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			Introduction

			Yellowstone National Park is a weird place. Its 2.2 million acres are bursting with a sci-fi novel’s worth of bizarre natural features, and its stranger-than-fiction landscapes are awe inspiring. Some of it can also be a little unnerving. From the violent, spasmodic eruptions of Fountain Geyser to the medieval, throaty roar of Dragon’s Breath Spring, Yellowstone’s thermal features alone would be enough to scare off anyone who had never heard of such a thing. That’s what we used to think about the Indians who lived in the area—that they’d always avoided this place because they equated the spewing geysers and steaming hot springs with angry gods and spirits. This, as we now know, is a myth.

			Our first national park has many such myths swirling around it, and its history is full of legends—in every sense of the word. Besides the visual treats of things like the travertine terraces of Mammoth Hot Springs and the park’s majestic geysers and gorgeous hot pools, Yellowstone’s rugged mountains and sweeping valleys provide habitat for such megafauna as elk, bears, wolves, moose, and bison. You can get up close (but not too close, please) to North America’s largest mammal in one of the many bison jams that tie up traffic, but did you know that the entire native bison population was once down to a couple dozen animals? The capture of a notorious poacher in 1894 was instrumental in stopping the decline of the bison population before it joined the dodo and the passenger pigeon in history’s “where are they now?” files.

			One of Yellowstone’s nonhuman legends is frozen in time as a striking reminder of a troubling chapter in the park’s history, when feeding wild bears was actually encouraged. Old Snaggletooth loved an easy meal and paid the ultimate price for it, but the giant grizzly still stands in West Yellowstone, in all his taxidermied glory, a furry fixture in the park’s fascinating story.

			Possibly the biggest myths concern Yellowstone’s “discovery” and the story of when the plan was hatched to create the world’s first national park. The life of John Colter, consummate mountain man and veteran of Lewis and Clark’s famous expedition, is the stuff of legend. He was long thought the first person to set foot in Yellowstone, but the reality is that he was beaten to the punch by twelve thousand years or so. The proof is right there in plain sight, two hundred feet high and half a mile long. And then there’s the storied campfire conversation where the very idea of setting aside the whole of Yellowstone as a “national park” for the enjoyment of the people was first proposed. It’s a wonderful narrative that’s slipped into folklore, repeated for a hundred years. Trouble is, it probably never happened.

			Any place as spellbinding and unique as Yellowstone National Park is bound to generate its share of myths and legends. Let’s explore some of the stories, the people, the animals, and the history—both true and not so much—of America’s crown jewel of national parks.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Old Snaggletooth

			When you have a positive bear encounter in Yellowstone National Park these days, it means you spotted a big black bear and her cubs a few hundred yards away from your hiking trail in the Hayden Valley. Or maybe you pulled off the road between Norris and Mammoth Hot Springs to use your telephoto lens to snap a few shots of a hump-backed grizzly moving through the trees on a mountainside across the river. But in the early days of Yellowstone, all the way through the 1960s, a bear encounter may have had you face to face with a mooching black bear standing on his hind legs to accept a bologna sandwich you offered through your car window.

			My, how times have changed. Those of us old enough to remember Yogi Bear used to spend our Saturday mornings laughing our heads off at the exploits of the cartoon bear and his little sidekick Boo Boo as they got themselves into one pickle after another trying to liberate “pic-a-nic baskets” from visitors at Jellystone Park. Their nemesis, Ranger Smith, was constantly yanking his phillips-head hat down over his ears in frustration over the opportunistic bears and the problems they caused in search of food. The cartoon was based on the practice of feeding bears in Yellowstone Park, an activity that was once treated as a major draw and actually encouraged by the park’s administration. Times were different then, and we weren’t yet aware of the dangers to both humans and bears posed by this custom. Photos of hold-up bears stopping traffic to beg for handouts enticed visitors from all over the country to come out to Yellowstone and get up close and personal with one of the park’s most popular mammals. With all we know today about bear behavior and populations, and the delicate balance of the intertwined habitat of all the park’s wildlife, it’s mind-blowing to think that this craziness went on for almost one hundred years.

