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THE GRAND CANYON

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

South Kaibab Trail | Patrick J Endres/getty images ©

It’s big. It’s wild. It’s dangerous. The Grand Canyon is both an American icon and a world wonder, the site of incredible achievements of the human spirit and timeless beauty. Like many people, I first visited the Grand Canyon on a cross-country family road trip. It was my first glimpse of the Milky Way, my first encounter with a rattlesnake, and the first time I tried to comprehend the age of the Earth. It was also my first — but definitely not the last — thigh-busting climb up to the rim in blazing heat.

Its ring-side views of nature’s awesome and transcendent power leave no person untouched. Whether you linger for an hour, a day or for years, whether you gaze from the rim, trek to secret waterfalls or run the rapids past basement rock that is 1.84 billion years old, the Grand Canyon is an experience that will remain with you for a lifetime.

Christopher Pitts

christopherpitts.net

Chris writes about the Southwest, France and China, and is the author of the forthcoming novel Wild Goose Pass.
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My favorite experience is hiking down to the Colorado River. I love the camaraderie of the trail and the desert landscapes never fail to take my breath away.
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Nankoweap Trail | IlexImage/Getty Images ©




[image: Country Map]






HAPPY TRAILS

The best way to truly experience the Grand Canyon is to take a hike. If you think the view from the rim is exhilarating, wait until you see how it looks while standing on top of the Redwall, or when you become one of those tiny specks crossing the Tonto Platform. Hikes range from wheelchair-accessible paved paths to primitive, unmaintained treks that will challenge backcountry experts; all open up new windows into this complex landscape.

Go Early

This is not the place to sleep in – for the coolest experience, get up before dawn so that the desert sun doesn’t roast you alive.

[image: jpg]

prochasson frederic/Shutterstock ©

Stay Humble

Nothing prepares you for the rigors of the Grand Canyon. Expect extreme heat, high elevation, no water or shade, and steep trails.

[image: jpg]

Thomas BLANCK/Shutterstock ©

Permits

Some day hikes, like Wire Pass and the Wave, require special day-use permits. Make sure you’ve done your homework in advance.
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The Wave | fotoVoyager/getty images ©


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The 1 Rim Trail is the most traveled trail in the Park and a brilliant way of getting around.

Want to descend beneath the rim? Try the gentle grades of the 2 Bright Angel Trail.

Short and steep, the 3 South Kaibab Trail is physically demanding and exposed, but indescribably gorgeous.

Feeling lucky? Then apply for a permit to hike to the emblematic swirls of sandstone at  4 the Wave.

Squeeze into a slot canyon at 5 Wire Pass, across the border in Utah, to follow the echoes of water.








DRAMATIC OVERLOOKS

You just can’t go wrong here: above the rim, below the rim, north side, south side, summer thunderstorms or winter snow...the viewpoints are all amazing. One tip for great photos, however, is to time your visit right. Early morning and late afternoon provide the best lighting, shadows and contrast.

South Rim

Hermit Rd and Desert View Dr provide some unique vantage points and offer more opportunity for solitude.

North Rim

Cape Royal viewpoint has one of the canyon’s most encompassing overlooks – or you can just relax on the veranda of the Grand Canyon Lodge.

[image: jpg]

Cape Royal | Pat Tr/Shutterstock ©


BEST VIEWS

[image: jpg]

You just can’t top sitting on the veranda of the 1 Grand Canyon Lodge at sunset, with a cold drink in hand.

Spectacular 2 Hopi Point juts further into the canyon than any other South Rim overlook, making it an excellent choice for dawn and dusk.

3 Cape Royal takes in almost every major part of the canyon with thousand-mile views.

Arguably the best vista point on Desert View Dr, 4 Lipan Point is also a flyway for hawks.

Accessible only by shuttle or bicycle, 5 Yaki Point tends to be quieter than other South Rim overlooks.








SCENIC DRIVES

Dozens of scenic roads crisscross Arizona, one of the country’s most geographically diverse states. The ever-changing landscape here goes from surreal red-rock formations to ponderosa forest to high desert flatlands – without forgetting, of course, the grandest of all canyons. One of the most scenic stretches of Route 66 runs near the West Rim.

Sun Protection

The sun’s UV rays are stronger at altitude, so remember to keep you – and your vehicle – protected, even outside of summer.

[image: jpg]

Westend61/getty images ©

Bring the Cooler

Food can be just as scarce as gas, so be sure to bring a cooler and keep it stocked with picnic supplies and water.

[image: jpg]

kravka/Shutterstock ©

Fill ’er Up

Gas stations are far and few between on many a desert highway – don’t pass up the opportunity to top off the tank.


BEST DRIVING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

On the North Rim, 1 Cape Royal Road wends 20 miles through ponderosa forest to the mother of all overlooks.

Following 2 Desert View Drive from the east entrance introduces the canyon in elegant fashion, with multiple overlooks.

Climb out of Sedona’s red rock desert, following 3 Oak Creek Canyon past swimming holes and hiking trails to the cooler climes of Flagstaff.

Cinder cones, lava flows and ruins of the Sinagua people bring the past to life at 4 Sunset Crater Volcano & Wupatki National Monuments.

The back roads evoke nostalgia on 5 Route 66, as it passes by the motels and diners of yesteryear.








ANCESTRAL HOMELANDS

Both the largest Native reservation and the most remote – the Navajo and the Havasupai, respectively – share borders with the park. In total, 11 tribes have ties with the Grand Canyon, and the area is rich in Ancestral Puebloan history, from ancient granaries to rock art.

Evictions

Originally a settlement known as Ha’a Gyoh, Havasupai Gardens Campground serves as a reminder of the dark side of the establishment of the national parks – the eviction of the Native people who originally lived here.

Ancient Ties

Pueblo tribes such as the Hopi and Zuni consider specific sites in the Grand Canyon, such as the Sipapu and Ribbon Falls, to be their places of origin.

[image: jpg]

Keet Seel, Navajo National Monument | AWelshLad/GETTY IMAGES ©


BEST NATIVE AMERICAN SITES

[image: jpg]

Speak with cultural interpreters and learn more about Native traditions at 1 Desert View Intertribal Heritage Site.

Home to the People of the Blue-Green Waters, the 2 Havasupai Reservation contains some of the canyon’s most stunning scenery.

From Antelope Canyon to Monument Valley, the 3 Navajo Reservation is home to some of the West’s most iconic images.

The 4 Hopi mesa tops are some of the oldest continually inhabited villages in the US.

Discover the past in ruins such as those at 5 Wupatki National Monument.








TWO-WHEELED FUN

Whether you’re itching to ride some singletrack or just looking for a lazy afternoon of pavement cruising, there’s no shortage of two-wheeled options in the Grand Canyon region. The only thing you can’t do is bomb 4000ft down into the Inner Rim trails.

Elevation Change

Does going uphill really have to be so hard? Don’t forget that many cycling areas are at 7000ft, which is more than a mile high.

[image: jpg]

Ziga Plahutar/getty images ©

Be Prepared

Make like an Eagle Scout and take that backpack – no matter where you go, you’ll need water, snacks, raingear and maybe even a fleece.

[image: jpg]

Maridav/Shutterstock ©

On the Road

Bikes are welcome on all roads, paved or unpaved – though know that most are winding and narrow with limited shoulders. Don’t count on drivers to be watching where they’re going: there’s a rather scenic canyon that’s quite distracting.


BEST CYCLING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Slickrock and singletrack make Sedona a mountain-biking paradise. First-timers can try out the 1 Bell Rock Pathway.

Speaking of mountain biking, 2 Flagstaff is no slouch either. Hundreds of miles of trails crisscross the surrounding ponderosa forest.

Some of the South Rim’s most memorable overlooks can be reached by cycling the car-free 3 Hermit Road, followed by a shuttle back.

Experts who have already broken a collarbone or two will be tempted by the thrilling descents at the 4 Bootleg Canyon Mountain Bike Park.

If you’re into bikepacking, then you know the 800-mile 5 Arizona Trail is an awesome adventure. Multiple passages run through the Kaibab National Forest.








BEAT THE HEAT

In the land of the prickly pear and cholla cacti, you can bet that access to water is all important. And yet, there’s more precipitation here than you might expect – particularly on the rims of the Grand Canyon. At the bottom of all those side canyons is the Colorado River, the holy grail of the national park experience: some 27,000 people get to join a Grand Canyon raft trip each year.

The Colorado River

The architect of the Grand Canyon is also the lifeline of the state, providing about 36% of Arizona’s water, but drought-related cuts are coming.

[image: jpg]

Faysal06/Shutterstock ©

Reservoirs

Two decades of drought have shrunk Lake Mead and Lake Powell to less than 30% of their full capacity, raising troubling questions.

[image: jpg]

Christopher Moswitzer/Shutterstock ©

Natural Aquifers

Visitors to the Grand Canyon get their water from underground springs that thunder out of the canyon walls and are then pumped back up to the rim.


[image: jpg]

Rafting, Colorado River | Merrill Images/getty images ©


BEST WATER EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The trip of the lifetime, 1 rafting the Colorado has no comparison, with incredible whitewater, waterfalls and sandy beaches to call home.

Slip, splash and stay cool in Slide Rock State Park and Grasshopper Point in 2 Oak Creek Canyon.

Explore hidden slot canyons while kayaking 3 Lake Powell, or join a boat tour to Rainbow Bridge National Monument.

Brave the hot desert hike followed by a nervy descent through 4 Havasu Canyon to sublime waterfalls and travertine swimming holes.

Take a backhaul up to Petroglyph Beach, then kayak back down the Colorado through 5 Horseshoe Bend, while hundreds of spectators look on.








HISTORIC ARCHITECTURE

The National Park Service rustic style – with an emphasis on buildings that blend seamlessly into their natural environment – is exemplified in the architecture along the Grand Canyon’s rim. Architect Mary Colter and the Fred Harvey Company played a huge role in designing many of the park’s iconic structures.

Native American Influences

Mary Colter’s Hopi House and Desert View Watchtower embrace Native designs and motifs, from kiva-shaped rooms to the geometric patterns found in woven textiles.

Local Materials

All the historic buildings here incorporate local building materials that fit into the landscape, in particular Kaibab limestone and ponderosa pine.

[image: jpg]

Grand Canyon Lodge | Danita Delimont/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST ARCHITECTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The 1 Desert View Watchtower incorporates Ancestral Puebloan motifs and artist Fred Kabotie’s murals.

On the North Rim, the magnificent 2 Grand Canyon Lodge features a 50ft-high ceiling.

The 3 Hopi House was inspired by the 1000-year-old dwellings of Oraibi and completed by Hopi artisans.

Opened two weeks after the Hopi House, 4 El Tovar conjures up the old days of railroad travel and crackling public fireplaces.

Whimsical 5 Hermits Rest represents the end of the road, at the far western reaches of the park.








INTO THE WILD

Until you’ve fallen asleep to a froggy serenade along Bright Angel Creek, or watched the sunrise from the Tonto platform, you haven’t truly experienced the Grand Canyon. Backpacking here – or anywhere in the desert – is tough, but the epic payoffs make all that suffering worth it.

Permits

If you want to overnight beneath the rim, you’ll need a permit. Apply five months in advance or try your luck with the last-minute waitlist.

[image: jpg]

Ryan Kelehar/shutterstock ©

Trekking Poles

Hiking with a pair of lightweight poles is like adding an extra leg. They help with balance, weight distribution and navigating river currents.

[image: jpg]

Maridav/Shutterstock ©

Keep It Light

You need to bring the essentials: nothing more, nothing less. Carrying too much weight will make life miserable, and risk sapping valuable energy.


BEST BACKPACKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hiking rim to rim? You’ll need to brave the elevator-like 1 North Kaibab Trail that links the North Rim and canyon floor.

The fittingly quiet 2 Hermit Trail makes for a great backpacking adventure to the long-abandoned Hermit Camp.

The deep red walls of 3 Paria Canyon soar up to 800ft overhead as you trudge through the river for three straight days to Lees Ferry.

4 Buckskin Gulch is one of the longest slot canyons in the world, doable as a two-day backpacking trip. Devastating flash floods raise the ante, however.

The ancient 5 Nankoweap Trail, possibly the most demanding in the park, will catch the eyes of grizzled adventurers everywhere.








REGIONS

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

The Phoenix Loop

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days     Distance: 510 miles


From Phoenix’s Sky Harbor Airport, the South Rim is only 232 miles (4¼ hours) away. It’s close enough to do in a weekend, but with an extra day or three, you can add a Sedona sunset or a hike in Flagstaff to the itinerary as well.


[image: jpg]
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Cathedral Rock | Alexey Stiop/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Sedona [image: ] 1 Day

Begin your trip with a wellness day in Sedona, recharging the batteries among the red rocks. A hike to Cathedral Rock, Bell Rock or Boynton Canyon is just long enough to be invigorating, without the need for full-on exertion. Consider a yoga class or afternoon at the spa to help disconnect from work, followed by a rejuvenating desert sunset.

2 Flagstaff [image: ] 1 Day

Drive up Oak Creek Canyon, with a stop at Slide Rock State Park or the West Fork Trailhead. Continue climbing in elevation to the forests of Flagstaff, where alpine hikes and bike rides beneath the San Francisco Peaks lure the adventurous. Learn all you need to know about the Grand Canyon region at the Museum of Northern Arizona. When night falls, count galaxies at the Lowell Observatory.

[image: jpg]

Lissandra Melo/ShutterstocK ©


3 Grand Canyon Village [image: ] 1 Day

This is what you’ve been waiting for: the Grand Canyon. Park at the Visitor Center and gaze in awe at the temples and buttes from Mather Point. Walk or shuttle to the Yavapai Geology Museum, then follow the Trail of Time along the Canyon’s edge to the historic Village, where you can break for lunch. Ride the hop-on, hop-off shuttle along Hermit Rd, and catch the sunset from any lookout point.

4 Desert View [image: ] ½ Day

Get up with the sun and ride the shuttle to the South Kaibab Trailhead, where you can hike beneath the rim to Ooh and Aah Point or Cedar Ridge. Climb back out, then drive to the Desert View Watchtower and Intertribal Cultural Heritage Site. Exit the park via the east entrance, stopping at the Little Colorado overlook on the way to Hwy 89.

5 Wupatki National Monument [image: ] ½ Day

On the drive south on Hwy 89, follow the scenic drive through the Sunset Crater Volcano and Wupatki National Monuments. Or, for a shorter side trip, admire rock art at the V-B-V Heritage Site and cliff dwellings at Montezuma Castle, right off I-17. From here, Phoenix is only two hours away.

[image: jpg]

smartyunknown/shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

Beneath the Rim

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days     Distance: from 28.5 miles


Outside of a guided raft trip, hiking beneath the rim is the best way to truly experience the Grand Canyon. The three most popular long-distance trails are the Bright Angel Trail, the South Kaibab Trail, and the North Kaibab Trail, which can be combined in various iterations for an unforgettable backpacking trip.


[image: jpg]
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Bright Angel Trail | Andranik Barsegyan/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 Rim Trail [image: ] 1 Day

If you’re hiking beneath the rim, you’ll need an early start, so spend the first day getting acquainted with the journey to come. Start with the Visitor Center, followed by a stroll to the Yavapai Geology Museum for a quick primer on the past 2 billion years. Continue along the Rim Trail to the Village. Ride the hop-on, hop-off shuttle to Hermits Rest.

[image: jpg]

Han Chi/shutterstock ©

2 Bright Angel Campground [image: ] 1 Day

Get up before dawn and board the Hiker’s Express shuttle to the South Kaibab trailhead. Appreciate the soft pastels of the sunrise as you pass Cedar Ridge; skirt O’Neill Butte and keep on descending past Skeleton Point to the Tipoff. The final descent drops through black granite to the Colorado River. Watch rafters float by from the Black Bridge, then it’s on to Bright Angel Campground.

[image: jpg]

Tom Runge/shutterstock ©


3 Ribbon Falls [image: ] 1 Day

Rim-to-rim hikers will be continuing on to Cottonwood Campground on the North Kaibab Trail; otherwise, hopefully you were able to get a second night at Bright Angel Campground, which will give you a free day to explore. Follow Clear Creek Trail for great Colorado River overlooks or hike 6 miles up Bright Angel Creek to gorgeous Ribbon Falls, sacred to the Zuni.

[image: jpg]

Ronan ODonohoe/shutterstock ©

4 Havasupai Gardens [image: ] ½ Day

Time to hike out! Follow Bright Angel Trail as it climbs out of the Inner Gorge. An early start will give you plenty of shade, and unlike the South Kaibab Trail, a refreshing stream parallels the trail most of the way. The climb is slightly longer, but also much easier on the body. You should be able to reach Havasupai Gardens Campground by lunch.

[image: jpg]

Exploring and Living/shutterstock ©

5 Grand Canyon Village [image: ] ½ Day

The last 4½ miles is the hardest part. Not only is the trail more exposed to the sun, but you gain 3000ft in elevation – we guarantee you’ll be huffing and puffing as you pass the two hiker resthouses at the 3-mile and 1½-mile markers. But before you know it you’ll be in the Village – you made it! Celebrate with a high-calorie meal.

[image: jpg]

WINDCOLORS/shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

Get Your Kicks on Route 66

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days     Distance: 315 miles


Driving across the country on an epic road trip? Sounds like fun! The I-40 interstate may have replaced old Route 66 but you can still hit all of western Arizona’s quirky sights on a throwback journey.


[image: jpg]
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Kingman | Kit Leong/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Flagstaff [image: ] 1 Day

First stop: the Sinagua cliff dwellings at Walnut Canyon, which you’ll pass on the way into Flagstaff, where Route 66 runs straight through the center of town. The Arizona Snowbowl, about 14 miles north of downtown, is the launch pad for many a summer adventure. Scenic chairlift rides to 11,500ft (June–mid-October), the summit of Humphreys Peak (12,633ft) and the mellow Kachina Trail all beckon.

[image: jpg]

Framalicious/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Grand Canyon [image: ] 1 Day

Catch the Wild West shoot-out and board the Grand Canyon Railway train in Williams – another Route 66 main street – or drive straight to Grand Canyon Village yourself. Pose for photos along the Rim Trail or rent a bike and cruise to all the Hermit Road overlooks. If the weather cooperates, hike beneath the Rim on the Bright Angel Trail. Prickly pear margaritas await the weary at El Tovar.

