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Welcome to Yellowstone & Grand Teton National Parks


With its raging geysers and howling wolf packs, Yellowstone stands as one last pocket of a wild, primeval America.




Yellowstone

Yellowstone National Park is the wild, free-flowing, beating heart of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Its real showstoppers are the geysers and hot springs, but at every turn this land of fire and brimstone breathes, belches and bubbles like a giant kettle on the boil. The park’s highways traverse these geysers, through meadows and forests, past roadside herds of bison and campsites aromatic with pine needles and family campfires. In between lies the country’s largest collection of elk, the continent’s oldest, largest wild bison herds and a pristine wilderness roamed by wolves, grizzlies, moose and antelope. Yep, it’s awesome.




Grand Teton & Beyond

South of Yellowstone is Grand Teton National Park, home to probably the most iconic mountain range in the USA. These showy peaks are the picture-postcard image of alpine splendor. Since the first summiting of the Grand in 1898, they have sent a shiver of excitement down the spine of even the least vertically inclined. Get in on the thrill by climbing a Teton peak or backpacking the Teton Crest, then recover under the spell of sophisticated Jackson Hole. Rarely are the delights of the front- and backcountry so close together.




Beyond the Parks

The natural wonders don’t stop at the parks’ boundaries. The two parks and their surrounding protected areas form a large, interconnected area six times the size of Yellowstone and with a fraction of the crowds. Here you’ll find blue-ribbon trout streams, fabulous hiking trails and a scattering of charming Wild West towns with their gaze set firmly on the great outdoors. Budget some time to get a taste of the West in Cody, try Montana’s biggest skiing in Big Sky and drive America’s most scenic highway across the Beartooth Plateau.




The Essential Outdoor Vacation

Mountain bikers, skiiers, hard-core backpackers, boaters, kayakers and winter enthusiasts will all find a million adventures in Greater Yellowstone. Inside the parks, you’ll have to share space with three million visitors a year, but even in summer it’s possible to shake the crowds. Some experiences are destined to become indelible memories – the taste of s’mores over a campfire, wrinkled noses at the smell of sulfurous steam and the electrifying thrill of hearing wolves howl. Beyond a great vacation, it’s a modern pilgrimage to two of the country’s most admirable and enduring national landmarks.
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Why I Love Yellowstone & Grand Teton

By Carolyn McCarthy, Writer

I’ve seen a wolf pack claim a bounding pronghorn, watched a grizzly shake off after his alpine swim, and logged long backcountry miles to see peaks lapping to the horizon. At a time when the natural world is facing serious pressure, the Greater Yellowstone region remains one of the last intact ecosystems of the northern hemisphere. This is the great American wilderness. See for yourself – it’s nothing short of sublime. Yellowstone and the Tetons are nature as it is meant to be: both powerful and restorative.

For more, see Our Writers.
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Yellowstone & Grand Teton National Parks’ Top 20


Wildlife-Spotting in the Lamar Valley

Known as the ‘Serengeti of North America,’ the lush Lamar Valley is home to the densest collection of big animals in Yellowstone. A dozen pullouts offer superb views over grazing herds of bison and elk, but search the tree lines closely with a spotting scope and you’ll likely also see a lone grizzly on the prowl or a pack of wolves on the hunt. Come at dawn or dusk or in the company of a biologist guide, and be prepared to stand transfixed as nature plays itself out before your eyes.

[image: shutterstock_775903897jpg]

Grizzly bear, Lamar Valley | FRANK FICHTMUELLER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Old Faithful & Upper Geyser Basin

The world’s most famous geyser erupts every 90 minutes or so, so you have plenty of time to view it from several angles – from the main boardwalk, from the balcony of the Old Faithful Inn and from Observation Hill. The surrounding geyser basin offers dozens of other spectacular spouters; some that erupt dramatically just once a day, others that thrash continually in a violent rage. Check the visitor center for predicted eruption times and be patient if you want to catch Steamboat, Beehive or Grand, as it may take a while.

[image: GettyRF_585825093jpg]

Old Faithful geyser | MARC SHANDRO/GETTY IMAGES ©




Top Experiences


Paddling the Teton’s Alpine Lakes

Whether soloing in a kayak or bundling the family into a canoe, paddling is a great way to glide into nature at your own pace. When your arms tire, shore up on empty beaches for a picnic or a swim. With a permit you can also backcountry camp. Jackson Lake is the Teton’s biggest lake; families might prefer the smaller scale of Leigh and String Lakes. For an adventurous multiday alternative in Yellowstone, try gorgeous Shoshone Lake, the region’s largest backcountry lake.

[image: 452411299jpg]
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Top Experiences


Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone

The sublime canyon colors and the dramatic 308ft drop of the Lower Falls are the big draws of Yellowstone’s very own grand canyon. Views here are spellbinding from all angles. There are several different ways to view the canyon: get close to the drop-off at the Brink of the Lower Falls, take in the big picture at Artist Point or descend steps to feel the spray on your face at Uncle Tom’s. Best of all, take the rim’s hiking trails to appreciate the views away from the car and the crowds.

[image: 500pxRF_81108325jpg]

Lower Falls | BRIAN MILNER/500PX ©




Top Experiences


Backpacking the Tetons

Don’t expect any breaks; from the trailhead it’s all uphill. But the payback for overnighting in the Tetons? Rolling glades alight with wildflowers, snow-lipped ridges and clear alpine lakes. Some of the most luscious, life-affirming scenery in the Tetons lies a day’s hike in. And once there, who wants to hurry home? Backpackers can spend a week on the popular Teton Crest Trail, rambling over the lofty spine of the Tetons. The shorter, but still challenging, Alaska Basin has fistfuls of summer blooms and Dall sheep to keep you company.
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Top Experiences


Museum of the Rockies

Greater Yellowstone’s most entertaining museum is the perfect combination of fun and learning. Its jaw-dropping dinosaur collection is what really catches the imagination, from the exhibits of sea monsters and fossilized dinosaur nests to the reconstructed Montanoceratops and the world’s largest T. rex skull. There’s a fine planetarium and the Yellowstone for Kids interactive displays are the perfect place to start or end a park vacation. Allow at least half a day to explore the space.
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AARONJ9/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Climbing the Grand Teton

Buck the trend of roadside viewing and look down on the Tetons on a guided ascent. The birthplace of American mountaineering, the chiseled and weathered Grand continues to rate among America’s premier climbing destinations. The two-day affair starts with a steep 7-mile approach past wildflower fields and waterfalls. Rest up, because a 3am wake-up call heralds summit day, with views of the sprawling wilderness of three states. Climbers need some prior instruction, but it can be gained locally before the climb.
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Top Experiences


Grand Prismatic Spring

Yellowstone’s most beautiful thermal feature is this swimming-pool-size hot spring, 10 miles north of Old Faithful. The shimmering turquoise blue waters are impressive enough but it’s the surrounding multicolored rings of algae that push it out of this world. As the water temperature changes, so do the colors of the thermophiles, creating a rainbow of oranges, yellows and greens. From above, the spring looks like a giant eye weeping exquisite multicolored tears. For the best views, enjoy the new overlook.

[image: shutterstockRF_120155071jpg]
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Top Experiences


Moose-Watching

Majestic, massive and as gawky as overgrown teenagers, moose are a sight to behold. Bulls can weigh twice as much as a Harley-Davidson motorcycle, with massive, cupped antlers, each weighing up to 50lb, which are shed after the fall rut. You’ll find moose wherever willows grow, since it’s their food of choice. They can also be spotted around lakes and marshes. In the Tetons they’re common around Willow Flats and Cottonwood Creek; in Yellowstone look for them in the Bechler region and the Gallatin River drainages.

[image: GettyRF_566193569jpg]
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Top Experiences


Skiing Jackson Hole or Big Sky

Winter is the perfect time to combine a park visit with some serious mountain fun. The region’s downhill action centers on Jackson Hole in Wyoming and Big Sky in Montana. Jackson Hole offers great runs near Jackson town and airport, whereas Big Sky boasts over 5500 acres of runs and one of the country’s best cross-country resorts. Don’t limit yourself to skiing – there are dinner sleigh rides and dogsledding in Big Sky and backcountry yurts and heli-skiing options in Jackson Hole.

[image: shutterstock_276179036jpg]

Jackson Hole | KEVIN CASS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Bechler Basin Waterfalls

Hidden in the remote southwest corner of Yellowstone, close to nowhere and accessed by a single bone-crunching dirt road, Bechler hides the park’s most spectacular collection of waterfalls. Union, Colonnade and Cave Falls are the better-known destinations but there are dozens of other thundering falls, feathery cascades and hidden hot springs that entice hardy backpackers and day hikers to brave the fearsome mosquitoes and boggy trails. Come in August and September for the best conditions.

[image: shutterstock_778607224jpg]
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Top Experiences


Mammoth Terraces

Northern Yellowstone’s major thermal feature is a graceful collection of travertine terraces and cascading hot pools. Some terraces are bone dry, while others sparkle with hundreds of minuscule pools, coral-like formations and a fabulous palette of colors that could come from an impressionist painting. The miniature mountain of thermal action is in constant flux. Get bonus views of several terraces by taking the little-trod Howard Eaton Trail, or ski it in winter, when you’ll likely share the terraces with elk.
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Top Experiences


Mormon Row

A favorite of photographers, this gravel strip of old homesteads and wind-thrashed barns backed by the Teton’s jagged panorama lies just east of Hwy 191. Sure, you could drive it, but the ultra-scenic and pancake-flat loop makes for one nice bike ride. In the 1890s, early settlers were drawn to this landscape of lush sagebrush for homesteading. The flats are also popular with bison and pronghorn; the latter have used this corridor for seasonal migrations to the Yukon for over 6000 years.
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Top Experiences


Wildflowers

Break out the hiking boots in June and you’ll discover that the hillsides across the region have quietly exploded with a mosaic of attention-grabbing wildflowers. Golden yellow balsamroot, violet lupines and pink monkey flowers are just a few of the spectacular blooms competing for your attention in meadows from the Gallatins to the Tetons. Know your blooms and you might spot more wildlife − grizzlies love beargrass, while hummingbirds are drawn to fire-red Indian paintbrush. Head to higher elevations in July for even more blooms.
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Top Experiences


Family Hiking

Nature trails, hikes to beaches, lookout points, lakes and geysers…adventure just comes naturally to kids, who will be thrilled by their first sighting of a backcountry bison or belching mud pots. These parks do family adventure right. Junior Rangers can earn badges and nature know-how, while Yellowstone’s Young Scientist Program ups the ante by helping kids explore the park with a specialized tool kit in hand. Before heading out, know the endurance level of your kids and choose your trail wisely.

