
[image: cover-image]


[image: Image]

Montana & Wyoming

CARTER G. WALKER

[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]



How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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bison grazing in front of the Tetons



WELCOME TO Montana & Wyoming

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

HIGH AND LOW SEASONS

NEED TO KNOW

BEST OF Montana & Wyoming

WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE

GET YOURSELF IN HOT WATER

National Parks and Monuments Road Trip

INDIGENOUS HERITAGE

SMALL TOWN RODEOS: THE BIGGEST PARTIES IN THE WEST

BEST HIKES

The dramatic landscapes of Montana and Wyoming were carved over eons by water, wind, fire, and ice. The culture too was shaped by conflict: between those who were from here and those who weren’t; those who valued the land itself and those who only sought its riches. Although their distinct histories are evident everywhere, not just tucked away in dusty museums, these states continue to redefine themselves. Wyoming’s Tetons thrust skyward at the rate of an inch or so each year. Montana’s blue-ribbon trout streams etch themselves ever deeper into green and gold valleys. The populations are perpetually shifting too, bringing new ideas, new residents, and an evolving culture.

Montana is as vast as its blanketing sky, rich with natural resources and overflowing with beauty. From Glacier National Park to the Little Bighorn, its sights are enchanting, and sometimes haunting. Its communities are diverse too, with pioneer traditions embraced by new generations of transplants in towns like Whitefish, where ski bums and artists mingle with fifth-generation ranchers. Montana’s cities make us aware of the constant growth in the American West, while little dots on the map give us hope for its almost magical timelessness.

Embodied by the bucking bronco on its license plates, Wyoming is a child’s cowboy fantasy come to life. But what strikes people most about Wyoming is its authenticity. The harsh climate and isolation that make Wyoming the least populated state in the union result in an uncommon grace in its residents that’s expressed in the way they do business and welcome visitors. There is glitz here too, in places like Jackson and Cody, but it doesn’t distract from the essence of Wyoming. Those towns are but a flash of silver, the shiny buckle on a well-worn belt.

Separated by history, culture, and even politics, Montana and Wyoming are still agreeable neighbors, bound together by the forces of nature that make them so captivating.


[image: image]

Grand Teton National Park



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


[image: image]

1 Boating on Jackson Lake in Grand Teton National Park.
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2 Spotting wildlife in Yellowstone National Park, such as bears, bison, and bighorn sheep in Lamar Valley, and wolves in the northeast corner.
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3 Visiting a dude ranch and riding to your heart’s content.
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4 Skiing at Maverick Mountain.
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5 Taking to the river, from kayaking on Oxbow Bend in Grand Teton to white-water rafting on the Snake River.
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6 Digging for fossils along Montana’s Dinosaur Trail.
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7 Learning about Indigenous cultures.
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8 Driving Glacier’s Going-to-the-Sun Road.
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9 Seeing the glaciers—while you still can—in Glacier National Park’s sublime Many Glacier and Grinnell Glacier (pictured).
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10 Soaking in hot springs.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Glacier National Park

Known as the “Crown of the Continent,” Glacier National Park embodies the Montana you’ve always imagined: rugged mountains, crystalline lakes, abundant wildlife, and miles of trails. See breathtaking glaciers (while you still can) and drive the iconic Going-to-the-Sun Road. Just outside the park, Whitefish is the ultimate mountain town, a skier’s paradise. The western gateway to Glacier, the Flathead Valley is home to the largest freshwater lake in the western United States, a mountain range that will take your breath away, and the wide-open space of the CSKT Bison Range.


[image: image]

Many Glacier in Glacier National Park



Missoula, Helena, and Southwest Montana

Western Montana shows off with lush green mountain ranges and towering forests. Missoula is a cultural hub and home of the University of Montana, with great restaurants and better bars. Butte, Helena, and restored ghost towns like Virginia City showcase much of the state’s fascinating history starting from its mining heritage. This region straddles both sides of the Continental Divide with endless year-round recreation like hiking, fishing, and skiing.