			One bear in particular has come to symbolize this bizarre era in Yellowstone’s history. Today he welcomes visitors to the Yellowstone Historic Center in West Yellowstone, giant paws outstretched, mouth open as if in mid-roar, exposing a fearsome set of choppers including the lower incisor that juts out at a right angle. It’s what gives him his name: Old Snaggletooth. He’s the most famous bear in Yellowstone Park, and his story is both curious and tragic.

			Bear jam might sound like a tasty—or perhaps weird—treat you can pick up at a Yellowstone gift shop, but it’s actually a term used to describe the snarl of traffic that signals a bear sighting near the road. While there are plenty of pullouts and parking lots along Yellowstone’s main roads, bears can be notoriously uncooperative, popping out of the woods in the most inconvenient places. Motorists tend to pull over onto narrow shoulders or on a blind curve, or sometimes just stop in the middle of the road and jump out of their vehicles (all prohibited by park rules, by the way), to snap a photo of one of Yellowstone’s celebrated bruins. The resulting traffic jams are a danger to other visitors (and not too healthy for the bears, either). During the park’s summer peak times, you’ll see long lines of vehicles stopped on the roadside, with people pouring out of them to see, well, what the heck everyone else is looking at.

			While bears are less frequent subjects of the traffic jams (bison are far less wary of people and tend to wander right onto the road, literally blocking traffic), they’re plentiful enough that you’ll probably see at least a couple during your visit to the park. You just have to keep your eyes peeled. Up until about 1970, however, it was a lot simpler: you just had to drive to one of Yellowstone’s garbage dumps around dusk, and you’d be guaranteed a show put on by our ursine friends when they ambled out of the woods to gorge themselves on the refuse from the park’s hotels and restaurants. How did this practice come to be? Well, it began almost as soon as Yellowstone was designated the world’s first national park in 1872.

			Yellowstone is situated in prime bear habitat. Grizzlies and black bears have been around for thousands of years, and the early explorers, mountain men, and Indian tribes who came through the area encountered them frequently. Several members of the famed Hayden Geological Survey of 1871 even treated bear as game, describing the meat as “delicious.” (It’s an acquired taste, kind of like a greasy, stringy pot roast.) Soon after the park opened, the Northern Pacific Railroad and a few hardy entrepreneurs began building hotels around the park to host the increasing number of visitors who were taking trains out West to visit what was then known as Wonderland. Hotels attract people, people produce garbage, and garbage brings bears—it’s a time-honored equation that folks living in the Mountain West know all too well. Bear attractants like dog food and bird feeders bring bears out of the woods in many urban environments in the Northern Rockies. It’s a safety problem for people and—as bears become habituated to human presence—a health issue for the bears.

			Early park officials, like Philetus W. Norris, Yellowstone’s second superintendent, saw bears as a nuisance and a danger to the park’s visitors. (Never mind that it was people encroaching on the bears’ turf, not the other way around.) Norris took it upon himself to shoot a few of the beasts, and some accounts suggest that several bears may even have been inadvertently killed by consuming poison-laced animal carcasses that had been laid out to control wolves and other predators.

			By 1900 bears had become an unofficial symbol of this spectacular park out West. People couldn’t wait to travel the dusty roads of Yellowstone on horseback or in wagons to see Old Snaggletooth’s forebears up close and personal. The two sites that drew the most bears were the garbage dumps at the Lake Hotel and the Canyon Hotel, both located near the Hayden Valley, an area popular with bears. (It’s still one of the best places in Yellowstone to view them.) As the bears came out of the woods at dusk to congregate at the garbage dumps, an armed, mounted park ranger would stand by as crowds of people gathered to watch the bears paw through the mounds of trash, occasionally engaging in an entertaining fight over some bacon rind or orange peel (the bears, not the tourists).