[image: shutterstock_490329808jpg]

Hiking near Grand Prismatic Spring | MARGARET.W/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Backpacking Yellowstone

Perhaps the best way to appreciate the park is to pack up your tent and join the mere 1% of visitors who experience the scale and silence of Yellowstone’s backcountry. Only when you wander on foot through wolf and grizzly country do you truly sense the primeval wildness of Yellowstone’s remoter reaches. Traverse the Gallatin range in the park’s northwest, backpack out to Heart Lake or take an adventurous expedition-style trek as far from a road as you can get in the lower 48.

[image: shutterstock_228352441jpg]

BGSMITH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Yellowstone in Winter

Winter is perhaps Yellowstone’s most magical season, but come prepared for serious cold. Geysers turn nearby trees into frozen ice sculptures and the wildlife is easier to spot in the whiteness, including the frosty-bearded bison warming themselves by steaming hot springs. Take a snowcoach trip to Canyon, ski past exploding geysers or snowshoe out through the muffled silence to a frozen waterfall, then finish the day sipping hot chocolate in front of a roaring fire at the Old Faithful Snow Lodge.

[image: shutterstock_96823747jpg]

CAROLINA K. SMITH MD/GETTY IMAGES ©




Top Experiences


Beartooth Highway

Depending on who’s talking, the Beartooth Hwy is either the best way to get to Yellowstone, the most exciting motorbike ride in the West or the most scenic highway in the USA. We’d say it is all three. The head-spinning tarmac snakes up the mountainside to deposit you in a different world, high above the tree line, onto a rolling plateau of mountain tundra, alpine lakes and Rocky Mountain goats. The views are superb, the fishing awesome and the hiking literally breathtaking.

[image: shutterstock_228100243jpg]

Beartooth Hwy, near Red Lodge | DANIEL J. RAO/GETTY IMAGES ©




Top Experiences


Norris Geyser Basin

Yellowstone’s hottest and most active geyser basin and Steamboat, its tallest geyser (in fact the world’s tallest, at 400ft) are not at Old Faithful but further north in Norris Geyser Basin. Boardwalks lead around the bone-white plain, past hissing fumaroles, jet-blue pools, colorful runoffs and rare acidic geysers. The Yellowstone hot spot is so close to the surface here that the land actually pulsates. Stay at the nearby campground so you can stroll over from your campsite at sunset while looking out for elk along the Gibbon River.
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Top Experiences


Fly-Fishing the Gallatin River

Montana is sacred ground for fly-fishing enthusiasts, and the region’s blue-ribbon streams don’t get much better than the Gallatin River, immortalized by Robert Redford in his film A River Runs Through It. The region’s dozen or so fly-fishing shops are well stocked with lovingly crafted caddis flies and woolly buggers and can fill you in on current best fishing spots, including the nearby Madison, Yellowstone or Firehole Rivers. Most places offer guided trips and some offer casting clinics.
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PATRICK ORTON/GETTY IMAGES ©











Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide


Entrance Fees

$35/30 per vehicle/motorcycle per park for seven days; $20 per person on foot or bicycle per park. Annual pass $70 per park.




Money

Yellowstone has 24-hour ATMs at almost all hotels and general stores.

In Grand Teton look for 24-hour ATMs at Dornan’s and Jackson Lake Lodge, Colter Bay Village and Signal Mountain.




Cell Phones

Patchy reception in Yellowstone outside of the main junctions.

Cell coverage is good in Grand Teton, except the canyons.




Driving

Speed limit is generally 45mph: observe the signs. Parking at popular trailheads fills up by 11am in peak periods.






When to Go

[image: 03-climate-np-ygt5jpg]

High Season (Jun−Aug)

ACool nights and hot days (very hot on the plains).

AOver half the parks’ visitors arrive. Hotel rates peak at gateway towns, park campgrounds fill by lunchtime and reservations are essential.

Shoulder (Apr-May, Sep−mid-Dec)

ACooler months bring fewer crowds (and more discounts) but unpredictable weather. September is generally excellent.

ASome activities and campgrounds close.

ASome roads don’t open until the end of May.

Low Season (late Dec–Mar)

AOnly 5% of visitors see Yellowstone in winter.

ACampgrounds are closed and transport is limited to snowcoaches or guided snowmobiles inside Yellowstone, except for the northern Mammoth–Cooke City road.




Useful Websites

Yellowstone National Park (www.nps.gov/yell) Official website.

Grand Teton National Park (www.nps.gov/grte) Official website.

Yellowstone National Park Lodges (www.yellowstonenationalparklodges.com) Yellowstone lodges, campgrounds and activities.

Grand Teton Lodge Company (www.gtlc.com) Lodges, campsites, dining and activities.

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveler forums and more.




Important Numbers




	Yellowstone National Park
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	Old Faithful Visitor Center
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	Grand Teton National Park
	[image: icon-phonegif]%307-739-3300



	Yellowstone National Park Lodges reservations
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	Grand Teton Lodge Company
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Exchange Rates




	Australia
	A$1
	US$0.74



	Canada
	C$1
	US$0.76



	Eurozone
	€1
	US$1.17



	Japan
	¥100
	US$0.90



	New Zealand
	NZ$1
	US$0.67



	UK
	£1
	US$1.32




For current exchange rates, see www.xe.com.




Daily Costs

Budget: Less than $150

ACampgrounds: $15–30 per carload, RVs $48–70

ABudget hotel outside the park: $120

ABackcountry permit: $3 per person per night in Yellowstone

Midrange: $150–250

ARooms in Yellowstone: $177–400, cabins from $96

ARestaurant meal: $20–30

ARafting/Wild West cookout for a family of four: $220

Top end: More than $250

ASplurge in Jackson and Jenny Lake Lodges

AGuided fly-fishing trip per day in a group of two: $250

AWinter tour in Yellowstone: per person per day from $300




Opening Dates

Yellowstone National Park The north entrance at Gardiner is open year-round, as is the northern Gardiner to Cooke City road via Mammoth and Roosevelt. Park roads open in May on a staggered schedule, closing again in early November. Most campgrounds, park services and visitor centers close October to May.

Grand Teton National Park Open year-round, though most of Teton Park Rd is closed to vehicles in winter. Most campgrounds and visitor centers close October to May.




Park Policies & Regulations

Permits Required for backcountry trips, boating and fishing.

Swimming Prohibited in waters of purely thermal origin.

Wildlife Stay 100yd from bears and wolves, 25yd from other animals.

Food Must be securely stored.

Pets Must be leashed at all times. Restricted access areas apply.

Drones Prohibited in both parks.




Getting There & Around

Jackson, well positioned between Yellowstone and Grand Teton, is fast becoming the region’s busiest gateway, closely followed by Bozeman, Billings and, to a lesser extent, Cody.

Jackson Hole Airport is located inside Grand Teton National Park.

Bozeman Yellowstone International Airport is 90 miles from Yellowstone via the Gallatin Valley or 80 miles via Livingston and the Paradise Valley.

Billings Logan Airport is 130 slow, winding miles to Yellowstone via the spectacular Beartooth Hwy.

 

AIt’s almost impossible to visit Yellowstone without your own vehicle. All airports in the vicinity of the parks are well represented by car-rental companies.

AIt can sometimes be cheaper to fly into a larger hub, like Salt Lake City (390 miles) or Denver (563 miles), and rent wheels from there.

APark roads can be narrow and many smaller roads are off limits to RVs and buses.

AThere’s no public transportation of any kind inside the park.




For much more, see Getting Around.









If You Like…


Thermal Features

For many, Yellowstone’s biggest draw is its otherworldly collection of spouters, gushers, bubblers and burpers, which together constitute over three-quarters of the world’s weirdest thermal features.

Old Faithful Try to view this iconic and dependable old geyser from various angles, including Observation Hill.

Grand Prismatic Spring The park’s most beautiful thermal feature is a swimming-pool-sized spring ringed by electric rainbow colors.

Lone Star Geyser There’s something really special about watching a geyser erupt in the solitude of the backcountry.

Mammoth Hot Springs These graceful tiered terraces and colorful coral-like formations have a subtle but sublime beauty.

Steamboat Geyser Check to see what’s happening at the world’s tallest active geyser, in Norris Geyser Basin.

Chico Hot Springs These open-air mineral hot springs, some 30 miles north of Yellowstone, erase all post-hike aches.

Ferris Fork Slip into this very private backcountry hot spring while backpacking in the remote Bechler region.




Wildlife

To spot a grizzly, wolf or bighorn sheep you need to know the terrain, the season and the workings of an animal’s brain. Then again, you’ll probably see bison, elk or even a bear without having to undo your seat belt.

Lamar and Hayden Valleys Big bison herds, wolf packs and the occasional grizzly make these Yellowstone’s prime wildlife-watching hangouts.

Grizzly & Wolf Discovery Center If grizzlies and wolves eluded you in the park, see them up close at this nonprofit center.

