Cook the right amount of food, and eat it all.

	Store food and garbage out of reach of bears.

	Never let bears get human food or garbage.

	Keep food odors out of your tent.

	Leave the campsite cleaner than you found it.






Be Mountain Lion Aware Too

To safely hike in mountain lion country, understand the habitat. Mountain lions primarily feed on deer, so that’s the key—a lot of deer means mountain lions are probably nearby.


Avoiding a mountain lion encounter: To stay as safe as possible when hiking in mountain lion country, follow this advice:



	There’s safety in numbers. Travel in a group, and stay together.

	Don’t let children wander away by themselves or hike ahead or behind the group.

	Don’t let pets run unleashed.

	Avoid hiking at dawn and dusk, when mountain lions are most active.

	Watch for warning signs of mountain lion activity, such as mountain lion tracks or high deer populations.

	Know how to behave if you encounter a mountain lion.



What to do if you encounter a mountain lion: In the vast majority of mountain lion encounters, the animal exhibits avoidance, indifference, or curiosity, resulting in no human injury. But if you encounter a mountain lion and it looks like it could be a dangerous situation, try to stay calm and consider the following.



	
Recognize threatening mountain lion behavior. If the lion is more than 50 yards away and is directing its attention toward you, it may be only curious. This situation represents only a slight risk for adults but a more serious risk to unaccompanied children. At this point you should move away while keeping the animal in your peripheral vision. Also look for rocks, sticks, or something to use as a weapon, just in case. If you have pepper spray, get it ready to discharge. If a mountain lion is crouched and staring intensely at you less than 50 yards away, it may be assessing the chances of a successful attack. If this behavior continues, the risk of attack could be high.

	
Do not approach a mountain lion. Instead give the animal the opportunity to move on. Slowly back away, but maintain eye contact if close.

	
Choose another route. Mountain lions aren’t known to attack humans to defend young or a kill, but they have been reported to “charge” in rare instances. If the lion seems to want to stay in the area, it’s best to choose another route or time to hike.

	
Do not run from a mountain lion. Running may stimulate a predatory response.

	
Make noise. If you encounter a mountain lion, be vocal and talk or yell loudly and regularly. Try not to panic. Shout to make others in the area aware of the situation.

	
Maintain eye contact. Eye contact presents a challenge to the mountain lion, showing you’re aware of its presence, and it allows you to keep track of the cat’s movements. If the mountain lion seems nonthreatening (e.g., grooming or periodically looking away), maintain visual contact through your peripheral vision and move away.

	
Appear larger than you are. Raise your arms above your head and make steady waving motions. Raise your jacket or another object above your head. Don’t bend over, as this will make you appear smaller and more “prey-like.”

	
If you’re with small children, pick them up. First bring children close to you while maintaining eye contact with the mountain lion; then pull the children up without bending over. If you’re with other children or adults, band together.

	
If attacked, fight back. Don’t play dead. Try to remain standing. Pick up a branch or rock; pull out a knife, pepper spray, or other deterrent device or weapon. Everything is a potential weapon. People have fought off mountain lions with blows from rocks, tree limbs, and even cameras.

	
Defend your hiking partners, but don’t defend your pet.

	
Respect any warning signs posted by agencies.

	
Spread the word. Before leaving on your hike, discuss mountain lions and teach others in your group how to behave in case of an encounter.

	
Report encounters. If you have an encounter with a mountain lion, record your location and the details of the encounter, and notify the nearest landowner or land-management agency. The land management agency (federal, state, or county) may want to visit the site and, if appropriate, post education/warning signs. Fish and wildlife agencies should also be notified because they record and track such encounters. If physical injury occurs, leave the area and don’t disturb the site of the attack. Mountain lions that attack people must be killed, and an undisturbed site is critical for effectively locating the dangerous animal.
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