
 

BLOG POST:  2025.07.13 
Yellowstone National Park, Day 1:  A Whirlwind Tour 

 
 It was a nice ride here from last night’s Harvest Host in Three Forks, Montana.  It 
was another brewery – whaddyaknow, right? – this one being a large and fairly new 
place called Bridger Brewing.  It was easy to find (just off I-90, you can see it from the 
highway), the burger was good (so were the fries), the IPA’s were cold and yum, and the 
parking area was spacious and level.  Multiple wins, for sure. 

 So, this Monday dawned bright and sunny.  A few tiny cottonballs floated across 
a brilliant blue sky.  The ride was 120 miles, and GooGirl figured on two hours of drive 
time.  We started east-ish on I-90 – which I have known as the Mass Pike (that would 
be short for Massachusetts Turnpike) for most of my life – and then turned due south 
onto US-89, a natural mathematical progression. 

 I was anticipating just an ordinary road that would take me to the extraordinary 
Park, but US-89 astounded me.  It runs parallel to the Absaroka Range: tall, rocky 
mountains with a wide agricultural plain at its feet (see picture above).  That went on for 
miles and miles before the road got snaky along the banks of the Yellowstone River and 
finally wound up and up, through the town of Gardiner and into the crazy succession of 
slow, steep switchbacks that brings you into the park proper at Mammoth. 

 And the first thing I saw there was a grazing she-elk, right on the common. 

 



       That seemed like a pretty good 
omen for my four-day stay. 

       I arrived at 3:00 and immediately 
went to scope out my campsite:  Site 55, 
Mammoth Campground.  Once I knew the 
lay of that land – so I wouldn’t end up being 
that annoying loser driving through the 
campground with his high beams on, looking 
for the tiny number sign – I set out to see 
some Y-stone sights in the five or so hours 
of daylight that remained. 

It was 9:30 – and good and dark – 
when I got back to MCG-55.  I did a lot 
more driving than I expected!   

I knew things are far apart here, but I 
forgot how far apart they actually are.  This park is enormous.  It took me 80 minutes to 
drive back here from Old Faithful.   

First place I went to was Mammoth Hot Springs (MHS).  Go figure, right?  I 
mean, I was already in Mammoth.  Sadly, like in 2023, the springs were mostly dried up 
and looking like alabaster, but at least this time there were a couple of flows going 
on.  Those looked pretty good, but MHS is better seen in AM light.  I needed to catch 
that spot again in the morning sun.  Even the Upper Springs, which a ranger had told 
me had some vibrance, were blah.  The photo below was the lone exception. 



  I had no plan, but mentally coin-flipped a southbound route, towards Norris.  That 
took me through that cool “rock garden” area and up over that dramatic pass (above) 
with the waterfall (right) and floating bridge. 

    Next was the Sheepeater Cliff 
(photos, next page), that odd formation of 
basalt columns.   

Other brief stops were the Obsidian 
Cliffs and Roaring Mountain. 

  Norris Geyser Basin followed 
those.  I walked the long and serpentine 
boardwalk there and took some pics of the 
various geysers as they sputtered and 
spouted here and there around the basin.  

    That’s when I made my bad 
decision.  Underestimating the necessary 
round-trip driving time, I chose Old Faithful 
over the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone 
(GCY).  I knew the falls at GCY faced east, 
so they would be better photographed in 
the AM, but I also thought some east-
looking views down the canyon would be 
spectacular in this vivid sunlight.   



      I dunno, maybe I thought the canyon 
shadows would be too deep. Maybe I thought 
the famous geyser would look great in low 
sunlight.   

  Whatever it was, I opted for the ride to 
Old Faithful (OF), which was 30 miles from 
Norris.  At 45 mph, tops (YNP speed limit), 
that’s a 40-minute ride — each way — plus 
the retracing of my route to get from Norris 
back to my MCG-55 home.   

And, I made it even longer by 
detouring through Firehole Canyon.  I had 
seen the sign a mile before, thought to 
myself, “nahh, did it last time.”  But as I 
approached the actual turn, my thought 
changed to, “but I really liked it last time.”  So, 
thither I returned. 

