
 

WYOMING - Steeped in the West - Saratoga is ranch country -- and home 

to fine hiking, canoeing and fishing. At day's end, you can settle into 

restorative hot springs. 

By James McCommons, Special to The Times  
August 26, 2007  

SARATOGA, WYO. — My first night in Saratoga, the Hobo Pool lived up to its reputation as a 
communal public bath. 

Two sunburned young men flaunting tattoos and burly arms -- roughnecks working natural gas 
rigs -- stood waist deep in the sulfurous waters. Skinny backpackers just down from the national 
forest washed off the trail dust before changing into street clothes. Tourists mingled with ranch 
hands. And the townies, not bothering with the changing rooms, showed up in bathrobes and 
slippers, seeking a quick soak before bed. 

Long before the transcontinental railroad brought settlers into southern Wyoming, Native 
Americans bathed in these mineral hot springs. The settlers called the town Warm Springs 
originally, then in 1876 renamed it Saratoga after the New York resort, hoping to lure tourists 
and rheumatics. 

The Hobo Pool -- so called because it once gave succor to transients and carefree cowboys -- 
remains free and open 24 hours a day. 

Saratoga sits at the head of the North Platte River Valley, bordered on the west by the Sierra 
Madre and to the east by the towering Snowy Range, both part of the Medicine Bow National 
Forest. The valley is quintessential Wyoming, a landscape of buttes, mountains, river breaks and 
sagebrush plains. Working cattle ranches occupy the valley floor, and wildlife -- elk, pronghorn 
antelope, mule deer, moose and other critters -- meander through the foothills and along 
roadways. 

With its hot springs, nearby mountains and superb trout fishing in the North Platte, Saratoga is a 
natural tourist attraction. But unlike nearby Steamboat Springs, Colo., or Jackson Hole, in 
northwestern Wyoming, Saratoga is still small (population 1,700), unpretentious and more 
authentically Western because, tourism aside, ranching remains the valley's economic mainstay. 

But it's not all agrarian, just-plain-folks. The Old Baldy Club -- a private golf and fishing resort -
- hosts an exclusive membership. Film stars and other luminaries are sometimes sighted on the 
river or in gift shops downtown. When I visited Saratoga in late July last year, I first took a room 
at the Hotel Wolf, a historic redbrick structure done in Victorian furnishings. 



I had planned to hire a guide and fish the Platte with a childhood friend who lives nearby, but his 
work schedule didn't coincide with my vacation. Instead, I rented a canoe for a six-hour (10-
mile) float and brought along Hannah, his 15-year-old daughter. She was an amiable companion 
but no fly fisher and was more interested in hearing incriminating stories about her father's teen 
years. 

I kept his confidences and instead gave her a natural history lesson on Western bird life. As we 
paddled out of town, the river cut through bluffs and sagebrush-covered hills. In this dry 
landscape, the Platte's lush, riparian forest of cottonwoods was a magnet for wildlife. 

We rounded bends and spooked mule deer wading across the shallows. Out on the plains, we saw 
pronghorn grazing the sagebrush. A bald eagle glided overhead. It was a relaxing and easy float. 
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I took day trips into the national forest and mountain biked at the South Brush Creek Visitors 
Center and Bottle Creek campgrounds. Both have trail systems constructed for cross-country 
skiing with gentle hills. 

In the late afternoons, I shopped for Western art and jewelry in the galleries, sampled the 
restaurants and sat on the Wolf Hotel's spacious front porch watching the traffic go by. 

On my final day, I drove 25 miles east on Wyoming 130 to where it crosses the Snowy Range. 
At the summit of the road, the southern face of Medicine Bow Peak plunges 2,000 feet to an 
alpine tundra of lakes and white-granite boulders. In July, when a carpet of wildflowers covers 
the meadows, it is an especially sublime landscape. 

The trail to Medicine Bow Peak is just 4 1/2 miles but begins at 10,400 feet, climbs steeply out 
of the tree line and crests at the mountain's 12,013-foot summit. I planned a circular route of 
eight miles. Several times, I stopped, breathless, my head and heart thumping. 

While I rested, I pulled binoculars from my pack and took in the view. To the east lay the 
Laramie Plains; to the south, Longs Peak (14,259 feet) stood way off in Colorado; and west and 
north past the Platte Valley sprawled the empty high plains of central Wyoming. 

I walked on and passed through meadows covered with alpine phlox, bottlebrush and other 
wildflowers. Farther up, talus, or shattered rock, replaced the soil. In the final 200 yards, I leaped 
from boulder to boulder and nearly got knocked down by the wind whipping across the summit. I 
ate lunch wedged into a calm space between two boulders, looking down on the glacially carved 
lakes that sparkled silver. 

That night in Saratoga, I celebrated with a "wolf steak" -- a sirloin at the Wolf Hotel -- and then 
checked into the Saratoga Inn to experience its hot springs, a large, naturally heated swimming 
pool and a series of pools that had graduating temperatures. 

After a nap, I left my room around 1 a.m. and submerged up to my neck in one of the smaller 
pools. I took in the cool night air and stared up through the steam at thestars . Perhaps no real 
medicinal properties existed in those mineral-laden waters, but the experience was positively 
restorative. 

-- 
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(BEGIN TEXT OF INFOBOX) 

Planning this trip 

THE BEST WAY 

From LAX to Cheyenne, Wyo., Frontier, United, American and Delta offer connecting service 
(change of planes). Restricted fares begin at $432 round trip. 

WHERE TO STAY 

Hotel Wolf, P.O. Box 1298, Saratoga; (307) 326-5525, www.wolfhotel.com. The restored hotel-
restaurant looks much as it did when it served as a stagecoach stop in the 1890s. A basic room is 
$57 a night; the executive suite runs $100. 

Saratoga Inn, P.O. Box 869, Saratoga; (800) 594-0178, www.saratogainn.com. Luxury with a 
Western theme. The 50 rooms have lodgepole bed frames, feather mattresses, Pendleton wool 
blankets and Western artwork. The courtyard contains a 70-foot hot pool and five smaller pools. 
Summer rates start at $100. 

Medicine Bow Lodge, Star Route 8A, 82331; (800) 409-5439, www.medbowlodge.com. About 
20 miles east of Saratoga in the Snowy Range, close to hiking, biking and horseback trails. 



Cabins, with meals and use of hot tub, sauna, workout facility and other ranch activities, cost 
$165 per night. 

WHERE TO EAT 

Restaurants at the Hotel Wolf and Saratoga Inn are popular stops for locals and visitors alike. 
Both feature American fare. The hotel's prices are $12 to $22.95; the inn's entrees are $18.95 to 
$20. 

Lazy River Cantina, 110 E. Bridge St., (307) 326-8472. Mexican food and margaritas. Live 
entertainment in summer. Entrees start at $7.50. 

ACTIVITIES 

Fly-fishing along the North Platte -- a blue-ribbon trout stream -- is superb, particularly if you 
have a guide who knows the river and has access to stretches within private ranches. 

Hack's Tackle and Outfitters, 407 N. 1st St.; (307) 326-9823. Float and wade-fishing trips and 
guided scenic trips. A full-day float trip costs $380. Hack's also rents rafts and canoes and 
operates a shuttle service. 

Pedal House, 207 S. 1st St., Laramie; (307) 742-5533, www.pedalhouse.com. Bike rentals $40 
for first day, $20 for additional days. 

TO LEARN MORE 

Saratoga/Platte Valley Chamber of Commerce, 106 N. 1st St., Saratoga, WY 82331 (866) 828-
8855, www.saratoga chamber.info. 