Bozeman and the Gateway to Yellowstone

The communities surrounding Yellowstone offer a diverse range of experiences. From skiing, fishing, and an abundance of outdoor adventures in the booming college town of Bozeman, the area’s culture is as rich as its landscape. Big Sky offers year-round resorts with ample skiable terrain and some terrific places to stay and eat. The roads that lead to Yellowstone, including Paradise Valley and the Beartooth Highway, are destinations in their own right.
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Yellowstone National Park

A vast 2.2 million acres (570,000 ha), Yellowstone National Park is a wonderland of constant motion, filled with steaming geysers and boiling mud pots, packed with diverse wildlife, and crisscrossed by hundreds of miles of hiking trails. Marvel at geothermal features like Old Faithful and stay in historic lodges like the Old Faithful Inn and rambling Lake Yellowstone Hotel. A trip to Yellowstone would not be complete without excursions in its gateway communities. Cody, an hour to the east of Yellowstone, is a classic cowboy town, and perimeter communities, including West Yellowstone, Gardiner, and remote Cooke City, should not be missed.

Grand Teton National Park

Grand Teton National Park packs a punch, particularly when it comes to mountain splendor. Twelve peaks in the Teton Range soar above 12,000 ft (3,650 m). While there are only 100 mi (160 km) of roads in the park, there are twice as many miles of trails, leaving hikers endless options for adventure. Favorite landmarks include picturesque Jenny Lake, vast Jackson Lake, drive-to-the-summit Signal Mountain, and serene Oxbow Bend.

Jackson Hole and the Wind Rivers

Wyoming’s northwest corner is far more than a gateway to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. Jackson Hole is a destination in itself, with glitzy galleries and boutiques, gourmet eateries, luxe accommodations, and a sensational art scene, not to mention world-class ski resorts and white-water rafting. Farther south, outdoors enthusiasts will find hot springs and mountain meccas. The Wind River Range encompasses more than 2 million acres (518,000 ha) of rugged and beautiful country and is home to the Wind River Indian Reservation, the mountain town of Lander, and sunny Thermopolis.

Billings and the Big Open

Beyond Billings, the state’s largest and most industrial city, much of eastern Montana is made up of small but tightly knit communities separated by vast swaths of wide-open country. It’s also where four of the state’s seven reservations can be found, including the Crow and Northern Cheyenne Reservations. The landscapes are varied and dramatic—from the rimrocks in Billings and the rolling hills around the Little Bighorn Battlefield to the badlands of Makoshika State Park outside Glendive. Age-old traditions like the annual Bucking Horse Sale in Miles City give the region a rare timelessness.

Eastern Wyoming

Where the prairies meet the mountains, cowboy culture comes alive. This is where you’ll find dude ranches and Sheridan, one of the most charming and authentic Western towns in the state. The spectacular Cloud Peak Skyway Scenic Byway climbs into the mountains toward the mysterious Medicine Wheel National Historic Landmark. The isolated and enigmatic Devils Tower National Monument draws climbers, geologists, and Native Americans who consider it a sacred site. And farther south are three of Wyoming’s largest cities: capital Cheyenne, synonymous with its legendary Frontier Days rodeo; college town Laramie; and onetime frontier town Casper.


[image: image]

rafting the Gallatin River



HIGH AND LOW SEASONS

Summer is the easiest, and by far the busiest, time to travel the roads, both front- and backcountry, in Montana and Wyoming. Thoughtful planning and advance reservations, particularly for hotels and campgrounds, are essential. Hotel rooms are particularly hard to find during local events such as Frontier Days in Cheyenne or the Sweetpea Festival in Bozeman. It’s especially important to plan well in advance—a year is not too early—for trips into the national parks and hot tourist destinations like Bozeman, Whitefish, and Jackson Hole.

Rates for accommodations are generally lower and rooms more available when snow is on the ground, except around ski areas, but winter road travel can be challenging because of the inevitable storms and possible closures.

Shoulder seasons can be a delightful time to travel in both states. The national parks are slightly less crowded in autumn, but keep in mind that winter comes early at high elevations. There are also little-known ways to enjoy the parks by bicycle in the spring, before they open to cars. Opening and closing times for the parks can vary by year, weather, and federal budgeting, so make sure to check with the parks before travel.

Don’t try to see too much in too short a time; this cannot be overstated. Consider that the drive from Montana’s eastern border to its western border is 550 mi (890 km), about the same distance as from New York City to Charlotte, North Carolina. Don’t spend so much time on the road that you miss the small details—idyllic hikes, roadside burger joints, the locals who give small towns their true character—that make Montana and Wyoming what they are.