    It was great.  Hardly any other vehicles, so 
no crunch to pull over and park for photo  



Norris Geyser Basin 

snaps.  And it did not take long.  If I had not 
done that 2-mile, one-way loop, I would’ve 
arrived at OF at 7:27 or so, instead of spot-on 
at 8:00.  Which wouldn’t have mattered. 

   After I parked at OF, I was walking 
toward the geyser site, and I asked two 
women coming from the geyser site if they 
knew when the geyser had last blown its 
stack.  The Asian woman was funny (without 
trying to be):  “Ohhhh, I don’t know… It last 
went at 7:22 and it’s 8:00 now….”    

7:22, eh?  But you “don’t know.”  That 
cracked me up.   

Anyway, I knew that OF averaged 
about 90 minutes between spews — though 
Siri tells me that it has been anywhere from 
35 to 125 minutes — so that meant waiting  



probably another, I don’t know, 
52 minutes.  It was at that point 
that I realized what a blunder I 
had pulled. 

The return ride north 
showed me why.  The sun 
disappeared behind the western 
mountains at 8:30.  At 8:46, it 
the west.  OF was probably 
gushing its jet of steam in deep 
dusk.  I’m sure I will return to 
OF in the next four days, but it 
was a dumb pick for this 
evening.  (And I bet the eastern 
canyon looked glorious.) 

Now I had 44 minutes of 
driving in what I consider 
“roadside wildlife hour.”  That 
sounds cool when you first hear 
it, but, as someone who once 
killed a deer that jumped 
unexpectedly into the road from 
the roadside, it is a nervous 
time to be driving.   

And “wildlife hour” it 
was.  I saw a lazy bison, and 
several large female elk. 

Old Faithful, in standby mode 

A hot pool at Norris Geyser Basin 



 

But the two “animal jams” — where traffic stops for wildlife viewing —  were 
damn cool.  The second one was a fox.  I’d never seen a fox live.  I’m surprised the guy 
coming the other way saw it at all.  I had no idea why he was stopping, but he flicked on 
his flashers, so I knew some animal was the cause.   

As I slowed to a stop, I saw the cute red fox just saunter across in front of him, as 
if the cagey animal got a kick out of making these big loud metal things stop for him.  
But it vanished into the roadside vegetation before I could pick up and aim my camera. 

OK, so the first animal jam was much more extreme.  I was following this Subaru 
Outback at just a couple of ticks over the speed limit, and we were making good time.  I 
considered him my “deer alarm” — if any deer got spooked and ran onto the road, the 
odds were highly in favor of it colliding with him instead of me.   

But we came upon two pickup trucks stopped in the middle of the road.  Not even 
on the shoulder, they were side-by-side (though facing opposite ways), with flashers 
on.  At first, I thought they were chatting with each other and didn’t give a fuck that they 
were blocking traffic, but I quickly deduced that something more than a deer was 
hereabouts.  In a moment, we had a six-vehicle scrum going on.   

I looked down the embankment to my left and, sure enough, there was a smallish 
brown bear — maybe a young Grizzly — crashing out of sight into the underbrush.  As 
we watched, it reappeared at a casual jog, up the left bank, across the road right 
between our purring vehicles, and up into the forest on my right.  I was able to snap a 
few pics as he crossed, but he was a blur.  He stopped to glance back, though, and I got 
one decent shot as I was starting to roll forward.   

  The rest of the ride was incident-free, but when I got to #55, I discovered that 
someone had been using my fire pit.  A small bag of charcoal, a recently-bought fire 
poker (still had the tag on it) and a small, uncooked package of some kind of meat were 
on the bench of the picnic table.  WTF?? 

 



 

And the coals were still hot!  They must have skedaddled very shortly before I got 
here.  Good thing; I would’ve killed them.  Stabbed one and shot the other.  If there was 
a third, I might have poisoned him.  Survival in the wilderness, right?  Maybe? 

    

 

  

  

 