Guided tour Learn about Yellowstone’s complex ecosystem through a course at the Yellowstone Forever Institute or on a professional naturalist tour.

Mustang tour For something different, day-trip to spot wild mustangs cavorting on the high Wyoming desert.

Hermitage Point Hike out to see ospreys diving for their dinner, dozens of water birds, swans and cranes.

Lake Solitude Hiking Cascade Canyon offers a side of bull moose enjoying the riverbanks in summer.
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Gray wolf | STEVE MCKINZIE/GETTY IMAGES/FLICKR RF ©


Scenic Drives

There’s hardly a mile in Yellowstone country that isn’t pull-off-the-road, drop-dead gorgeous. These are the ones that make us happy to pay park prices for our gas.

Beartooth Hwy The most scenic road in America is this astounding drive above the tree line.

Gallatin Valley Scenes from Robert Redford’s A River Runs Through It paired with mountain ranges and ranchlands.

Paradise Valley Rolling ranchlands and snowy peaks flank Yellowstone’s north entrance.

Signal Mountain Summit Rd Dramatic panoramas over the Snake River to the Tetons, 800ft above Jackson Hole’s valley floor.

Hwy 191 & Teton Park Rd Fantastic Teton views from the Jackson Hole Valley flats, with roaming pronghorn, deer and moose.

Geyser Trail Hit the 25-mile route from Old Faithful to West Yellowstone for thermal features galore.




Backcountry Trips

Yellowstone’s wildest corners are as far from a road as you can get in the lower 48. A certain know-how is essential here: you need to know what you are doing if you want to bed down with the grizzlies.

Teton Crest Trail Superlative mountain scenery spurs this four-day trek along the high spine of the Tetons.

Gallatin Skyline Yellowstone’s northwest corner offers superb backpacking trips over mountain passes to lakes and snowcapped peaks.

Beartooth Plateau Over 1000 lakes dot this alpine tundra with fantastic backpacking routes.

Shoshone Lake Yellowstone’s largest backcountry lake offers golden lakeshore campsites for a great multiday trek or paddle.

Paintbrush Divide This popular two-day loop takes you up to alpine lakes and craggy peaks.

Heart Lake Thermal features, a peak ascent and lakeshore campsites, just a day’s walk from the road.

Alaska Basin Approach the Tetons from the lesser-known Idaho side: it’s wildflower paradise.




Winter

Only a fraction of Yellowstone’s visitors see the park during its most alluring season. Many repeat visitors rank it their favorite season, despite some logistical complications (snowcoaches and skinny skis are the main ways of getting around).

Old Faithful Ski past ghost trees to frozen waterfalls and erupting geysers or drink cocoa at the Snow Lodge.

Jackson Hole Mountain Resort The region’s premier downhill runs also offer excellent Nordic trails and dinner sleigh rides.

West Yellowstone The region’s Nordic skiing and snowmobiling capital is also the kick-off point for Yellowstone snowcoach tours.

Canyon yurt camp Ride a snowcoach to a private yurt to ski around the wildlife-rich backcountry.

Mammoth Ski past thermal features or drive the park’s only open road for winter wolf-watching.

Snowshoe with a Naturalist The Tetons offer this excellent park program at Taggart Lake; snowshoe rentals available.

Jenny Lake XC-ski route Skate or Nordic ski an 8-mile loop along Cottonwood Creek with snowbound Teton views.




The Good Life

Just because you’re in the Wild West doesn’t mean you have to rough it all the time. Take a break with the following indulgences.

Piste Mountain Bistro Ride the Bridger Gondola up to the summit for a dinner with an unrivaled view.

Spring Creek Ranch Resort Snuggle by the fireplace, sink into spa treatments or order sunset cocktails with screaming Teton views.

Rainbow Ranch Lodge Share one of this luxury lodge’s 5000 bottles of wine in the outdoor Jacuzzi.

Chico Hot Springs Enjoy horseback riding, massages and poolside microbrews at this historic Paradise Valley resort.

Bin 22 Pair your favorite bottle from the adjoining Jackson wine shop with exquisite Spanish tapas.

Jenny Lake Lodge Dining Room Indulge in a five-course gourmet meal and Spanish guitar music in this bewitching log cabin.

[image: shutterstock_400779508jpg]

Chico Hot Springs | ROB CRANDALL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Learning

The more you learn about the Yellowstone ecosystem, the more interesting it becomes. With courses from wolf-watching to the inner workings of a supervolcano, you’ll never look at the land in the same way again.

Yellowstone Forever Institute Offers a fantastic range of year-round courses, from photography to backpacking 101, led by experts.

Teton Science School Quality instruction for kids and adults with wildlife tours and immersive programs.

Junior rangers Kids will love earning their ranger badge through parkwide projects and activities.

Fly-fishing course The gorgeous waters of the Yellowstone, Gallatin and Madison are ideal for perfecting your cast.

Kayaking course Gardiner and Jackson outfitters run fun kayaking courses on the Yellowstone and Snake Rivers.

Ranger talks Both Yellowstone and Grand Teton offer excellent free talks at visitor centers and ranger hikes.




An Adrenaline Rush

Aside from an unexpected brush with a grizzly, there are plenty of ways to get the pulse racing in the Yellowstone region. Bring a spare pair of underpants.

Climbing Grand Teton This guided climb offers the best views in the West and a real sense of achievement.

Snow King Resort Walk the tightrope of your limits on this amazing summer adventure course, crafted by experts.

White-water rafting From wild rides on the Gallatin and Snake Rivers to family floats on the Yellowstone.

Paragliding Jackson Hole Get unrivaled Teton views on a tandem flight from Jackson Hole Mountain Resort.

Big Sky Resort Ziplines, trampoline bungees and chairlift-assisted mountain-bike runs ensure summer fun rivals winter at this resort.

Grand Targhee Resort Check out the mountain-biking opportunities that surround this low-key Idaho resort.




The Wild West

Montana and Wyoming still carry the ghosts of the American West. It’s the proud home to cowboys, ranches, rodeos and Native American powwows.

Cody Trail Butch and Sundance at Old Trail Town and drink up at Buffalo Bill’s Irma Hotel.

Dude Ranches Take in the memorable Western experiences in the Wapiti and Gallatin Valleys and Jackson Hole.

Roosevelt Country Ride a stagecoach rumble seat before tucking into steak-n-beans at the park’s favorite cowboy cookout.

Jackson Rhinestone cowboys, staged shoot-outs and gourmet chow make Jackson the poster child for Wyoming’s New West.

Mormon Row This historic Tetons district features original log cabins and barns, made famous by Ansel Adams.











Month by Month


TOP EVENTS

Cody Stampede July

Smoking Waters Mountain Man Rendezvous August

Grand Teton Music Festival July

Plains Indian Powwow June

Custer’s Last Stand Reenactment June




March

Mid-March marks the end of the park’s winter season, and the snowplows start to clear Yellowstone’s roads. Yellowstone’s wildlife has the park pretty much to itself.


2Spring Cycling

From the second Monday in March to the third Thursday in April, most of Yellowstone’s roads are closed to motor traffic, but West Yellowstone to Mammoth road is open to cyclists. There are no facilities and snow is a possibility, but it’s a wonderful opportunity to cycle traffic-free.






April

As Yellowstone starts to shake off winter, the park’s roads begin to open, starting with the West Entrance and western sections of the Grand Loop Rd.


2Backcountry Reservations

On April 1 reservations are taken for Yellowstone’s backcountry campsites, so if you have a specific time planned for a popular route, make sure your reservations are in by this day.






May

Rain and snowmelt create high rivers and full waterfalls, with snow at higher elevations. Wildlife viewing is good, with baby elk and bison finding their feet, but many hiking trails are boggy. Focus on the northern half of Yellowstone to avoid spring road closures.


zElkfest Antler Auction

Head to Jackson to kit out your cabin in Rocky Mountain style at Elkfest. In a weekend of activities a week before Memorial Day, boy scouts collect and sell shed antlers to raise money to buy winter feed for the National Elk Refuge.




zMemorial Day

The last Sunday in May heralds high season. Park entrances, roads and access routes are now mostly open and services expand. The last to open is the road between Tower and Canyon over Dunraven Pass (8859ft) and the Beartooth Hwy, if there’s heavy snowpack.






June

Summer arrives at last, as average highs hit 70°F (21°C) and wildflowers start to bloom at lower elevations. The last of the park accommodations open by mid-June. Mosquitoes can be bothersome until mid-August.


zPlains Indian Powwow

The region’s Native American culture is celebrated in mid-June at Cody’s Buffalo Bill Historical Center: dancers, drummers and artisans gather at the Plains Indian Powwow in a colorful celebration of Shoshone and other traditions.




3Rodeo!

Rodeo is the major cultural event of the Yellowstone year. The Cody Nite Rodeo kicks off June 1, as does the biweekly Jackson Hole Rodeo, with more rodeos pulling into Gardiner and West Yellowstone mid-month.




zCuster’s Last Stand Reenactment

Hundreds of historical reenactors head to the Battle of Little Bighorn from June 24 to 26 for the anniversary of Custer’s Last Stand. Admission to the battlefield is free on the 25th.






July

Temperatures reach 80°F (27°C) in lower elevations, with Cody and Billings around 10°F (or more) hotter. Afternoon thunderstorms are common but the high country is snow-free, allowing high-altitude wildflowers to bloom. Over one million people visit Yellowstone Park in July.


zCody Stampede

The July 4 weekend brings crowds to the park and rodeo to the park’s gateways. The Cody Stampede (www.codystampederodeo.com) is the region’s biggest bash but there are also rodeos in Livingston and Red Lodge.