NEED TO KNOW

Park Fees and Passes

The entrance fee in the summer for each national park is $35 for automobiles, valid for seven days. An annual America the Beautiful national parks and federal recreation lands annual pass, which permits entrance to more than 2,000 federal recreation sites, costs $80 annually. Senior passes (62+) for access to all national parks and federal recreation lands are $20 annually or $80 for a lifetime pass. Access passes for active military and citizens and residents with permanent disability, which used to be sold as the Golden Access Passport, are free. US fourth-graders are also admitted free to the national parks. Campground and other lodging fees are extra. Annual passes for any of the three parks are available for $70. To learn more or buy passes in advance, visit www.recreation.gov.
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BEST OF Montana & Wyoming

With Yellowstone National Park at its heart, this generous two-week summertime itinerary starts and ends in Bozeman, Montana, never exceeding 200 mi (320 km) of travel in a single day. See and experience this breathtaking region without getting stuck behind the wheel, unless you find yourself in a bison jam.

Day 1

Bozeman

Start your trip in Bozeman, equal parts college town and mountain town. Fit in a trip to the Museum of the Rockies to see where dinosaur guru Jack Horner did much of his work. Throw in a hike up the M or on Drinking Horse Mountain, just northeast of town, and end with a shopping stroll on historic Main Street. Enjoy a game of pool, a local brew, and an excellent meal at the popular Montana Ale Works. After a cone from the Airstream Ice Cream Co., bed down for the night at The Lark, a hip, artistically driven hotel.

Day 2

Bozeman to Billings

141 MI (227 KM), 2 HOURS

Start your morning with a quick jaunt up Peets Hill, then walk a few blocks for breakfast at the old-school Western Café or the new-school Jam! Head east toward Billings. Along the way, stop in Livingston to peruse the art galleries or check out the Yellowstone River with a fly rod. Arrive in Billings in time for a burger and a beer at Montana Brewing Company and a downy bed at the Northern Hotel.

Day 3

Billings

After breakfast, spend the morning exploring nearby Pictograph Cave State Park. Grab lunch at McCormick Café before a visit to the to the contemporary-cool Yellowstone Art Museum. Grab a beer or two along the Billings Brew Trail before ending the night with dinner at The Granary.

Alternatively, for those looking to get out of the city, take day trip to nearby Red Lodge, just an hour’s drive from Billings, but a world away at the edge of the massive Beartooth Plateau.

Day 4

Billings to Cody

156 MI (251 KM), 5 HOURS

Avid road-trippers can experience two of the most breathtaking drives in the region. Grab a picnic lunch and head down US 212 toward Red Lodge, then up and over the Beartooth Scenic Highway (US 212). Be sure to make plenty of stops along the way. Look for mountain goats at the summit. Consider an alpine hike: The Clay Butte Fire Lookout Tower, only 1 mi (1.6 km) from the highway, puts you above 11,000 ft (3,350 m). Go all the way to Cooke City if you need a shot of civilization (or espresso) or head south on the Chief Joseph Scenic Highway (Hwy. 296) to Cody. Arrive in time for Texas-style barbecue at Fat Racks BBQ or a farm-to-table feast at The Local and a cozy room at the Chamberlin Inn.
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Those looking for more direct (and less scenic) route can drive the 107 mi (172 km) straight from Billings to Cody; it’ll take just under two hours.

Day 5

Cody

After breakfast, head out on the hour-long Cody Trolley Tour, which can include tickets to the Buffalo Bill Center of the West. Spend most of the day exploring its five museums. Before dinner at the celebrated Irma Hotel, grab a cocktail and step outside to watch the Cody Gunfighters. After dinner, head over to the Cody Nite Rodeo for a two-hour action-packed show with local cowboys and cowgirls.

Day 6

Cody to Tower Junction

111 MI (179 KM), 3 HOURS

On your way out of town, stop by Old Trail Town. Then head farther west on the Buffalo Bill Scenic Byway toward the east entrance of Yellowstone National Park. Stop for a bite at Buffalo Bill Cody’s historic Pahaska Tepee resort. Once inside the park, check out the phenomenal Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and the wildlife-rich Hayden Valley on your way to Tower Junction and the classic Roosevelt Lodge Cabins. Arrive in time to ride horseback (or travel by covered wagon) to the Old West Dinner Cookout. Then retire to your rustic cabin under the stars.


Where the Wild Things Are

Appreciating wildlife is as much a part of the culture as mountains are part of the landscape. The most obvious choice for prime wildlife-viewing is Yellowstone National Park, where animals have the right-of-way; just try telling a herd of rutting bison that you have to be somewhere. Grand Teton and Glacier National Parks are also great bets, although the restricted roads and dense forests can limit visibility. Both states are packed with public lands and refuges (Wyoming has 7 national wildlife refuges, and Montana has 18) that offer prime habitat for any number of species.

