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Tour participants : Christian Hagenlocher & Chris Brown (Leaders) with 10 Naturetrek clients 

 

Summary 

Starting the trip with a Mountain Lion in Jackson Hole is a great start to any tour anywhere. Due to some severe 

winter weather affecting our plans, we left Jackson for West Yellowstone earlier than anticipated but made up for 

it with some great sightings along the way. Our time in Yellowstone yielded 17 mammal species, which was a 

higher count than all other Naturetrek Yellowstone trips! Our final tally of nearly 50 bird species also has to rank 

among the top winter bird lists for a Yellowstone trip! 

  

Day 1                 Thursday 9 January 

Eight of the group arrived at Newark on flights from Heathrow and were checked into an airport hotel prior to 

the onward flight tomorrow. 

 

Day 2                   Friday 10 January 

The group arrived at Wyoming’s Jackson Hole Airport, where we met the remaining two members of the group 

who had travelled independently, on a bluebird day with perfect weather. After transporting everyone to the 

hotel and getting checked in, we loaded into the vans and drove down the street in downtown Jackson to the 

snow-covered parking lot of a gas station. 

 

We joined dozens of photographers and wildlife watchers in gazing at the hillside above, where a female 

Mountain Lion was hidden among the scrubby trees. Barely visible as she snoozed in the late afternoon sun, we 

marveled as she yawned, groomed herself, and maintained a careful eye on her Mule Deer kill below, buried 

beneath the snow.  

 

Mammal Highlights:  Mountain Lion 

Bird Highlights: None    

 

Day 3                Saturday 11 January 

We started the day by checking in on yesterday’s Mountain Lion, who was not in her “usual” spot, so we moved 

onwards north into Grand Teton National Park. We stopped to scope a group of mature bull Elk foraging in the 

National Elk Refuge. 

 

As we moved on towards the Gros Ventre Road, we passed several large Mule Deer bucks on the sage-covered 

hillsides. Right at the junction, we spotted two Moose, a female and her year-old calf. These were our first Moose 

of the trip, and we excitedly observed them from a distance along Sagebrush Road. 



Yellowstone’s Wolves  Tour Report 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek     May 20 
 

 

In the distance, a large group of female Sage Grouse flew towards us and over the road, before deciding to 

return to where they came from, giving us some nice flyover looks at this often secretive and hard-to-find 

species. As we continued driving along Gros Ventre Road, we spotted an adult Bald Eagle keeping watch over 

the riverside, and also saw several more distant Moose on the hillside, including some nice antlered bulls. 

 

Returning to Jackson, we stopped near the Elk Refuge again near a road killed animal, marveling at a 

concentration of Common Ravens, Black-billed Magpies, and also a lone Coyote who emerged from the cattails 

on a frozen pond, giving us brief looks before disappearing again into the reeds. 

 

Due to incoming storms, the leaders chose to modify the plans and we departed Jackson early to get over Teton 

Pass before the forecast snowstorm worsened the road conditions and closed the pass (which did happened the 

next morning). After crossing the pass and having several participants spot Moose along the drive, we made our 

way north towards the town of West Yellowstone, stopping along the river for our first looks at a mixture of 

winter waterfowl, including the largest species: Trumpeter Swans. 

 

While admiring the swans in the snow, we spotted a small Muskrat near the shore, which provided great looks as 

it dove and surfaced with mouthfuls of vegetation, which it ate while perched on a rock near the shore. 

 

After arriving at our hotel in West Yellowstone, we loaded back into the cars and drove out towards Quake Lake 

to look for wildlife. Although we never made it to the lake, we saw Trumpeter Swans and Common Goldeneye 

along a thawed part of the lake. 

 

We turned around at a productive river bend where the group enjoyed great looks at a vocal pair of American 

Dippers and feeding Common Goldeneyes and Mallards. A Bald Eagle flew upriver, scattering the waterfowl 

which eventually returned. Christian expertly spotted a plastic owl on the drive back to town!  

 

Mammal Highlights: Moose, Elk, Coyote 

Bird Highlights:  Greater Sage-Grouse, Bald Eagle 

 

Day 4                 Sunday 12 January 

Before departing our hotel, we spotted a “parking lot” Coyote chasing away Common Ravens from the 

dumpster behind Bullwinkle’s restaurant, where we had dinner the night before. 
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Our day’s adventure began on the edge of town on Hayden Street. We hiked around the snowy neighborhood 

bike trails in search of wildlife, finding Mountain Chickadees feeding actively, Common Ravens, and saw tracks 

of Red Fox and Coyote.  

