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Yellowstone & The Grand 
Tetons: Photo Tour 

Tour Leader: Ben Knoot 

*Photos in this report were photographed by the guide unless otherwise stated. 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Introduction 

 Yellowstone and The Grand Tetons. There is a certain fantasy and pull when these words 
are spoken. Not only is the area geologically exciting, holding hundreds of geysers, springs and 
thermal vents but of course, it is home to the largest North American land mammals, just ripe for 
photographing. This is one of several unique tours Tropical Birding offers as it focuses more on 
photographing the large mammals than the local bird species. That being said, Yellowstone in the 
fall is arguably one of the best places to photograph “The Phantom of the North”, the Great Gray 
Owl. They choose this 2.2 million acre national park to nest, so come fall, the juveniles have 
fledged and are beacons to aid in our search of this mythical animal. The Great Gray Owl is a big 
target on this trip. This tour also focuses on stunning landscapes such as the Norris Geyser Basin, 
plummeting waterfalls like Upper and Lower Falls and sensationally weird and unique 
geological occurrences like Great Prismatic Spring. So to summarize…one group, 6-days, large 
rutting mammals, hungry bears, mythical birds and sensational landscapes! 

 Our tour began in the beautiful state of Wyoming (where most of the tour takes place) 
when the guests arrived in Jackson Hole. The Grand Tetons are a pretty sensational place and 
you are treated to their beauty right away as the planes land right next to the staggering 
mountains. We would spend two days exploring the Jackson area and The Grand Teton National 
Park looking for fall colors and the largest animal of our trip, the Moose. Moose are the easiest in 
Jackson and the Tetons so it was important we did well here before moving on towards 
Yellowstone. In my opinion, Jackson and the Tetons also have a better selection of fall colors so 
we also spent a little time photographing the gorgeous green, yellow and orange Aspens. 

 The tour then moved north into Yellowstone National Park. Every other target animal is 
arguably easier to find and photograph in Yellowstone, with the exception of maybe a few. 
However, because of this fact, we spend three and a half days in Yellowstone so that we can get 
the full benefit of this magical park. 

 Overall, the tour was a major success. We ended up photographing nearly all of our 
targets exceptionally well. Our lenses could not quite find a great Gray Wolf, Coyote or Red Fox 
(all much easier in winter) opportunity but other than those three, we were treated some 
absolutely awesome photographic opportunities. And of course it was just a joy to be out in the 
fresh air, traveling and doing what we all love so much. 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Top Three Mammals 

1. Grizzly Bear 

2. Moose 

3. Elk Bugling 

  

Top Three Birds 

1. Great Gray Owl 

2. Bald Eagle 

3. Mountain Bluebird 

Top Three Landscapes 

1. Grand Prismatic 

2. Artist Point 

3. Hayden Valley 
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Itinerary 

Sept 20th    Day 1: Arrival Day, Afternoon around Jackson 

Sept 21st    Day 2: Hayden Valley, Norris Geyser Basin, Bridge Bay 

Sept 22nd    Day 2: Grand Teton NP, Mormon Road, to Gardiner 

Sept 23rd    Day 3: Lamar Valley, Hayden Valley, Bridge Bay 

Sept 24th    Day 4: Hayden Valley, South Yellowstone, Bridge Bay 

Sept 25th    Day 5: Mammoth Town/Hotspring, Livingston to Bozeman 

Sept 26th    Day 6: Departure 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Tour Summary Day-to-Day 

Day One (Sept 20th) - Moments after the guests landed I asked “Are your cameras ready?” Oh 
ya, I wasn’t messing around as on the way to pick them up from the airport I had spotted our 
main target for the Teton area, a giant bull Moose around Jackson. We hung out with him all 
evening, even when he resorted to taking a stroll for several miles causing a classic “Moose Jam” 
on the main highway. At one point, he was probably about 10-yards away, filling our cards with 
some stunning portraits. 
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Day Two (Sept 21st) - With such a successful start, I woke the group early to make a 2.5hr drive 
in Yellowstone NP. Even though we were staying another night in Jackson, I felt it necessary to 
take the group north so that we could spend time with an animal that was making headlines. Just 
a few days previous the largest tagged Grizzly Bear named 791 killed a 6x6 Bull Elk in the 
Yellowstone River. The video is online and I would highly recommend watching it, it is 
incredibly impressive! A foggy morning greeted us and we could just barely make out the 
Grizzly Bear, 791. After several hours of waiting in freezing (29 degrees F) conditions, the fog 
refused to lift so we called it a morning and went to one of the lodge cafe’s for a nice brunch. It 
is always a bummer to put in such an effort and yield no reward but such is the way with wildlife 
photography so we then focused on some subjects that would have no choice but to cooperate, 
geysers! 