MONTANA

• Between the Flathead and Missoula, the CSKT Bison Range is home to around 400 bison, along with white-tailed and mule deer, bighorn sheep, pronghorn antelope, and elk.

• At the edge of Missoula, the Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and Wilderness offers excellent hiking and is home to grizzly and black bears, mountain lions, bighorn sheep, mountain goats, moose, deer, elk, wolves, and some 40 species of birds.

• In addition to the nonnative mountain goats, grizzly and black bears, bighorn sheep, moose, elk, and deer can often be seen from the Beartooth Scenic Highway.

WYOMING

• The best place to spot wolves anywhere in the Lower 48 is Yellowstone National Park’s famed Lamar Valley in winter.

• Just outside Jackson, the National Elk Refuge is home to 6,000-7,000 elk or more throughout the winter months.

• High in the Pryor Mountains that straddle Montana and Wyoming, the Wild Horse Range is home to mustangs. Visits should start with a stop at the Pryor Mountain Wild Mustang Center near Lovell.



Day 7

Tower Junction to Paradise Valley

59 MI (95 KM), 1.5 HOURS

Early birds will delight in a sunrise drive through the famed Lamar Valley for amazing opportunities to spot wildlife, including wolves and bears, depending on the season. Consider a hike up to Trout Lake or maybe meander along the trout waters of Slough Creek. Don’t go without bear spray! Turn around and head north to Mammoth and the Mammoth Hot Springs Terraces, where you can amble around the colorful geothermal features. For lunch, try the bison burger or elk sliders at the Mammoth Hotel Dining Room, just below the geothermal terraces. On your way out of the park, perhaps you’ll want to soak in the Boiling River between Mammoth and Gardiner, or just wait until you arrive at Chico Hot Springs Resort to enjoy the naturally heated waters. After a gourmet dinner in the Chico dining room, settle in for the night and listen for Percy, the resident ghost.

Day 8

Paradise Valley to Yellowstone Lake

91 MI (147 KM), 3 HOURS

Backtrack through the park’s northern entrance. River rats should take a morning raft trip on the Yellowstone River. Inside the park, head to Norris Geyser Basin for another education in geology and super-volcanology. Then head to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone—check out the canyon or the falls from another angle, or even on a trail like Uncle Tom’s Trail, which will take you to the spectacular Lower Falls. Wind up your day with a cocktail on the porch and a relaxing dinner at the idyllic Lake Yellowstone Hotel.

Day 9

Yellowstone Lake to Jackson

95 MI (153 KM), 2.5 HOURS

After a morning stroll at the water’s edge, head down to West Thumb Geyser Basin, an incredible selection of geothermal features. From there, continue south to Grand Teton National Park. You’ll pass this way again in two days, so don’t feel pressured to stop at every scenic turnout. Grab lunch along the way and try a hike along the gentle Lakeshore Trail at Colter Bay. Continue down to Jackson and settle in at the Anvil Hotel. Walk just a few blocks for a long and sumptuous meal at the Snake River Grill. Before tucking in for the night, stop for a nightcap at the famous Million Dollar Cowboy Bar.

Day 10

Jackson

Hit the old-school favorite—The Bunnery—for a hearty breakfast. White-water enthusiasts will have no shortage of options on the Snake River. Mountain bikers and hikers can hit the alpine slopes at either Snow King in town or off the fabulous gondola at Jackson Hole Mountain Resort. If you have the energy in the afternoon, visit the National Museum of Wildlife Art before grabbing a margarita and some Mexican fare at Pica’s Mexican Taqueria. Wednesday and Friday-Saturday nights you can catch the Jackson Rodeo.
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Jackson Hole Mountain Resort gondola



Day 11

Jackson to Old Faithful

98 MI (158 KM), 2.5 HOURS

After breakfast at Persephone Bakery, head north toward Grand Teton and Yellowstone. Stop at Jenny Lake for a hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point, a boat ride, or just a picnic. Continue north through Grand Teton, checking out the sights you missed on the way down. Once in Yellowstone, drive north and west to Old Faithful and stay at the Old Faithful Inn for the night. There are great trails along the way, including an easy jaunt to Lone Star Geyser. Explore the area before settling in for dinner and a bed at the inn. If you can keep your eyes open, Old Faithful eruptions in the moonlight are pretty unforgettable.
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Old Faithful