 

Eventually, we spotted the Coyote eating spilled seeds under a backyard bird feeder, where we also had our first 

good looks at a perched Clark’s Nutcracker, and fleeting views of both Steller’s Jay and Blue Jay, which was vocal 

but hard to find. Mountain Chickadees were active at the feeder, and a confiding pair of Pine Grosbeaks perched 

atop the conifers providing good looks for all. 

 

We retraced our route from the day prior, out to Quake Lake, spotting the same birds along the drive. Past 

Quake Lake, we encountered a large herd of Bighorn Sheep, including one nice mature ram, many ewes, and a 

few young individuals born this past year. We had great looks at these animals as they fed on grasses protruding 

from the snow. 

 

On our drive back, we checked on the plastic owl which was still perched in the same spot, and added a 

Northern Shrike to our bird list. We spent the afternoon at West Yellowstone’s Grizzly & Wolf Discovery 

Center enjoying cracking views of both Grizzly bears and Wolves in the snow up close, observing a variety of 

behaviors. 

 

The Grizzlies had food hidden in their large open enclosures, and it was fun to watch the bears demonstrate 

their power by turning over large logs in search of their treats. The wolves were surprisingly social, chasing one 

another around in the snow and hiding their block of frozen animal tallow. 

 

We saw a variety of native raptor species in the educational displays and enjoyed learning about the Greater 

Yellowstone Ecosystem indoors in the new Otter exhibit, which showcased both Otters and Yellowstone 

Cutthroat Trout. 

 

We learned about the biology and conservation of both apex predators in the education center, which included 

casts, taxidermy, and educational resources about bears and wolves. The gift shop at the end was a great way to 

end our visit. We ate dinner at a pizza restaurant with nice warm food! 

 

Mammal Highlights: Bighorn Sheep, and close encounters with captive Grizzly Bears and Gray Wolves 

Bird Highlights: Townsend’s Solitaire, Bohemian Waxwing flock, Common Ravens interacting with wolves  
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Day 5                 Monday 13 January 

  

We had an early morning start outside our hotel when Jessie arrived with our Snowcoach for the day. This large-

tired bus would serve as our transportation for the next two days inside Yellowstone National Park. Before the 

sun had risen, we floated over the snowy roads through the darkness, blazing the first tracks into the park of any 

group for the day. 

 

After stopping to use the bathrooms and warm-up hut, we ventured down the road through the Madison Valley, 

stopping at some of the geothermal features along the way, including fumaroles, hot springs, and mud pots. 

 

We arrived at Old Faithful Geyser about an hour before its scheduled eruption, giving the group time to explore 

the gift shop and educational displays inside the visitor’s center. About 10 minutes before the scheduled 

eruption, we bundled up and headed outside to watch this spectacular event alongside a half-dozen other brave 

souls. The hissing and plume of steam were not as spectacular as many had envisioned, but it was memorable 

nonetheless. 

 

We stopped at the Fountain Geyser which erupted while we were there, sending plumes of steam and water 

billowing into the air forming clouds at warp-speed. This event was perhaps more impressive than Old Faithful, 

given our close proximity and the magnitude of this eruption. 

 

On our return drive through the Madison Valley, our path was blocked by a herd of Bison, so we patiently 

waited for them to move before continuing onwards. We drove a side route through the canyon, seeing a 

beautiful waterfall and lots of waterfowl along the Madison River. 

  

We were in for a surprise when we encountered an interesting hybrid duck showing an odd combination of 

traits. It was a Hooded Merganser x Common Goldeneye hybrid that has been seen for at least the last five years 

in the same general area. Hybrids aren’t always long-lived and it was a treat to see this individual doing so well. 

We saw many other waterfowl species up close and enjoyed the diversity of birds the day offered. 

 

Dinner together at a restaurant with a train car inside the lobby concluded our day together. 

 

Mammal Highlights: Coyote, close-up views of American Bison, dog wearing googles!  

