
Day 26 -- Monday May 31 – Excursion to Yellowstone National Park
On the Memorial Day holiday, we drove into Yellowstone from the south along the Lewis River. Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks lie adjacent to one another, with a short stretch of National Forest between them. On our way north from Moran, we stopped to watch egrets and appreciate the early Spring greening of an Aspen grove along a bend in the Snake River (Image 4819 and 4821). 
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Image 4819:  Snake River and Grand Tetons
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Image 4821:  Aspen Meadow Detail, Snake River

We also had some gorgeous morning views of the Teton Range across Jackson Lake.  
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Image 4833 and 4843:  Grand Tetons from Jackson Lake
Although there was intermittent morning sun as we started our excursion, the weather closed in on us with deepening overcast and occasional showers before noon. The gray light was compounded by two other factors. The road from the south entrance to Yellowstone had reopened for the tourist season only days before.  A considerable amount of snow and ice still choked some of the terrain. Likewise, much of southern and western Yellowstone has been devastated by major forest fires, some of them several years ago and at least one as recently as last year. Thus, many mountainsides have been largely denuded of trees.  Thousands of bare trunks reach upward like gray toothpicks through a low ground cover of evergreen saplings barely more than man-high.  Alternately, tree trunks lay in tumbled, broken piles across bare rock, with even the soil burned to ash. Due to the extensive destruction, the areas we saw proved to be something of a disappointment. 
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Image 4853: Spring Thaw Along the Lewis River
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Image 4857: Lewis Falls
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Image 4861: Lewis Lake, Still Under an Inch of Ice
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Image 4865: Fire Damage Along the West Shore of Lewis Lake
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Image 4871: North Shore of the West Thumb of Yellowstone Lake 
(From the Geyser Basin Near Grant Village).

From West Thumb, we turned toward Old Faithful and the geysers of the western Yellowstone along the Firehole River. In this region, one can quickly see why some of the local Indians may have called Yellowstone “the Valley of Smokes.” Terrain around Craig Pass is very high, with two summits above 8200 foot elevation, as we crossed the Continental Divide twice 

The Old Faithful visitor center is of course a major tourist attraction. Something that doesn't show in many of the pictures circulating of this natural wonder, is that one side of the geyser is ringed with a semi-circular double row of bench seats that make the waiting a little easier. The geyser erupts on a cycle that can vary from 35 minutes to as long as two hours, with prediction time limited to the next eruption, based on results of the last. We were fortunate to get front row seats about 20 minutes before the “show”. 

While we were waiting, the geyser “teased” its audience with a few puffs of hot water and steam. But it did eventually make its curtain call, with an eruption lasting perhaps 3 minutes and reaching a height of more than 100 feet. The following images capture something of the power of this natural wonder:
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Image 4891 – “Old Faithful” With Plume.
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Image 4892 – “Old Faithful” with its veil of steam.
To gain a sense of the scale of this eruption, one can see a few people standing somewhat beyond the built-up cone of rock at the base of the geyser, at lower right. 

After watching Old Faithful, we continued north through the geyser basins toward Madison. Along this stretch of road we saw plentiful elk and bison, and at least a couple of prong-horned antelope, some of the animals very close to the road. I was mentally chilled to the bone as I watched one young father holding his three year old daughter's hand as they walked to within 20 feet of an unpredictable bison -- Dad's camera shutter clicking audibly and the near-sighted bison eying them uncertainly. People are gored and tramped every year as a consequence of ignoring the many signs that warn of avoiding close contact with wildlife. 
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Image 4901: Bison at Rest, Yellowstone National Park
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Image 4906: Bison Herd Near Indian Creek.
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Image 4907: This wooly monster probably weighs around 1500 pounds and can sprint short distances at 30 miles per hour -- well exceeding the pace a man can sustain.

Along this stretch of road we also saw elk and prong-horn antelope, but unfortunately not at times or in light that made for good pictures. We glimpsed the rear quarters of one grizzly bear who seemed to be sleeping off lunch while a crowd of idiot humans ganged up at the very edge of the road, hoping to snap photos. Not accidentally, the Park Ranger on the scene was equipped with a 9-mm Glock automatic pistol and a glower that (mostly) kept the spectators at roadside rather than allowing them out onto the hundred yards of meadow between the road and the bear. 

Another highlight of our excursion was of course the “Little Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone” and Yellowstone Falls. The canyon varies between 1000 and 4000 feet across and 800 to 1400 feet deep. As the river charges over the lip of the falls, it is a deep, emerald green. The rocks seem splashed with paints – deep browns and bright yellows punctuated by splashes of rose red, and the green of the river. 
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Image 4917: Yellowstone River Below Yellowstone Falls
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Image 4919: Lip of Yellowstone Falls
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Image 4923: Molly was fascinated by the rushing water far below. She stood in this posture for perhaps a minute before we gently tugged her away, to ensure that she didn't try to investigate at closer range...
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Image 4927: Yellowstone Falls Panorama
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Image 4934: Stone Outcropping -- Detail From Lookout Point

Maren got chilled in the moist breeze from the canyon – enough to welcome a return to  Captain Hook's warmer interior. We then completed an expeditious drive around the lower circle of the figure-eight shaped Park Road, past the cold emptiness of Yellowstone Lake, and back to our campground at Moran. By the time we reached camp, it was drizzling again. 

The next time we visit Yellowstone, I think we'll try the area to the north of the park around Mammoth Hot Springs. Clearly, the Yellowstone wilderness area is much too large to see in one day, even starting from within the park itself. 
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