Day 12

Old Faithful to West Yellowstone

32 MI (52 KM), 45 MINUTES

After a leisurely morning, head north and then west to the town of West Yellowstone. Enjoy this small but dense section of the park on your way out. Don’t miss the opportunity to swim in the thermally heated waters of the Firehole River. In West Yellowstone, check out the Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center and the adjacent Yellowstone Giant Screen Theatre. Grab some brisket or pork ribs at Firehole Bar-B-Que Company or a gourmet meal at Bar N Ranch before calling it a night in a cozy safari tent at Under Canvas Yellowstone.

Day 13

West Yellowstone to Big Sky

51 MI (82 KM), 1 HOUR

Head over to the Freeheel & Wheel to rent a bike and then hit the famous Rendezvous Ski Trails, where Olympic Nordic skiers have trained. After lunch, continue north through the scenic Gallatin Canyon toward Big Sky Resort. There are countless hiking trails and fishing spots along the way. Plan on spending the night at the Wilson Hotel; head to dinner in the Meadow at Olive B’s Big Sky Bistro.

Day 14

Big Sky to Bozeman

44 MI (71 KM), 1 HOUR

Start your day with a short hike to scenic Ousel Falls or jump in a Montana Whitewater raft to white-knuckle it down the Gallatin River canyon. Then head back to Bozeman to enjoy the mountain vistas and toast your trip over a hand-tossed pie at Sidewall Pizza Company.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Get Yourself in Hot Water

In the middle of winter, when the cold works its way into your bones, there’s nothing quite like soaking in a natural hot spring to restore your energy and well-being. Thanks to the geothermal and hydrothermal activity that put Yellowstone National Park on the map, both Montana and Wyoming offer an abundance of hot springs, most of which can be enjoyed year-round. Options range from middle-of-nowhere holes in the ground to well-known natural features and developed pools in resort-like settings. In general, the closer you get to Yellowstone, the more options there are.

FAVORITE HOT SPRINGS

Chico Hot Springs Resort

Just up the road from Yellowstone in Montana’s Paradise Valley, Chico Hot Springs Resort is a classic. Founded in the late 1800s and known then for offering miners a bath, a clean bed, and fresh strawberries at every meal, Chico today is known for its wonderful outdoor pools, cozy accommodations, fabulous dining room, and lively tavern.

Boiling River

The Boiling River—which is not, in fact, boiling—is a magical place and an experience you will not soon forget. Located just inside Yellowstone’s north entrance at Gardiner, Montana, the Boiling River is actually a small stretch of the Gardner River where thermally heated water from nearby Mammoth Hot Springs flows into the icy waters of the Gardner, mixing to make a perfect swimming temperature any time of year. Snowcapped peaks and great plumes of steam coming off the water make winter an especially unforgettable time to swim here.

Hot Springs State Park

The entire town of Thermopolis, Wyoming, is built around natural hot springs, and Hot Springs State Park is a wonderful place to enjoy them. Originally part of the Wind River Indian Reservation, the area was sold to the US government in 1896 with the stipulation from Shoshone Chief Washakie that the waters would always be freely available so that anyone could benefit from their healing properties. Today, the park houses a variety of developed pools, including the State Bath House, which offers the only free thermal pools in the park.

RESOURCES

A good site with a diverse range of hot springs in Montana is Montana Hot Springs (https://montanahotsprings.net). Montana’s official tourism site (www.visitmt.com) regularly updates their page on hot springs around the state (navigate to Things to Do, then Hot Springs). To find spots in Wyoming, visit the state tourism site (www.travelwyoming.com), which also has a page on hot springs (navigate to Things to Do, then Hot Springs).
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National Parks and Monuments Road Trip

This ambitious one-way, 7-day, 1,273-mi (2,049-km) itinerary starts at Devils Tower and takes you to Little Bighorn Battlefield, Glacier, Yellowstone, and Grand Teton National Parks. This is a go-big-or-go-home itinerary for travelers with big appetites, plenty of stamina, but not much time. You will cover a lot of ground and see several places that make this part of the country what it is. Plan as close to summer equinox as possible to make the most of the region’s long days of sunlight, both for sightseeing and driving. The Going-to-the-Sun Road is typically open late June-mid-October. For detailed driving directions for each leg of the trip, see the beginning of each chapter.