[image: jpg]

Petr Podrouzek/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


3 Grand Canyon Caverns [image: ] 1 Day

From Williams take I-40 to just past Ash Fork, where the longest remaining stretch of Route 66 begins. Stop in Seligman for a meal at zany Snow Cap Drive-In. Next up, go underground at Grand Canyon Caverns. Nearby is Peach Springs; if you’re interested in a day of whitewater rafting in the Grand Canyon, stop at the Hualapai Lodge (reservations recommended).

[image: jpg]

Deep Desert Photography/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Kingman [image: ] ½ Day

Stay on Route 66, with a stop at the eccentric 1934 Hackberry General Store. The town of Kingman has a rich history, with ties to Hollywood and the Mother Road. Retro diners, the Route 66 Museum and the Mohave Museum of History & Arts await travelers. Outside of town is the Hualapai Mountain Park, where you can picnic, hike and mountain bike.

[image: jpg]

KGphoto91/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Oatman [image: ] ½ Day

The lonely section of road from Kingman to Oatman is arguably the most scenic stretch of Route 66 in the country. From Cool Springs Station, it corkscrews through the Black Mountains to Oatman, where staged gunfights keep tourists entertained. From here, you can continue on to LA or Joshua Tree National Park, or follow the Colorado River upstream to Las Vegas.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

The Grand Circle

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days     Distance: 877 miles


The Grand Circle can be adapted to include any number of national parks, but there’s one thing they all have in common: they leave from Las Vegas. This variation takes in Zion, the North Rim and Horseshoe Bend, before crossing the Colorado River and dipping down south.
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[image: jpg]

Zion National Park | Michele Falzone/Getty Images ©

1 Zion National Park [image: ] 1 Day

Angels Landing, the Narrows and Emerald Pools: Zion packs a wallop considering its comparative size. After following the Virgin River beneath the soaring walls of the main canyon, take Hwy 9 through the Zion–Mt Carmel Tunnel, exit the park’s east entrance and keep cruising down scenic Hwy 89 to Kanab.

[image: ]  Detour: The sandcastle spires of Bryce Canyon National Park are just a short drive to the north. [image: ] 1¼ hours

[image: jpg]

blazg/Shutterstock ©

2 Kanab [image: ] 1 Day

If you ever dreamed of starring in a Western, then a trip to Kanab is in order. The gorgeous scenery here has provided the backdrop for dozens of Hollywood films, and there is no shortage of ways to enjoy the great outdoors here, from slot canyons to scenic dirt-road drives. The largest no-kill animal shelter in the country, Best Friends Sanctuary, is also located here.

[image: jpg]

mariakray/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 North Rim [image: ] 2 Days

While it’s just as easy to stop at the South Rim on this tour, we prefer the relative solitude of the North Rim. Start with the nervy trail out to Bright Angel Point, then take a half-day mule trip down the North Kaibab Trail, followed by sundowners on the veranda at the Grand Canyon Lodge. The following day, take in the parade of magnificent overlooks on Cape Royal Road.

[image: jpg]

Roman Khomlyak/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 Page [image: ] 1 Day

Cross the Colorado River near Lees Ferry, then it’s on to Page, where you can join a tour of Antelope Canyon. Here, wind and water have carved the sandstone into an astonishingly sensuous temple of nature where light and shadow play hide and seek. In the afternoon, cool off in the waters of Lake Powell; at dusk, drive out to Horseshoe Bend for a sunset to remember.

[image: jpg]

vichie81/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Hopi Reservation [image: ] 1 Day

Few people take the time to stop at the Hopi Reservation, but a visit to this out-of-the-way aerie offers quiet contemplation. Atop the First Mesa, the sandstone village of Walpi dates back to 900 CE. In order to visit, you’ll need to join a tour: so little here is obvious that speaking with a local guide is the only way to gain an understanding.

[image: jpg]

Clifton Wilkinson/Lonely Planet ©

6 Flagstaff [image: ] 1 Day

The perfect Southwest town, Flagstaff has it all: hiking, biking, skiing, climbing, Native culture and layers of history as distinct as the strata in the Grand Canyon. Enjoy lunch at a Mexican diner off Route 66 or pizza and beer after a hard day’s play. The next day it’s back to Vegas – or extend your trip with a detour past the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.
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WHEN TO GO

Late spring and fall are the ideal seasons; avoid summer, when canyon temperatures are dangerously hot and visitor numbers peak.


The Grand Canyon spans 6000 vertical feet and for this reason has a unique climate. Weather on the North Rim is not the same as on the South Rim, and the temperatures on the canyon floor are different from those on the Tonto Platform in the mid-canyon. In early May, for example, you can go from 30°F early-morning temps on the South Rim to 90°F at midday along the river. The North Rim, meanwhile, will still be closed because of snow, while the middle of the canyon might be covered in wildflowers.

Despite the heat and afternoon thunderstorms, summer remains the busiest season on the South Rim, and entrance lines can be up to two hours long. If possible make the trek to the North Rim instead where cooler temps and fewer people make for a more congenial experience. Spring break (mid-March–early April) is another popular time and draws large crowds.

[image: jpg]

Rafting the Colorado River | Elena Arrigo/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

Rafting

Fred and Alexandra Thevenin are the owners of Arizona Raft Adventurer, a third-generation family-owned outfitter. Fred has been running the Colorado River since 1978. azraft.com

“All seasons in the Grand Canyon have something special to offer; the Colorado River is dam-controlled so the actual water levels have more to do with politics than snowpack. That said, August and September are my favorite time of year. The monsoon rains help to keep the heat in check and the river returns to its natural muddy brown.”




WINTER ON THE NORTH RIM

The North Rim opening date depends on snow melt and thus changes from year to year. In 2023, for example, the access road didn’t open until June (accommodation was even later). Services shut down in mid-October; the access road closes after the first heavy snow.




TEMPERATURE FLUCTUATIONS

Hiking down into the canyon is often described as walking into a furnace – this is an apt description. For every 1000ft that you descend, you should expect the temperature to increase 5.5°F. Summer temps at Phantom Ranch can reach up to 120°F.

Outdoors


Organized by local astronomy clubs, the Grand Canyon Star Party is held for one week on both the South and North Rims. Constellation talks, telescope viewings and other programs.[image: ] June

Marking both the Fourth of July and the founding of Flagstaff, Flagstaff Fourth includes a parade, concerts, adventure courses and a laser light show. [image: ] July

Showcasing and celebrating science research, the 10-day Flagstaff Festival of Science features guided hikes, star parties and archaeological field trips, with opportunities for children to join scientists in labs and in the field. [image: ] September

Thousands of luminaria light up Tlaquepaque in Sedona for the Festival of Lights, accompanied by hot cider. Live music is Sedona-style: from traditional carolers to wandering mariachi. [image: ] December

Arts


Billed as a ‘celebration of all things Flagstaff’, the quirky community and family-friendly Hullabaloo (flaghullabaloo.com) includes a street fair with local vendors, regional microbrew booths, music, a crazy-costume contest and circus performers. [image: ] June

At Flagstaff’s Museum of Northern Arizona, the well-established Heritage Festival has been running since the 1930s and features traditional dances, music and art from 10 local tribes. [image: ] June

Heritage Days on the North Rim celebrates several local Native American tribes with cultural and historical ties to the Grand Canyon; events showcase music, art and food. [image: ] August

String quartets, Native American composers and the School of Rock enhance the aural dimensions of the South Rim at the Grand Canyon Music Festival. [image: ] September


I LIVE HERE

Mountain Biking

Kyle McKendree is the general manager of Absolute Bikes in Flagstaff.absolutebikes.net

“For me, July through September is the best time to ride around Flag, because there’s more moisture and the trails are wet. Some people might be scared away by the afternoon thunderstorms, but as long as you get out in the morning and are back before noon or so, the riding is excellent. In the spring and late fall, it’s easy to hop on down to Sedona.”



[image: jpg]

MichaelSvoboda/getty images ©

SUMMER MONSOON

Summer thunderstorms are a regular occurrence. Days begin clear, but by late morning, the rising heat helps to form thunderheads. By afternoon, strong localized rainstorms may occur. Although the rain doesn’t always reach the ground, when it does, it triggers flash floods in the canyon.

Weather on the South Rim

[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 41°F
Precipitation: 1.32"

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 45°F
Precipitation:  1.55"

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 51°F
Precipitation: 1.38"

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 60°F
Precipitation: 0.93"
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MAY

Avg. daytime max: 70°F
Precipitation: 0.66"
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JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 81°F
Precipitation: 0.42"
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JULY

Avg. daytime max: 84°F
Precipitation: 1.81"
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AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 82°F
Precipitation: 2.25"
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SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 76°F
Precipitation: 1.56"

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 65°F
Precipitation: 1.1"
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NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 52°F
Precipitation: 0.94"
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DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 43°F
Precipitation: 1.64"





GET PREPARED FOR THE GRAND CANYON

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Leave No Trace

Take only pictures, leave only footprints. Litter comes in various forms: graffiti, plastic water bottles, energy bar wrappers, toilet paper. Do not remove rocks, plants, pottery fragments or anything else that is a part of the landscape.

Don’t feed the wildlife. They might look cute, but you’re not doing anyone any favors – least of all the animals – by exchanging food for a picture.



Clothes

Layers: Lightweight layers are a must. You should be prepared for heat, cold, rain, snow and intense sun...all on the same trip. Even in summer, nights on the rim can be chilly, and afternoon thunderstorms can leave you soaked. Cotton traps moisture close to your body and does not insulate when wet; it’s good on a hot day, but not in the rain or at night. Useful all-season clothing includes a lightweight rain jacket; fleece and/or puffy, quick-dry shirts (long-sleeve UV-resistant hoodies are popular); and zip-off hiking pants.

Hiking shoes: Lightweight trail-running shoes are a good choice in the desert; if you’re worried about rolling an ankle, boots also work, though bring a pair that are lightweight.

Sun protection: Hat, sunglasses, sunscreen, lip balm.


READ
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I Am the Grand Canyon (Stephen Hirst; 2011) The story of the Havasupai, their ancestral lands and the impact of the national park.
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The Secret Knowledge of Water (Craig Childs; 2000) Vivid, illuminating essays on how water shapes life in the deserts of the Southwest.
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Beyond the Hundredth Meridian (Wallace Stegner; 1992) Vibrant retelling of John Wesley Powell’s explorations of the Grand Canyon.
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The Emerald Mile (Kevin Fedarko; 2013) Chronicles an epic Colorado River speed-record adventure through the Grand Canyon.




Reservation Etiquette

Visitors are usually welcome on Native American reservations, as long as they behave in an appropriately courteous and respectful manner. Tribal rules are often clearly posted at the entrance to each reservation, but here are some general guidelines.

• Most reservations ban the sale and use of alcohol and other drugs.

• Many tribes ban all forms of recording, be it photography, videotaping, audiotaping or drawing. Others permit these activities in certain areas only if you pay the appropriate fee (usually $5 to $10). If you wish to photograph a person, do so only after obtaining their permission. A posing tip is usually expected. Photographers who disregard these rules can expect tribal police officers to confiscate their cameras and then escort them off the reservation.

• Don’t enter private property unless invited. Don’t climb on ruins or remove any kind of artifact. Kivas (ceremonial chambers) are always off-limits to visitors. Off-road travel is not allowed without a permit.

• Don’t bargain.

• Ceremonials and powwows are either open to the public or exclusively for tribal members. Ceremonials are religious events, and applauding, chatting, asking questions or trying to talk to the performers is rude. Forms of recording are rarely permitted. Powwows also hold spiritual significance but are usually more informal.

• Activities such as backpacking, camping, fishing and hunting require tribal permits. On American Indian lands, state fishing or hunting licenses are not valid.




WATCH
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Koyaanisqatsi (Godfrey Reggio; 1982) Frenetic images of humanity and nature in this experimental, nonverbal film that briefly captures the canyon’s shifting light.

Into the Wild (Sean Penn; 2007; pictured above) Chris McCandless is depicted kayaking the canyon – a fictional embellishment to a true tale.

The National Parks: America’s Best Idea (Ken Burns; 2009) Six-part documentary on the founding of the National Parks System.

National Lampoon’s Vacation (Harold Ramis; 1983) The Griswold family’s epic road trip, with memorable stops at Glen Canyon Dam and the Grand Canyon.




LISTEN

Colorado River in Crisis (LA Times; 2023) Six-part podcast on the water crisis gripping the Southwest.

Paralyzed by a Scorpion in the Grand Canyon (Outside; 2022) A gripping podcast about the aftermath of a scorpion sting on a rafting trip.

KTNN AM 660 Listen to the voice of the Navajo Nation, with news and Native American country music.

Route 66 Podcast (route66podcast.com) Listen to interviews with business owners, artists and historians with an interest in Route 66.







TRIP PLANNER

PERMITS & EQUIPMENT

The key to a successful backpacking trip in the Grand Canyon is proper planning. You’ll need to secure a backcountry permit to get to where you want to go, and the right equipment to keep you safe and comfortable. For serious overnight trips, you may need a 4WD to get to the trailhead.
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Havasupai Campground | Jason Maehl/shutterstock ©

Backcountry Permits

The call of the canyon is apparent to anyone who’s ever popped their head over the edge for even the briefest of moments. Unlike the heavily developed South Rim, it’s a wilderness down there, encompassing some 277 miles of churning Colorado River and over 600 tributary canyons. The vast majority of the park’s visitors who spend the night in the backcountry stay on river beaches or at the same three campsites, which means there’s a massive amount of land here in which modern humans never set foot.

It’s vast, it’s rugged, it’s dangerous and unpatrolled – which means it’s also absolutely sublime and full of once-in-a-lifetime experiences. But before you strap on that backpack and set off in search of your own private waterfall, you need to navigate the park’s red tape and get a backcountry permit. Bear in mind, permits are generally hard to come by and the number of requests far outstrips availability during peak season; it’s essentially a lottery. So how does the process work?

First, pick the month you’re planning for your trip – let’s say it’s June. Then, count back five months (in our example, that’s January). Between the 16th of this month and the 1st of the next (eg January 16–February 1), you can enter the backcountry permit early access lottery on Recreation.gov. Click on the ‘enter the lottery’ button, pay a service fee of $10 and that’s it. The lottery is then held on the 2nd of the next month, and applicants are notified immediately. Lottery winners can then choose their itinerary – in the event that you are selected, a follow-up email will provide instructions on how to do this.

You’ll need to be resilient – on our last trip we met someone at Bright Angel Campground who only received a site after four years of trying – but, if you have time to spare, you might be able to get a last-minute permit directly at the Backcountry Information Office.

For details, including the corridor camping availability report, go to nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/backcountry-permit.htm.

LAST-MINUTE PERMITS

Weren’t able to snag a backcountry permit in advance? Well, cancellations do happen, and there are consequently a limited number of last-minute permits for one or two consecutive nights at the three corridor campgrounds – Havasupai Gardens, Bright Angel and Cottonwood – available at the Backcountry Information Offices on the South and North Rim. To apply, show up on day one and put your name on the waitlist. The next day, be there at 8am; if there’s availability when your number is called, you’ve got a spot for the following day (day three). If not, you’ll be assigned a new (lower) number for day three. You can continue to participate in the process for as long as is convenient. Surprisingly, spots do open up; if you have the time, this can be a good way to get a site.
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THE 10 ESSENTIALS

Numerous outdoor groups preach the importance of never leaving camp without the 10 essentials. Keep the following items stored in your daypack, and you’ll never have to worry about forgetting something on a hike.

1. Water

2. Sun protection: hat, sunglasses and sunscreen

3. Rain jacket

4. Basic first-aid kit

5. Map and compass

6. Headlamp

7. Matches or lighter

8. Food

9. Pocketknife and duct tape

10. Extra layer




PERMITTING RULES

• Backcountry hikers must have a permit in their possession at all times; if camp is established, it must be attached to a tent or pack so rangers can see it.

• Campgrounds are divided into four zones: corridor (Bright Angel, Havasupai Gardens, and Cottonwood), threshold, primitive and wild. Each zone requires increasing levels of desert camping experience and fewer services. A wild campground, for example, may have no trails or water availability.

• Permits are granted for two nights (consecutive or non-consecutive) per corridor campground or designated campsite; from November 15 to February 28, the maximum nights allowed at corridor campgrounds increases to four.

• At-large camping outside corridor campgrounds or designated campsites is limited to seven nights per use area.

• Backcountry permits for North Rim winter camping and western canyon remote primitive sites are also available in-person no more than six days in advance at Pipe Springs National Monument in Fredonia (Arizona) and the Bureau of Land Management Interagency Visitor Center in St George (Utah).

• Backcountry permits allow at-large winter camping on the North Rim in the area between the park’s northern border and the North Kaibab Trailhead; from the North Kaibab Trailhead south to Bright Angel Point (the canyon edge), winter camping is allowed only at the North Rim Campground (no off-season services).
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Equipment

Even experienced backpackers run the risk of throwing too much random stuff into the backpack, and if you hike down to the river you will definitely pass at least one poor soul on the trail who has done just this. On any backpacking trip, the challenge is always keeping your pack as light as possible without skimping on essentials, and the Grand Canyon, with its 5000ft of elevation change, is certainly no exception.

Water is a big consideration – it’s heavy (1L weighs 1kg or 2.2lb), but you can’t risk dehydration. If there are water sources on the trail (eg Bright Angel), you can rely on a lightweight squeeze filter or iodine tablets and two liter-sized water bottles. If there are no water sources (eg South Kaibab), consider bringing more. Electrolyte tablets are also a must in hot weather to keep your body from losing too much salt.

If you don’t own any camping equipment, you can always rent or buy what you need in Flagstaff. Essentials include: tent, footprint (groundsheet), sleeping bag, pad (closed-cell foam is better than inflatable in the desert), stove and gas, lighter, pot, and water filter or iodine. Dehydrated meals are pricey, but they are lightweight, tasty, convenient and easy to clean up.