			When the first automobiles were allowed into the park in 1915—over the strenuous objections of at least three park superintendents—bears quickly learned to change their behavior. Black bears in particular were drawn to the appearance of meals on wheels and began showing up at roadsides, where people would stop their vehicles and throw food. As the bears became accustomed to the new food source, people mistakenly took their habituation as a sign that these were tame animals. Far from it. They were still wild animals, of course, and, while not as ornery as a moose, they were big, powerful, and dangerous. In 1916 Yellowstone recorded its first bear-caused human fatality when sixty-one-year-old Frank Welch was killed near a camp in Sylvan Valley while hauling a load of hay and oats.

			Once visitors started feeding bears on the roadside, the reports of bear-caused injuries skyrocketed. The park didn’t officially start keeping tabs on the numbers until 1931, but the injuries reported were overwhelmingly non-life-threatening bites and scratches caused by bears reaching for the handouts being offered. Park superintendent Horace Albright suggested that not only were the injuries invited by the foolhardy behavior of the tourists, but perhaps the wounds could even be regarded as a badge of honor, an impressive souvenir to take home from their visit. This suggestion was apparently not widely embraced.

			Stories of roadside bear encounters emerged over the next several decades as the hold-up bears became one of Yellowstone’s most popular attractions. Between 1931 and 1969, an average of forty-eight bear-inflicted injuries was reported each year, along with more than one hundred incidents of property damage. Yogi wasn’t impressed with fine tuck and roll leather upholstery; he wanted that picnic basket on the backseat. One Wyoming writer recalled a tale from his childhood visit to the park when he watched a large black bear crawl through an open door into the backseat of a Volkswagen Beetle. The car’s outraged owner then proceeded to kick the bear’s rear end. The bear, unable to maneuver in the tight confines of the backseat, exited through the other door while the man who owned the car, perhaps unaware that he’d narrowly escaped a potentially fatal conflict, stood and shook his fist at the retreating animal. There are dozens of tales of such knuckleheaded behavior involving Yellowstone’s roadside bears.

			Despite constant warnings from park rangers and officials that these were, indeed, dangerous animals, people visiting Yellowstone wanted nothing more than to get within arm’s length of a real wild bear. Albright recalled one encounter reported by a female visitor who demanded that the park euthanize a bear that had ripped off her dress in the Canyon parking lot. She’d been there all morning, eventually getting the bear to stand on its hind legs to take food from her hand. When the bear dropped back down to the ground, his front claws apparently snagged the woman’s dress, pulling it completely off. The park did not kill the bear.

			Park officials had mixed feelings about the practice of bear feeding. On the one hand, it was responsible for a constant stream of injuries to visitors to Yellowstone National Park. On the other hand, it was responsible for a constant stream of visitors to Yellowstone National Park. Rangers couldn’t help but get in on the act, posing for photos surrounded by feeding bears or sitting proudly erect on their saddled mounts while overseeing a massive “bear show” at a garbage dump. One dump, near the Hamilton Store at Old Faithful, even featured a large wood sign that read, “Lunch Counter for Bears Only.” Wooden bleachers were constructed at the larger dumps to give spectators a measure of comfort while they marveled each evening at the sight of dozens of wild bears pawing through giant mounds of garbage, gorging themselves on scraps just a few yards from the audience. By the mid-twentieth century hundreds of bears had joined the nightly ritual. Black bears would congregate at dusk like retirees swarming the early-bird dinner buffet. Once darkness began to fall, the grizzlies would emerge from the timber to move in on the garbage. The black bears, following ursine hegemony, hightailed it out of there, surrendering the food source to even the smallest of grizzlies. Bears are hardwired with a keen sense of social order, and grizzlies are situated at the top of the heap. A thousand-pound specimen like Old Snaggletooth, even with his blind eye and missing claw, would have no trouble claiming his spot at the dump diner.