Day 1

Devils Tower to Billings

294 MI (473 KM), 4 HOURS

Start your trip at the otherworldly Devils Tower National Monument with a quick stop at the visitor center for an overview of the unique geological, natural, and cultural history of the area. Follow it up with a hike on the Red Beds Trail to see the tower from various angles. After lunch at The Diamond Bar at Devils Tower, hit the road for a long, lonesome prairie drive to Montana’s Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, where Custer made his famous last stand. Don’t miss the film in the visitor center and museum before driving the Tour Road to take in various sites from the legendary battle. From there, continue on to Billings, where you can sup at Walkers American Grill & Tapas Bar and settle in for hard-earned night’s sleep at the Northern Hotel.

Day 2

Billings to East Glacier

359 MI (577 KM), 5.5 HOURS

After a big, sweet breakfast at Stella’s Kitchen & Bakery, head north and west on two-lane highways through Montana’s breadbasket and tiny towns along the way, with names like Buffalo, Moccasin, and Straw to East Glacier, where you can arrive in time for a juicy steak and a comfy bed at the Summit Mountain Lodge.

Day 3

East Glacier to Whitefish

78 MI (126 KM), 2.5 HOURS

Get an early start and fuel up with a big breakfast in East Glacier at the Two Medicine Grill. Head into the park from the St. Mary entrance to go up and over the magnificent Going-to-the-Sun Road, the drive you’ve been waiting for maybe your whole life. Take the time to park at Logan Pass and take a hike—Hidden Lake Overlook Trail is a popular choice. Head down the pass for a refreshing dip in Lake McDonald and have a late lunch at Russell’s Fireside Dining Room in Lake McDonald Lodge. In the afternoon, consider another short hike such as Trail of the Cedars—or take a sunset cocktail cruise on a historic wooden boat. When it’s time, travel through West Glacier and on to the resort town of Whitefish, where you can do a little shopping and settle in for the night at the Garden Wall Inn after dinner in town at Abruzzo Italian Kitchen.

Day 4

Whitefish to Bozeman

320 MI (515 KM), 6 HOURS

There is a lot of ground to cover between Whitefish and Bozeman. Whatever your plan, you’ll want to fuel up with a pie and lunch to go from Loula’s Café. Head south to Bigfork and have a picnic on one of the lovely beaches that line Flathead Lake. Drive through the CSKT Bison Range en route to Missoula, where you can stretch your legs on the riverside trail and grab coffee and a pastry at Le Petit Outre. From here, it’s all highway driving east through Butte and on to Bozeman. By the time you roll into Bozeman, you’ll be ready for a dinner at Little Star Diner before settling in for the night at The Lark.

Day 5

Bozeman to Old Faithful

121 MI (195 KM), 3 HOURS

Start your morning with a hearty breakfast at Feed Café before you head into the Gallatin Canyon, toward Big Sky Resort. Adrenaline junkies can raft the Gallatin with Montana Whitewater. Grab a gourmet lunch at Big Sky’s Horn & Cantle before continuing on to West Yellowstone to check out the critters at the Grizzly and Wolf Discovery Center. Make your way into Yellowstone National Park and walk around Midway and Lower Geyser Basins—don’t miss the colorful Grand Prismatic Spring—before arriving at Old Faithful Inn for the night. Make sure to see at least one eruption of its namesake geyser and check out the Old Faithful Visitor Education Center before you enjoy a meal in the hotel’s lovely dining room and settle in for the night.

Day 6

Old Faithful to Jackson Lake Lodge

65 MI (105 KM), 2 HOURS

After breakfast and perhaps one more eruption of Old Faithful, head south toward Yellowstone Lake, stopping to explore thermal features at West Thumb Geyser Basin. Take your time, cruising south through Yellowstone and into Grand Teton National Park. Dip your toes in the water, or just enjoy the scenery at various pullouts. You could have lunch at Colter Bay or arrange a lunch cruise to Elk Island, then visit the Colter Bay Visitor Center. Stretch your legs with a 2-mi (3.2-km) loop on the Lakeshore Trail at Colter Bay or arrange for a boat rental on Jackson Lake. Continue to Oxbow Bend to take in the scenery and look for wildlife as dusk approaches. Then backtrack to Jackson Lake Lodge, where you’ll dine with a view of the Tetons in the Mural Room before calling it a day.