Ultralight through-hikers have all sorts of clever tricks to keep the weight down, but always consider your destination. In some places, ditching the tent in favor of a simple tarp works great. If you are squeamish about scorpions, kissing bugs and tarantulas in the inner canyon, however, it may be worth bringing the tent just so you have a barrier between you and the nocturnal world. On the other hand, a sleeping bag on the canyon floor may be unnecessary.

If you’re going down an unmaintained trail, bring along a satellite messenger like the Garmin inReach. These little devices are pricey, but if you’re off the grid, they can be a lifesaver – literally.
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MAPS

You should always carry a good map of the area you are hiking in. While there are some great navigation and hiking apps for smartphones these days (eg CalTopo and AllTrails), remember that using GPS eats up battery life, and on a long trip you’ll want to use your phone for other stuff, such as taking pictures. Thus, it’s good practice to not rely solely on electronics for navigation, especially as maps weigh next to nothing. USGS (US Geological Survey) topographic quadrangles are the default choice, though National Geographic’s waterproof maps get decent reviews. In order to read a map, you’ll need a compass; learn how to orient the map before setting out.







TRIP PLANNER

RAFTING THE COLORADO RIVER

As one park ranger said, ‘rafting the Colorado is absolute bliss punctuated by moments of pure terror’. Indeed, a journey down the river is a once-in-a-lifetime experience – a virtual all-access pass to the Grand Canyon, in all its wildness, peace, and ancient, mighty glory.
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The Journey of a Lifetime

Despite their thrills, the river’s 160 galloping rapids aren’t the only attraction on this ride. One of the great rewards of floating the river is the opportunity to hike to all those places that are extremely difficult to access from the rim, like the Ancient Puebloan granaries at Nankoweap. Side canyons reveal cool, verdant grottos like Elves Chasm and swirling rock formations as in North Canyon. Set aside your pride and strap your personal flotation device (PFD) to your bum to bump down the warm, turquoise waters of the Little Colorado. Be sure to stop for a cold lemonade and scribble a postcard at Phantom Ranch, your one brush with civilization. And don’t miss the otherworldly blue-green waters of Havasu Creek.

As you fall asleep on a sandy beach under the stars, you’ll feel connected to the people who lived here long before and inspired by the tales of intrepid explorers who ran the river when it was still uncharted. Here at the bottom of the Grand Canyon, the depth and beauty of the gorge will take your breath away.
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Commercial rafting trip | Travis J Camp/shutterstock©


WHEN TO GO

There’s no perfect time to run the river. Rather, just be aware of the different weather patterns you’ll encounter throughout the year. If side hikes are important, then consider early spring (April) or fall (mid-September to October), as the daytime temps are comfortable (80°F). On the flip side, early morning on the river will be brrr chilly (50°F). Summer temps (June–August) top 100°F, with lows around 75°F; afternoon thunderstorms are common and the river is typically running faster and higher. One other factor to consider is that there is less daylight in spring and fall, which means trips may take longer. Commercial trips do not run from November through March.




LIFE ON THE RIVER

If you’ve been thinking about a digital detox in order to reconnect with the natural world, well, the Colorado River is definitely your spot: there’s no cell service down here, so when you take off on a two-week trip, you are going to be out of touch with everybody and everything.

So what’s a typical day on a river trip like? You’ll wake up to the sounds of your guides brewing coffee and making breakfast, so all you have to do is roll out of bed. Vacation, right? You are responsible for packing up your campsite, however, and everyone pitches in when it comes time to load the rafts.

Using the bathroom has its own special rules: if you have to pee, you must wade into the river; if you have to poop, then it’s the groover (named for the marks that the original models left on your derrière) – a specially fitted ammo box.

Once you’re on the river, the day’s activities typically consist of running rapids, listening to your guides’ canyon stories and stopping for jaw-dropping day hikes.

By the late afternoon, you should be pulling into camp, at which point everyone pitches in to help unload the boats. While you set up camp, the guides work their sizzling dinner magic. Afterward comes the soft light of a desert sunset followed by a tapestry of far-off galaxies, shining down through the sliver of sky above.



Planning

The Grand Canyon stretch of the Colorado sees on average 22,000 annual visitors and is run year-round. Most commercial trips operate between April and October, with June, July and August being the peak months. Park regulations stipulate that individuals may take only one recreational river trip per calendar year, whether private or commercial.

If you’re interested in running the Colorado River, the first question to ask is: how much time do you have? With six to 18 days, you can run most or all of the canyon between Lake Powell and Lake Mead. If that’s more vacation than you’ve got, however, you can raft a shorter section in as little as four days and still have an amazing experience.

Remember, most commercial tours sell out a year in advance. However, a small percentage of cancellations do occur, so it’s sometimes possible to get in on a trip at the last minute.

MOTORIZED RAFTS

A motorized raft trip might give you pause – aren’t rafts supposed to use paddles and oars? – but there are a number of advantages to joining a river trip on one of these behemoths. First off, they’re faster: you cover more miles in one day and still spend less time on the water, leaving you with more time to take day hikes and relax in camp. Shorter trips are also more budget friendly, so you’ll likely save money. Finally, because the boats are larger (up to 35ft long), they can also carry more gear, which generally equates to a more comfortable trip for passengers. While you might be worried about the constant thrum of the outboard motor detracting from the experience, the engines are very quiet – your fellow passengers (up to 16 per boat) will be making considerably more noise.

Two things to take into consideration with a motorized trip, however: they only run from April 1 to September 15, and this is a fairly passive experience. If you’d like to try out different types of boats, you’re better off signing up for a hybrid non-motorized trip.

NON-MOTORIZED BOATS

Rafts that are powered with oars or paddles are typically much smaller – generally about half the size of a motor raft – and seat anywhere from four to nine people, plus gear. Non-motorized river trips are slower, but they remain popular because guests are more involved in the experience: paddling for your life in Hance Rapid will likely be a thrill you won’t soon forget. Many of these trips are advertised as ‘hybrid’, meaning there are a variety of boats on the trip (paddle rafts, inflatable kayaks, etc), and you’ll be able to try them all out at some point on your journey. Experienced river runners may also feel that human-powered rafts offer a more intimate, slower-paced experience. Purists might want to look into a trip on a dory, a wood or fiberglass hard-shell rowboat that seats four to five people.

LOGISTICS & COST

There are 15 operators that offer Grand Canyon rafting trips; all provide boats, camping gear, cooking equipment and food. Your multitalented guides wear yet another hat as chefs and prepare all the meals. The minimum age ranges from eight to 12, depending on the outfitter and type of trip. If you feel overwhelmed with options, check out Advantage Grand Canyon (advantagegrandcanyon.com), which works with all outfitters, has a great trip planner and doesn’t charge a booking fee. Alternatively, the national park has an up-to-date list of operators at nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/river-concessioners.htm.

Pre- and post-trip accommodations, as well as transport to or from the trip’s start/end point, may not be included in the river-trip price. On that note, expect prices per person to range from roughly $2000 for a four-day Upper Canyon trip (motorized) to over $6000 for an 18-day Full Canyon trip (non-motorized). And don’t forget to tip your guides at the end of the trip. Most river trips consider Las Vegas as the primary transportation hub, though a few may meet in Flagstaff.

Companies also offer themed trips for those interested in subjects as diverse as geology, botany, classical music, art and wine.


BEST DAY HIKES

Thunder Spring

Huff 1400ft up Tapeats Creek to a 100ft waterfall gushing out of the side of a cliff; mile 133.7.

Deer Creek

One of the inner gorge’s finest hikes, with waterfalls and pictographs in a curvy slot canyon; mile 136.3.

Matkatamiba

Wade through chest-deep pools in the narrows to reach a perfect natural amphitheater; mile 148.

Elves Chasm

Ferns, orchids and scarlet monkeyflowers drape the walls of this idyllic grotto; mile 116.5.

Beaver Falls

The blue-green waters of Havasu Creek plunge over breathtaking travertine formations; mile 157.

Nankoweap

This steep climb rewards hikers with Ancestral Puebloan granaries and awesome views; mile 52.7.

Little Colorado River

The confluence can be a striking juxtaposition of turquoise and coppery green waters; mile 61.7.




Itineraries

Grand Canyon trips are usually broken up into three types: the Full Canyon, the Upper Canyon (Lees Ferry to Phantom Ranch) and the Lower Canyon (below Phantom Ranch).

Now, just because a trip is advertised as ‘full’ doesn’t mean it runs the entire 280 miles. There are three main take-outs in the Lower Canyon – Whitmore Wash, Diamond Creek and Pearce Ferry – so a Full Canyon trip may only run 226 miles. Choose the take-out that is best suited to the experience you want and your available time and budget. Shorter trips are inevitably more affordable.

In a motorized raft, Full Canyon trips take from six to 10 days. In a non-motorized raft, a Full Canyon trip takes from 12 to 18 days.

The shortest Grand Canyon trips run the Upper Canyon only, putting in at Lees Ferry (mile 0) and taking out at Phantom Ranch (mile 88), followed by a 9.5-mile 4340ft climb up to the South Rim. In a motorized raft, Upper Canyon trips take from 3½ to five days. In a non-motorized raft, an Upper Canyon trip takes from five to seven days.

Lower Canyon trips mean that you’ll join the raft at Phantom Ranch (mile 88); this involves a 9.5-mile 4340ft descent from the South Rim. There are a variety of take-outs on Lower Canyon trips: Whitmore Wash (mile 188; rafters are helicoptered out), Diamond Creek (mile 225; rafters are driven out via Route 66) and Pearce Ferry (mile 280; rafters are ferried by jetboat to Lake Mead). In a motorized raft, Lower Canyon trips take from 4½ to six days. In a non-motorized raft, a Lower Canyon trip takes from 6½ to 10 days.

The Upper Canyon and Lower Canyon are equally stunning, with a similar number of rapids and side trips.


DAY TRIPS ON THE RIVER

For those who are really short on time, you can always sign up for a half- or full-day river trip on the sections outside the park. Operating out of Peach Springs, about 2½ hours west of the South Rim, Hualapai River Runners offers one- and two-day motorized raft trips in the canyon’s west end.

Also check out the kayak and SUP float trips on the smooth 16-mile stretch of the Colorado that flows through Horseshoe Bend, above Lees Ferry. You can camp on the river if you want the full overnight experience.



What to Pack

One of the paradoxes of whitewater rafting is that even on a sweltering hot summer day, you can get teeth-chattering cold. Remember this: you’re going to get drenched, and the river water is usually around 50°F. Thus, guides recommend you bring serious rain gear – top and bottom – in order to stay dry when running the gnarliest rapids.

You also need to protect your feet, which are going to take a beating. Make sure to bring both river shoes (closed-toe, quick-drying) and camp shoes, and keep those camp shoes dry. A pair of neoprene socks will keep you warm on the river. Both moisturizing lotion and sunscreen are de rigueur, as is a long-sleeved cotton shirt. Hats and glasses need to be attached to your body; water bottles are best attached to the boat with real climbing carabiners. And don’t forget the multi-use sarong – sheet, privacy curtain, skirt, shawl and head wrap...it does it all.


PRIVATE TRIPS

The Colorado River Management Plan (CRMP) carefully regulates the number of rafts on the Colorado. There are two kinds of rafting trips: commercial (more common) and private (less common).

Private trips are only available through a weighted lottery, which is held in February, for trips taking place the following year. Follow-up lotteries are sporadically held for any remaining spaces (eg from cancellations). At least one member of your party (preferably more) must not only be an accomplished river rat, but must also have experience organizing multiday river trips for a large group, and know how to work out all the details, from boats to supplies to waste management to emergency options.
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Lottery website.
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www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/weightedlottery.htm

For more information on the lottery. Be sure to click through to the Weighted Lottery FAQs.







TRIP PLANNER

TRAVELING WITH PETS

While it’s certainly possible to enjoy a trip to the Grand Canyon with your pet, summer heat and park restrictions can be challenging. A little advance planning will go a long way to making the trip smoother and happier for both you and your four-legged friend.
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Health & Safety

The environment can be harsh on pets, and mountain lions, rattlesnakes, scorpions and other critters are prevalent in the region. Prepare for weather extremes. In the summer, do not leave them in the car or RV unattended at any time. Think twice before taking pets on desert hikes in the summer, as it’s excruciatingly hot and the sand burns tender paws. Always bring a portable water bowl. The only complete pet-supply shops in the region are Flagstaff’s PetSmart and Petco.

Remember that dogs, like humans, need to be in good shape before taking off on extended hikes, and are susceptible to altitude sickness and dehydration. When walking near the rim, be sure to keep dogs leashed and close to your side.

Dog-Friendly Trails

IN THE PARK

Dogs are allowed at all above-the-rim trails and overlooks on the South Rim. On the North Rim, the only trail that allows dogs is the 1.9-mile Bridle Path connecting the North Kaibab trailhead to Grand Canyon Lodge. Dogs must be leashed at all times.

Beyond the Park

In general, trails in and around Flagstaff are excellent for dogs.

Kaibab National Forest (North) Just outside the park’s North Rim gate; all the trails and dirt roads allow dogs and they are not required to be leashed.

Paria Canyon Dogs are welcome on this five-day wilderness hike, but you must pay $5 per day and pick up special dog-doo bags at the Paria Contact Station.

Buffalo Park An open mesa outside Flagstaff with a lovely 2-mile gravel loop trail. Leashed dogs only.


RULES & REGULATIONS

• Dogs and cats are allowed at campgrounds on both rims, South Rim’s Yavapai Lodge and Trailer Village, and throughout the park’s developed areas, but cannot go below the rim, ride the shuttles or enter any other hotels, stores or restaurants on either rim.

• Dogs must be leashed at all times and you must clean up after your dog; it is illegal to leave a dog tied up alone at a campground.

• Official service animals are welcome throughout the park; register at the backcountry office before taking them below the rim.



Kennel Services

If taking the Grand Canyon Railway from Williams to the South Rim, you can leave your pet for the day or overnight at the Railway Pet Resort in Williams, and there is a basic kennel on the South Rim. There is no kennel on the North Rim.

Several high-quality kennels in Flagstaff offer the best option for travelers looking for somewhere to board their dog while they are at the park.

[image: jpg]

Emily Naylor/getty images ©


BEST SPOTS FOR DOGS

Rim Trail (South Rim) The 13-mile Rim Trail allows you to walk the dog and take in some of the best canyon views at the same time.

Shoshone Point (South Rim) It’s about a mile’s walk through the ponderosa to a picnic area and spectacular views at Shoshone Point.

North and South Rim campgrounds The park’s three above-the-rim developed campgrounds provide plenty of space for wooded walks. Of the three, the North Rim is best for summer visits because it is cooler and more shaded.

Kaibab National Forest (North Rim) With miles of trails and dirt roads, no leash laws and plenty of big meadows, the national forest that borders Grand Canyon National Park to the north is dog heaven. Even in summer, the high elevation and thick shade of the Kaibab Plateau keep it cool.

Kanab Down the road from the nation’s largest no-kill animal shelter, this tiny Utah town a 1½-hour drive from the North Rim is particularly dog friendly. Just about every hotel takes dogs, and most restaurants and shops have water bowls and dog treats.

Flagstaff A high-altitude college town with a soft spot for four-legged friends; there are a handful of dog parks, and most sidewalk cafes welcome dogs.







THE OUTDOORS

Technically, it only takes a second to see the Grand Canyon, but it takes more to experience it, whether it’s on a South Rim stroll or an epic rafting trip.
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Even road-trippers who zip in and out of the National Park in under two hours will wind up doing at least some hiking. At the very least, you’ll have to walk to the overlooks from your car or the shuttle. And once you’re there, the magnetic pull of the Rim Trail will drag you on to the next overlook, and the next, and the next... Hiking beneath the rim is the next level of commitment, followed by an overnight backpacking trip and a multiday river-running adventure deep within the gorge.

Hiking

Hiking in the Grand Canyon should be on everyone’s list, but know what to expect before you go. Hiking here is like nothing you’ve done before: the sheer terrain is uniquely challenging, made even more so by the extreme environment and variable climate. The relentless sunshine saps the water from your body, making dehydration a constant danger. Rainstorms in distant locations can send flash floods down quiet, sunny side canyons.

And then there are the effects of altitude and massive elevation changes you can’t quite comprehend until you experience them. Most inner-canyon trails begin with sharp descents, which translate into equally steep ascents at the end of a hike – when you’re most exhausted. Even professional athletes hiking into the canyon for the first time suffer burning muscles, aching knees and numb feet on a scale they’ve never felt before.


All of these challenges can be met it you prepare properly and hike smart. Honestly assess – and respect – your limitations and the terrain, and select hikes that best match your ability.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

The ever-popular junior ranger program is geared toward children aged four to 12: complete an activity book and attend a ranger program to receive a certificate and badge.

Rent a bike and cruise the Rim Trail on Hermit Rd.

Mule rides are always a hit with families. On the South Rim, you’ll need to book far in advance; on the North Rim, you can usually book last minute. Riders must be at least nine years old and 4ft9in tall.

Watch a movie at the IMAX Grand Canyon; if this doesn’t whet your appetite for outdoor adventure, then nothing will.

Setting up a tent and roasting marshmallows around the campfire never fails to delight kids of all ages.



Rafting

Rafting the Colorado ranks among the top outdoor adventures of a lifetime – not just for the thrill (the water is BIG), but also for the epic scenery and exploration. It’s a placid geological journey through time, an adrenaline rush, a jagged desert landscape and lush riparian paradise all rolled into one phenomenal ride.

Most experience the river on a commercial rafting trip between mid-April and September (for motorized boats) or November (for oared vessels). Though the park carefully regulates the number of rafts on the Colorado, during this high season you won’t be alone, often sharing hikes and beaches with other trips.

For those on tight schedules, commercial motorized tours can show you half the canyon in four days, or the full thing in seven. This is a bit like watching your favorite movie on fast-forward: you’ll get the general idea, but miss everything that makes it great. The longer you can spend, the better.

A few hundred private rafting excursions are allowed on the river as well; they launch year-round after securing permits via a lottery. Some people wait decades for the right opportunity.
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Camping

While backpacking beneath the rim is a unique experience that simply cannot be replicated anywhere else, getting a backcountry permit generally involves a great deal of luck. If you didn’t win the lottery this time, know that there are plenty of other options for camping in the region. The Kaibab National Forest offers free dispersed camping, while official National Forest campsites stretch from Tusayan to Oak Creek Canyon to the Utah border.