Bird Highlights:  Hooded Merganser x Common Goldeneye hybrid, Pied-billed Grebe, American Wigeon 
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Day 6               Tuesday 14 January 

This morning we embarked on our second Snow Coach tour with Jessie, venturing into the West entrance of 

Yellowstone and onwards into the Hayden Valley. 

 

The snow continued as we drove along the picturesque Yellowstone River scanning for wildlife. The usual bird 

suspects were plentiful, yet mammals were not. Despite seeing some spectacular scenery, the mammal diversity 

was astoundingly low; we encountered only American Bison and Coyote, with some people getting distant looks 

at a River Otter far upstream for a brief moment.  

 

Although we attempted to hang around and wait them out, the Otters remained elusive, leaving only frozen 

tracks along the ice. We turned our attention towards the geologic features, stopping at Dragon’s Mouth to take 

in the roaring cave with sloshing water and rolling steam. We examined the fumaroles and boiling mud pots 

before loading up and continuing to Artist’s Point. 

 

Despite the blowing wind, everyone beheld the picturesque views of the distant partially-frozen falls, and sliding 

along the frozen walkway back to the bus. Next, we checked out the Upper Falls Overlook, and scanned the 

river for more otters but it wasn’t meant to be; our efforts were in vain. 

 

Leaving the park, the Madison Valley held more American Dippers, Common Goldeneye, Trumpeter Swans, and 

“Dodgy Duck”--the continuing hybrid waterfowl we spotted the day prior. 

 

After returning to our hotel we warmed up at the Three Bears restaurant, enjoying hearty large portions of 

steaming food and a delicious salad bar. Another great day in West Yellowstone! 

 

Mammal Highlights: Coyote, Bison 

Bird Highlights: Trumpeter Swan, Hooded Merganser x Common Goldeneye hybrid 

 

Day 7                   Wednesday 15 January 

Today we moved our base camp from the town of West Yellowstone to Gardiner, Montana. This involved 

packing up and driving north around the park, then east and south to reach the western town of Gardiner, 

Montana. 

 

The drive offered some good music and some wider, more expansive views of the river valleys and more 

developed areas around Bozeman. One highlight of the drive was stopping at Debbie’s home just north of 
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Bozeman, where we enjoyed her garden full of bird feeders. The birds quickly got used to our presence and 

returned to feed, providing great views of numerous montane species including Clark’s Nutcrackers and Evening 

Grosbeaks, as well as chickadees, finches, and several species of sparrow. We also saw raptors, including both 

Red-tailed and Rough-legged Hawks. 

 

Lunch in Bozeman included some delicious sandwiches. After lunch, we passed many rural ranches, beefalo 

(Beef Cow x Bison hybrids) and some White-tailed Deer along the drive. After arriving at our hotel in Gardiner, 

we visited a gift shop for a quick bathroom break, before driving along the river to search for wildlife. 

 

We spotted Elk on the side of the road very close, as well as a wary Coyote along the roadside. Before long it was 

dark, and we retired to eat dinner at the Mine Shaft restaurant next to our hotel. Overall, a smooth travel day!  

 

Mammal Highlights: Elk, Coyote, White-tailed Deer, Bighorn Sheep 

Bird Highlights: Clark’s Nutcracker, Northern Flicker, Downy Woodpecker, American Goldfinch 

 

Day 8               Thursday 16 January 

This morning we drove into Yellowstone National Park from the Gardiner entrance and drove the only open 

road through the Lamar Valley to Cooke City. Recent snow had seemed to dampen wildlife activity, but we did 

manage to spot the common mammals including scores of Elk, larger herds of American Bison, and even 

Moose! 

 

We pulled off at a viewpoint and scanned some distant cliffs, resolving some small white dots into our first 

Mountain Goats of the trip! Clinging to the small crags, we watched the goats feed and loaf around high above 

us in the distance. After everyone had the chance to see goats through the spotting scope, we continued towards 

lunch in Cooke City, stopping briefly to scan some backyard feeders to catch a glimpse of more Clark’s 

Nutcrackers, Pine Grosbeaks, and a Hairy Woodpecker. 

 

Lunch was delicious and warm and was very welcome before driving back the way we had come, keeping our 

eyes peeled for more wildlife including Red Fox which was new for the trip. Unfortunately, we didn’t see any 

other new mammals or birds but did manage to see some nice Bison along the road on our way back.  

 

After returning to the hotel, we enjoyed dinner at The Cowboy restaurant. Little did we know, the relatively slow 

mammal activity would pick up the following day. 