Day 7

Jackson Lake Lodge to Jackson

36 MI (58 KM), 1 HOUR

After breakfast, head south past Signal Mountain, or drive to the top for a magnificent view, or hike it. Continue south to Jenny Lake, where, for a real treat, you could make reservations for a gourmet lunch at the Jenny Lake Lodge. Afterward, take a hike to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point before exiting through the Moose entrance station. Stop at the Craig Thomas Discovery and Visitor Center, and if there’s time, you could take a tour of the Murie Ranch or visit the Laurance S. Rockefeller Preserve. Arrive in Jackson in time for some shopping in Town Square before the nightly Jackson Hole Shootout. Save just enough energy for a celebratory farewell meal at Wild Sage if you’re feeling fancy, or The Merry Piglets if you’re not.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Indigenous Heritage

The culture and history of Indigenous people have powerfully defined the identities of both Montana and Wyoming. Both states offer tremendous opportunities for those interested in learning about and experiencing Native American history, traditions, and contemporary culture.

BLACKFEET TOURS

Guided trips on and around the Blackfeet Indian Reservation take guests hiking or on horseback into the sacred Badger Two Medicine area near Glacier.

WIND RIVER INDIAN RESERVATION

Wyoming’s only reservation is home to about 9,000 Northern Arapaho and some 4,400 Eastern Shoshone. Sights of interest include the Shoshone Tribal Cultural Center and the grave sites of the two most prominent Shoshone, Chief Washakie and Lewis and Clark’s guide Sacagawea.

The best time to visit is during the annual three-day powwows. The largest Shoshone powwow is the Eastern Shoshone Indian Days Powwow and Rodeo, held the fourth weekend in June. The largest Arapaho powwow is the Ethete Celebration, usually held in late July.

LITTLE BIGHORN BATTLEFIELD NATIONAL MONUMENT

This is where thousands of Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho warriors fought under such legendary figures as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and more than 200 men from his 7th Cavalry died in the brief battle. A wonderful way to explore the monument is by hiring a Native American guide through Apsalooke Tours.

CROW FAIR

Held the third week in August since 1904, Crow Fair is considered the largest outdoor powwow in the world. More than 45,000 people come to watch, and many camp out in more than 1,000 tipis erected on the banks of the Little Bighorn River.

MEDICINE WHEEL NATIONAL HISTORIC LANDMARK

This mysterious carved stone wheel has spiritual but unexplained significance to many Native American tribes. Interpretive tours are offered by local Native American guides.

DEVILS TOWER NATIONAL MONUMENT

This iconic rocky sentinel, the first national monument in the country, is considered sacred by numerous tribes, all of whom have unique origin stories for it. A voluntary climbing closure is in effect each June out of respect for various Native American ceremonies.




Small Town Rodeos: The Biggest Parties in the West

With more than 100 annual events on the calendar May-November, it’s hard to drive through Montana and Wyoming without running into rodeo action somewhere. Stop and buy a ticket; the bleachers are fine. These small-town rodeos offer a unique window into life here: Locals wear their Sunday best, and no one seems to mind the dust.

MONTANA

Miles City Bucking Horse Sale

3rd full weekend in May

Since 1914, the country’s best bucking stock—and the most ambitious cowboys—have been showcased at this world-famous event in Miles City. The party atmosphere follows the crowds from the rodeo into town and every bar throughout the long weekend for concerts, street dances, and a good old small-town parade.

Gardiner Rodeo

mid-June

Just outside Yellowstone’s north entrance, in the shadow of Electric Peak, the annual rodeo in tiny Gardiner includes all the standards—bull riding, saddle bronc riding, bareback bronc riding, steer wrestling, barrel racing, and breakaway roping—with a timeless small-town charm.

Wild West Yellowstone Rodeo

mid-June-Aug.

Held just outside of West Yellowstone, at the edge of Yellowstone National Park, this traditional and family-friendly rodeo happens 5-6 nights a week during the peak summer season.

Livingston Roundup Rodeo

July 1-4

Offering small-town charm and a big-city purse over the Fourth of July holiday, this festive and growing event puts Livingston on the map with big-name rodeo action, a popular parade, nightly fireworks, and more than 10,000 spectators that flood this riverfront community.

WYOMING

Thermopolis Cowboy Rendezvous

late June

From tailgate parties and a Western dance to a pancake breakfast and parade, the small-town rodeo in Thermopolis ushers in the pro rodeo circuit for the Big Horn Basin with plenty of action and family fun.