Beyond the Grand Canyon

SLOT CANYONS

Explore the scalloped, water-worn walls of Antelope Canyon or Wire Pass.

MOUNTAIN BIKING

The desert delights of Sedona’s slickrock and singletrack mountain biking trails await.

SWIMMING

Stay cool at Slide Rock State Park and Grasshopper Point in Oak Creek Canyon.

ARIZONA TRAIL

The 800-mile-long trail from Mexico to Utah can be navigated on mountain bike or on foot.

KAYAKING

Explore Horseshoe Bend or the side canyons of Lake Powell in a kayak.

PEAK BAGGING

Climb the state’s tallest mountain (12,633ft) outside Flagstaff, Humphreys Peak.

DESERT WILDERNESS

Tackle the epic three-day backpacking silt-fest through Paria Canyon to Lees Ferry.







ACTION AREAS

Where to find the Grand Canyon’s best outdoor activities.
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GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organized by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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SOUTH RIM
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TIMELESS CANYON VIEWS

Forged by six million years of erosion, the Grand Canyon captures the history, scale and beauty of the American West.
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For most of us, the South Rim is the Grand Canyon. When tourists first started making their way to the canyon in the late 1800s, this is where they came. They rode mules beneath the rim, had photos taken along the way, bought souvenirs and slept in canvas tents beneath the night sky.

In some ways, not all that much has changed. Roughly 90% of all visitors to the Grand Canyon continue to arrive at the South Rim each year, peering over the edge and marveling at the same overlooks that delighted travelers a century ago. Many of the original buildings – El Tovar, the Hopi House, Kolb Studio – are still standing in the Village, which grew up around the railroad depot at the turn of the century.

Though the accessibility of the South Rim means sharing your experience with many others, there are all kinds of ways to commune with the canyon and its wildlife one on one. Escaping the crowds can be as easy as tramping a hundred yards from an official scenic overlook. And in the evening, when day-trippers have left, you don’t have to wander far at all to feel completely alone: galaxies of stars arc through the firmament overhead, while the vastness of the landscape calls to mind a time that existed long before this one.
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THE MAIN AREAS

VISITOR CENTER & VILLAGE

It all starts here.

HERMITS REST

Hike, bike or shuttle along the edge.

PHANTOM RANCH & THE SOUTH KAIBAB TRAIL

Descend beneath the rim.

DESERT VIEW DRIVE

Native culture at the east entrance.

FLAGSTAFF

Hip mountain town south of the canyon.

SEDONA

A red rock showstopper.




Find Your Way

The South Rim has two park entrances: the south entrance (74 miles north of Flagstaff), which most visitors use, and the east entrance (32 miles west of Cameron), which connects to Hwy 89.
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Plan Your Time

The South Rim can be confusing for first-timers. It’s sprawling and crowded, with roads and footpaths leading in all directions. Our tip: when in doubt, head for the Rim Trail. You can’t go wrong.
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If You Only Have Half a Day

• From the Visitor Center, walk to Mather Point and gasp out loud at your first glimpse of the Big Ditch.

• Follow the Rim Trail 0.7 miles to the Yavapai Geology Museum, then catch the orange shuttle back to the Visitor Center.

• Drive along Desert View Drive to the Desert View Watchtower, where you can learn more about the Native American people who have long called this canyon home.

• Alternatively, take the blue shuttle to the Village, where you can browse for gifts in the Hopi House and marvel at the hikers heading down the Bright Angel Trail.





The Grand Canyon in One Day

• Arrive at the park before dawn, park at the Visitor Center and catch the orange shuttle to the South Kaibab trailhead for the 1.5-mile hike to Cedar Ridge. Remember to bring plenty of water for the walk back up. Return on the shuttle to the Yavapai Geology Museum, and walk west along the Rim Trail on the Trail of Time.

• Relax over lunch at El Tovar and explore the historic buildings and exhibitions in the Village.

• Ride the hop-on, hop-off shuttle along Hermit Road. At Hermits Rest, pause for a moment to refuel with an ice cream and relax at the end of the trail.




If You Have More Time

• Spend a day in Sedona hiking to red rock buttes and splashing in Oak Creek Canyon.

• The next day, drive to Wupatki National Monument outside Flagstaff to learn more about the region’s history; alternatively, check out the cliff dwellings at Walnut Canyon.

• A backpacking trip is the best way to enjoy the Grand Canyon, though you’ll need a backcountry permit. Popular overnight trips include the hike (or mule trip) down to Bright Angel Campground or Phantom Ranch and the multiday bucket-list Rim-to-Rim hike.

• If you’re experienced, consider a lesser-known trail like Hermit Creek Camp instead.



Seasonal Highlights

Regardless of the season, the altitude, desert climate and exposed nature of the canyon mean you should always expect extreme temperature changes.

FEBRUARY

An empty South Rim and snow often frosting the canyon features: for some, this is the best time of year.
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MAY

The first week of May is ideal: icy trails are melting but inner-canyon temperatures haven’t yet soared.
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JUNE

School’s out and summer is in full swing, with temperatures rising and day-tripping crowds flocking to the South Rim.
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AUGUST

Summer temperatures are at their peak, as are the crowds, both of which are bearable if you have a good plan.
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SEPTEMBER

September softens the harshness of the desert; autumn brings brilliant colors and a respite from the oppressive heat.
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OCTOBER

The days remain warm and sunny, but by the end of the month, it’s not unusual to see snow.
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DECEMBER

The Grand Canyon might not be the first place you associate with the holidays, but the region’s elevation makes it a winter wonderland.
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VISITOR CENTER & VILLAGE
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Easily accessible, well developed and open year-round, the Visitor Center and Grand Canyon Village have iconic canyon views, a parade of railing-clenching overlooks, historic buildings, good trails and ranger talks. The entire area sprawls along the rim and through the ponderosa forest for over 2 miles, and if you’re driving, it can be easy to become disoriented as you follow the maze of winding roads in search of a parking spot. Just remember, it doesn’t matter if you base yourself at the Visitor Center or the Village, as they’re connected by a free shuttle and hiking trail.

Infrastructure is abundant: you’ll find several hotels, restaurants, cafeterias, bookstores, a campground and even a supermarket. Multiple shuttles connect visitors to more remote destinations to the east and west, and the flat, paved Rim Trail allows the mobility-impaired and stroller-pushers to take in the dramatic, sweeping canyon views.
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SIGHTS

1 Bright Angel Lodge

2 Mather Point

3 Yavapai Geology Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Bright Angel Trailhead

5 Rim Trail

6 Trail of Time

SLEEPING

7 Havasupai Gardens

8 Mather Campground

EATING

9 El Tovar

INFORMATION

10 Grand Canyon Visitor Center

11 Market Plaza

TRANSPORT

12 Bright Angel Bicycles and Cafe

13 Grand Canyon Train Depot




TOP TIP

During peak visitation times, you should expect long waits at the south entrance (up to two hours) and limited parking. Try to arrive before 9am or after 5pm. Alternatively, park in Tusayan and take the free purple shuttle (June to August).



[image: jpg]

Bright Angel Trail | Christopher Moswitzer/shutterstock ©


First Impressions at Mather Point

BIG CANYON, BIG VIEWS

It doesn’t matter if it’s your first time or your 15th, there’s nothing quite like the magic of emerging from miles of juniper and ponderosa forest to see this: the earth falling away beneath your feet, the shadows of mighty clouds drifting across the ocher-tinged landscape, a panorama of crumbling spires, layer-cake mesas, distant temples and wafer-thin fins of rock jutting out into distant side canyons.

Mather Point is where many visitors experience this first moment of awe, and there’s something life-affirming about sharing this spectacle with so many others. Even the most dedicated planner will be tempted to toss the day’s itinerary straight into the canyon upon such a sight, because what else is there to do in the face of such magnificence but walk along its edge?

This is the place to take in the Grand Canyon at your own speed and on your own terms, whether it’s posing for a ridiculous photo, peering over the precipice, contemplating the vastness of the desert landscape or gazing up at the Milky Way on a moonless night.

A hop, skip and a jump from the main parking lot, Mather Point has a handful of picnic areas and vista points. Also here is the Visitor Center Plaza, where you’ll find the answers to whatever questions you might have. Lots of excellent information is posted outside, inside is a ranger desk and a 20-minute introductory movie, and there are also restrooms and water, the park store, a small deli and a bike rental center. The main shuttle hub, which will take you to other locations along the South Rim, including Grand Canyon Village, is located here.
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Getting Oriented

Most visitors arrive via the south entrance, 80 miles northwest of Flagstaff, 55 miles north of Williams, and 1 mile north of Tusayan. Five miles past the entrance is the Visitor Center Plaza, where the main parking lots are located. Two miles west of the Visitor Center is Grand Canyon Village, home to most accommodations, restaurants and gift shops, along with the Backcountry Office and Bright Angel Trail. The Visitor Center Plaza and the Village are connected by the blue shuttle.

In between the two is Market Plaza, where you’ll find a great grocery store, deli, showers, laundromat, medical clinic and Mather Campground. If you can’t find parking at the Visitor Center Plaza, try the overflow lots (A to D) at the Market Plaza or the Backcountry Office.



WHERE TO SLEEP ON THE SOUTH RIM

El Tovar

Perched at the canyon edge, the public spaces of this 1905 lodge exude Western charm. $$$

Bright Angel Lodge

This historic lodge on the Rim Trail delivers simple charm and cabin accommodations at affordable prices. $

Kachina & Thunderbird Lodges

Amazingly ugly on the outside, but bright, modern and comfortable inside. Steps from the rim. $$$

Mather Campground

The South Rim’s main campground has it all: showers, shade, laundry, firepits and water. It’s 1 mile from the rim. $

Yavapai Lodge

Sixteen motel-style buildings in the piñon and juniper forest sit about a mile from the rim. $$

Maswik Lodge

Encompasses 18 modern two-story buildings set in the woods a quarter-mile from the canyon rim. $$

Walking the Rim Trail

FIND YOUR HAPPY PLACE

Sometimes the best ideas are the ones that are the most obvious. While no one sells ‘I Hiked the Rim Trail’ T-shirts, there’s no debating that this paved, accessible path is the most traveled hike in the park – it is virtually impossible not to stroll along it at some point or another.

Officially, the Rim Trail parallels the South Rim for 13 miles, from the South Kaibab trailhead to Hermits Rest. But this is not an end-to-end destination hike, and few people bother to walk its entire length. Rather, it is just a fantastic way of getting from one place to another, with plenty of spots to ooh and ahh over the view or learn something unique about the Grand Canyon as you walk.

One of the best sections of the trail connects Mather Point and the Village, where it takes in the Yavapai Geology Museum and Trail of Time. It’s also the primary means of getting around the Village: it passes many of the park’s most famous historical sights, including Hopi House, El Tovar and Kolb Studio. This particular section is usually crowded with people, but the further west you venture, the more you’ll break free. Out there, the trail runs between Hermit Rd and the rim, and though some segments bump up against the road, you’re typically alone as you amble along – come out here for a sunset, and you won’t be disappointed.

Seventeen shuttle stops sit at or near the trail, so it’s easy to walk however long you’d like and then catch a shuttle back. Leashed pets are allowed along the entirety of the trail.
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South Rim Shuttles

The South Rim’s comprehensive free shuttle system makes getting around much simpler, though midday wait times in summer can be long. There are three main routes: the blue route (Visitor Center–Market Plaza–Village); the red route (Village–Hermits Rest); and the orange route (Yavapai Geology Museum–Visitor Center–South Kaibab trailhead).

In summer (June–August), the purple route runs from the IMAX theater in Tusayan direct to the Visitor Center, bypassing the maddening lines at the entrance station and easing parking woes.

The park also has a useful Hikers Express (Bright Angel Lodge–Backcountry Center–Visitor Center–South Kaibab trailhead). It runs three times per day, beginning well before dawn (4am in summer), and is the preferred choice if you are hiking down the South Kaibab Trail.



Follow the Trail of Time

MIND-BENDING TIME MACHINE

What if every step you took sent you back one million years? That’s the idea behind the ingenious Trail of Time, which helps visitors come to grips with the enormity of the Grand Canyon’s geological time scale. Taking in over two billion years in 1.3 miles, this is the most educational way to get between the Visitor Center and the Village. If you begin at the Yavapai Geology Museum, you’ll be walking from the present day back into the past; if you begin at the Village, you’ll be walking forward through time into the present.

Regardless of the direction you take, you’ll pass large samples of each rock type found within the Grand Canyon (go ahead, touch them), beginning with Elves Chasm gneiss, which clocks in at a cool 1.84 billion years of age and is the oldest rock here. Walking past the metamorphic Vishnu Basement Rocks brings you up through the sedimentary layers of the Grand Canyon Supergroup (middle canyon) to the Paleozoic strata (top), with a handy reminder at 630 million years (over two-thirds of the way along the trail) that it was only at this point that multicelled animal life began to appear on Earth. Your final (or first) six steps represent six million years, roughly the time that it took the Colorado River to carve out the Grand Canyon.

The Trail of Time concludes at the Yavapai Geology Museum, where the views don’t get much better than those framed by the plate-glass windows inside. Handy panels identify and explain the various formations before you, and displays tie together the canyon’s multilayered geologic history with the samples you’ve passed along the trail. It’s a further 0.7 miles from the museum to Mather Point and the Visitor Center.

[image: jpg]

Yavapai Geology Museum | NPS/Alamy Stock Photo ©



BEST DAY HIKES ON THE SOUTH RIM

Rim Trail

A paved footpath that connects inspiring overlooks, museums, historic architecture and moments of solitude.

Shoshone Point

Unsigned mile-long hike through the forest to the canyon rim at Shoshone Point; a good family hike.

South Kaibab Trail

Exposed, steep and magnificent, the South Kaibab Trail takes you beneath the rim on a fabulous desert hike.

Bright Angel Trail

The most popular trail that drops into the canyon, with shelters, shade and a gentler grade than the South Kaibab.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE SOUTH RIM

El Tovar Dining Room

Classic national park dining at its best; windows frame the Rim Trail and canyon. Reservations required. $$$

Arizona Steakhouse

Steaks, fish and tamales for dinner, and burgers and sandwiches for lunch. In the Bright Angel Lodge. $$

Bright Angel Bicycles & Cafe

Grab-and-go sandwiches, wraps, salads and coffee from the bike-shop cafe beside the main Visitor Center. $

Fred Harvey Burger

Diner-style booths and menu: enjoy canyon views while savoring fajitas, cheeseburgers and salad. $$

Food Trucks

Grab a hiker-friendly lunch or desert dog from the two food trucks near the train depot. Open seasonally. $

Maswik Food Court

Fill up with a quick, affordable cafeteria-style meal; stations range from pasta to Mexican to burgers. $

An Evening at El Tovar

PRICKLY PEAR MARGARITAS ON THE PORCH

What better way to savor the reward of a long day’s hike than by easing into a wooden rocking chair at El Tovar or savoring a prickly pear margarita on the lodge’s back porch, watching the parade of visitors along the Rim Trail? The public spaces here look much as they did when the lodge opened in 1905, with wide, inviting verandas outside and a stately stone fireplace in the lobby. Moose and elk trophy heads (some reportedly hunted by Teddy Roosevelt himself, who stayed here twice), reproduction Remington bronzes and Craftsman-style furniture lend the interior a classic Western feel.

Before the lodge’s construction, most tourists slept in canvas tents along the rim. The only other large hotel, the Grandview (1897), was convenient for stagecoaches, but with the arrival of the railroad in 1901 it quickly folded as it was 14 miles east of the train depot. El Tovar brought such luxuries as running water, game and music rooms, and even a barbershop – all for the price of $4.50 a night.

The elegant dining hall is a treat for lunch or dinner: dark-wood tables are set with china and white linen, eye-catching murals spotlight local Native tribes and huge windows frame views of the Rim Trail and canyon beyond. Reservations are accepted up to 90 days in advance if you’re a guest (phone or email only), or 30 days in advance online for the public. To avoid lunchtime crowds, eat before the Grand Canyon Railway train arrives at 11:45am.



The Historic Train Depot

The current Grand Canyon Train Depot, designed by Francis Wilson and completed in 1910, was built nine years after the first train arrived in the Village from Williams. A registered National Historic Landmark, it’s one of 14 log depots ever constructed in the US, the only one that’s still functioning, and the only train station inside a US national park. The 1st floor was originally used for passenger services, and the 2nd floor was a two-bedroom apartment for the ticket agent. Today, a Grand Canyon Railway train pulls into the station daily from Williams at 11:45am and departs at 3:30pm.



Step Back in Time at the Bright Angel Lodge

A HARVEY HOUSE ICON

Today’s Bright Angel Lodge is the latest in a series of incarnations that began after the first stagecoach arrived at the South Rim from Flagstaff on May 19, 1892. When train service to the canyon looked inevitable, James Thurber relocated his Flagstaff–Grand Canyon stagecoach line to the head of the Bright Angel Trail and opened Bright Angel Hotel and Camps. He sold the property to Williams hotelier Martin Buggeln in 1901, but because neither man made a formal claim to the land upon which the hotel stood, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway enveloped the site as part of its 20-acre depot. Upon completion of the railroad’s luxury El Tovar hotel in 1905, the railroad bought Buggeln’s share of Bright Angel and upgraded his accommodations to cabins.

The original Bright Angel continued to serve middle-class tourists over the next two decades, but eventually, the railroad decided it needed an upgrade, and Mary Colter was brought in to design the current lodge, which contains such architectural gems as the Geological Fireplace, which imitates the Grand Staircase rock layers found in the canyon.

Just off the lobby, visitors can peruse the History Room, which tells the story of Fred Harvey’s chain of Harvey Houses, begun in Topeka, Kansas, in 1876. A Londoner by birth and dishwasher by trade, Harvey collaborated with the railroads to service the growing needs of travelers and is widely credited with branding the American Southwest as a tourist destination.

The hotel grounds also contain several of the original buildings, including the Cameron Hotel (originally a stagecoach station), and the Buckey O’Neill cabin, which Mary Colter incorporated into the final design.


ALL ABOARD!

If you’ve got young kids or enjoy historic train rides, book a seat on the Grand Canyon Railway in Williams, 60 miles south of the Village. If you’re only visiting the rim for the day, this is a fun and hassle-free way to travel.