3Music Festivals

July is the month for live music. The Grand Teton Music Festival adds some classical class to Teton Village, the Yellowstone Jazz Festival (https://yellowstonejazz.com) funks up Cody, while Targhee Fest (www.grandtarghee.com/event/targhee-fest) brings alt-country to Idaho’s Teton Valley mid-month.






August

As visitor numbers peak, moose and elk retreat into the backcountry. August is a prime hiking month, when wildflowers bloom at higher altitudes and huckleberries and chokecherries ripen.


zSmoking Waters Mountain Man Rendezvous

West Yellowstone’s mountain man rendezvous is a 10-day reenactment of an 1859 gathering and includes tomahawk-throwing competitions, cowboy poetry and black-powder sharpshooting. Red Lodge has a smaller rendezvous at the end of July, as does Jackson in May.




zCrow Fair

More than 1000 tepees of the Apsaalooke Nation are erected in the Crow Agency, west of Billings, on the third weekend in August, for the annual Crow Fair (www.crow-nsn.gov). Highlights include dramatic Native American dances, rodeo and plenty of fried tacos.


September

Fall colors, the sounds of bugling elk, lack of mosquitoes and off-season discounts make September a great month to visit, despite chilly nights. Ranger programs peter out after Labor Day, as park accommodations start to close.




zRunning of the Sheep

Tiny Reed Point, Montana, hosts the annual ‘Running of the Sheep,’ an admirably dorky, far less exciting version of Pamplona’s Running of the Bulls. A parade and evening street dance ramp up the Labor Day weekend action.






November

All Yellowstone park roads close on the first Monday in November, except for the Gardiner−Cooke City road. In Grand Teton US 26/89/191 remains open all winter to Flagg Ranch but parts of Teton Park Rd and the Moose−Wilson road close, as does Grassy Lake Rd.


2Yellowstone Ski Festival

Thanksgiving week heralds the Yellowstone Ski Festival (www.yellowstoneskifestival.com) at West Yellowstone, a great time for ski buffs and newcomers to the sport. Highlights include ski clinics (for kids, too) and gear demos. Nordic skiing kicks off around this time.






December

In the parks, winter conditions have fully set in. Starting in mid-December through mid-March, the XC ski trails for Nordic and skate skiing are groomed in Grand Teton National Park.













Itineraries


Yellowstone & Grand Teton Overview

[image: 06-yellowstone-teton-itin-np-ygt5jpg]

1 WEEK

Start in Mammoth, taking the morning to climb Bunsen Peak for the fantastic views, before paying a brief visit to Mammoth Hot Springs and driving to Norris Geyser Basin. Continue to your reserved campsite at Madison for some early evening elk- and bison-spotting or fly-fishing on the Madison River.

Spend the next two days in Geyser Country, hiking to either Fairy Falls or Sentinel Meadows for backcountry geysers and bison. Stay the night at historic Old Faithful Inn to experience the Upper Geyser Basin and the next day cycle out to Lone Star Geyser to catch a backcountry eruption.

Drive south into Grand Teton and search for trumpeter swans at Oxbow Bend. Jenny Lake Dr is worth a linger for its awesome views of the Central Tetons. Enjoy a family trip to forested String and Leigh Lakes or join the crowds for Grand Teton’s most popular day hike up Cascade Canyon to Lake Solitude. Finally, cycle around Mormon Row for iconic views of barns and bison before heading south to Jackson for some R&R.

[image: shutterstock_158880797jpg]
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Itineraries

Yellowstone Loop, North

[image: 06-yellowstone-loop-north-itin-np-ygt5jpg]

1 DAY

This route through the north of the park takes in some premier wildlife-watching, views of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and a sampler of geysers and hot springs. You’ll need to start early and stay out late to fit it all in.

Head straight to the Lamar Valley around dawn to look for wolves, bears and bison. Grab a ‘hiker’s breakfast’ at Roosevelt Lodge, then drive up to Dunraven Pass to make the three- to four-hour return hike up Mt Washburn for the park’s best views. Picnic amid the pines at shady Cascade Lake picnic area or grab lunch on the go at Canyon.

Gawp at the thundering falls and rusted colors of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone from Uncle Tom’s Trail and Artist Point on the southern rim, before driving to the geysers and hot springs of Norris Geyser Basin. Then swing north toward Mammoth, stopping en route to watch for moose at Willow Park. Stroll the boardwalks at dusk to admire surreal Palette Springs and Canary Springs at Mammoth Hot Springs, before collapsing in the bar back at Roosevelt Lodge for a well-deserved Old Faithful Ale.





Itineraries

Yellowstone Loop, South

[image: 06-yellowstone-loop-south-itin-np-ygt5jpg]

1 DAY

The southern loop takes in epic Yellowstone Lake, the park’s greatest geysers and a dip in the Firehole River. Starting in West Yellowstone adds 28 miles.

Start the day with a scenic drive around Yellowstone Lake and then branch west from West Thumb over the Continental Divide into Geyser Country. Check predicted eruption times at the visitor center to catch Old Faithful and others of the Upper Geyser Basin spouters. Head north to Midway Geyser Basin and admire Grand Prismatic Spring, then blow off steam with the kids in the thermally heated Firehole Swimming Area further north.

Continue north to the Porcelain Basin hot springs at Norris, grabbing a quick lunch at peaceful Norris Meadows picnic area, before turning east for views of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone from Uncle Tom’s Trail and Artist Point. Swing south through Hayden Valley for some prime sunset wildlife-watching before enjoying the park’s best food at Lake Yellowstone Hotel Dining Room.





Itineraries


Teton in a Day

[image: 06-teton-day-itin-np-ygt5jpg]

1 DAY

Start with a hearty breakfast in Moose at Dornan’s Chuckwagon, a pioneer-style camp serving flapjacks alfresco with great Teton views. Then glimpse the area’s fascinating homesteading history at Menor’s Ferry; audio tours are available for cell phones. For excellent photographs, Schwabacher’s Landing offers the best panoramas of the Teton’s toothy Cathedral group.

Get off the road and into the wilderness with a short hike to the glacial moraines cupping Taggart and Bradley Lakes. Bring swimsuits and take a dip from Taggart’s eastern edge if it’s warm enough. Afterwards, take the short drive to the Log Chapel of the Sacred Heart and spread your blanket for a picnic at the edge of the pines.

Nearby, there’s incredible Native American beadwork at the Indian Arts Museum. End your outing watching wildlife at Willow Flats; there’s usually a moose munching in the dusky light. Finally, cap your day at Jackson Lake Lodge and down a huckleberry margarita at the Blue Heron.





Itineraries

Jackson Hole & the Tetons

[image: 06-jackson-hole-itin-np-ygt5jpg]

4 DAYS

Fuel up with a classic breakfast of pan-fried trout at Wilson’s Nora’s Fish Creek Inn, then saddle your road bike to ride the Hole in One loop – extra points for starting from Wilson. Post-ride, opt for a brew at the award-winning Snake River Brewing Co, in Jackson.

On day two, hike out to scenic views at Inspiration Point and take the ferry back for an easy return. Detour to Moose Ponds to snag a glimpse of its namesake ungulates. For sunset views, rumble your pickup along the dirt roads of the Plains & Panoramas route.

On day three, take a white-water rafting trip down the Snake River Canyon. Later, treat yourself to a pan-roasted elk chop at Snake River Grill and take in some culture at the modern Center for the Arts, both in Jackson.

On your final day, get an early start to power up Table Mountain for a challenging hike with big backside views of the Tetons. Make your last night count at the Stagecoach Bar, the liveliest roadhouse around.
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Itineraries


Yellowstone, Big Loop

[image: jpg]

4 DAYS

From Mammoth head to some early morning wildlife viewing in the Lamar Valley before enjoying the crowd-free views of the Narrows on the Yellowstone River Picnic Area hike. Continue south to Canyon to take the South Rim Trail & Ribbon Lake hike before overnighting in Canyon Village.

The next day try some more early morning wildlife-watching in Hayden Valley before continuing south to hike Elephant Back Mountain for great views of Yellowstone Lake. After a lakeshore picnic on the sand bars around Gull Point, continue south to the hot springs of West Thumb Geyser Basin before heading west across the Continental Divide to overnight at Old Faithful Inn.

Spend day three visiting the geyser basins, and the next day drive to Mammoth via Norris Geyser Basin, arriving at lunchtime to stroll the travertine terraces at Mammoth. Either take a guided walk through historical Fort Yellowstone or a dusk hike to spot wildlife on the Beaver Ponds trail.





Itineraries

Yellowstone to Paradise

[image: 06-yellowstone-paradise-itin-np-ygt5jpg]

1 WEEK

Add this three-day scenic drive onto the Yellowstone, Big Loop itinerary and you’ll get a fantastic week of scenic drives, park highlights and even a trip through Paradise.

From Red Lodge, allow half a day to drive the US’s most scenic 70 miles, the Beartooth Hwy, stopping to stretch your legs at Beartooth Lake. Overnight in Cooke City, then enter the park for some early wildlife-watching in Lamar Valley and a hunt for petrified trees on the Fossil Forest Trail, before joining the Yellowstone, Big Loop itinerary at Canyon for two days’ excursions to Mammoth.

Heading north from Mammoth on day six, squeeze in a morning rafting trip or horseback ride from Gardiner before continuing north through the lovely Paradise Valley to relax with a hot soak and gourmet dinner at Chico Hot Springs. Continue to Bozeman on your last day to spend a few hours at the Museum of the Rockies and do some last-minute shopping.











Plan Your Trip

Activities


Ranging from the Tetons’ mountain spires to Yellowstone’s bison-dotted meadows, the Yellowstone wilderness is a playground for outdoor enthusiasts. Fishing, hiking, backpacking and canoeing can all be done against a scenic backdrop containing wolves, bison and elk, and thrill-seekers can raise their pulse with white-water rafting, climbing, paragliding or kayaking.