Cody Stampede Rodeo

July 1-4

With all the showmanship one would expect from a town named after Buffalo Bill Cody, this professional rodeo lets the town shine with all the classic events, including bareback riding, roping, steer wrestling, barrel racing, and saddle bronc and bull riding. The rest of the summer, visitors can get a true sense of small-town rodeo at the Cody Nite Rodeo.

Ten Sleep Fourth of July Rodeo

2 days over Fourth of July

With a rodeo history that dates back to 1908 and includes some of the biggest names in the sport, Ten Sleep boasts rodeo action throughout the summer. Special events at the annual Fourth of July shindig include a Pony Express Ride from nearby Hyattville, a Main Street parade, an old-fashioned rodeo, fireworks, and a sometimes bloody wild horse race.

Sheridan WYO Rodeo

usually 2nd week in July

This is the biggest week of the year for Sheridan. Events include a golf tournament, art show, rodeo royalty pageant, carnival, relay races, a parade, and a street dance on top of four nights of pro rodeo action.




Best Hikes

The best way to see this place and to know it is to get out and hike. Explore the wilderness. Climb the mountains. Run your fingertips along the bark of trees. Feel the whisper of high grasses on your legs. Earn the best view you’ve ever seen. Here are the top hikes, some popular and some lesser known, in Montana and Wyoming.

GLACIER NATIONAL PARK

• Highline Trail is popular for good reason. Best in midsummer when the wildflowers explode with color, the shorter version of this strenuous hike climbs a total of 1,950 ft (594 m) over 11.8 mi (19 km) and offers outstanding scenery, including a stretch along the Garden Wall, a ledge that will delight thrill seekers.

• A short and easy hike through alpine meadows known as the Hanging Gardens, the Hidden Lake Overlook Trail, also known as the Hidden Lake Nature Trail, offers extraordinary views of Clements Mountain, the Garden Wall, and Mount Oberlin. The 2.7-mi (4.3-km) round-trip hike crosses the Continental Divide and is often snow-covered, even in midsummer.

MISSOULA, HELENA, AND SOUTHWEST MONTANA

• Offering an incredible view of the Helena Valley, the 1906 Trail on Mount Helena is well traveled for good reason. The 3.1-mi (5-km) up-and-back hike travels through steep, rocky terrain past a large limestone cave, and offers limited shade in the pines.

BOZEMAN AND THE GATEWAY TO YELLOWSTONE

• Sacagawea Peak towers above Fairy Lake and affords hikers spectacular views and a good shot at seeing mountain goats. The trail is just 4.5 mi (7.2 km) round-trip—but steep, gaining 1,975 ft (602 m) in elevation. For more, continue on the winding Bridger Mountains National Recreation Trail. Those who want less can amble around Fairy Lake, a flat 1.2-mi (1.9-km) loop.

YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK

• Starting with a steep descent to a suspension bridge over the rushing Yellowstone River, the backcountry Hellroaring Trail is beautiful but strenuous. Enjoy a 6.2-mi (10-km) stretch through scenic sagebrush plateau to the confluence of Hellroaring Creek and the Yellowstone River.

GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK

• Jenny Lake Trail to Hidden Falls and Inspiration Point offers the best of the park—access to Jenny Lake, pristine conifer forests, rushing creeks, soaring alpine views, and a chance to encounter wildlife. The moderately challenging trail is 6 mi (9.6 km) but can be shortened to 1 mi (1.6 km) by taking the shuttle across Jenny Lake.

• The Taggart Lake-Bradley Lake Loop takes hikers to two glacially formed lakes at the base of the Tetons. With only 890 ft (262 m) of elevation gained over 5.6 mi (9 km), this moderate trail along water and through forest offers up views of Nez Perce peak, Middle and Grand Tetons, and Teewinot Mountain.

BILLINGS AND THE BIG OPEN

• High in the Beartooth Mountains, not far from Roscoe, East Rosebud Trail No. 15 to Elk Lake is a 6.7-mi (10.8-km) trail with diverse terrain—forest, canyon, alpine cirque—and a rushing creek nearly the whole way. Wildlife is abundant, views are sublime, and a dip in Elk Lake makes every step worthwhile.

EASTERN WYOMING

• Hiking is a great way to appreciate the stark beauty of Devils Tower. The 1.5-mi (2.4-km) Joyner Ridge Trail takes in beautiful views of the tower, particularly at sunset, and can be linked to the 2.8-mi (4.5-km) Red Beds Trail, which is steep but lovely.
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