WALKING TOUR
Grand Canyon Village
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Early entrepreneurs set up camp along the South Rim in the late 1800s, but it wasn’t until the arrival of the Santa Fe Railway from Williams in 1901 that the area now known as Grand Canyon Village became the primary tourist hub. The Fred Harvey Company (the railroad-centric chain of hotels and restaurants) and architect Mary Colter established some of the most iconic buildings here, which can be visited on the Rim Trail.


1 Verkamp’s Visitor Center

One-time canvas-tent souvenir shop (1898), followed by the Mission-style Verkamp’s Curios building (1905), today this historic structure holds a small but compelling history exhibit and is a good place to start exploring the Village.

The Walk: Follow the Rim Trail 500ft west to the Hopi House.

2 Hopi House

A beautiful Mary Colter–designed stone building, the Hopi House has been offering high-quality Native jewelry, basketwork, pottery and other crafts since its 1905 opening. The structure was originally built to house Hopi artisans and was inspired by their traditional mesa-top dwellings to the east, which are among the oldest structures still standing in North America.

The Walk: Cross the traffic circle to the main entrance of the El Tovar Hotel.
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3 El Tovar

Built in 1905 as a railroad hotel, Charles Whittlesey designed the El Tovar as a blend of Swiss chalet and the more rustic style that would come to define national-park lodges in the 1920s. With its unusual spires and dark-wood beams, it remains a grande dame of national park lodges.

The Walk: Follow the Rim Trail a quarter mile west, passing the Kachina and Thunderbird Lodges.

4 Bright Angel Lodge

Designed by Mary Colter and completed in 1935, the log-and-stone Bright Angel Lodge offered canyon travelers alternative accommodations to the luxurious El Tovar. Just off the lobby is the History Room, while outside, a few steps west, is the Buckey O’Neill Cabin (1895), the oldest building still standing on the rim.

The Walk: Just past Buckey O’Neill’s cabin is the Lookout Studio, perched on the rim’s edge.

5 Lookout Studio

Like several other Mary Colter designs, Lookout Studio (1914) was modeled on the Ancestral Puebloan ruins found throughout the Southwest. Made of rough-cut Kaibab limestone, with a roof that mirrors the lines of the rim, the studio blends into its natural surroundings. Inside is a small souvenir shop and a tiny back porch with spectacular canyon views.

The Walk: Continuing along the Rim Trail for another 100ft will bring you to Kolb Studio.

6 Kolb Studio

In 1905 Ellsworth and Emery Kolb built a small photography studio on the edge of the rim, which has since been expanded and now holds a bookstore and a museum. The brothers arrived at the canyon from Pennsylvania in 1902 and made a living photographing parties descending the Bright Angel Trail, which begins just outside the studio’s entrance.



A Short Day Hike on the Bright Angel Trail

VENTURE BENEATH THE RIM

The most well-known trail to descend beneath the rim, Bright Angel’s gentle grade, shade, access to water and convenient trailhead – it begins right in the Village, directly west of Kolb Studio – make this the most popular descent for first-timers.

While the full trail winds 7.8 miles and 4460ft down from the rim to the Colorado River, day hikers have a number of shorter options. The most obvious options are two stone resthouses, located at the 1.5- and 3-mile marks, meaning that the full hikes are 3 and 6 miles respectively.

The trailhead itself (6840ft) is both exhilarating and intimidating. The canyon unfolds before you in all its glory, hikers bustle around making last-minute adjustments to their backpacks, and wranglers acquaint first-time mule riders (is there any other kind?) with the curious beasts.

The piñon-fringed trail quickly drops into some serious switchbacks as it follows a natural break in the cliffs of Kaibab limestone, the Toroweap formation and Coconino sandstone. Start slowly. If you suffer vertigo, look to the left for a while – the first five minutes are the hardest. Before you know it, you’ll grow accustomed and the trail gets interesting.

The trail soon passes through two tunnels – look for the red Native American pictographs beneath an overhang just past the first. Just after passing through the second tunnel, you’ll reach Mile-and-a-Half Resthouse (5720ft), about an hour from the trailhead. Anyone starting late or hiking for the first time should turn around here. It has restrooms, an emergency phone and, from late May to early September, drinking water.

Continuing downward through different-colored rock layers, more switchbacks finally deposit you at Three-Mile Resthouse (4720ft), which also has seasonal water, an emergency phone and restrooms. Down below, you’ll see the iridescent green tufts of Havasupai Gardens, a campground 1.6 miles away, as well as the broad expanse of Tonto Platform, a visual reward before beginning the ascent back to the rim.
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Mary Colter

Born in 1869, Colter was one of the few female architects of her time and spent four decades designing hotels, restaurants and train stations for the Fred Harvey Company. In keeping with the nationalist spirit of the late 19th century, Colter’s style followed the Arts and Crafts (or Craftsman) movement, which looked toward American models, rather than European traditions, for inspiration. She spent a great deal of time researching her projects and was profoundly influenced by Native culture. The Colter buildings in the Grand Canyon embrace local Native motifs, evoking woven textile design and echoing Puebloan architecture.

Through her creative inspiration, Colter’s buildings stand in harmony with their natural environment and have served as models and inspiration for construction in other national parks throughout the country.



WHERE TO DRINK ON THE SOUTH RIM

El Tovar Lounge

Pop in for a post-hike Grand Canyon IPA or a prickly pear margarita, and relax in style on the back porch.

Bright Angel Lounge

The dark, windowless bar inside Bright Angel Lodge is a friendly spot for a beer and occasional live music.

Yavapai Tavern

One mile from the canyon rim, with a massive window, patio roadside seating and pub grub, beer and cocktails.

A Long Day Hike on the Bright Angel Trail

CLIMB DOWN TO THE TONTO PLATFORM

Continuing down the Bright Angel brings you to the shady oasis of Havasupai Gardens (9.2 miles round-trip); for a more challenging and very exposed hike to expansive views of the inner gorge, cross Tonto Platform along a spur trail to reach Plateau Point (12.2 miles round-trip). Do not undertake either of these day hikes from June through August.

After the Three-Mile Resthouse, you’ll soon hit a demanding set of switchbacks known as Jacob’s Ladder, which twist through Redwall limestone cliffs into the cool leafiness of Havasupai Gardens (3800ft;). The Havasupai farmed here until a century ago, and these days it’s one of the park’s most sought-after backcountry campgrounds, with a ranger station, toilets, year-round drinking water, shaded picnic tables and a mule corral.

If this is your day-hike destination, linger in the soothing spot: eat lunch under a cottonwood, nap on the grass and splash your feet in the creek. It’s a hard and hot 4.6-mile climb back up to the rim – particularly the thigh-burning Jacob’s Ladder – with a total elevation gain of 3040ft. On average, the round trip takes about seven hours, including breaks.

From the campground, if you turn left and head west across Garden Creek, you’ll soon reach the Plateau Point Trail junction, a spur of the Tonto Trail (the 95-mile-long inner-canyon trail that parallels the Colorado River). This ribbon of trail unfurls north for just under a mile over the yucca-studded Tonto Plateau, which is not as flat as it looks from above. The trail dead-ends at Plateau Point (3140ft below the rim) for a stunning view of the inner gorge.

Though Plateau Point is a popular destination for strong day hikers, do not make the round-trip trek from June through August. The long, exposed stretch can be searingly hot, with the 12.2-mile round-trip hike from the rim taking up to 12 hours.
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Hiking Tips

Descending into the canyon is an experience like no other: the altitude is high (7000ft at the South Rim), the desert sun is extreme, water is scarce, the trails are exposed, the weather unpredictable and, without fail, you have to do the hardest part of the hike at the end of the day, when you’re the most tired.

When planning, assume that the hike out will take twice as long as the hike in. From May through September, try to avoid hiking during the heat of the day (10am to 4pm). This means leaving early – in July, for example, 4am is a reasonable start time. While staying hydrated is always an issue, don’t weigh yourself down with unnecessary weight. Find out where you can refill water bottles and plan ahead.




CAMPING BENEATH THE RIM

If you’ve got your heart set on spending the night beneath the rim, you’ll need to enter a lottery to obtain a backcountry permit for either a tent or a bed at the Phantom Canyon Lodge.



Mule Trips

CLIP-CLOP, CLIP-CLOP

Mule rides into the canyon have a long history: the first recorded trip was in 1887, and by the early 20th century, the Kolb brothers were already turning their photos of tourists on mules into iconic souvenirs.

Mules remain a popular form of transport, and visitors today who want to view the canyon by mule have two choices: a two-hour above-the-rim day trip to a canyon overlook, or a two- or three-day trip to the bottom of the canyon, which includes sleeping at Phantom Ranch.

The 4-mile Canyon Vistas Ride lasts two hours and travels along the eastern section of the Rim Trail, leaving two times per day in high season (March to October) and once daily in the off season.

Overnight Phantom Ranch trips follow the Bright Angel Trail to the Colorado River. It’s a 5½-hour, 10.5-mile trip to Phantom Ranch. Overnight trips are limited to 10 riders a day and include cabin accommodations and all meals at Phantom. Riders must be at least nine years old, speak English and weigh no more than 200lb.

Mule trips are popular and fill up quickly; slots, available 15 months in advance, are awarded through the online Phantom Ranch lottery only (grandcanyonlodges.com). If you arrive at the park and want to join a mule trip the following day, ask about availability at the transportation desk at Bright Angel Lodge (your chances are much better during the off season). If the trips are booked, join a waiting list, cross your fingers and show up at the lodge at 6am on the day of the trip and hope there’s been a cancellation. Or make tracks to the other side of the canyon: mule rides on the North Rim, available as half-day trips above or below the rim only, are usually available the day before the trip.



The Kolb Brothers

The Kolb brothers arrived at the canyon from Pennsylvania in 1902 and made a living photographing parties descending the Bright Angel Trail. Because there was not enough water on the rim to process the film, they had to run 4.5 miles down the trail to the spring at Havasupai Gardens, develop the film, and race back up to their studio before the parties returned in order to have the souvenir pictures ready. The Kolbs also experimented with motion pictures and were the first to film an expedition running the rapids of the Colorado River.

By 1924 the Kolbs’ dynamic and conflicting personalities challenged their business relationship, and they flipped a coin to decide who got to stay to run the photography business. Ellsworth lost and headed to LA, while Emery remained here with his wife and daughter until his death in 1976, at the age of 95.



WHERE TO SHOP ON THE SOUTH RIM

Hopi House

The place to visit for handcrafted Native American jewelry, rugs and pottery.

Grand Canyon Conservancy

Extensive book collection, canyon prints, T-shirts and souvenirs. Seven locations, including at the Visitor Center and Kolb Studio.

Canyon Village Market

The best and most affordable selection of groceries and camping supplies outside of Flagstaff.

Cycling the South Rim

CRUISE THE GREEWAY TRAIL

If cruising along the canyon rim on two wheels has appeal, then head on over to Bright Angel Bicycles and Cafe at the Visitor Center Plaza. The friendly folks here will set you up with bike, helmet and trail map, and are happy to point you in the direction of one of three rides (colors match the shuttle routes): red to Hermits Rest, orange to Yaki Point, and yellow, which takes in both the Village and Hermit Rd in one fell swoop.

The two-hour red tour (aka the Hermit Shuttle Package) shuttles riders from the shop to Hopi Point on Hermit Rd, bypassing the hills and crowds in between, from where you cycle the mostly flat 5.5 miles to Hermits Rest at the end of the road, where the shuttle is waiting to pick you up.

For folks with limited time or small children, the Orange Route is a moderate ride that heads east on a 7-mile round-trip from Bright Angel Bicycles to the South Kaibab trailhead and Yaki Point. It’s a lovely winding cruise through the piñon, past some canyon-view picnic spots and spectacular overlooks – but be aware that there are no railings in places and an unintentional re-creation of Thelma and Louise on a bike is a distant possibility. The only traffic is the short stretch between South Kaibab trailhead and Yaki Point, where you share the road with Yaki Point Rd shuttles.

The shop also rents electric bikes, in which case you might be tempted to try out the 21-mile round-trip excursion to Hermits Rest without the shuttle (the yellow route).

The bike shop also serves as one of the South Rim’s best cafe options for grab-and-go breakfast burritos, picnic sandwiches and coffee. Reservations are recommended.
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History of the Bright Angel Trail

The pathway known today as the Bright Angel Trail, which follows a major fault line through the canyon, has been in continuous use for thousands of years. The Havasupai used the trail to access present-day Havasupai Gardens, where they grew crops and farmed until the early 20th century. In the early 1890s prospectors Ralph Cameron and Pete Berry improved the trail, eventually extending it to the river. In 1903 Cameron imposed a $1 toll, a widely criticized decision. In response, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad and others constructed toll-free alternative trails to draw the burgeoning mule tourism trade. In 1928 the park service took over the Bright Angel and lifted the toll.



Family Travel

S’MORES UNDER THE STARS

The South Rim may not be as quiet and manageable as the North Rim, but it does have a larger array of amenities and experiences for families. To be sure, the crowds and cliffs may occasionally cause intense anxiety for some parents, but for the kids...those same precipitous drop-offs, giant boulders and the possibility of seeing venomous snakes and scorpions make the canyon’s call to adventure hard to resist. As a parent, finding the right balance between fun and safety is forever a challenge.

Mule trips, camping, scenic picnics, the Grand Canyon Railway and bicycle rides are perennial go-to activities, as is the ever-popular junior ranger program. The latter is geared toward children aged four and older: pick up and complete an activity book at the main store at the Visitor Center Plaza, Kolb Studio or the Yavapai Geology Museum. Kids are also required to attend at least one ranger program, after which a ranger solemnly swears them in as junior rangers and presents them with a certificate and a badge.

While the mere mention of the word ‘hiking’ may cause eye-rolls in other destinations, venturing below the rim does offer its own brand of challenge and excitement – just be realistic about the walk back out. The short above-rim hike to Shoshone Point is an excellent, and usually quieter, family adventure.



Buckey O’Neill

William O’Neill, nicknamed ‘Buckey’ because he bucked the odds in card games, moved from Missouri to Arizona in 1879 and worked as an author, journalist, miner, politician and judge. He built a cabin here in the 1890s (now part of the Bright Angel Lodge) and was a significant force in the economic and tourist development of the South Rim. Dedicated to raising money to bring the railroad to the rim, in 1897 he created and became president of the Santa Fe and Grand Canyon Railroad Co. In 1898, he joined Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders in the Spanish American War. He died at age 38, the day before the assault on San Juan Hill and three years before the railroad’s arrival at the South Rim in 1901.



Ranger Programs

CHAT WITH THE EXPERTS

A variety of official park programs are held throughout the day on the South Rim: look for talks on animals, geology, Grand Canyon historical figures and more. Locations vary depending on the program, but you’ll usually find talks at the main Visitor Center, Verkamp’s Visitor Center, the Yavapai Geology Museum and Kolb Studio, and further afield at the Desert View Watchtower and Amphitheater. Check in daily for updated schedules.
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WHY I LOVE HIKING IN THE GRAND CANYON

Christopher Pitts, writer

My first Grand Canyon experience was as a teenager, on a three-day family backpacking trip down to Hermit Creek rapids. Unfortunately, in true summer-vacation fashion, things went very wrong, very quickly. Our method of securing food from rodents (hanging it from a tree) proved to be ill-conceived, and when we awoke on our very first morning, we discovered we had nothing left to eat. My sister emphatically declared that the expedition was over (‘told you we should’ve stayed in a hotel!’), but we still had to face the steep 7.8-mile hike out on an empty stomach. I’ve never forgotten just how grueling that particular day was, or how rewarding it felt to finally emerge at the rim.



Sleep Beneath the Stars

WHERE TO PITCH A TENT

Let’s be real: you didn’t come to one of the most spectacular places on the planet to sleep in a hotel room, right? A night spent counting the shooting stars or chatting around the campfire is an inimitable part of the national park experience, and as a camping destination, the Grand Canyon is up there with the best of them.

The main campground on the South Rim is Mather Campground, which has shaded and fairly well-dispersed sites set in ponderosa forest, 1 mile from the canyon rim. It’s got all the conveniences you could want, including pay showers and laundry facilities (open to the public), drinking water, toilets, grills and a small general store. There are no RV hookups, however. If you’re in a tent, Pine Loop is a good option. While this isn’t the nicest campsite in the area, it is closest to the action and hence the most popular – advance reservations (book up to six months ahead) are essential.

If you can’t get a site, don’t fret: Tusayan, just outside the south entrance, has plenty of options. The mammoth Ten-X, run by the US Forest Service, is shaded and peaceful with multiple well-spaced loops. There are no showers, but all things considered, Ten-X has a more secluded vibe.

In the piñon-juniper forest at Desert View, 25 miles from the tourist hub of Grand Canyon Village and close to the rim, the 50-site NPS Desert View Campground is relatively quiet, with a spread-out design that ensures a bit of privacy. Reservations are required in peak season. All campgrounds can be booked online at reservation.gov.

If you’re not a planner and prefer to wing it, the forest service roads around Tusayan are perfect for dispersed camping, but remember there are no facilities, and it’s imperative you bring your own water.
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Getting Around

The south entrance station is 5 miles south of the rim; at midday during the peak season, the lines can be truly horrendous. Buy your pass ahead of time – they’re sold at the Tusayan IMAX visitor center – and take the free purple shuttle into the park to save yourself the hassle of sitting in traffic and then circling the lots looking for a parking spot.

If you drive, be aware that the park’s road network can be somewhat confusing to navigate; it’s best to go slowly and follow the road signs rather than try to puzzle out where you are on the map. Parking lots are located at the Visitor Center Plaza, the Village, the Market Plaza and the Backcountry Information Center.

Free shuttles are the best way to get around and connect all points of interest; the blue route runs between the Visitor Center and the Village.






HERMITS REST
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West of the Village, Hermit Rd winds along the rim for 7 miles, passing eight incredible overlooks before reaching a dramatic end at Hermits Rest. From March through November, the road is closed to private vehicles and is accessible only by shuttle, foot or bicycle.