I first took the group to the stunning Artist Point overlook. This gorgeous canyon cut-out boasts 
a tremendous view of Lower Falls. This is the largest waterfall in Yellowstone NP, towering an 
impressive 307-feet.  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And just across the parking lot we ran into one of the more common mammals of the trip. Not 
necessarily the most common in the park but one that we all had seen before, a tremendous 
Black-tailed Deer buck.  

After this very fun encounter, we continued on towards a very special area for the afternoon, 
Norris Geyser Basin. Here we put on our small lenses and took in the extraordinary views and 
epic landscapes. Yellowstone itself is a hotbed for geothermal activity and as such, it is a one of 
kind location, especially in the United States. Because of this fact, this entire basin deserves 
many hours of visitation and photography. In this place, abstract photography reigns supreme. 
Check out some of these photos… 
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Black-tailed Deer - Photo by guest Phyllis
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After these jaw-dropping views, we then continued our search for another macro-mammal, the 
American Black Bear. Though we searched and searched, I could not locate a bear but we did run 
into some fun birds like, Clark’s Nutcracker, Dark-eyed Junco (Pink-sided) and a very 
cooperative Red-breasted Nuthatch. 

Our evening continued with our first attempt to find the biggest bird target on this tour, the Great 
Gray Owl. We searched, and searched for many hours and unfortunately, no luck. A tough day. 
No luck on the Grizzly Bear, Black Bear or Great Gray Owl but there is a reason we try for the 
hard targets as soon as possible so as to ensure maximum attempts. We took our long drive back 
down to Jackson for our last night and hit the hay to prepare for another day in photography 
paradise. 
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http://www.tropicalbirding.com
mailto:info@tropicalbirding.com


Tropical Birding Yellowstone  & Grand Tetons  Photo Tour September, 20 - 26, 2020

Day Three (September 22nd) - Today was a redemption day. As a guide and a nature 
photographer I hate missing species. I realize it happens, but let’s be honest, it’s not fun! First 
stop though was to finish up around the Jackson area. We began by chasing a beautiful sunrise 
overlooking Oxbow Bend.  
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Our day continued with fall color chasing as we searched for golden stands of Aspen. And boy 
oh boy did we find some! 

Our hunt for incredible landscapes continued when I took the group to a lovely and quite 
photogenic old Mormon town. Here there are several barns set at the foot of the Tetons, a most 
glorious site to behold. Though the houses down the street are occupied, these barns are 
uninhabited…something about dealing with hundreds of tourists didn’t appeal to them I guess! 
Just a few hundred yards from the barn we had an excellent photoshoot with a lone Pronghorn 
Antelope. 
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Time to head off. We drove into Yellowstone National Park and our first stop was to a large 
boulder field where one of my favorite little animals calls home. A few minutes of searching and 
we were able to find a small American Pika hanging out in the sun.  

After a fun photoshoot with this adorable little mammal, we moved on towards various 
waterfalls and landscapes that Yellowstone has to offer. We started by watching Old Faithful 
Geyser while enjoying a classic national park cafe lunch. We then moved into the Midway 
Geyser Basin. This included taking a small hike to view the extremely unique and gorgeous 
Grand Prismatic Spring from a birds eye view. This view gives you a sense of its size and the 
best view of the variety of colors but it is not the best place to photograph it from. For that you 
go to the boardwalk…and that’s just what we did!  
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This wonderful geological feature offers some truly remarkable opportunities to stretch your 
photographic imagination and in doing so, we found ourselves spending a good long while 
figuring out new and exciting compositions. 
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Grand Prismatic Spring Abstract - by guide Ben Knoot
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As it was now getting relatively late, we started back towards our overnight halt in Gardiner. We 
ran into a lovely 5x5 bull Elk on the way out of the park and then turned in for the night. 

Day Four (September 23rd) - Today we woke up early and headed off into one of the most 
wildlife rich sections of the park, the Lamar Valley. Our journey started off well when one of the 
more common birds of the park was spotted perched up on a gorgeous lichen covered rock. The 
Black-billed Magpie sure looked good up there mixed in with bright orange and green flora. 
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This good omen to start our journey into the Lamar got even better when we pulled off to the 
side of the road to watch a large American Black Bear feast on Snowberries in order to fatten up 
for its winter hibernation. 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Black-billed Magpie - by guest Alex

American Black Bear - by guide Ben Knoot
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A good start. Once we entered the Lamar, we were treated to the usual suspects…crowds of 
American Bison greeted us and provided some great fun entertainment as large males rolled in 
dirt and chased their females. 
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On the way back to town for lunch we ran into a few female Bighorn Sheep taking a sip of water 
from a small pond. We enjoyed a nice brunch and then went back into the park for our afternoon. 
The goal for the afternoon was simple, redemption. And redemption on two parts, the Grizzly 
Bear and Great Gray Owl. As the Grizzly Bear was not as time sensitive, we started with that and 
we were able to get much better looks and much better photos. 