Top Activities

Hiking

Grand Teton packs mountain drama, while Yellowstone brings hot springs and wildlife. And don’t forget the Beartooth Plateau.

Canoeing

Paddle the backcountry waters of Shoshone or Leigh Lakes.

Fishing

Perfect the art of fly-fishing while wading in one of Yellowstone’s famous blue-ribbon streams.

Horseback Riding

Cross Yellowstone’s sagebrush country as it’s meant to be done: on a backcountry horse trip.

Skiing & Snowboarding

World-class resorts at Big Sky and Jackson Hole.

Cross-Country Skiing

Glide through a winter landscape of frozen bison and ghost trees.

Mountain Biking

Downhill thrills and flowy rides are outside the parks at Big Sky or Jackson Hole.

Nature Walks

Stroll with a ranger or naturalist guide to score the inside scoop on wildlife.






Summer

Every animal that burrows and snoozes the long winter away snaps to life at the prospect of a Yellowstone summer, and we should be no exception. Exploring the parks on foot is a must and it’s well worth setting aside a night or two in the backcountry. When your hiking legs get tired, saddle up, stargaze or explore the region’s lakes and rivers by kayak, canoe or raft.


Hiking & Backpacking

A pair of hiking boots opens up Yellowstone, allowing you to escape the crowds, join the wildlife and enjoy abundant alpine vistas, cascading waterfalls and hidden thermal features. Yellowstone National Park boasts over 900 miles of maintained trails, and Grand Teton National Park offers another 200 miles of even more dramatic and vertiginous paths. Although less than 1% of visitors sleep out in the backcountry, popular backcountry campsites fill fast, especially in late summer, so reserve in advance or keep your itinerary flexible.


Closures & Seasonal Restrictions

In Yellowstone, fire outbreaks or bear activity can close trails without warning at any time and there are seasonal restrictions on some trails in early summer. Higher trails may be snow-covered until late July.

In general, you’ll find the widest range of hiking options after mid-July. August and September are the driest months, and May and June are the wettest. Ticks proliferate on low-elevation trails between mid-March and mid-July, so wear insect repellent and long pants. Mosquitoes are most intense in June and July, petering out by mid-August. September is the golden month for hiking.

In Grand Teton National Park, higher elevations often remain snow-covered until late July, and high passes such as Paintbrush Divide and Hurricane Pass remain under snow as late as mid-August. Become familiar with using mini-crampons (microspikes) and an ice tool if you plan a high-altitude hike in early summer.




Permits

Backcountry permits are not necessary for day hikes anywhere, but are required for overnight trips in Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. These can be obtained at ranger stations a day or two before your trip, according to availability, and cost $35 per trip in Grand Teton or $3 per person per night in Yellowstone.

In Yellowstone backcountry campers must watch a bear-safety video. In Grand Teton backpackers must carry a bear-proof canister for food storage.

Permits for specific backcountry sites or zones can be reserved in spring (online for Grand Teton and by fax or mail for prehistoric Yellowstone), though at least 30% of backcountry sites are kept for walk-in applications.




Hike Ratings

There are hikes for every ability in Greater Yellowstone. In Lonely Planet’s coverage, the duration that we list for hikes refers to walking time only and doesn’t include breaks. Our trail descriptions follow these guidelines:

Easy Manageable for nearly all walkers, an easy hike is under 4 miles, with fairly even, possibly paved terrain, and no significant elevation gain or loss.

Moderate Fine for fit hikers and active, capable children; moderate hikes have a modest elevation gain.

Difficult For fit and experienced hikers only. Trails might be strenuous, long and even indistinct in places. Expect significant elevation gain, and scrambling may be necessary.




Day Hikes

Almost every part of Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks offers outstanding day hiking, as do the national forests surrounding the parks. Don’t overlook the longer trails – you can fashion short day hikes by following the first couple of miles of a longer trail.

Park trails are well marked and well maintained, often with restroom facilities at the trailhead. In some forested areas, these trails may be marked by a series of blazed trees; in Yellowstone trees bear orange metal tags; on rocky moraines look for cairns.




Overnight Hikes

The wonders and solitude of the remote backcountry make it well worth hauling in overnight gear. Both parks offer backpacking trips for all fitness levels, taking you to remote meadows, mountain crests or backcountry fishing spots.

If you’re not used to hiking with a pack, start with one of the easier options. Some backcountry campsites, such as those found at Yellowstone’s Ribbon Lake or Grand Teton’s Leigh and Bearpaw Lakes, are less than a two-hour hike from the trailhead.

Outside the parks, the best backpacking destinations are the Beartooth Plateau south of Red Lodge, and the Spanish Peaks area near Bozeman.

Other areas such as the wild Absaroka Range and Yellowstone’s remote Thorofare region are untrammeled wilderness adventures, best suited to the experienced and well prepared. These remote regions are favored by horse packers, because the distances are large, the terrain rugged and the trails seldom used.




Backcountry Safety

Hikers and campers must reckon with Yellowstone’s unpredictable weather – you may go to bed under a clear sky and wake up under a foot of snow, even in August. Afternoon weather is particularly volatile in the Tetons, so check the weather forecast and get an early start.

Don’t rely on your cell phone for emergency contact, because coverage is spotty in the backcountry. However long your trip, it’s important to prepare well, pack bear spray and understand safe backcountry food storage.

The most cautious safety measures suggest never hiking alone. Regardless, always let someone know where you are going and how long you plan to be gone. Use sign-in boards at trailheads and ranger stations where available.

Hunters frequent many areas outside the parks in late September and early October, so during this time wear bright clothes and expect campgrounds to fill up.




THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE TRAIL

Extending from New Mexico to Canada, this 3100-mile through trail (CDT; www.continentaldividetrail.org) bisects beautiful sections of Yellowstone National Park and the Teton Wilderness, passing through Yellowstone’s Upper Geyser Basin, Lone Geyser, Shoshone Geyser Basin, Lewis Lake, Heart Lake and the Snake River Canyon, in 70 miles of epic park trails. This section is a great option for hearty hikers who think big, but there are some logistical problems.

Due to snow, this portion of the trail usually opens around July 1. Obtaining backcountry permits for the Yellowstone section can be tricky, as hikers must know their dates and pick up the permit in advance, but rangers are generally understanding. Old Faithful post office will hold resupply boxes for two weeks if they are mailed there with ‘CDT’ and your estimated arrival date marked on the package. Mail to: General Delivery, Old Faithful, Yellowstone, WY 82190. Gas canisters and bear spray cannot be posted.

If you’re thinking of tackling the trail get the Continental Divide Trail Guidebook Vol 3, available from the Continental Divide Trail Society (www.cdtsociety.org).






Rock Climbing & Mountaineering

American mountaineering was born in the Tetons, when Paul Petzoldt built the country’s first guiding school in 1929. These huge granite faces continue to be among the US’s premier climbing destinations. Excellent short routes abound, as well as the classic longer summits such as Grand Teton, Mt Moran and Mt Owen, and famous routes including the Upper Exum Ridge and Owen-Spalding route. The best season for climbing is mid-July through August.

You can get a sense of what it’s like climbing the Tetons through the park’s online feature, eClimb (www.nps.gov/features/grte/grandteton/eClimb.html).

A prime resource for climbers in the Tetons during summer is the American Alpine Club’s Climbers’ Ranch. In addition to serving as a hostel for climbers and hikers, the organization’s extensive library and knowledgeable staff are excellent resources.

The region’s best ice climbing is found at Hyalite Canyon, south of Bozeman, and at the South Fork of the Shoshone River, 40 miles southwest of Cody. The season runs from November to April, with the coldest weather offering the best conditions. The Bozeman Ice Festival (www.bozemanicefest.com) in December has climbing clinics for novices.


Recommended Guide Services

The following companies offer guided climbs and courses. For a guided ascent of Grand Teton figure on $750 to $1500, depending on the amount of training, the number of days and whether you want a private or group climb.

Beartooth Mountain Guides ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-446-1407; www.beartoothguides.com; 412 N Broadway 8, Red Lodge) Courses and climbs focused on ice climbing, ski touring and mountaineering outside of the parks, including ascents of Granite Peak, Montana’s highest point.

Exum Mountain Guides The region’s oldest climbing school, with three-day guided Teton climbs.

Jackson Hole Mountain Guides An ideal center for instruction or guided climbs in the Tetons and beyond, with kids’ programs. A branch office in Cody offers climbing and ice-climbing courses.

Montana Alpine Guides ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-586-8430; www.mtalpine.com; 13 Enterprise Blvd, Bozeman) Offers rock- and ice-climbing courses, plus guided climbs outside the parks in Wyoming and Montana.


Montana Mountaineering Association ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-522-0659; www.montanamountaineering.org; 631 E Davis St, Bozeman) Courses on ice climbing in Hyalite Canyon, plus backcountry skiing and mountaineering.






Cycling


Road Cycling

Road biking is possible from late April to October, when the parks’ roads, topping out at 8860ft, are free of snow. Cyclists will find discounted campsites reserved for hikers and cyclists at almost all campgrounds in Yellowstone National Park. Most park roads are rough and narrow and do not have shoulders; expect careless drivers with one eye on a bison and another on a map. Riding can be more diverse and less stressful outside the park, away from the RV (recreational vehicle) parades.

In spring, Yellowstone National Park opens its roads exclusively to cyclists; it’s a great time to pedal the park. However, snowbanks cover many roadsides until June, making cycling more challenging. Bicycle repairs and parts are not available inside the park; it’s typically 20 to 30 miles between services.

In Grand Teton National Park, a multiuse pathway totaling 41 miles runs alongside Teton Park Rd from Jackson to south Jenny Lake.