 

Mammal Highlights: Mountain Goats perched on a distant cliff, Red Fox, Moose 
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Bird Highlights: Close views of Black-billed Magpies 

 

Day 9                   Friday 17 January 

The bad weather that was predicted to happen in the early morning hours had not occurred, prompting some 

optimism as we drove into the park to repeat the same route we followed the day before. 

 

At our bathroom stop at the junction, we spotted a dark Gray Wolf on a distant hillside overlooking a herd of 

American Bison. After the wolf disappeared down the hill, we relocated to the Wrecker pullout, where on the 

ridge the entire Wapiti Lake pack of 16 wolves was visible. The alpha female kept watch as last years’ pups played 

in the snow, jumping on one another, and rolling and sliding down the hill. 

 

We watched as the wolves bounded down the hill and frolicked along the river, with several attempting to cross 

the freezing water towards us. We were joined by more excited wildlife watchers, and it became a challenge to 

maintain a clear position as the wolves were moving down below us pretty quickly. We adjusted and got great 

looks of the pack as they walked along the river and eventually returned to the ridge top. 

 

Little did we know there was a recent kill nearby, and the human activity kept the wolves from venturing closer 

to inspect the carcass. We continued into the Lamar Valley on our way to lunch, spotting two Bighorn Sheep 

rams along the rocky outcropping. 

 

In Cooke City, we had a friendly Common Raven who put on a show as we waited for our food to be prepared. 

Our elation carried us through the afternoon, fueled by a close-up encounter with a Bald Eagle at the same pull-

out where we observed the wolves in the morning. 

 

We stopped at Mammoth Hot Springs. We walked along the boardwalk, examining the springs and watching the 

Black-billed Magpies pick flies from the warm submerged surface of the rocks. 

 

We ate a delicious dinner at the Wonderland Cafe, joining the local band in singing classic songs while we dined. 

At our evening checklist review, we celebrated our success finding and observing wolves with a champagne (and 

sparkling cider) toast!   

 

Mammal Highlights: Gray Wolf! Bighorn Sheep 

Bird Highlights: Bald Eagle, Golden Eagle, Common Raven 

 

Day 10                        Saturday 18 January 
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We left Gardiner earlier in the morning, still energized from yesterday’s wolf sightings. Our first stop provided 

amazing looks at an adult Golden Eagle perched along the roadside. 

 

Approaching the junction, a close call with a snowplow caused Christian to give too much distance between his 

vehicle and the plow, and he slid off the road into the deep snow. A close male Bison prevented an initial 

assessment, but fortunately provided time for a National Park Ranger to respond with a shovel and tow strap. 

Within 15 minutes, the vehicle was dug out and we were on our way. 

 

As we ventured out into the Lamar Valley, we spotted wolves on the far hillside--this time from a different pack. 

They had made an elk kill the night before, and had feasted and were napping on the hillside, sprawled out as if 

they were dead. We had distant scope views of the pack (in a more typical Yellowstone fashion) making us 

appreciate what a treat our sighting was the day before!  

 

As we resumed our drive towards lunch in Cooke City, we spotted an Otter along the river, popping up through 

holes in the ice. We got several glimpses of the otter before it disappeared downstream, then reappeared briefly 

as it worked upstream again to disappear around the bend.  

 

After enjoying a traditional American barbecue lunch in Cooke City, we returned towards Gardiner, stopping as 

the wildlife appeared. We visited the wolf pack again, laying mostly motionless in the same position as earlier, 

and we had a surprise Badger appear across the road, barely plowing through the snow, stopping to dig and 

eventually digging itself a burrow into which he vanished.  

 

We visited the geothermal features of the Upper Terrace region of Mammoth Hot Springs, just missing a fox 

sighting, but seeing a nice Townsend’s Solitaire perched up above the parking lot as a nice consolation prize. 

 

For dinner, we returned to Wonderland to enjoy our favorites from the night before, to the peace and quiet of a 

dinner accompanied by good conversation and excellent food. It was the perfect final day in Yellowstone 

National Park. 