			By 1930 it was estimated that 250 grizzly bears were frequenting Yellowstone’s garbage dumps. Grizzlies, like most bears, are opportunistic omnivores. They’ll eat pretty much anything, but the bulk of their natural diet consists of roots, berries, grasses, insects, and other forage. They’ll occasionally consume carrion or hunt small mammals and fish. They’ve also been known, if the situation presents itself, to eat people, though this is extremely rare. Several grizzly maulings occur every year in our national parks, but as hikers and campers arm themselves with knowledge, caution, and bear spray, most victims can survive a grizzly encounter. Still, the idea that “you probably won’t get killed” wasn’t enough to keep people from gathering around the dumps at night to watch these fearsome predators wander in for some grub.

			As the number of visitors to Yellowstone increased each year, the popularity of the park’s bears was seized upon by the Union Pacific Railroad, whose advertising and publicity department could be as opportunistic as the bears themselves. One full-color ad from 1950 portrays a family of cartoon bears inside a rustic cabin. The door is thrown open to reveal Old Faithful erupting in the distance, the Old Faithful Inn visible next to it. Papa Bear is pointing at a black-and-white television with the stem of his pipe while Mama Bear, wielding a mop, looks on with a diaper-clad baby bear crawling at her feet. “They’re Comin’!” shouts the ad’s headline, announcing the upcoming summer season of Yellowstone Park and the expected trainloads of tourists. Walter Oehrle, the artist, became well known for his series of cuddly, anthropomorphized bears, which were featured in Union Pacific ads for decades. Yellowstone-bound rail passengers kicking back in the railroad’s sleek Streamliner in the 1930s could enjoy such exotic offerings as buffalo roasts and steaks while perusing menus that featured Oehrle’s “Yellowstone Bears” frolicking on the cover. It was the bears they were going to see, and the railroad knew it.

			Shortly after World War II, possibly influenced by a fatal bear attack at an Old Faithful camp in 1942, the park began to shut down the “public viewing” dump sites. By now the animals were pretty much habituated to the stream of visitors that continued to feed them at roadway bear jams, and they still frequented the dumps scattered throughout the park. These mostly black hold-up bears, not being known for their respect of boundaries, also left the park to hang out at garbage dumps around Yellowstone’s gateway communities. The 1960s arrived, and Yogi was a TV star as he continued to filch pic-a-nic baskets at Jellystone Park while Boo Boo, his cartoon conscience in a bow tie, continued to warn him of ranger danger.

			The American black bear is Yellowstone’s (and North America’s) most common bear. Despite the name, they can be blue-black, brown, or even cinnamon colored. They’re designed to live off such natural fare as whitebark pine nuts, grasses, insects, berries, and small mammals. But these Yellowstone critters had become used to a diet supplemented by graham crackers, Oreo cookies, marshmallows, and other junk foods fed to them through the slot at the top of a car window. Hmm, moth or marshmallow? It’s not difficult to see why bears weren’t going to stop their roadside mooching any time soon. It would be up to the Park Service.

			In 1970 the sun began to quickly set on the Yellowstone bears’ handout heyday. The park banned the practice of feeding bears and closed down all garbage dumps. All waste would now be trucked from the park to sites a good distance away. Another major arm of the park officials’ multi-pronged efforts was the installation of bear-proof garbage cans, the design of which has been perfected over the years to foil even the cleverest of hungry bears.
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					Old Snaggletooth was easily identifiable by his missing ear, milky left eye, missing claw on his front left paw, and protruding tooth.

					Norman D. Weis, 1965. Yellowstone Historical Collection.