RESPONSIBLE BACKCOUNTRY USE

Backcountry environments are fragile and cannot support careless activity, especially in the wake of heavy visitation. We recommend following the principles of Leave No Trace (www.lnt.org/learn/7-principles).


Hiking

A To prevent erosion, always hike on the trail and don’t create shortcuts. Staying on muddy trails will prevent damage to the surrounding terrain.




Campsites

A Use old campsites instead of clearing new ones.

A Camp at least 200ft away from the nearest lake, river or stream.




Campfires

A If there is already a fire ring, use it. Don’t create new fire rings in the national parks.

A Burn only dead and downed wood.

A Build fires at least 9ft from flammable material (including grass and wood).

A Watch fires at all times and extinguish them completely.




Water & Toilets

A Where no toilet exists, bury human waste in a 6in-deep ‘cat hole,’ at least 300ft from the nearest lake or watercourse.

A Pack out toilet paper in a sealed plastic bag.

A Avoid soaps and detergents – sand or a kitchen scouring pad clean pots remarkably well. In high-altitude lakes even biodegradable soap may not degrade.

A Disperse dishwater far from streams and separate food residue with a small basin or strainer. Put these residuals in the trash – leaving them or dirty dishes might attract bears.




Access

A Do not camp or collect firewood on private land without permission, and leave stock gates as you find them.








Cycling Tours

Old Faithful Cycle Tour This annual 60-mile ride in fall, organized by the chamber of commerce in West Yellowstone, offers a van-supported ride to Old Faithful and back.


Teton Mountain Bike Tours ([image: icon-phonegif]%307-733-0712; www.tetonmtbike.com; 545 N Cache St, Jackson; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm) Family-friendly guided mountain-bike tours of Grand Teton and Yellowstone. Half-day tours cost around $75 and include transportation, bike hire and helmet. Mountain bike rentals cost $35/45 for a half/full day.




Mountain Biking

The best bike trip inside the parks is the climb to the summit of Mt Washburn in Yellowstone. Outside the parks, Bozeman and Jackson are the main mountain-bike hubs, and nearby ski resorts offer lift-serviced downhill trails for the experienced. West Yellowstone’s Rendezvous Ski Trails are a great summer ride for all abilities.

There is also good single track in the Gallatin Range, accessible from near Big Sky. Beartooth Publishing’s Bozeman, Big Sky, West Yellowstone map details 14 mountain-bike routes in the region. Be sure to yield to hikers and horses on shared trails.

Most of the gateway towns around the parks offer mountain-bike rental.




Regulations

In the national parks, cyclists may ride on all public roads and a few designated service roads, but aren’t allowed on any trails or in backcountry areas.

Outside the parks, bikes are restricted from entering designated wilderness areas, but may otherwise ride on select national forest trails and all roads. Trail etiquette requires that cyclists yield to other users.






Wildlife Tours

Joining a naturalist-led tour is relatively expensive but can really bring dividends. A good naturalist knows the best locations for the time of year, has information on recent sightings and can help you understand the complex natural interactions that make up Yellowstone. You’ll see and learn more with a naturalist than you ever could on your own.

Start with naturalist-guided trips and courses from the Yellowstone Forever Institute or the Teton Science School’s Wildlife Expeditions.

The recently launched Yellowstone Day Adventures ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-848-2844; www.yellowstone.org/day-adventures; 308 W Park St, Gardiner; adult/child $79/49) are early-morning wildlife-watching tours, departing from Gardiner’s Yellowstone Forever shop. They are accompanied by institute naturalists and participants have access to a Zeiss scope. You may curse the 5am departure but it offers the best chance to see wildlife. Sign up at least the evening before.

There are a number of outstanding private outfits based outside the parks.

Grub Steak Expeditions ([image: icon-phonegif]%307-527-6316; www.tourtoyellowstone.com; 1107 Sheridan Avenue, Cody) Cody-based company established by a former park ranger.

Safari Yellowstone ([image: icon-phonegif]%800-723-2747; www.safariyellowstone.com; Livingston) Private tours, based in Livingston, MT.

Yellowstone Wolf Tracker ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-223-6634; www.wolftracker.com; Gardiner) Biologist-led guided wolf-watching, and supported spring and fall treks, run by Nathan and Linda Varlery, based in Gardiner. Also known as the Wild Side.

Yellowstone Safari Company ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-586-1155; www.yellowstonesafari.com; Bozeman) Biologist-led trips and llama treks, based in Bozeman.




Horseback Riding

Yellowstone’s sagebrush country was built to be crossed on horseback. If you’re eager to break in your Wranglers on a saddle, you’ll find a wide range of options throughout the region, from two-hour rides to multiday pack adventures. Guest ranches in the Wapiti, Gallatin and Paradise Valleys offer the most authentic rides and most are open to nonguests.

In Yellowstone park, there are corrals at Roosevelt and Canyon Junction. Grand Teton has rides from Jackson Lake Lodge and Colter Bay.

Check out the Dude Ranchers’ Association (www.duderanch.org) for helpful information and links.




Rafting

Cold water, adrenaline and stunning scenery make rafting a prime summer draw. Commercial outfitters throughout the region offer options ranging from inexpensive half-day trips to overnight and multiday expeditions. Paddlers can choose from large rafts for 12 or more people, or smaller rafts for six; pick the latter if you prefer paddling, otherwise your full-time job will be ‘holding on.’ Half-day trips run around $45 per person and many operations offer activity combos that include horseback riding or ziplining.


White-water trips are not without risk, although serious injuries are rare and the vast majority of trips are without incident. River classifications vary over the course of the year, depending on the water level. Higher water levels, usually associated with spring runoff, make a river trip more challenging until late June.


Best Rafting Destinations

AYellowstone River: the USA’s longest free-flowing river courses through Yankee Jim Canyon and the Paradise Valley from Gardiner.

AGallatin River: exciting trips through the ‘Mad Mile’ start near Big Sky.

ASnake River: white-water trips south of Jackson, or slower-paced wildlife-watching trips through Grand Teton National Park.

AShoshone River: west of Cody, it flows through the scenic Absaroka Range.






Canoeing & Kayaking

Both parks offer exciting opportunities for paddlers: families can take a load off little legs and cool off, while romantics can paddle up to hidden camps on remote beaches.

One stunning destination is the pine-rimmed Shoshone Lake, the largest backcountry lake in the lower 48.

Vast Yellowstone Lake offers access to the most remote reaches of the park, but is a serious endeavor; Bridge Bay Marina offers boat shuttles to get you started. For an easier paddle, consider a sea-kayak tour of West Thumb Geyser Basin from Grant Village.

Grand Teton’s Jackson Lake offers scenic backcountry paddling. Novice and family paddlers favor String and Leigh Lakes, both of which are perfect for stand up paddle boards (SUPs), while Lewis Lake in Yellowstone is a good family choice. Wildlife-watching is superlative on Grand Teton’s Two Ocean Lake.

At Colter Bay in Grand Teton you can rent canoes, but they can’t go far because trips are limited to the bay. For a longer trip, it’s best to rent from an outdoor shop such as Adventure Sports at Moose. Kayak rentals and instruction are available in Jackson and Colter Bay in the Tetons, as well as in Gardiner, Cody and Big Sky.

[image: shutterstock_140442295jpg]

Canoeing on Jackson Lake | PHILLIP RUBINO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Fishing

Yellowstone offers more than 400 fishable waters with cutthroat, rainbow, brown, brook and lake (Mackinaw) trout, as well as Arctic grayling and mountain whitefish. Fishing season runs from Memorial Day weekend to the first Sunday in November, except on Yellowstone Lake, which opens June 15. Catch and release is standard in many areas.

The Madison, Gibbon and Firehole Rivers in Yellowstone are fly-fishing only, but Yellowstone River and Slough Creek have gained a reputation as angling heaven.

In Grand Teton National Park, Leigh and Jenny Lakes are stocked with lake, brown, brook and Snake River cutthroat trout. One of the best fishing spots is on the Snake River just below the Jackson Lake dam.

Outside the parks, the Gallatin, Yellowstone and Snake Rivers all offer stellar fishing, and all gateway towns have expert fishing shops that offer equipment and guided trips to the region’s prime fishing areas.

If you are keen to learn more about fly-fishing, consider a half- or full-day class at Bozeman Angler in Bozeman, or Yellowstone Fly Fishing School in Livingston. The latter has a women-only one-day fly-fishing class.

Newbies can also check out the free casting clinics at Jacklin’s Fly Shop in West Yellowstone.


Fishing Licenses

A permit is required to fish in Yellowstone National Park. Anglers aged 16 and over must purchase a three-day permit ($18), a seven-day permit ($20) or a season permit ($40).

To fish in Grand Teton National Park, only a Wyoming fishing license is required (with a $12.50 conservation stamp for all but one-day licenses).








Winter

While Yellowstone’s bears snore away in hibernation and bison huddle in frosted masses, the skiing, snowshoeing and wildlife-watching options are excellent. Though it’s an increasingly popular season, winter still only attracts a fraction of summer’s visitor numbers, giving you the sense that you are being let in on a park secret. Winter sports are a go from the end of November to April, though February and March generally offer the best snow conditions.

In Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks, winter activities include cross-country skiing, backcountry skiing, skate skiing (with short skis on groomed hardpack trails), snowshoeing and snowmobiling.

One useful resource is the Montana Winter Guide (www.wintermt.com). Be sure to read up about Yellowstone’s limited winter facilities too.


Downhill Skiing & Snowboarding

Impressive snowfalls and wild and lovely terrain make the northern Rockies a premier downhill destination. Most resorts offer a range of winter activities from snowshoeing to sleigh dinner rides, as well as top-notch ski and snowboard instruction. Cheaper packages are offered in the more precarious early season between November and early December, or the late season from March to April, when the skiing is usually quite good.