 

Mammal Highlights: Badger, Gray Wolves, Otter, White-tailed Jackrabbit 

Bird Highlights: Golden Eagle, Townsend’s Solitaire  
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Day 11                  Sunday 19 January 

 

After loading up our luggage we departed our hotel in Gardiner towards the Bozeman airport. Just after we left 

town we spotted a gorgeous Prairie Falcon along the highway, and everyone got great views of this new trip bird 

in the morning sunlight. Behind the falcon on the hillside were dozens of Elk. The drive to Bozeman was 

smooth, with great looks at more Elk, dozens of White-tailed Deer resting in the agricultural fields, and several 

Bald Eagles along the roadside. We made it to the Bozeman Airport, and said our goodbyes. It was a great end to 

a fantastic trip! 

 

Mammal Highlights: Elk 

Bird Highlights: Prairie Falcon 

 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  
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Species Lists 

Mammals (✓=recorded but not counted) 

      January 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

1 
White-tailed 
Jackrabbit 

Lepus townsendii                 ✓   

2 Mountain Cottontail Sylvilagus nuttallii           ✓   ✓     

3 Muskrat Ondatra zibethicus   ✓                 

4 Red Squirrel Tamiasciurus hudsonicus     ✓       ✓   ✓   

5 Coyote Canis latrans   ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

6 Grey Wolf Canis lupus               ✓ ✓   

7 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes             ✓   ✓   

8 North American Otter Lontra canadensis                 ✓   

9 Moose Alces americanus   ✓         ✓ ✓     

10 Elk or Wapiti Cervus elaphus canadensis   ✓       ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

11 Mule Deer Odocoileus hemionus   ✓       ✓     ✓   

12 White-tailed Deer Odocoileus virginianus           ✓         

13 American Bison Bison bison       ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

14 Mountain Goat Oreamnos americanus             ✓       

15 Bighorn Sheep Ovis canadensis     ✓     ✓   ✓ ✓   

16 Mountain Lion Puma concolor ✓                   

17 American Badger Taxidea taxus                 ✓   

 

Birds (✓=recorded but not counted) 

      January 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

1 Canada Goose Branta canadensis moffitti ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓     

2 Trumpeter Swan Cygnus buccinator ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓         

3 American Wigeon Mareca americana     ✓             

4 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

5 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris     ✓ ✓           

6 Bufflehead Bucephala albeola ✓   ✓ ✓           

7 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

8 Barrow's Goldeneye Bucephala islandica     ✓ ✓           

9 Goosander Mergus merganser     ✓   ✓         

10 Hybrid Hooded 
Merganser/Goldeneye 

    ✓ ✓             

11 Wild Turkey Meleagris gallopavo         ✓         

12 Ruffed Grouse Bonasa umbellus ✓                 

13 Sage Grouse Centrocercus urophasianus ✓                 

14 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias ✓                 

15 Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos ✓   ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓   

16 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

17 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis         ✓         

18 Rough-legged Buzzard Buteo lagopus ✓       ✓         

19 Feral Pigeon - Introduced Columba livia var. domestica         ✓         

20 Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens         ✓         

21 Hairy Woodpecker Leuconotopicus villosus           ✓   ✓   
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22 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus         ✓         

23 Prairie Falcon Falco mexicanus                 ✓ 

24 
Great Grey (Northern) 
Shrike 

Lanius excubitor 
  ✓               

25 Grey Jay Perisoreus canadensis           ✓       

26 Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata   ✓               

27 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri   ✓       ✓ ✓     

28 Black-billed Magpie Pica hudsonia ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

29 Clark's Nutcracker Nucifraga columbiana   ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

30 American Crow Corvus brachyrhynchos         ✓         

31 Northern Raven Corvus corax ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

32 Bohemian Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus   ✓         ✓     

33 Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus         ✓         

34 Mountain Chickadee Poecile gambeli   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

35 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris         ✓         

36 Townsend's Solitaire Myadestes townsendi         ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

37 American Robin Turdus migratorius           ✓ ✓     

38 House Sparrow Passer domesticus         ✓         

39 Pine Grosbeak Pinicola enucleator   ✓       ✓       

40 House Finch Haemorhous mexicanus         ✓         

41 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra     ✓             

42 American Goldfinch Spinus tristis         ✓         

43 Pine Siskin Spinus pinus         ✓         

44 Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus         ✓         

45 American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus ✓ ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓   

46 Evening Grosbeak Coccothraustes vespertinus         ✓         

47 American Tree Sparrow Spizelloides arborea         ✓         

 

 


