Chronicles of the Sojourner

“I have been a sojourner in a foreign land” — Exodus 2:22

Wonderland

by Nathan Dutzmann


Greetings, dear readers.  As you all know, I have left my job in Princeton and have not yet begun my schooling in Boston.  Consequently, I currently reside in my native land of Colorado, which is to say that I am not truly The Sojourner at this moment at all.  Nonetheless, I do have a tale to tell of a brief sojourn of sorts, to a place that is rightly known as “Wonderland” — my favorite place on earth, Yellowstone National Park.

Yellowstone is the world’s first national park, and if all subsequent contenders were required to attain to the standard set by the original, it would still be the only one.  Many other national parks are built around the kinds of natural features that comprise but a small part of Yellowstone’s beauty.  The park has magnificent mountains, rivers, valleys, waterfalls, a first-rate canyon, and many lakes, one of which is the largest natural freshwater lake above 7000 feet in the United States.
  The park is also home to a diverse array of wildlife, such as eagles, bears, moose, tourists, elk, bison, deer, and recently reintroduced gray wolves.

I, however, am primarily interested in a natural feature that exists in no other national park in the country: geysers — marvelous holes in the ground that spew forth boiling water at odd intervals.  More than half of the world’s geysers are located in Yellowstone National Park, and it was my intention to see as many of them as possible in just four days.  It had been eight long years since I last visited the park, and I was determined to make the most of it.
Day One


I decided to spend my first full day in Yellowstone visiting a few of the less-important thermal areas.  My explorations on the first day included the following localities:

· Norris Geyser Basin, which has the distinction at present of having the highest concentration of dormant geysers anywhere in the world.

· Artist Paint Pots, which are essentially bubbling, sputtering puddles of mud.  Tell me that doesn’t get you excited!

· Monument Geyser Basin, the description of which requires a paragraph rather than a bullet point.


I arrived at the beginning of the trail to Monument Geyser Basin mid-morning.  The sign at the trailhead stated that the hike had a length of 0.9 miles and a difficulty rating of “moderate to strenuous.”  My friends, the Monument Basin Trail is “moderate to strenuous” like San Francisco is “moderate to liberal”; in fact, the trail reminded me of San Francisco in more ways than one — Lombard Street, in particular.  Should the credulous geyser enthusiast manage to survive his “moderate to strenuous” hike up (and I mean up) the trail, he is rewarded with an excellent vantage point overlooking the wondrous Monument Geyser Basin, which contains, at last official count, approximately zero active geysers, though there may in fact be upwards of twice that many.

It was at that point that I decided it was high time to visit a geyser basin where it might actually be possible to see some geysers.  Not wishing to overdose, however, I decided to start with a 2.5-mile trail to a basin that contains but one geyser of note: the aptly named Lone Star Geyser.

Lone Star Geyser has a very consistent, three-hour interval.  The eruption itself begins with jets of water rocketing to as high as 45 feet, and then evolves into a “steam phase,” in which steam roars from the crater like a scene from Attack of the Killer Kettles.  Eventually the invisible giant turns off the stove, the kettle simmers down, and Lone Star goes backstage to gear up for its next performance.  The very tail end of the steam phase is rather weak and unimpressive, as I discovered when I rounded the bend and Lone Star Geyser came into view for the first time.  For those of you unused to the indirect approach, this means that I arrived at the geyser at the worst possible time — just as an eruption was ending.  So there I was, watching the nothingness that would mark the next several hours, fully aware that the only feature of any interest for miles around was the thing whose primary characteristic for the next several hours would be nothingness.  I had no choice but to deploy the geyser enthusiast’s secret weapon: books.