Most visitors combine the convenience of the shuttle service with select point-to-point hikes along the Rim Trail, and the miles of open space out here mean that finding a moment of solitude is considerably easier than in the Village. Highlights include the sweeping panoramas at Hopi Point and Mojave Point (one of the most photographed sections of the park) as well as the back-of-beyond appeal of Hermits Rest, where you can follow a little-used trail down into the canyon.

All told, the shuttle takes 80 minutes to complete its circuit; count on spending at least half a day here to get the most out of the experience.
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TOP TIP

Shuttles run along Hermit Rd from 4:30am to half an hour after sunset daily; this is good news for hikers descending beneath the rim as well as the hundreds who come to Hopi and Mohave Points to admire the sunset.
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The Mining Act of 1872

Beginning in 1872, prospectors could file a mining claim on any tract of public land so long as they undertook $100 of development work on the site each year. Federal laws such as this one meant that prospectors were among the first pioneers to explore rugged, inhospitable regions like the Grand Canyon and Death Valley. Unlike the goldfields of California, however, the logistical challenges of getting ore out of the Grand Canyon meant that few could make a living here. Early prospectors, such as Dan Hogan, who filed the Orphan Mine copper claim 1100ft below the rim at today’s Maricopa Point, almost all turned to tourism, recognizing that it was a much easier – and more lucrative – line of work.



Picnics & Ice Cream at Hermits Rest

THE END OF THE ROAD

Commissioned by the Fred Harvey Company and designed by Mary Colter in 1914, the low-flung stone building at Hermits Rest is the South Rim’s westernmost scenic overlook. It houses a small gift shop and a walk-up window, with sandwiches, ice cream and snacks. Continue walking past the bustle of visitors, and you’ll find a lovely picnic area in the desert scrub, just before the Hermit Trailhead.

Hermits Rest is named after Louis Boucher, who came to the canyon from Canada in 1889 with hopes of finding his fortune as a prospector. After two years of work as a mule guide at Hance Ranch, Boucher moved to the remote location of Dripping Springs, located several miles below the rim, thus earning himself the nickname ‘the Hermit’. For 20 years he offered tourists guided trips to his home and orchards. He never did strike it rich, however, and eventually sold the upper portions of his trail to the Santa Fe Railroad and Fred Harvey Company, and moved to Utah.

In 1914 the railway also completed the 8.5-mile trail from the rim down to Hermit Camp. A predecessor to Phantom Ranch, which was built in the 1920s, Hermit Camp offered intrepid travelers tent cabins, restrooms, showers and meals (total cost per person in 1927: $18.25). Although the camp closed in 1930, Colter’s beautiful stone-and-wood shelter – which offered tourists a place to freshen up before or after the arduous mule journey into the canyon – remains as a testament to the times.
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Backpacking to Hermit Camp

A truly memorable backpacking trip follows the Hermit Trail to Hermit Creek Camp (7.8 miles one way; 3600ft elevation change) and Hermit Rapids (8.9 miles one way; 4240ft elevation change). Hermit Camp was one of the park’s earliest tourist accommodations, but the trail hasn’t been maintained for decades – expect a wild, steep and engaging scramble down. A series of switchbacks known as the Cathedral Stairs provides passage through the Redwall cliff. At the bottom, you’ll hit the cross-canyon Tonto Trail. After another mile you’ll reach the remnants of the old Hermit Camp. Just beyond the ruins, the cliff-rimmed backcountry campground makes a glorious place to sleep. The final jaunt down to the Colorado River is highly recommended.



Day Hike to Santa Maria Spring

LEAVE THE WORLD BEHIND

The unmaintained Hermit Trail, leaving from Hermits Rest, winds down into the shady and unpopulated Hermit Canyon. It’s a rocky trip, with some knee-wrenching switchbacks and long traverses through the Supai cliffs. But if you set out early in the morning and take it slow, the Hermit offers a serene day hike and glimpses into hidden corners.

The best destination for day hikers is Santa Maria Spring (5 miles round-trip; 1680ft elevation change). For a shorter but still worthwhile hike, turn around at the Waldron Trail junction (3 miles round-trip; 1240ft elevation change).

The rocky trail weaves down Hermit Basin toward Hermit Creek along a cobblestone route. You’ll reach the rarely used Waldron Trail after 1.5 miles, followed 30 minutes later by the spur trail headed for Dripping Springs. The trail then traces over some flat rocks before descending steeply to Santa Maria Spring, a cool, shady haven, marked by a pretty stone shelter adorned with green foliage and a welcome wooden bench. The lush scene belies the spring, however, which is more of a trickle. You can refill your water bottles here, but you’ll need to treat the water.

If you choose to take the Dripping Spring Trail instead, which leads to the one-time homestead of Louis Boucher, figure on a slightly longer round-trip hike of 7 miles (1440ft elevation change). At the junction with the Dripping Springs Trail, turn left and head west along the narrow path as it climbs and meanders along the slope’s contours. After 1 mile you’ll hit the junction with the Boucher Trail; turn left here.
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Getting Around

Hermit Rd is closed to public traffic from March through November. During this time, it is only possible to access the road via the free shuttle (red route), on foot, or via a cycling tour. The road begins just west of the Bright Angel Lodge.





CLASSIC TOUR
The Hermit Road Trail
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Walk, bike or take the shuttle along this superb Grand Canyon route. You can stop at some of the viewpoints or all of them, end with a descent beneath the rim or simply enjoy a spectacular picnic at Hermits Rest. Both the shuttle and hike begin at Hermit Rd gate, east of the Village, from where it’s 0.7 miles to Trailview Overlook, the first stop. If you walk the entire 7 miles, count on spending three hours.


1 Maricopa Point

In 1890, prospector Dan Hogan filed a mining claim 1100ft below the rim here, and set about making his fortune in copper. After over 40 years of minimal success, Hogan realized that the real money at the canyon was in tourism, so in 1936 he built tourist cabins, a trading post and a saloon. In 1947 he sold the property to Madelaine Jacobs, who would end up making the fortune Hogan never did – in uranium, not copper.

The Walk: It’s a gentle 0.5-mile uphill stroll from Maricopa to spectacular views at Powell Point.

2 Powell Point

Here you’ll find the Powell Memorial, erected in 1915 in honor of John Wesley Powell, the intrepid one-armed Civil War veteran who scouted the Colorado River in 1869. The park was officially dedicated at this spot in 1920.

The Walk: The trail continues west 0.3 miles to Hopi Point – from here on, the Rim Trail is no longer paved.
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3 Hopi Point

Jutting out further than any other overlook along Hermit Rd, Hopi Point offers spectacular views of plateau upon plateau and the Colorado River a mile below. This is one of the park’s premier sunset spots.

The Walk: From Hopi, the remainder of the walk is mostly flat and downhill, beginning with a 0.8-mile walk to Mohave Point.

4 Mohave Point

The most photographed spot in the Grand Canyon, Mohave is an exceptional place to see the river, as three rapids – Salt Creek, Granite and Hermit – are visible downstream. Mohave is also good for sunrise or sunset as the multiple overlooks offer a better chance of finding solitude.

The Walk: From Mohave, it’s 1.1 miles to the aptly named Abyss.

5 The Abyss

The Abyss is a beautiful example of how steep some canyon drop-offs can be. If you’re at all acrophobic, consider walking past this viewpoint, as the sheer cliffs drop 2600ft to the Redwall limestone below.

The Walk: Continuing along the trail, you’ll pass several excellent spots from which you can check out the dizzying drop. It’s a 0.9-mile walk to Monument Creek Vista, after which the trail becomes paved. A further 1.7 miles take you to Pima Point, and the route concludes with a final 1.1 miles to Hermits Rest.

6 Hermits Rest

When the wind whips through the ponderosas, Hermits Rest really does feel like a lonely desert outpost. Admire Mary Colter’s whimsical 1913 construction and enjoy some ice cream at the end of the road.






PHANTOM RANCH & THE SOUTH KAIBAB TRAIL
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The call of the canyon is apparent to anyone who’s ever popped their head over the edge. It’s a wilderness down there, encompassing some 277 miles of churning river and more than 600 tributary canyons. For the average hiker, the center of it all is Phantom Ranch.

The land beneath the rim is vast, rugged, dangerous and unpatrolled, which means it’s also absolutely sublime and full of once-in-a-lifetime experiences. But staying here is just half the fun. Getting down is an adventure in itself, and there are a variety of classic itineraries, from the bucket list Rim-to-Rim hike to the grueling Rim-to-Rim-to-Rim ultramarathon – because why walk when you could run?

The jumping-off point for many of these backcountry trips is the South Kaibab trailhead, located east of the Visitor Center.
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SIGHTS

1 Black Bridge

2 Boat Beach

3 Bright Angel Pueblo ruins

4 Silver Bridge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Bright Angel Trail

6 Clear Creek Trail

7 South Kaibab Trail

SLEEPING

8 Bright Angel Campground

9 Phantom Ranch




TOP TIP

Sleeping beneath the rim requires a permit, which can be obtained via lottery or at the last minute at the Backcountry Information Office. Bear in mind, permits are extremely hard to come by. Plan ahead.



[image: jpg]

Ooh Aah Point | elenaburn/shutterstock ©


Sleeping at Phantom Ranch

HISTORIC OASIS

When most people think of spending the night in the Grand Canyon, their first thought is usually the 1920s Mary Colter–designed Phantom Ranch, the coveted stone cabins located deep in the canyon at the confluence of Bright Angel Creek and the Colorado River, and at the intersection of the park’s three most popular backcountry trails: Bright Angel, South Kaibab and North Kaibab.

Built in 1922, Phantom Ranch (grandcanyonlodges.com) consists of 11 cabins and four single-sex dormitories set amid clumps of prickly pear on the canyon floor. All things considered, it’s very plush, with running water and two meals a day provided in the cantina. That’s the good news.

The bad news is that in order to get a bed here, you literally have to win the lottery. Reservation requests for Phantom Ranch are taken beginning 15 months before the stay date at 12:01am on the first of the month until 11:59pm on the 25th of the month. Spaces unfilled by the lottery are available by phone 12 to 13 months in advance. For example, if you want to stay in July, the lottery submission opens May 1 of the previous year. You will be notified in June, and unclaimed rooms are available for sale on July 1 (one year before your desired stay). Without a reservation, put yourself on the waiting list at the Bright Angel Transportation Desk the day before you want to go (starting at 5am) then show up again by 6:15am the next morning and hope to snag a canceled bed.

At the time of writing, the dorms had been closed for several years due to a variety of setbacks; they should be reopening in the near future, however.


Day Trips in the Inner Gorge

For some people, getting down to the Colorado River is just the beginning – the inner gorge and its hundreds of tributaries is where the Grand Canyon’s magic really happens. Rafters have the best access to the canyon’s inner world, but with enough perseverance, hikers can also discover some amazing spots.

It’s hot down there, so be sure to time your hikes for early morning or dusk. Longer trips are best done with two nights at camp. From Phantom Ranch and Bright Angel Campground, the shortest excursion is to simply wander down to the river beach and pueblo ruins; lengthen it by hiking the full river loop along the south bank (1.7 miles). Hiking up the North Kaibab Trail brings you to the Clear Creek Trail (0.3 miles;) and its fabulous overlook; if you have all day, consider Ribbon Falls (6 miles;).



Sleeping at Bright Angel Campground

SPEND THE NIGHT BENEATH THE RIM

The odds of getting a tent site at Bright Angel Campground are slightly better than at Phantom Ranch, with 33 sites (including two group sites) nestled spectacularly among the cottonwoods along Bright Angel Creek, just downriver from the ranch. Picnic tables and food storage boxes are available at each site, but not all have shade. Since it’s first-come, first-served, aim to arrive early for the best selection.

While experienced backpackers should have no problems setting up camp here – there are toilets, sinks and drinking water – there are nevertheless two particularities to be aware of.

The most important thing to know is that the animals, and there are a variety of them, will chew holes in your backpack and eat your food the second you turn your back. Thus, the very first thing you should do is throw all your smellables and plastic bags into the food storage boxes (provided). The on-duty rangers even advise stowing car keys in here, as ravens have been known to rifle through packs and take anything that appears to be valuable (no reports of a raven actually stealing a car have surfaced yet, though it may just be a matter of time). Special metal poles are provided for hanging backpacks, though the protection this provides is minimal.

The second thing to know is that temperature fluctuations here can be intense. In prime hiking months (eg May), it can be 32°F on the rim when you start hiking, and 100°F at the bottom of the canyon by midday. During the summer, temps can peak at 120°F – don’t plan on doing much during the daylight hours.

Note that attaching hammocks (or anything else) to trees is not permitted; if you’d like a barrier between you and the desert wildlife, bring a tent (‘There are kissing bugs down there,’ one backcountry ranger told us. ‘They suck your blood, poop on your face and then you unexpectedly die 20 years later.’).

The good news? A walk-up window at the Phantom Ranch cantina serves cold drinks and snacks for campers. And believe it or not, it takes credit cards. Fist bump!
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Duffel Service

If you’d love to hike down to Bright Angel Campground or Phantom Ranch but have concerns about carrying a full backpack the entire way, don’t fret – you’re definitely not the first. Luckily, there’s an alternative: Xanterra’s duffel service. Contact the concessionaire in advance, and they’ll arrange to have your luggage brought down and/or up by mule. Duffels can weigh a maximum 30lb and must not exceed the following dimensions: 36in x 20in x 13in. Call at least a few days in advance to make reservations, and bring your duffel to the livery barn, also known as the mule barn, by 3:30pm the day before your hike. It’s located across the street from Bright Angel Lodge. The service costs $83 each way.





Day Hike on the South Kaibab Trail
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Blasted out of the rock by trail crews in the mid-1920s, the steep, stark and sun-drenched South Kaibab Trail offers unparalleled panoramic views and is one of the park’s prettiest hikes. The lack of shade and water, however, combined with the sheer grade and exposure to steep drop-offs, makes hiking the South Kaibab particularly demanding in summer, and the trail sees a fair number of rescues. We love this route, but it’s highly recommended you start at dawn at the latest. The Hiker’s Express shuttle will get you here at a reasonable hour.

From the trailhead (7200ft), the South Kaibab switchbacks steeply down to 1 Ooh Aah Point (0.9 miles; 760ft elevation change) and 2 Cedar Ridge (1.5 miles; 1120ft elevation change). A dazzling spot, particularly at sunrise, Cedar Ridge is the turn-around point for summer day hikers. From here, the return takes one to two hours. During the rest of the year, you can skirt the photogenic 3 O’Neill Butte, for the continued trek to 4 Skeleton Point (3 miles, 2000ft elevation change), which makes for a fine longer day hike, though the climb back up is a beast in any season.

South Kaibab trailhead is located at the easternmost point of the Rim Trail and cannot be reached by private vehicle. You must ride either the orange shuttle or the early-morning Hikers’ Express. Alternatively, cycle along Desert View Dr and Yaki Rd or walk along the Rim Trail; it’s about a 2-mile walk from the Visitor Center Plaza to the trailhead.

There are toilets and a water-bottle filling station at the trailhead. Once you’re on the trail there’s no more water until you reach the Colorado River (6.3 miles, 4860ft elevation change), which is a destination for overnight hikers only.





Ribbon Falls

If you have a full day at Bright Angel Campground or Phantom Ranch, you’ll definitely want to check out the hike to 100ft Ribbon Falls. Originally known as Chimik’yana’kya dey’a, this is a sacred location for the Zuni (A:shiwi) of New Mexico, who consider it to be the place of their emergence on Earth. The Zuni eventually settled upstream along the Little Colorado River, but they continue to make pilgrimages to Ribbon Falls, during which the site is closed to the public.

To get here from Bright Angel Campground, hike 6 miles one way on the North Kaibab Trail, climbing 1260ft in elevation. This is a long, hot slog, but it does follow Bright Angel Creek the whole way, which will help you stay cool. Expect the round-trip journey to take six hours.



Peer into the Past at Bright Angel Pueblo

LEGACY OF THE PUEBLOANS

People have been living in and around the Grand Canyon for thousands of years, and the traces of their passage are everywhere, particularly in the canyons beneath the rim. One easily accessible site is the Bright Angel Pueblo ruins, the remains of a small six-room family dwelling that was inhabited over a 100-year period, from approximately 1050 to 1140 CE. The kiva – the obvious subterranean ceremonial chamber located in front of the dwelling – is distinctive to Ancestral Puebloans and their descendants, such as the Hopi and Zuni. As can be seen in the ruins on both the north rim (Walhalla Glades Pueblo) and the south rim (Tusayan Pueblo), the Ancestral Puebloans migrated between the canyon floor and rim in accordance with the seasons, growing crops like corn, beans and squash in both locations.

Bright Angel Pueblo is less than half a mile from Phantom Ranch: it’s located just downstream of the Black Bridge (South Kaibab Trail), on the north side of the Colorado River. Combine a trip here with a stop at the Boat Beach, just downstream, where you can cool off in an enormous river eddy.
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Hiking Rim to Rim

LEGENDARY CROSS-CANYON TREK

The two- to-four-day South Kaibab to North Kaibab trek is the classic Grand Canyon Rim-to-Rim hike and one of the finest trips in the canyon. For those hikers beginning on the South Rim, most descend the South Kaibab Trail (6.9 miles) and cross the Colorado River on the Black Bridge to Bright Angel Campground or Phantom Ranch. From Bright Angel Campground, it’s 7.2 miles up the North Kaibab to Cottonwood Campground for the second night, and a final 6.8-mile climb up to the North Rim.

Because the North Rim is 1000ft higher than the South Rim, many people suggest it’s easier to go north to south – it all depends on what you think is harder on your body: uphill or downhill. If you do go north to south, it’s best to ascend via the Bright Angel Trail (9.3 miles) as there’s more shade, the gradient is less steep and there’s access to water as you go. Either way you go, it’s a minimum 20.7 miles total, and a hot 10,000ft+ of elevation change.

You’ll need a backcountry permit to camp below the rim and you’ll also need to arrange a ride back to your starting point. Between mid-May and mid-October, the nifty Trans-Canyon Shuttle departs twice daily (7am and 2pm) from Grand Canyon Lodge on the North Rim for the 4½-hour drive to the South Rim. From South Rim to North Rim, it departs Bright Angel Lodge at 8am and 1:30pm. There is only one shuttle daily, weather permitting, from mid-October through November 15. It also offers private custom shuttle services. No matter what, you should reserve your seat in advance.