With part one of operation redemption complete, we traveled south to find our next target, the 
Great Gray Owl. We pulled into the same area we had tried previously, checked all of the same 
great habitat locations and nothing…unfortunately, it looked like we were going to be skunked 
again. But then, on the way out of the area, I spotted our bird sitting low on a young pine tree 
hunting in a meadow. The phantom of the north, the Great Gray Owl, WHHAAAH! What a bird. 
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Grizzly Bear 791 with Bull Elk Kill - by guide Ben Knoot
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We spent the rest of the afternoon and the fading light photographing this gorgeous bird, 
watching it hunt from pine to pine until it eventually caught a mouse and flew off into the thicker 
forest to enjoy its meal. Awesome. We were able to catch up with two of our missed targets in 
one afternoon, always a good feeling. We packed it in for the evening and returned back to 
Gardiner for the evening. 
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Day Five (September 24th) - Since we had done so well in the recent days, I decided to take the 
group to a more remote part of the park to looked for another pretty cool bird target, the Ruffed 
Grouse. We arrived around the wooded areas around Sylvan Lake and began our short walk 
around the forest. I had heard and seen Ruffed Grouse here before but as with birds and all 
wildlife, you can never count on anything. Though we weren’t able to find our Ruffed Grouse, 
we enjoyed a nice drive around Pelican Bay and picked up some good photos of Hairy 
Woodpecker, Dark-eyed Junco (Pink-sided) and we managed some semi-decent looks at Pine 
Grosbeak. 

On our way back, we decided we would all like to spend some more time with the Great Gray 
Owl again. This time, we hoped to find an adult. The one from the day previous was almost fully 
mature but we wanted a nice photo opportunity with the male. We arrived in the area  and began 
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Dark-eyed Junco (Pink-sided) - by guide Ben Knoot
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our search. We started in the denser forests, checking small clearings and meadows as we quietly 
trotted along the forest path. While walking, I looked left, stopped, did a double take and sure 
enough, about 40 yards into the forest, the male Great Gray Owl stood silent, still and wide-eyed 
for it no doubt had seen us meters before we had laid eyes on him. We approached slowly but 
with purpose and we were able to get within 20 feet of this truly magnificent animal. 
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Great Gray Owl - by guide Ben Knoot
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As he silently flew through the forest we watched as he hunted until finally, enough was enough 
and we left him to finish out his evening in peace. On our way back, we spotted another large 
bull Elk that provided some lovely opportunities just meters away. We returned to Gardiner for 
the evening and enjoyed a nice sleep before starting our final day of the tour. 

Day Six (September 25th) - Today was the last full day and as such is always a bit sad. But 
looking back on the trip, how could we be sad?! We had nailed just about every animal we came 
for (with the exception of Wolf which is difficult this time of year and is much easier in winter 
months). We had two easy targets to grab in the morning so we left for the town of Mammoth 
with the goal of photographing bugling bull Elk and the stunning Mammoth Hotsprings. The 
Elk bugle here every morning and knowing this fact, I saved it until after we had nailed all of our 
harder targets. 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Elk Bugling - by guide Ben Knoot
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After successfully photographing our Elk, we moved towards the hot springs. This is another 
land of abstract photography and so, we spent some time playing with light and angles, trying to 
come up with interesting compositions. 
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Mammoth Hot Spring - by guide Ben Knoot
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And as a special treat, we spent the next 20-minutes following around a pair of Mountain 
Bluebird. Though the bird is relatively common throughout the park, it is always nice to get 
some great shots of this aqua blue gem. 
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Mountain Bluebird - by guide Ben Knoot
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Just as we were about to exit the park, I spotted a most welcomed end to our awesome 
Yellowstone National Park tour. A stunning Bald Eagle perched just yards off of the road sat 
patiently as we photographed this iconic symbol of the US.  
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Bald Eagle - by guide Ben Knoot
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As we wrapped up in Yellowstone National Park, I took the group to some fun little local parks 
around Livingston. Our first stop aimed to photograph Wood Duck in fall colored water and boy 
oh boy did we nail him! 

As a storm loomed overhead, I took the group to another spot for a quick walk around. Here we 
weren’t able to get a lot of great photos but we had a lovely last walk, checked into our hotel and 
got ready for our last dinner. We ended with an awesome Thai dinner in the college town of 
Bozeman. 

Day Six (September 26th) - Guest departs for this day. 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Wood Duck - by guide Ben Knoot
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Guests Top Five Images 
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