Geyser Terminology
While we’re waiting for Lone Star, a quick discussion of geyser terminology might be in order.  Geysers have their own industry jargon.  Here are a few terms you should be familiar with, though I must warn you in advance that this is going to get a bit complicated:
· Height — The term “height” refers to how high a geyser erupts.  (I told you this would get complicated.)
· 1729 T2Q D7 — I won’t insult my readers’ intelligence by pretending like terminology this straightforward and simple requires an explicit definition.
· Duration — The term “duration” refers to the length of time from the start of an eruption to the end of the eruption.  So, for example, if Artemisia Geyser has a duration of 15 minutes, that means that your 23 ½ hour wait was rewarded by 15 minutes of viewing enjoyment.  But some people may be interested in a way of quantifying those 23 ½ hours, which in theory leads us to the next definition.
· Interval — You’re probably thinking that the “interval” is the complement of the “duration,” which is to say, the time from the end of one eruption to the beginning of the next eruption.  That just goes to show how little you know about geysers.  The true definition of “interval” is the time from the start of one eruption to the start of the next eruption.  You may be asking why you would care about an interval thus defined, since if you had witnessed the start of the last eruption, there’s no way you’d be sitting around waiting for the next one.  Silly readers!
· Period — Anticipating your objections, the geyser jargonizers introduced the term “period,” which is defined as the time from the start of one eruption to the start of the next eruption.  If you’re currently remarking that that definition looks awfully similar to the definition for “interval,” then I’m afraid you’re thinking about this way too hard.  However, for those of you who think too hard, another term was introduced with the intention of wiping away all confusion.
· Interval Between Eruptions (IBE) — Now, here we have a phrase that was clearly invented purely to describe geysers, with the obvious intention of dealing with the interval/period confusion once and for all.  Consider the well-known meaning of the word “between” — filling the space from one item to the next.  For example, when peanut butter is placed between two slices of bread, the peanut butter is itself neither the one slice of bread nor the other, but occupies the space in the middle, after one slice ends and before the second slice begins.  Bearing this simple concept in mind, the meaning of “interval between eruptions” is readily apparent: IBE is, obviously, the time from the start of one eruption to the start of the next eruption.
Indeed, pretty much any time you hear a “geyser gazer” (defined below) using a term that appears to have something to do with time spent waiting for an eruption, you should simply assume that that term means the time from the start of one eruption to the start of the next eruption.
Geyser gazer: Wow, Swizzlestick Geyser just had a 17-minute splorgwich.

You: I assume that splorgwich is start-to-start?

Geyser gazer: Well, naturally.


There is not, in fact, any official terminology for the elapsed time you’re probably actually interested in, which is to say the period…rather the interval…I mean, the time between eruptions…oh for crying out loud…The time you have to spend while nothing’s happening.  However, knowing the official definitions can be helpful.  When a geyser typically erupts for 15 minutes and then sits quietly for 20-30 hours, you don’t really care whether the definition of “interval” includes the duration or not.  But when (to pick an example at random) you are sitting out in the hot sun with nothing to do but wait through the entire nap-time of Lone Start Geyser, it’s nice to know that the listed 3-hour interval includes the half-hour duration, such that your wait will be only 150 minutes instead of 180 minutes — which can, after all, be the difference between second-degree and third-degree sunburn.  Truth be told, though, if the result is the first geyser eruption you’ve witnessed in eight years, as it was for me at Lone Star, it’s well worth the wait either way.
Upper Geyser Basin


So it was that I spent my first day mostly getting acclimated to the idea of seeing geysers, rather than actually seeing them.  That was all going to change, because from then on, I was going to spend most of my time in the magical Upper Geyser Basin, home to Old Faithful and many dozens of other geysers.  I could hardly contain my excitement as I stepped onto the Upper Basin boardwalks the following morning.

The Geyser Gazers


The next time you find yourself wandering the boardwalks at Upper Geyser Basin, if you happen to notice a group of people with floppy fishing hats and little notebooks rushing by you after hearing some manner of cryptic message on their walkie-talkies,
 I would advise you to follow them.  Something cool is about to happen.


These people are the self-styled “geyser gazers” — men and women who recognize that observance of the elegance and artistry of hot water coming out of the ground is a cause worthy of celebration and organization.  In addition to “gazers,” the celebrants are known as “FrOGS” (“Friends of the Geysers”), and their organization is known as “GOSA,” which stands for either “The Geyser Observation and Study Association” or “Geeks Out Stumbling Around,” depending on whether the gazer of whom you ask the meaning of the acronym managed to catch the geyser eruption for which he was most recently waiting.  The accoutrements of the gazer are explained as follows:

1. The floppy hat wards off the sun while the gazer wages his lonely vigil from an outpost near some infrequently-performing sput. 
2. The little notebook houses the record of every thermal event observed by the gazer, for one never knows when the fact that a 12-foot eruption of Aurum Geyser took place at 9:14 A.M. on June 27, 1998 (and not at 9:16, as previously supposed), may prove to be vitally important information.  
3. The handheld radio is a relatively recent innovation.  The gazer community has gone high-tech, and the result is that anyone equipped with a radio (or anyone who, like me, finds means of surreptitiously sticking close to someone with a radio) can maintain a position anywhere in the basin and yet be fully apprised at 9:14 A.M. that a 12-foot eruption of Aurum Geyser is in progress.