Think through your schedule carefully. If you emerge from the canyon without a pre-arranged same-day shuttle pick-up, you’ll need a place to spend the night, and the only accommodations on the North Rim are Grand Canyon Lodge or the North Rim Campground (both of which are usually booked solid). Kaibab Lodge, about 16 miles away from the North Rim, is the closest alternative; it also offers shuttle pick-up at the North Kaibab trailhead.

Facilities on the North Rim are closed between mid-October and mid-May (or later), and the weather is unpredictable – you could leave warm, sunny skies on the South Rim and walk into a blizzard on the North Rim. There is a year-round ranger station that can provide shelter if you turn left at the North Kaibab trailhead and walk about a mile; if you turn right at the trailhead, you will encounter a whole lotta nothing for 43 miles.

There is no public transportation from the North Kaibab trailhead to Grand Canyon Lodge (1.2 miles) and cell phone service is unreliable.
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Death in the Grand Canyon

The Grand Canyon is impressive in the sheer number of ways it can potentially kill visitors. Falling over the edge – whether following a loss of balance or an ill-conceived selfie – is unfortunately something that seems to happen two to three times a year. Other unexpected ways you could meet your maker include lightning strikes, rock fall, drowning, hypothermia, murder, helicopter crashes, rattlesnakes and hantavirus.

But among all these different types of risks, there’s one killer that’s fairly easy to predict: overconfidence. According to the Backcountry Office, hikers who venture too far are the principal victim in this group, generally succumbing to either heatstroke (49%) or cardiac arrest (42%). Middle-aged men should take particular note: of all hiker deaths, 86% were male, and 47% were in the 40–59 age range.



Hiking the South Kaibab–Bright Angel Loop

A SOUTH RIM OVERNIGHT CLASSIC

If you only have time to spend one night in the canyon and have plans on hiking down to the river, this loop is arguably the best way to do it. Although there are several variations, this particular route, a 16.5-mile trail with 9400ft of elevation change, offers spectacular scenery and a good challenge, without requiring pro-level fitness. That said, don’t underestimate the journey: the steepness, altitude and elements will all take their toll. If you think carrying weight will be an issue, sign up for the duffel service. And remember, you must have a backcountry permit to camp beneath the rim.

From the South Kaibab trailhead, follow the South Kaibab day hike past Cedar Ridge and on to Skeleton Point (3 miles, 2040ft elevation change). From here, the trail continues its precipitous drop through the Redwall cliffs, eventually opening up onto the Tonto Platform.

Traverse the agave-studded plateau past the Tonto Trail junction, then take a long pause and a deep breath at the Tipoff (4.5 miles, 3280ft elevation change), which provides an emergency phone and pit toilet, and marks the beginning of the steep descent into the inner canyon. The final descent is gorgeous, passing through a wild variety of shapes and hues of metamorphic rock, down to the Colorado River. Soon you’ll go through a short tunnel and cross the river via the skinny Black Bridge, built in 1928 by the National Park Service and spanning 440ft across the Colorado.

At the other side of the river, turn left past the Bright Angel Pueblo and the beach, and head less than a mile to the intersection with the North Kaibab Trail (7 miles, 4700ft elevation change). Here you’ll find drinking water, a restroom and a c 1934 ranger station now used as a residence. Follow Bright Angel Creek north a few minutes to Bright Angel Campground; just past that is Phantom Ranch.

From May through September, you’ll want to start the return to the rim at dawn to avoid hiking in the searing heat. It’s 9.5 miles from the campground to the South Rim via the Bright Angel Trail. Cross the Colorado River on the Silver Bridge, and take the River Trail 1.7 miles to the River Resthouse; from here, the 7.8-mile ascent climbs 4340ft and takes between six and nine hours.

The desert vegetation and loose sand soon give way to willows and cottonwoods as the trail follows Pipe Creek, and then begins the grueling and exposed switchbacks of Devil’s Corkscrew, where the trail winds 1000ft up through the Vishnu schist, ending in another sweet sigh of riparian landscape surrounding Garden Creek.

Continuing up the canyon, you soon arrive at Havasupai Gardens Campground (3760ft). Although it’s only 4.5 miles from here to the South Rim, count on this last section being the hardest, most energy-sapping part of the climb. If you were able to get a two-night permit, this is a sweet spot to camp, with drinking water and shade.

From the Gardens, the trail climbs gradually for 1.6 miles to Jacob’s Ladder, another set of grueling switchbacks, and through the distinctive Redwall Limestone to the Three-Mile Resthouse. The Mile-and-a-Half Resthouse is next, with seasonal water and compost toilets, before the final 1.5 miles to the South Rim. You’ll pass under two tunnels – before the second one, look to the right for Native American pictographs painted onto the canyon wall.

Upon emerging on the bustling rim, take a moment to congratulate yourself, and head left to El Tovar for a well-deserved beer and bison chile on the rim-side patio.
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The Rim-to-Rim-to-Rim Run

The Rim-to-Rim-to-Rim run, better known in trail-running circles as the R2R2R, has gradually become one of the most sought-after challenges in the ultramarathon world. Forty-plus miles of trail running, over 20,000ft of elevation change, unrelenting sun and extreme heat...what could possibly go wrong? While the pros who take on the challenge are some truly incredible athletes, there are now so many groups following in their wake that the park has had to start issuing special permits in order to better manage their impact. If you’re considering it, make sure you’re adequately prepared and be honest about your abilities. And if you’re wondering, the current R2R2R record is a mere five hours 55 minutes.



The Tonto Traverse

EXPLORE THE MID-CANYON PLATEAU

A stellar choice for strong hikers seeking solitude, this full-day 13.4-mile excursion links two popular corridor trails along a peaceful, winding section of the Tonto Trail – but time it right to avoid charring your epidermis and brain.

This 4.1-mile section of the Tonto linking the South Kaibab and Bright Angel trails jumps up and down as it follows the contours and canyon faults. The segment described here connects the Tipoff on the South Kaibab with Havasupai Gardens on the Bright Angel.

From the South Kaibab trailhead it’s a bone-jarring, hot 4.4-mile descent, dropping 3260ft in elevation to the edge of the Tonto Platform. Just past the junction there’s an emergency telephone and a toilet, a final reminder you’re about to set foot on wilder terrain.

Heading west on the Tonto, you’ll hug the contours as the trail crosses the agave-dotted plateau and darts in and out of gulches. Deep in a canyon fold, the trail skirts through a canopy of cottonwoods near a drainage; just past here on the left is a terrific spot for camping.

The trail remains in shade through midmorning. As the day progresses, however, the Tonto bakes and the surrounding landscape is completely parched – you don’t want to be caught here at midday, so it’s imperative to time your start accordingly. After about two hours you’ll stumble into lush Havasupai Gardens, 8.8 miles from the hike’s beginning at the South Kaibab trailhead and the perfect shady oasis for cooling off before the strenuous 4.6-mile haul up to the rim.

Though technically a day hike, this is a long, difficult backcountry haul that is not suited for summer, regardless of skill level or experience.
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The Tonto Trail

The Tonto is the longest trail in the canyon: a 95-mile east–west unmaintained path that parallels the Colorado River on the south side of the canyon, intersecting with several rim-to-river trails and serving as a primary vein for inner-canyon treks. The Tonto does not extend to the rim, nor does it involve significant elevation change, remaining at around 4000ft. Most folks only hike specific segments – for example, descending the Grandview, cutting west on the Tonto, and then ascending the South Kaibab. There are several backcountry campsites along the way, as well as spurs to the river.

The Tonto is an unpatrolled wilderness area with no facilities along its undulating, sunbaked desert terrain. Under no circumstances is this route an option for inexperienced hikers, and the NPS recommends that no one hike the Tonto from May through September.
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Havasupai Gardens

Located 3040ft below the South Rim, the lovely Havasupai Gardens Campground sits astride a cottonwood-shaded creek. Originally known as Ha’a Gyoh, the campground is a reminder of the dark side of the establishment of the national parks – the eviction of the Native people who originally lived here. In this case, evictions began in the 1920s; the last resident, Billy Burro, was forcibly removed in 1928. After nearly a century of being known as Indian Garden, the campground was rededicated as Havasupai Gardens in November 2022.

A 4.5-mile hike along the Bright Angel Trail, each of the campground’s 16 sites has a shaded picnic table and food storage boxes. Running water, toilets and a ranger station are also here. As the only spot to spend the night in the mid-canyon, it’s extremely popular. A permit is essential.



Hiking the Clear Creek Trail

INNER CANYON EXCURSION

Well maintained and easy to follow, the Clear Creek Trail is one of few inner-canyon trails on the north side of the Colorado River, and arguably the most popular inner-canyon hike. The views into the gorge and across the canyon are massive, and even the first few miles pay big dividends; hiking an hour or two and turning around is a worthy day hike from Phantom Ranch or Bright Angel Campground.

Built in 1935, Clear Creek Trail was originally created for mules so visitors to Phantom Ranch could access a side canyon and do some trout fishing in the stocked creek. Pick up the trail 0.3 miles north of Phantom Ranch. Heading east off the North Kaibab, the trail switchbacks up to the base of Sumner Butte, and in just under 1 mile stone benches at Phantom Overlook offer a pleasant rest and view of Phantom Ranch. The trail levels for a bit and offers views of the river before ascending to the Tonto Platform. It then meanders along the contours and canyon folds, passing beneath Zoroaster and Brahma Temples on the left, before dropping to the dry stream bed. You need to hike the drainage about 100ft down to the cottonwood-fringed backcountry campground alongside tiny Clear Creek. You can spend the night with a backcountry permit, or retrace your steps to Phantom Ranch.

Several rough trails follow the creek’s tributaries from the campground, and the 6-mile scramble down the wash and through the inner gorge to (almost) the Colorado River is highly recommended. The northeast fork of Clear Creek leads up to Cheyava Falls, but it only flows in the spring after heavy snowfall, and it’s 10 miles round-trip from Clear Creek.
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South Rim Primitive Trails

For strong, experienced hikers, Desert View Dr offers access to two unmaintained trails that descend into the canyon: Tanner Trail (Lipan Point trailhead; 9 miles one way) and the New Hance Trail (Moran Point trailhead; 6.5 miles one way). Expect eroded terrain, steep descents and complete isolation. There is no water until the Colorado River. You must have a backcountry permit for at-large camping. Tanner Trail is also known as Furnace Flats and is infamous for being one of the hottest and most difficult rim-to-river hikes. The New Hance Trail descends to Hance Rapids, one of the most dangerous stretches of whitewater in the canyon, where the river plunges 30ft in a single half-mile stretch.




Getting Around

The South Kaibab trailhead and neighboring Yaki Point are served by the orange shuttle route and the early-morning Hiker’s Express shuttle. The access road, roughly 2 miles east of the Visitor Center, is closed to all private vehicles. Phantom Ranch can only be reached by foot, mule or raft. During the summer and early fall, it is also accessible from the North Rim.






DESERT VIEW DRIVE


[image: jpg]

The easternmost stretch of the South Rim, Desert View Dr is set back from the canyon’s edge, winding through stands of cool ponderosa-oak forest and into piñon-juniper scrub. The 22-mile-long stretch of road connects the main Visitor Center with the park’s east entrance (accessed via Hwy 89), passing five main overlooks and several picnic sites. At the far eastern end is the Desert View Watchtower, where Native artisans provide regular cultural interpretations; development work is ongoing.

It’s easy to visit this section of the park as an out-and-back scenic drive; alternatively, if you’re looping down to Flagstaff and I-40 or I-17, consider exiting the park in this direction, which will take you down into the high desert along the Little Colorado River and through the western edge of the Navajo Nation. If you’re driving to or from the North Rim, this is the fastest route.
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SIGHTS

1 Desert View Watchtower

2 Grandview Point

3 Lipan Point

4 Little Colorado River overlook

5 Moran Point

6 Pipe Creek Vista

7 Tusayan Museum & Ruins

8 Yaki Point

ACTIVITIES

9 Shoshone Point




TOP TIP

The pullouts and trails in this part of the park are a bit more remote and consequently less crowded than other areas along the South Rim. Pack a lunch and take time out for a scenic meal beneath the pines at one of the low-key picnic spots along the way.





DRIVING TOUR
Desert View Drive

[image: map]

Desert View Dr winds past five panoramic overlooks and an Ancestral Puebloan ruin on its way to the 1932 Watchtower at the park’s edge. A leisurely drive, with plenty of time for every stop, takes about half a day, but it’s possible to zip there and back in two hours or so. If you have extra time, definitely continue on to the Little Colorado Overlook, roughly 15 miles past the park’s east entrance.


1 Pipe Creek Vista

From the main Visitor Center, it’s 1.3 miles to Pipe Creek Vista. Views here offer a quieter alternative to Mather Point, taking in Brahma Temple and O’Neill Butte.

The Drive: Continuing east, you’ll pass the ho-hum Duck-on-a-Rock viewpoint, and the more appealing Shoshone Point, only accessible after a 1-mile hike. In total, it’s 8.6 miles to the next stop, Grandview Point.

2 Grandview Point

In 1892, prospector Peter Berry and his partners turned an old Native American path into the Grandview Trail in order to access copper claims some 2500ft below on Horseshoe Mesa. When stagecoach rides from Flagstaff began depositing tourists here, however, he switched tack and constructed the Grandview Hotel (1897), which was briefly the canyon’s premier tourist destination. After the railroad arrived 14 miles to the west in 1901, Berry sold the mine and hotel and closed up shop.

The Drive: It’s 6.8 miles to Moran Point, passing the Buggeln picnic site on the way.
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3 Moran Point

The overlook at Moran Point is named after Thomas Moran, the landscape painter who spent just about every winter at the canyon from 1899 to 1920 and whose romantically dramatic work was instrumental in securing the canyon’s national-park status.

The Drive: It’s 4.2 miles to Tusayan Museum, which will be on your right.

4 Tusayan Museum & Ruins

These pueblo ruins and museum examine the culture and lives of the Ancestral Puebloan people who lived here in the 12th century. Pottery, jewelry and split-twig animal figurines on display date back even later, from 2000 to 4000 years ago. Guided tours are offered in the summer.

The Drive: It’s 2 miles to Lipan Point.

5 Lipan Point

Arguably the best vista point on Desert View Dr, Lipan offers tremendous views down canyon, as well as a splendid overlook of the Unkar Delta, the seasonal home of the Ancestral Puebloan people from about 850 to 1200 CE. For those interested in the geology, Lipan is one of the few places where you can clearly see the tilting layered rocks that form the Grand Canyon Supergroup.

The Drive: The quieter Navajo Point is just 1.8 miles down the road; otherwise continue on to the Watchtower, 2.4 miles away.

6 Desert View Watchtower

Here, you can climb up the winding staircase to the highest point in the South Rim; take in the magnificent panorama east to the desert flatness of the the Painted Desert, and stroll along the canyon edge.




A Short Stroll to Shoshone Point

A SECRET OVERLOOK

The gentle and cool amble out to Shoshone Point, accessible only by foot, can be a welcome pocket of peace during the summer heat and crowds. This little-known hike is also ideal for children. Chances are you won’t see another person, which means you can have the spectacular views all to yourself.

The walk starts from a dirt pullout along Desert View Dr, 1.2 miles east of Yaki Point or 6.3 miles west of Grandview Point. There’s no official trailhead or signpost, so look for the dirt road barred by a closed and locked gate. The park service deliberately downplays this trail, as they make it available for weddings and other private events from May to October. If the parking lot is full of cars, refrain from hiking there, out of respect for any private events taking place. When it hasn’t been reserved for a special gathering, and during winter months, hikers are welcome on the trail.

It’s a fast and mostly flat out-and-back walk along the wide forested trail, which weaves through fragrant ponderosa pines before reaching a clearing. This is a great spot for a family gathering, as you’ll find picnic tables, BBQ grills (advance permit from National Park Service required) and portable toilets. Nearby Shoshone Point juts out into the canyon, offering magnificent views of the North Rim’s full sweep. Unlike some other scenic points, there are no railings here. You can walk to the tip of the slender plateau and its Easter Island moai–like formation, where it feels almost possible to reach out and touch the Zoroaster Temple formation.
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BEST SUNSETS

Sunsets at the Grand Canyon can have a celebratory, life-affirming feel, with large crowds of people spreading good cheer. If it’s solitude you’re after, just follow the Rim Trail until you find a quiet spot to call your own.

Yaki Point

Superb east–west views and a quieter atmosphere.

Hopi Point

The northernmost South Rim overlooks and deservedly popular.

Powell Point

A quarter mile east of Hopi Point; similar views, fewer people.

Lipan Point

Head east on Desert View Dr for a different perspective.





Hiking the Grandview Trail
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One of the steepest trails in the park – dropping 2500ft in the first 3 miles – Grandview is also one of the finest day hikes. The payoff following the stunning descent is an up-close look at one of the inner canyon’s sagebrush-tufted mesas and a wonderful sense of solitude. The full trail (6.2 miles round-trip, 2600ft elevation change) switchbacks down to Horseshoe Mesa, where the Hopi once collected minerals.

In 1892, miner Pete Berry improved the former Native American route and constructed the current trail to access his Last Chance Mine. Because there is no reliable water, and the climb out is a doozy, do not hike all the way to the mesa in the summer. Instead, hike to 1 Coconino Saddle and turn around there. Though it’s only a 2.2-mile round trip, it packs a quick and precipitous punch as you plunge 1000ft in about 1 mile. With the exception of a few short level sections, the Grandview is a rugged, narrow and rocky trail, and the steep drop-offs can be a bit scary.

The saddle is a stunning overlook and a nice leafy spot for a rest in the shade. From here the trail is more exposed and eventually narrows to a ribbon as it traverses the ruddy Supai sandstone. A little over 2 miles past Coconino you’ll hit a second saddle, connecting to Horseshoe Mesa, then a short dip later you reach the intersection with the 2 Tonto Trail, which leads east to 3 Last Chance Mine. Staying straight on the Mesa Trail takes you to 4 Horseshoe Mesa Camp, where permitted campers can overnight.

The trailhead is at Grandview Point, 12 miles east of the village on Desert View Dr.