The region’s premier resorts:

Jackson Hole Mountain Resort Offers world-class terrain and heart-thumping views.

Big Sky Resort With vast terrain, Big Sky is Montana’s premier resort.

Grand Targhee Family friendly and famed for deep champagne powder.

Snow King Resort A mini-resort with tubing and night skiing in downtown Jackson.

Red Lodge Mountain Thoroughly local, but with expanding terrain, a snowboard park and no lift queues.




Nordic & Backcountry Skiing

Nothing approximates heaven more than gliding through snow-covered wilderness under a sharp, blue sky. Nordic (or cross-country) skiing offers a great workout in stunning settings, and saves bucks on lift tickets. The national park and forest services maintain summer hiking trails as cross-country trails during winter, offering terrific solitude and wildlife-watching opportunities.

In late November, the West Yellowstone Ski Festival attracts Nordic skiers from around the world and offers demos and clinics. Many resorts offer free trail passes and rentals on Winter Trails Day (www.wintertrails.org) in January. Lone Mountain Ranch at Big Sky offers rentals and lessons for just $5 on that day.

Backcountry skiing takes skiers to more difficult terrain than regular Nordic gear can handle. The equipment – either Telemark (single-camber skis with edges and free-heel bindings) or randonnée (an alpine hybrid system allowing for free-heeled ascents), fitted with climbing skins for ascents – allows skiers to travel cross-country and down steep slopes, though Telemark is much better suited to cross-country terrain. Newcomers to the sport should take a lesson (available at most ski resorts) and get in some resort runs before tackling the backcountry. In addition, backcountry skiers must be well versed in avalanche safety.

Experienced backcountry skiers will want to check out Hellroaring Ski Adventures in West Yellowstone, Teton Backcountry Guides in the Tetons and Beartooth Powder Guides in Cooke City.


WINTER SAFETY

Backcountry winter trips require extra caution, as streams and geothermal areas can be hidden by snow. Carry a map and compass when you venture off designated trails or roads. Some roads are groomed for snowmobiles and other snow vehicles; exercise caution if you are a skier sharing the road. For weather and avalanche conditions, check the following:

Backcountry Avalanche Hazard & Weather Forecast (recorded information [image: icon-phonegif]%307-733-2664; www.jhavalanche.org) Covers Bridger-Teton National Forest.

Gallatin National Forest Avalanche Center ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-587-6981; www.mtavalanche.com)

Mountain Weather (www.mountainweather.com) Jackson Hole reports and links to other resorts with webcams at Grand Targhee.




Dedicated Trails

In Yellowstone, shuttles offer ski drops in Mammoth and Old Faithful. Stay off the groomed roads meant for motorized travel. Otherwise, skiers will find ungroomed backcountry trails with orange markers.

Grand Teton National Park grooms 14 scenic miles of track between Taggart-Bradley Lakes parking area and Signal Mountain. Trails are usually marked with orange flags. Backcountry skiers must take more precautions: avalanches are a major hazard in the canyons and upper areas of the Tetons.




The Best Nordic Trails

ARendezvous Ski Trails in West Yellowstone, the winter training ground for the US Nordic team.

AA snowcoach takes you to the Old Faithful Snow Lodge for skiing around the kaleidoscope-hued geyser basins, or around the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone.

ANear West Yellowstone, the Fawn and Bighorn Pass Trails connect to form a loop of around 10 miles through elk wintering areas.

ALone Mountain Ranch at Big Sky has almost 50 miles of privately groomed trails.

ARed Lodge Nordic Center has 9 miles of trails.

ATrails around Indian Creek or along the Mammoth–Cooke City Rd in Yellowstone National Park.






Snowshoeing

In Yellowstone and elsewhere you can generally snowshoe anywhere – the problem is getting to the trailhead. Try not to mark groomed cross-country trails with your snowshoes, though; stay a few paces from any groomed areas. You can access trails from the Mammoth–Cooke City Rd all winter, and ski shuttles run to snowbound parts of the park from Mammoth and Old Faithful. Most hotels and gateway towns rent snowshoes.

Rangers lead snowshoe hikes from West Yellowstone’s Riverside Trails – BYO snowshoes – and Grand Teton’s Discovery Center, where snowshoes are provided. Lone Mountain Ranch at Big Sky has exclusive snowshoe trails.




Snowmobiling

The park service enforces a daily cap of snowmobiles in Yellowstone National Park, and the majority must be accompanied by a guide. A small number of non-guided permits are available through a lottery system (apply at www.recreation.gov). In Grand Teton, snowmobiling is allowed only on the frozen surface of Jackson Lake. A good alternative is found in the surrounding national forests, which offer hundreds of miles of trails.

Snowmobile policies are under constant revision; check with the parks for updates. Yellowstone’s snowmobile travel season runs from late December to early March. Book trips well in advance because private companies have a limited daily quota of snowmobile rentals for Yellowstone National Park. All roads except for the North Entrance through to the Northeast Entrance (open only to wheeled vehicles) are groomed for oversnow vehicles. The road from the West Entrance to Madison to Old Faithful is shared with cross-country skiers; ride with caution.

AAll snowmobiles in both parks must meet best available technology (BAT) standards.

ASpeed limits are generally 45mph.

ASnowmobiles are not allowed in any wilderness areas.

AIf you are new to snowmobiling, bear in mind that it’s much more comfortable to ride solo than to double up.

AWhen renting, check the cost of clothing rental and insurance, and whether the first tank of gas is free.

ABackrests and heated handgrips are desirable extras.


Outside the Parks

West Yellowstone is the ‘snowmobile capital of the world.’ Here you can legally drive snowmobiles in town and attend March’s Snowmobile Expo (www.snowmobileexpo.com). There are over 1000 miles of snowmobile trails between West Yellowstone and Idaho’s Targhee National Forest. One is the popular 34-mile Two Top Mountain Loop, the country’s first National Recreational Snowmobile Trail.

Cooke City is another regional hub for snowmobiling activity, either in the backcountry or along the amazing Beartooth Highway.






Snowcoach Tours

Converted vans on snow tracks, snowcoaches provide transportation in and around Yellowstone National Park in winter, also providing a useful service for skiers. Snow-coach tours depart daily from West Yellowstone and Mammoth; most stop at Old Faithful and all stop for wildlife-watching opportunities. Yellowstone National Park Lodges and Wildlife Expeditions operate park-based winter snowcoach tours of Yellowstone. Between Mammoth and Old Faithful, the former’s fares are $94/47 per adult/child aged three to 11.

Companies in West Yellowstone offering snowcoach tours of Yellowstone include Buffalo Bus Touring Company, See Yellowstone ([image: icon-phonegif]%800-221-1151; www.seeyellowstone.com; 217 Yellowstone Ave, West Yellowstone; snow-coach day tour adult/child $145/110) and Yellowstone Alpen Guides. Snow-coach tours from Jackson can be arranged through Scenic Safaris ([image: icon-phonegif]%888-734-8898; www.scenic-safaris.com; 545 N Cache Dr, Jackson).




Dogsledding

If you have always wanted to travel by paw power, you can try the several companies that offer day and half-day trips in national forest areas.

Absaroka Dogsled Treks Day trips and a musher’s school at Chico Hot Springs.

Continental Divide Dogsled Adventures Jackson-based operation that runs day trips or overnight trips in yurts (Central Asian–style circular tents).

Spirit of the North ([image: icon-phonegif]%406-995-3424; www.huskypower.com) Half-day adventures around Big Sky, costing around $135 per adult.













Plan Your Trip

Travel with Children


If Yellowstone’s wonderland of spurting geysers, gurgling mud pots and baby bison turns adults into kids, then imagine its impact on young ones. Sharing these moments will create priceless family memories and, for your kids, a visit to the parks may just kick-start a lifelong love of nature and the outdoors.






Best Regions

Almost every part of Greater Yellowstone has something to offer families. A visit here is an American rite of passage.

Yellowstone National Park

The main attractions: bison spotting, ranger programs, campfires and ice cream, plus belching mud pots.

Grand Teton National Park

Paddling and beaches at String Lake, bike rides, ranger programs and a chuckwagon at Dornan’s.

Jackson

Lots of teenage adrenaline fun, with alpine rides, rafting trips, climbing walls, kayak courses, and a staged shootout for the younger ones.

West Yellowstone

A high ropes course for the rambunctious; guaranteed grizzly-spotting; and family-orientated slapstick at the Playmill Theater.




Yellowstone & Grand Teton for Kids

The national parks are as kid-friendly as a destination gets, but the wilderness must be treated with respect. The National Park Service (NPS) looks after its young visitors well, with fun outings, education programs and kid-focused presentations. Children aged under 12 stay free in park accommodations and most restaurants offer kids’ menus. Activities ranging from horseback riding to white-water rafting offer shared thrills for all the family.


On the Trail

Consider the following before heading out on a hike:

APick a route that offers an easy out. Just in case.

AA cool destination, such as a lake or falls, offers extra incentive.

AChoosing a shorter route gives kids a chance to slow down and explore. Let kids set the pace.

AA scavenger-hunt list, made from features described in hike descriptions, can help keep their attention.

AOutfitting kids with a mini-backpack, a small hiking stick or camera helps them feel part of the expedition.




National Parks Programs

Take advantage of Yellowstone’s ranger-led activities, many of which are aimed at families. Most campgrounds run family-oriented campfire programs with lectures in the early evenings and there are hikes to family-friendly destinations, including Storm Point and Mystic Falls. See the park newspapers for details. Grand Teton’s campfire program is based in Colter Bay, with campfire talks also at Gros Ventre Campground.