Geyser information is also communicated via the somewhat slower media of the “geyser gazer email list” and The Geyser Gazer Sput, GOSA’s bimonthly newsletter.  Such is the renowned organization of the geyser gazers.  Mock not too loudly, gentle readers, for I am one of them.
Or at least I’d like to think so.  Actually, I’m in the somewhat awkward position of knowing vastly more about geysers than your typical tourist and vastly less than your typical gazer.  A common scene during my brief vacation would find yours truly sharing insights about the eruption characteristics of Grand Geyser with some new acquaintance, who nods rhythmically with an absent-minded smile, while fingering her purse in the futile hope that she might find that her wallet has been stolen and that although she does so wish that she could learn more information she hopes that I can excuse her while she files a missing item report.  A keen observer of this scene might happen to notice the party of the first part periodically pausing in his oratory to glance over his shoulder, lest someone with a floppy hat and little notebook be found to be sullenly tsk-tsking him for his grave omissions with respect to Turban cycles.
  Such is the awkwardness of being a would-be gazer.
Actually, the geyser gazers are a wealth of information.  And, by and large, the gazers I have met are a friendly, sociable lot with whom it is a pleasure to spend time.  It’s a rather good thing too, because the majority of a gazer’s time is actually spent hanging out with other gazers, waiting for a geyser to erupt.  Imagine a three-hour tailgate party in advance of a ten-minute football game and you’ll have the general idea.

On Catching Geyser Eruptions
Such waits are not always necessary.  One reason for this is that some geysers are quite regular and predictable.  For example, I’ve already mentioned the regularity of Lone Star Geyser.
  Other enjoyable performers, such as Riverside Geyser and Daisy Geyser are similarly predictable.  And of course, there’s the granddaddy of them all, Old Faithful Geyser — the only geyser that many visitors to Yellowstone bother to see.  Old Faithful performs its approximately 130-foot eruption about every 90 minutes,
 and the Visitor Center staff is able to forecast the next eruption time to within ten minutes.  This information is posted alongside the “prediction windows” for the other predictable geysers, using phraseology of the following form: “Old Faithful Geyser may erupt between 4:35 P.M. and 4:55 P.M.”

To be honest, that word “may” is a bit of a sticking point for me.  Saying that Old Faithful may erupt between 4:35 and 4:55 is a bit like saying that you may die between the ages of 14 and 103.  Even if the event misses the target window, it isn’t going to miss it by much.  I understand that the Park Service is trying to protect itself from angry tourists asking to have their park admission reimbursed because Old Faithful didn’t erupt until 4:56, but the wording in question causes some people to miss out.  In my few days in the park, I saw several families skip out on Grand Geyser, the most magnificent of the predictable geysers in the park, because the sign said that an eruption may occur between 3:25 and 7:25 P.M.
  The importance of this issue cannot possibly be overstated, as I’m sure you agree.
Even among the unpredictable major geysers, a few are kind enough to offer clues that an eruption may be in the works.  A good example is Beehive Geyser, a beautiful performer whose 150-200 foot tall, fire hose-style eruption emanates from a beehive-shaped cone on “Geyser Hill” in the Upper Geyser Basin.  Beehive currently erupts about every one to five days, although it is usually kind enough to favor the short end of that range.
  However, about ten or fifteen minutes prior to an eruption, water fills a small vent a few feet away from Beehive, and then that vent begins to erupt to a height of about three or four feet.  Thus, this “indicator” geyser serves warning that an eruption of Beehive is imminent.  Because of this, the group of geyser gazers I happened to be with on July 21st did not have to spend five hours waiting for Beehive Geyser to erupt.  Instead, we had to wait only four hours and forty-five minutes waiting for Beehive’s Indicator to erupt, and then spend fifteen minutes waiting for Beehive while attempting with varying success to convince passing tourists that it would be worth postponing their trips to the gift shop, and radioing other gazers who had spent the past five hours in more productive pursuits, letting them know they should high-tail it out to Geyser Hill.  (Remember what I said about what to do when a group of gazers rushes by you?)  Believe me when I say it was well worth the wait.  The eruption was spectacular!
Other geysers have their own preambles of varying kinds.  For example, as another gazer noted while we were waiting for Beehive’s Indicator, Old Faithful Geyser has indicator benches that fill with tourists in the moments preceding an eruption.  One of the lesser known forewarnings is that for Fountain Geyser, which has intervals of approximately six hours, and is located in Lower Geyser Basin, about a fifteen minute drive from Upper Geyser Basin: If you want to catch an eruption of Fountain Geyser, all you have to do is start driving out to it half an hour before I do.  Fountain, like many geysers, has its best bursts at the very beginning of its eruptions, and so it is best to make it to the nearby boardwalk for the beginning of the eruption.  At least that’s what I’ve heard.  Never once did I manage to catch the start of a Fountain eruption.  However, the geyser does continue to erupt for approximately half an hour, and I did manage to see the latter stages of an eruption from the road on the way to the basin no fewer than five times during my four days in the park.  It was Fountain Geyser’s little way of letting me know I’d just missed it…again.
Wildlife Hazards