				

			

			In West Yellowstone, the park’s most popular entrance, Old Snaggletooth had been frequenting the dump just north of town for more than ten years, and his easily recognizable features had made him the most famous bear in the park. He was the subject of magazine articles, books, and thousands of photographs. As park administrators were mobilizing their plan to solve the bear feeding issue once and for all, Old Snaggletooth met his tragic end. On the evening of May 19, 1970, a pair of Idaho men entered the town dump, where the bear was at his normal spot, scavenging food, and shot him several times with a small-caliber rifle. Game warden Kenneth “Pinky” Sears lived just across US Highway 191 from the dump and heard the shots. He was able to quickly apprehend the two, who gave no reason for killing the beloved bear. The poachers were taken into custody in West Yellowstone, where they paid bail of $200 each. They left the area, forfeiting their bail. They were later convicted, the forfeited cash being their only punishment.

			Old Snaggletooth, mortally wounded, made his way into the woods, where he later died. The bear, who reached eight feet in height on his hind legs, is on display at West Yellowstone’s History Center. Thieves have swiped his eponymous tooth several times, not realizing that it’s a replica. The real tooth, as well as the bear’s actual skull, are on display in a small Plexiglas case.

			Old Snaggletooth’s death marked a turning point in Yellowstone’s bear management approach. No-feed rules were strictly enforced, and, once weaned off human food, bears began to increase their range, moving deeper into the backcountry. In 1983 the park established “bear management areas” where human activity was restricted. Today visitors are warned to give bears at least one hundred yards of leeway and are shown what to do in a grizzly attack (there are still a handful of attacks reported every year). People learn how to secure their food at campsites so as not to attract bears, and hard-sided campers are required in campsites known to be in heavily populated bear territory. As a result of these changes, the number of bear-human conflicts has decreased dramatically. The forty-five injuries per year averaged in the mid-twentieth century had dropped to a single injury per year, on average, by 2000. Bears in Yellowstone rarely need to be relocated, and populations of both grizzlies and black bears are stable.

			On the wall next to Old Snaggletooth is a near-life-size black-and-white photo that captures the fearsome predator in an absurd pose. He holds up one paw, big as a catcher’s mitt, as if to ward off the camera. With his cloudy eye and chewed-up ear, he looks like a tough customer, one not to be trifled with. This image might be a little more terrifying if he weren’t seated on his butt on a big pile of garbage in the dump, a scrap of detritus poking from his mouth, his legs stretched out before him like a toddler on the kitchen floor playing with pots and pans.

			As grizzlies go, Old Snaggletooth isn’t the biggest, but he’s plenty big. To see his mounted replica up on its hind legs, massive paws clawing the air, and to read his story on the nearby plaque strikes a paradox in one’s mind. How could this magnificent creature, who resides at the very top of the food chain, have been subjugated to the position of garbage dump habitué, content to feed on the leavings of the people who were the very ones to invade its habitat? It’s a lesson that took us almost a century to learn, and today we still shake our heads in amazement that such outrageous practices were once not just accepted but also encouraged in Yellowstone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Nature’s Laundromat

			Jim Bridger famously called Yellowstone “the place where Hell bubbled up.” It’s a pretty spot-on description for the eye-popping geothermal features scattered across this mountain plateau. Half the world’s geysers are found here, and a day spent wandering around the caldera section of the park makes it easy to understand why early reports of these fantastic steam fountains were dismissed as fanciful tales cooked up by the mind of a mountain man too long in the wild with nothing but a sack of dried buffalo meat and his fertile imagination. Now, of course, millions of people from around the globe can attest to their magnificence, having witnessed the grandeur of Old Faithful or the rumbling menace of Steamboat Geyser, which last blew its top in 2018. The steaming fumaroles, the bubbling mud pots, the Technicolor hot pools—they all represent nature at its most flamboyant as the earth literally blows off some steam.

			But visitors to the world’s oldest national park—there were 4.1 million in 2017—haven’t always treated these spectacular geologic oddities with the respect and reverence we show them today. It seems every year that there’s a handful of knuckleheads who disregard their own safety and risk their lives to get closer to the hot springs or geysers than is prudent (or allowed). When a tourist from the Netherlands crashed a drone into Grand Prismatic Spring in the summer of 2015, he probably wasn’t thinking that his actions could cause irreparable
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