Kids can earn a very cool badge through the Junior Ranger Program (www.nps.gov; booklet $3; [image: icon-hoursgif]hJun-Labor Day; [image: icon-familygif]c), a renowned and worthwhile program in Yellowstone. Tasks include completing an activity book with questions and games, attending a ranger talk and doing a hike. The program can be completed in two days and is aimed at five- to 12-year-olds (although adults can enjoy it too). For more info, search for ‘yellowstone junior ranger program’ on the NPS website. Madison’s Junior Ranger Station offers kid-related activities all day.

Grand Teton’s Grand Adventure Program (www.nps.gov/grte/forkids/index.htm; donation $1) also trains Junior Rangers; inquire about it at any visitor center.

Junior Rangers and their families can participate in Yellowstone Wildlife Olympics, a field day with physical challenges that pit your abilities against those of notable wildlife (no pronghorn are injured in the making of this game). This three-hour activity is held at different visitor centers three times a week at noon; see the park newspaper for details.

Yellowstone’s family-friendly Old Faithful Visitor Education Center also operates the Young Scientist Program (www.nps.gov; booklet $5), which lets kids investigate the mysteries of the park with a special tool kit in hand, completing tasks for a coveted patch or key chain. It’s for ages five and up.

On Expedition: Yellowstone! (www.nps.gov/yell/planyourvisit/expeditionyell.htm; lodging/instruction per day $35/60), kids learn about preservation, the park’s natural and cultural history and current issues affecting the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. It includes hikes, field investigations, discussions, creative dramatics and journal writing. This four- to five-day curriculum-based residential program is for students in grades four to eight. Badger your teachers to arrange a visit; parents can come along as chaperones. It’s based at Lamar’s Buffalo Ranch or Mammoth.

Fourth Graders can get a free Interagency Annual Pass that gives free entrance to the parks for everyone in their vehicle. Get a voucher from www.everykidinapark.gov.


PLAY, LEARN & PLAN ONLINE

If your kids really won’t be pried away from their iPads, then get them in the mood for the parks with these online games and interactive activities.

A Test sleuthing skills and try park puzzles at www.nps.gov/webrangers.

A Teens can travel on award-winning electronic field trips at www.windowsintowonderland.org.

A Scavenge for clues about Yellowstone’s explosive past or play with jackalopes at the official Yellowstone site: www.nps.gov/yell/forkids/index.htm.

A Find the mystery animal or take the first steps toward the Junior Ranger badge at the official Grand Teton site: www.nps.gov/grte/forkids/index.htm.

A Identify animal tracks and make electronic field trips at www.nps.gov/grte/learn/kidsyouth/parkfun.htm.

A Explore more Junior Ranger fun at www.discovergrandteton.org/junior-rangers.






Private Programs

Inside the parks, concessionaires and nonprofits run a range of family-friendly activities. Short stagecoach rides from Yellowstone’s Roosevelt Lodge travel the sagebrush flats. Trips go several times per day and run from early June to August.

For more in-depth experiences, the Yellowstone Forever Institute offers a range of excellent year-round family programs. The most popular is Yellowstone for Families, where a qualified naturalist takes families (with children aged eight to 12) animal tracking, exploring and wildlife watching in the park. Other fun stuff includes painting at Artist Point and taking wildlife photos.







KEEPING IT SAFE

A Use a checklist for hiking supplies, including water, sunscreen and first aid.

A Kids should carry a flashlight and whistle, and know what to do if they get lost.

A Keep children within sight on the trail.

A Be especially careful roadside when everyone’s eyes are on the bison, not the traffic.

A Scenic overlooks with sheer drops require extra attention, especially at the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone.

A Caution kids about thermal areas before visiting them.

A A pre-trip practice outing helps kids know what to bring and expect.

A Let kids know the proper way to handle an animal encounter.

A Introduce them to Leave No Trace ethics.




Children’s Highlights


Adventure

Fishing Cast for cutthroat trout in a pristine mountain lake or river, or take a class. Children under 15 don’t need a fishing permit for Yellowstone or Grand Teton.

Grazing elk, Mammoth Families of elk chew nonchalantly on park lawns every day.

Rafting White water or scenic floats on the Snake, Yellowstone and Gallatin Rivers.

Horseback riding Mosey through the open range at a dude ranch (kids eight years old and up).

Paddling, String Lake Rent a canoe or kayak in Grand Teton National Park.

Snow King Resort Ziplines, alpine slides and a coaster ride in summer or tubing and boarding in winter, just outside Jackson.

Multiuse path, Jackson Hole Cycle a paved pathway through Grand Teton National Park.

Wilderness Adventures ([image: icon-phonegif]%307-733-2122; www.wildernessadventures.com; 4030 West Lake Creek Dr, Wilson; [image: icon-familygif]c) Operates multisport trips for teens.




Entertainment

Museum of the Rockies Huge dinosaur skeletons and an interactive Yellowstone for Kids exhibit in Bozeman.

National Museum of Wildlife Art Make your own art at this studio in Jackson.

Grizzly & Wolf Discovery Center Try out zookeeper duties and help feed the grizzlies in West Yellowstone.

Geothermal Bathing Splash about in a spring-fed pool at Chico Hot Springs, or go alfresco at Yellowstone park’s Boiling and Firehole Rivers.

Town Square Shootout Schticky street theater in Jackson is always fun, and there’s a version in Cody.




Dining

Chuckwagon dinners Oversize grills and steaming cast-iron cauldrons.

Camping Toasting marshmallows under a canopy of stars.

Picnics Yellowstone has great picnic areas, many of them riverside or lakeshore.

Red Box Car Burgers and shakes from a defunct train car in Red Lodge.

Running Bear Pancake House Short stack pancakes in West Yellowstone.

Pioneer Grill Hot fudge sundaes at a classic diner in Grand Teton National Park.

Montana Candy Emporium (7 S Broadway; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7pm) Sweet-tooth heaven in Red Lodge.




Rainy-Day Refuges

Climbing walls Indoor fun in Jackson, Bozeman and Cody.

Buffalo Bill Center of the West Kids’ workshops and interactive exhibits in Cody.

Yellowstone Giant Screen Theater Imax-size screen in West Yellowstone.

Old Faithful Visitor Education Center Aimed at kids; in Yellowstone park.




Coolest Camps

Most ski resorts offer daycare or camp outings.

Teton Science School ([image: icon-phonegif]%307-733-4765, 307-733-1313; www.tetonscience.org; Ditch Creek Rd, Kelly) Runs GPS scavenger hunts and ecology expeditions. Also offers outstanding summer camp programs.

Kids Rock (www.jhmg.com/school/kids/index.php) This Jackson Hole Mountain Guides program gives kids aged five to 12 a chance to get vertical (with parents in tow), on a safe and fun day outing.

Playmill Theater Offers a four-day summer theater camp for children aged 14 to 18. In West Yellowstone.

Jackson Hole Playhouse (www.jacksonplayhouse.com/summercamp) Runs a weeklong theater camp.




Hiking & Cycling

Most kids will enjoy the following Yellowstone hikes (and rides) for little legs; all are within 2 miles of a road. Rangers lead hikes on several of these routes.

Wraith Falls A 79ft cascade on the Mammoth to Tower−Roosevelt road.

Trout Lake Easy fishing destination in the park’s northeast corner.

Pelican Creek Bridge A fantastic nature trail to a beach on Yellowstone Lake.

Natural Bridge Trail Pedal an old stagecoach road to a 50ft rock bridge.

Mystic Falls Geysers and hot springs to explore in Biscuit Basin.






Planning


What to Pack

Kids should have comfortable outdoor clothing, a bathing suit, sun hat, shell jacket and warm clothing for chilly days and nights. If you are picky about your bug spray (DEET should be limited to 30%), it’s best to bring it from home. Before your trip, make sure everyone has adequate hiking shoes – this could be anything from sneakers to waterproof boots, depending on the range of terrain you’ll cover – and ensure they are broken in. Sandals or Crocs can also be useful for around camp. A cheap digital camera or pair of binoculars can provide lots of entertainment since there’s so much wildlife to watch. Bring your own marshmallows and toasting sticks.

Most car-rental agencies can add a child’s car seat for a nominal fee. Strollers may be harder to come by, so it is best to take yours with you. Baby backpacks are especially handy for getting beyond the boardwalk and onto the trails.

Most bike rental places, including Bear Den Rentals at Old Faithful, offer children’s bikes and even trailers or tandem bikes.




Before You Go

Keep the kids in mind as you plan your itinerary, or include them in the trip planning from the get-go. If they have a stake in the plan, they will be more interested when they arrive, or so the theory goes. Lonely Planet’s Travel with Children provides good information, advice and anecdotes. If you decide to book a Yellowstone Association program or a popular park activity such as a Yellowstone stagecoach ride, be sure to do so many months in advance. A few ranger programs only admit limited numbers, so it’s always a good idea to show up early.




Catering to Teens

The Tetons and Yellowstone offer tons of things for teens to do. If your teens do not have much outdoor experience, it may be wise to enroll them in a course. Bike rentals are available in all gateway towns and Old Faithful Snow Lodge. Climbing gyms usually have short beginner courses appropriate for teens, ski resorts often have mountain biking or alpine slide options and a few places have day-long kayaking courses. Readers suggest white-water rafting and swimming as perfect activities – there are plenty of alpine lakes that become divine retreats when the temperatures soar. Teens of every skill level can have a blast exploring ski and snowboard runs at area resorts. Most hikes are appropriate for fit teens.

At Yellowstone National Park, the Youth Conservation Corps (YCC; www.nps.gov/yell/parkmgmt/yccjobs.htm) offers teens month-long summer jobs in the park, with training in conservation and trail rehabilitation. Weekend activities include hiking, rafting, fishing and assisting scientists or field rangers. The program offers a couple of month-long sessions in a residential setting for young people between the ages of 15 and 18. Only 60 spots are available, chosen from a random draw. Enrollment is six months prior to summer.
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