My inability to drive to Fountain Geyser in time is partially explained by phenomena known as “deer jams,” “elk jams,” “bison jams,” and “moose jams.”  In case the meaning of such terminology is unclear, I provide the following rules of nature:
Rule 1: If there is a deer, elk, bison, or moose
 next to the roadway, it will invariably be the first such creature that the driver of a vehicle in front of you has ever seen.

Rule 2: Yellowstone tourists are universally convinced that the regulations requiring the use of roadside pullouts for stopped vehicles do not apply to the first-ever sighting of large game.

Rule 3: If you are impatient to arrive at a geyser basin, there will be at least two roadside deer, elk, bison, or moose between you and your destination.

Rule 4: If your goal is to see a geyser for the first time, you’re probably better off just staying where you are.


I’m afraid I have to confess that I will likely be the tourist responsible for a “bear jam” if the animal next to the road ever proves to be a bear.
  The reason for this is that if I don’t get a few photographs, then nobody, including me, will ever believe that I saw a bear.  Not that it is particularly difficult to see a bear in Yellowstone…for most people.  I have relatives who have been to the park three or four times and have seen three or four bears…each time.  It is merely difficult to see a bear in the park if you happen to be me.
  I have been coming to Yellowstone for twenty years, and I have never seen a bear, except for one occasion when a black bear was on a hillside so distant that my father and I only knew it was a bear because another motorist who happened to carry a 2/3-scale model of the Hubble in his backpack identified it for us.

The Final Night


In my few days in the park, I got to see plenty of exciting and interesting geyser activity, including eruptions of Old Faithful, Great Fountain, Castle, Grand, Daisy, Riverside, Beehive, and plenty more.  However, the one eruption I had not managed to see was the holy grail of geyser gazing, Giant Geyser.
  I saw an eruption of the incredibly impressive Giant once, back in 1996, and far from sating my desire for observance, witnessing such an eruption had an effect on me like that of the white witch’s Turkish Delight on Edmund.

The problem is that Giant is a fickle performer.  At times, it has gone months or even years between eruptions, but this summer it has been favoring its audience with a performance about every five to eight days.  The trouble was that I had only five days, and it erupted the day before I drove up.  So my last scheduled day in the park, July 23rd, was the one day on which I might be lucky enough to catch an eruption.  The excitement grew as Giant showed some signs of a possible eruption over the course of the day.  However, as the sunlight waned, it began to look like the day would end without success, and I was considering extending my vacation.

Keeping us occupied, however, was the unusual activity at Grand Geyser.  I should say the unusual inactivity, actually, because Grand underwent a very rare double “Vent delay,” which is basically a fake-out where the geyser starts to erupt, and then suddenly returns to silence.  As near as I can make out, the reason gazers refer to this as a “Vent delay” is that, having no wish to further upset the already ruffled Grand, they choose to take out their annoyance on nearby Vent Geyser, whose first words, could it speak, would no doubt be, “Who, me?”  The reason for the extremely long double Vent delay on this particular occasion is, I am quite certain, the fact that Grand Geyser had overheard me complaining about the word “may” on its prediction sign earlier in the day.

Grand Geyser finally erupted late in the evening, and in retrospect its delay may actually have been intended as a warning to stay in the basin.  Alas, it was a warning I did not heed.  I stuck around for a little while longer and caught one last Giant hot period,
 but then I decided to head back to the campground…less than two hours before Giant erupted.  If you thought you detected hints of severe psychological damage in my ramblings in this chronicle, you now know why.


Walking back to my car from the basin, I led a couple of tourists who, evidently forgetting that it can sometimes get dark after sunset, had neglected to outfit themselves with a flashlight.  As we walked, they happily informed me about the three bears they had seen during their two days in the park.
The Final Morning


One of the major downsides to staging a filibuster-style geyser watch is that you never allow yourself to get enough sleep.  This was amply demonstrated very early the following morning by the matching dents in my van and the rear of the SUV at the campsite next to mine.
  Once I finally did manage to leave the campground (after happily not being hanged by the surprisingly gracious campers next door), I drove to Upper Geyser Basin as quickly as my new-found lack of confidence in my driving skills would allow.  As you already know (since I decided to spare you the rude shock), I arrived to discover that a Giant eruption had occurred around midnight.  Had I stayed a mere two hours more, I could have gone to sleep without concern and I could have gone to the trouble of waking up before driving.

It was at this point that I decided my vacation in Yellowstone was at an end.
Though Yellowstone and I parted on less-than-amicable terms, the trip was, on the whole, exceedingly enjoyable, and I am very glad I was able to visit Wonderland during the break between my sojourns in the lands to the east.  I would highly recommend that everyone take a trip to Yellowstone.  If you’d like to learn more about Turban cycles and hot periods before you go, just let me know!

That’s all for now.

Respectfully yours,

The Sojourner
� The authors of the Complete Guide to Yellowstone tried to think of a few more caveats, but they were pressed for time by their publishers.


� The “boardwalks,” by the way, are the wooden or plastic trails to which you are required to confine yourself in Yellowstone thermal areas.  Death and severe injury are among the likely results of a failure to do so.  That water only flies out of the ground because it’s boiling, folks.


� Actually, specifically, those are FRS radios.  However, had I referred to cryptic messages emanating from the gazers’ “radios,” you might have surmised that the gazer community receives periodic mass inspiration from the ramblings of poet laureates on NPR’s “All Things Considered.”  We gazers may be strange, but we’re not nuts.  Mostly.


� The term “Turban cycle” refers to the eruption cycles of Turban Geyser, which is situated just north of Grand.  Grand Geyser can generally only erupt from a full pool right around the beginning of an eruption of Turban Geyser, which happens approximately every twenty…What do mean you’ve lost your wallet?  It’s right there next to you…


� And, yes, I also mentioned that I had to wait for it for almost three hours, but I was hoping you had forgotten that.


� Your grandmother probably remembers visiting Old Faithful fifty years ago, when the eruptions occurred every hour on the hour.  Your grandmother’s memory is faulty.  Old Faithful is no more or less faithful now than it has always been (though its average interval has increased ever so slightly over the years).  Indeed, just about the only thing that happens with even more predictable regularity is the publishing of faulty news articles claiming that Old Faithful has become more erratic, with a side-panel explaining that the entire Yellowstone Caldera is due any moment to undergo an explosive eruption that will bring an end to all multi-cellular life on the planet.  (No doubt causing Old Faithful to become even less predictable.)


� Readers who would suggest that the families in question jumped ship not so much because of the word “may” as because of the four-hour prediction window are completely incorrect, for reasons that are so obvious that I do not feel it is necessary for me to expound upon them at this time.


� If you are reading this chronicle more than, oh, say, about one to five days after it was written, you should ignore this statement as being completely out-of-date.  Thermal activity changes fast in Yellowstone.  (Except for Old Faithful, the one thermal feature that everyone seems to think is changing...but that’s another footnote entirely.)


� Quick quiz: Pick out the plural from the following list of nouns: Deer, Elk, Bison, Moose.  Ooh, I’m sorry, that’s not correct.  Good try, though.


� Quick quiz: Pick out the plural from the following list of nouns: Bear, Bears.  Very good!  See, this isn’t so difficult.


� In other words, dear reader, unless you presently happen to be proofreading your own handiwork, you have nothing to worry about.


� Actually, technically speaking, the true holy grail of geyser gazing is Steamboat Geyser, a 400-foot behemoth, the very mention of which induces a reaction in a geyser enthusiast not greatly dissimilar to that of a teenage girl in the sixties upon close contact with the Beatles.  The problem is that as of this writing, Steamboat Geyser has not erupted in well over two years, and even the most ardent of geyser gazers isn’t willing to wait around quite that long.


� A “hot period” is the only activity during which Giant Geyser can erupt.  It begins with rising water in the crater of nearby Mastiff Geyser, followed by Feather…hey, wait a minute, where are you going?


� The good news is that by staying in the campground instead of a hotel in West Yellowstone, I saved about $100 per night.  If you subtract those savings from the $2500 in repairs, you get…hmm…still a really large number...  So much for looking on the bright side.