Learn about Native Culture at the Desert View Watchtower

CONNECTING THE PEOPLE OF YESTERDAY, TODAY AND TOMORROW

At the eastern edge of the park, Mary Colter’s Desert View Watchtower is an amalgamation of the architect’s unique vision and myriad Ancestral Puebloan architectural motifs, from the T-shaped doors and petroglyphs to the diamond-patterned rocks. The lower section, or View Room, is modelled after a circular kiva, or ceremonial underground chamber, and today hosts a handful of cultural interpreters from the surrounding 11 tribes, who demonstrate crafts such as woodcarving, jewelry-making and weaving (Tuesday to Thursday).

Ask for a ticket (free) in the View Room, which grants visitors access to the 85 steps that lead up the marvelously worn winding staircase of the 70ft watchtower. Built in 1932, the circular watchtower was modeled after those found at Hovenweep (Utah) and Mesa Verde (Colorado). This is one of the highest spots on the South Rim, and slats in the tower wall offer unparalleled views of not only the canyon and a long swath of the Colorado River, but also the San Francisco Peaks, the Navajo Reservation and the Painted Desert. Hopi artist Fred Kabotie’s murals depicting Hopi origin stories grace the interior walls of the 1st floor. On the way up, look for an unmarked door on the left; you can wander outside onto a rooftop patio here.

Desert View is gradually undergoing a transformation to become an Inter-Tribal Cultural Heritage Site, and will eventually include a Tribal Welcome Center, an amphitheater and picnic areas. It is the first of its kind in the park service. Although construction work is ongoing, the site will remain open in the future.

Also here is a campground, deli, cafe, minimart and Native handicrafts store.
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Desert View Campground

If you prefer a more peaceful locale than the buzz of the Mather Campground by the main Village, Desert View is for you. It’s important to note that although this site used to be first-come, first-served, due to increasing popularity you must now have a reservation in order to stay at one of the 50 sites here during peak season (May to mid-October).

This is a good spot for tent campers and those with smaller RVs; larger vehicles may not fit. There are no hookups. Facilities include drinking water, picnic tables, shade, toilets and campfire rings, and a small general store. Both sunrise and sunset at this site are superb. Reserve online at recreation.gov up to six months in advance.



Big Views at the Little Colorado

THE HIGH DESERT

Leaving the park and driving east on Hwy 64 will take you past this relatively unheralded overlook, with plunging views down to the milky blue swirls of the Little Colorado River below. It’s a fabulous detour and brings visitors face to face with the high desert of the Colorado Plateau, a place of sagebrush, prickly pear, rabbitbrush and yucca – a landscape that is wholly different from the cooler forests of the higher-elevation South Rim. It’s 16 miles from Desert View down to the first Little Colorado River overlook (there are two), during which Hwy 64 drops 2000ft in elevation. You’re now entering the Navajo (Diné) Nation, and as you drive, you’ll pass a few roadside jewelry stands. The overlook is immediately recognizable, with tattered American flags – each imprinted with the iconic photo of a defiant Geronimo superimposed on the stars and stripes – marking the entrance. Past the shaded jewelry stall is a short trail that leads to multiple precipitous river overlooks, as well as a few picnic tables. A second overlook is located 5 miles down the road, though it charges $5 for entry.

The Little Colorado is of major cultural significance for the Native tribes with ties to the Grand Canyon: the Zuni refer to it as the umbilical cord of the world, tying them to their place of emergence on Earth (Ribbon Falls, downstream), while the Hopi also locate their place of emergence (the Sipapu) near the confluence of the Little Colorado and the Colorado Rivers. Nearby salt deposits along the river, 550-million-year-old remnants of the Tapeats Sea, were an important resource for local communities.
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Cameron

A tiny, windswept community 32 miles east of the Grand Canyon’s east entrance and 54 miles north of Flagstaff, Cameron sits on the western edge of the Navajo Nation, at the junction of Hwys 64 and 89. There’s not much to it; in fact, the town basically comprises the Cameron Trading Post and the attached motel and restaurant. In the early 1900s, Hopis and Navajos came to the trading post to barter wool, blankets and livestock for flour, sugar and other goods. Today, visitors can browse a large selection of quality Native crafts, or stop by the dining room to sample a Navajo taco (frybread topped with whole beans, ground beef, green chili and cheese). A historic suspension bridge (1911) spanning the Little Colorado is outside.




Getting Around

Desert View Dr connects the main Visitor Center with the park’s east entrance along Hwy 64. Twenty-two miles in length, it is not served by the park shuttles: you must have your own vehicle. Tiny Cameron, 33 miles east of the east entrance at the junction of Hwys 64 and 89, is a good place to fill up on gas.






FLAGSTAFF
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Over a century ago, trips to the Grand Canyon began right here, in the tiny mountain outpost of Flagstaff. Intrepid travelers would alight from their train car, check into the Bank Hotel and the next day squeeze into (or on top of) a six-horse stagecoach. Seventy bone-rattling miles later and they were there – an altogether different experience from zipping along I-40 in a climate-controlled SUV. But even if today’s journey is considerably smoother, Flagstaff still warrants a stop. The town’s laid-back charms are many, from a pedestrian-friendly historic downtown to hiking, biking and skiing in the country’s largest ponderosa pine forest. Northern Arizona University gives Flag its college-town flavor, while the railroad history figures firmly in the town’s identity. Throw in a healthy appreciation for craft beer, roasted coffee beans and an all-around good time, and you have the makings of the perfect northern Arizonan escape.
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SIGHTS

1 Lowell Observatory

2 Museum of Northern Arizona

3 Riordan Mansion State Historic Park

4 Walnut Canyon National Monument

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Arizona Snowbowl

6 Nordic Village

ENTERTAINMENT

7 Museum Club




TOP TIP

Approaching Flagstaff from the east, I-40 parallels Old Route 66. Their paths diverge at Enterprise Rd: I-40 veers southwest, while Old Route 66 curls northwest, hugging the railroad tracks, and is the main drag through the historic downtown.
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Museums of Flagstaff

FROM HISTORY TO THE STARS

Flagstaff has a surprising number of museums, some of which are truly excellent. Start with the Museum of Northern Arizona, which is housed in an attractive Craftsman-style stone building 3 miles north of downtown on Rte 180 (N Humphreys St in town). This small but excellent museum spotlights local Native American archaeology, history and culture, as well as geology, biology and the arts. Intriguing permanent collections are augmented by exhibitions on subjects such as John James Audubon’s paintings of North American mammals. On the way to the Grand Canyon, it makes a wonderful introduction to the human and natural history of the region. From May through August, the museum hosts recommended Thirsty Thursdays (5pm to 8pm), with storytelling, music, dancing and hands-on events in the museum courtyard. There’s a cash bar, and guests have full access to the museum.
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In the opposite direction, south of downtown and adjacent to the campus of Northern Arizona University, is the Riordan Mansion State Historic Park. The brothers Michael and Timothy Riordan, having made a fortune from their Arizona Lumber Company, built this sprawling duplex in 1904. The Craftsman-style design was the brainchild of architect Charles Whittlesey, who also built El Tovar in Grand Canyon Village. The exterior features hand-split wooden shingles, log-slab siding and rustic stone. Filled with Edison, Stickley, Tiffany and Steinway furniture, the interior is a shrine to the Arts and Crafts movement. Visitors are welcome to walk the grounds and have a picnic, but entrance to the house is by guided tour only. Tours leave daily and on the hour between 10am and 4pm; advance reservations are recommended.

Finally, if you’re a stargazer, get ready to geek out! Sitting atop a hill just west of downtown is the Lowell Observatory, a national historic landmark (1894) that’s famous for the first sighting of Pluto in 1930 (although we should point out that the interstellar bureaucracy downgraded Pluto to ‘dwarf planet’ in 2006 following its failure to ‘clear the neighboring region of other objects’). Check out the solar telescope or go on a tour during the day. Once evening falls, visitors can stargaze through on-site telescopes (weather permitting). The Giovale Open Deck Observatory (GODO) exhibit, which houses six telescopes alongside interactive displays, opened in October 2019. Kids will love the paved Pluto Walk, which meanders through a scale model of our solar system.



Flagstaff on Foot

[image: map]

Flagstaff traces its origins back to a landmark flag pole, raised in 1876, but it wasn’t until the railroad arrived in 1882 that the town truly began to prosper. Start exploring at the 1 Train Depot, which also holds the Visitor Center. Across Route 66 is the 2 McMillan Building (1887), which once held the Bank Hotel and McMillan Opera House. If you were visiting the Grand Canyon back in 1892, this is where you would have boarded the Flagstaff–Grand Canyon stagecoach. Stroll to the end of the block, where you’ll find 3 the Weatherford Hotel, which opened on the auspicious date of January 1, 1900. It’s not the Ritz, but previous guests here have included Teddy Roosevelt, William Hearst and Zane Grey. Next door, the 4 Orpheum Theater (1917) began life as the Majestic Opera House, which tragically collapsed several years after opening following heavy snowfall. Head back across Leroux St, passing through the town’s central 5 Heritage Sq, where you’ll find a handful of cafes and restaurants with outdoor seating. Often lively, the square hosts a variety of events. On the southeast corner of the square is the 6 Babbit Brothers Building (1888), once the largest department store in all of Arizona. Today it’s an outdoor gear store – stock up here if you need supplies! Across San Francisco St is the haunted 7 Hotel Monte Vista, a later landmark that dates to 1927 and was originally publicly owned. A speakeasy during Prohibition, guests have included a number of celebs, from John Wayne and Gary Cooper to Bing Crosby. From here, loop back to Route 66 via 8 San Francisco St, checking out the various shops and art galleries as you go.




BEST RESTAURANTS IN FLAGSTAFF

Proper Meats + Provisions

Sensational sandwiches at the local butcher’s shop run from banh mi to pastrami on rye. $

Pizzicletta

Excellent wood-fired Napoli-style pizzas, loaded with gourmet toppings. $

Diablo Burger

Local-foods purveyor slings hefty burgers on English-muffin buns, accompanied by herbes de Provence fries. $

MartAnne’s

Busy Mexican bistro, where wonderfully messy creations like Jerry El Mujeriego take top honors. $

Tourist Home All Day Cafe

This 1926 home turned upscale market cafe serves up the best breakfast in town. $



WHERE TO STAY IN FLAGSTAFF

High Country Motor Lodge

Opened in 2021, this hip motor court has a pool, a sauna and even private cottages. $$

Grand Canyon International Hostel

One of the few hostels in AZ, the GCIH was moving to new digs at the time of writing. $

Motel DuBeau

Built in 1929 as Flagstaff’s first motel, the tastefully renovated DuBeau has inviting rooms. $

Hiking & Skiing at the Arizona Snowbowl

THE SAN FRANCISCO PEAKS

The Arizona Snowbowl, about 14 miles north of downtown Flagstaff, is the launch pad for many a summer adventure. Start with scenic chairlift rides to 11,500ft (June–mid-October), where you can hear ranger talks, go on a mini ropes course and take in the desert and mountain views. Hikers may have Humphreys Peak, the state’s highest mountain (12,633ft), in their sights. The ascent is a reasonably straightforward though strenuous journey in summer. The trail begins north of the Arizona Snowbowl parking lot, winds through forest, and eventually comes out into the beautiful alpine environment above the tree line. On a clear day, you’ll even be able to see the Grand Canyon from the summit. It’s a little over 4.75 miles one way; allow six to eight hours for the round trip.

The Kachina Trail, one of the town’s most popular, leaves from the south side of the Snowbowl parking lot; it’s a gentle, 10-mile out-and-back hike through ponderosa forest and meadows offering lovely views. Keep your eyes peeled for elk and black bears in season.

And of course, if you’re here in winter or spring, you can test the slopes: eight lifts serve 32 runs between 9200ft and 11,500ft, with nary a cactus in sight.

Up the road from the Snowbowl is the Nordic Village, which has 25 miles of groomed cross-country trails, open to snowshoeing or skiing. Want to sleep out in the wild? Give the backcountry yurts a try for a mellower introduction to winter – or summer – camping.
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Mountain Biking

Even first-timers would be remiss not to consider an afternoon of singletrack outside Flagstaff, touted as one of the best mountain-biking towns in the country. In addition to the hundreds of miles of trails in the surrounding ponderosa forest, which includes sections of the statewide Arizona Trail, there are also 56 miles of multiuse trails that crisscross the town itself – part of the Flagstaff Urban Trail System (FUTS; flagstaff.az.gov). The friendly folks at Absolute Bikes, whose shop is on Route 66 downtown, can set you up with a rental bike and all the necessary gear, including trail recommendations.

The forest service roads on the way to the Arizona Snowbowl are generally a great choice for trails of all abilities. If the weather turns sour, head south to the slickrock in Sedona.



WHERE TO GET CAMPING GEAR IN FLAGSTAFF

Peace Surplus

Sells and rents a huge array of outdoor clothing and equipment; off Rte 66.

Babbit’s Backcountry Outfitters

All the gear, clothing and maps you could need, smack in historic downtown.

REI

The national chain has a handy branch southeast of the downtown area.

Cliff Dwellings at Walnut Canyon

A THOUSAND YEARS OF SOLITUDE

The Sinagua cliff dwellings at Walnut Canyon National Monument are set in the nearly vertical walls of a small limestone butte amid this stunning forested canyon. The mile-long Island Trail steeply descends 185ft (more than 200 stairs), passing 25 rooms built under the natural overhangs of the curvaceous butte. The shorter, wheelchair-accessible Rim Trail affords several views of the cliff dwellings from across the canyon.

History aside, the canyon itself is a beautiful place to visit. It’s located 8 miles east of Flagstaff.



BEST BARS & CAFES IN FLAGSTAFF

Macy’s

House-roasted coffee at the best cafe in town; all-veggie menu.

Mother Road Brewing Company

Chill out with a hoppy Tower Station IPA and a wood-fired pizza from nearby Pizzicletta.

Annex Cocktail Lounge

A slinky cocktail bar that mixes up great originals and classics, with a low-key outdoor patio.

Hops on Birch

Simple and handsome, Hops on Birch has 34 rotating beers on tap, live music and dog-friendly premises.

Historic Brewing Company

The most sophisticated and low-key of Flagstaff’s many brewpubs, with an industrial-hip vibe.



A Night at the Museum

THESE BOOTS WERE MADE FOR DANCING

A country-music roadhouse on Route 66, the Museum Club has been kicking up its heels since 1936. Inside the huge log cabin (there was originally hope it would be the biggest in the world) you’ll find a large wooden dance floor, animal mounts and a sumptuous elixir-filled mahogany bar. Outside it’s all chromed-up Harleys, pickup trucks and neon lights.

There’s beginner line dancing on Tuesday and Thursday, the occasional karaoke night, plus a great line-up of performers, from local legends to up-and-coming stars from Nashville.

And the origin of the name? In 1931 it housed a taxidermy museum, which Route 66 road-trippers later dubbed ‘The Zoo’.


Getting Around

While you can stroll the downtown area, it’s best to have a car as many of the sights and activities are on the outskirts of town. Route 66 (which merges with Hwy 89) runs right through downtown, though most travelers will be arriving via I-40 or I-17. The intersection of the two interstates is several miles to the south. Operated by Amtrak, the Southwest Chief stops at Flagstaff on its daily run between Chicago and Los Angeles.






Beyond Flagstaff
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History looms at every turn in the deserts and forests outside Flagstaff.


Oak Creek Canyon, the Painted Desert, the San Francisco Peaks, extinct volcanoes, Native American heritage, Route 66 and the Grand Canyon – Flagstaff sits at the hub of some incredibly diverse landscapes and history. If you’re headed to the South Rim, you may pass through the railroad and Mother Road town of Williams, and you’ll definitely stop for a spell in the gateway town of Tusayan. But strike out to the north – where the east entrance and the Little Colorado River await – and you’ll have the chance to pass through the remarkable but under-appreciated Sunset Crater Volcano and Wupatki National Monuments, where human history and the natural environment meld together in fascinating remains.
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Sunset Crater | Tim Roberts Photography/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

In summer, consider parking your car in Tusayan and taking the purple shuttle to the Grand Canyon to avoid traffic woes.




All Aboard in Williams

FAMILY FUN AT A HISTORIC CROSSROADS

A pretty slow spot by day, Williams comes to life in the evening when the Grand Canyon Railway train returns with passengers from the South Rim. Sixty miles due south of the Grand Canyon, Williams isn’t close or appealing enough to serve as a base, but it does have a few attractions that will appeal to families and history buffs.

The chief attraction is the Grand Canyon Railway, which makes for a fun way to visit if you only have a day to spare. Following a 9am Wild West show by the tracks, the historic train departs for its 2¼-hour ride to the South Rim. Live musicians keep guests entertained, but don’t be surprised if the Cataract Canyon Gang attempts to board the train on the way back and rob the passengers of their valuables...or not. The train leaves the Grand Canyon depot at 3:30pm, meaning you’ll have about 3¾ hours at the South Rim.

Other attractions in town include the wildlife park Bearizona, where visitors drive themselves slowly along a road that winds through 160 acres inhabited by roaming gray wolves, bison, bighorn sheep and black bears. The real draw, however, is the small zoo dubbed Fort Bearizona. Here, under ponderosa shade, you can see tiny cubs sidle up the trees and playful otter brothers slide and bob through the water, plus porcupines, badgers and a handful of other small animals indigenous to the area.

The Canyon Coaster Adventure Park, meanwhile, will help break up the road-trip monotony with its mile-long (12-minute) forest coaster. A shorter summer tubing track will keep the little ones entertained as well.

Williams is 33 miles west of Flagstaff on I-40. Historic Route 66 runs straight through town.
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BEST PLACES FOR FOOD IN WILLIAMS

Anna’s Place

Inside the Red Garter Inn, this cafe slings classic breakfasts, sandwiches and a smattering of Mexican dishes. $

Nany’s Tacos

Track down this Chihuahua-inspired side-street gem for the best tacos and quesadillas around. $

Cruisers Cafe 66

A former Route 66 gas station, this is a fun pitstop with all the requisite American diner fare: burgers, spicy wings and mesquite-grilled ribs. $$

Safeway

Stock up on groceries or pharmacy supplies before heading to the national park. $



WHERE TO CAMP BEYOND FLAGSTAFF

Canyon Vista Campground

Small, first-come first-served national forest campground near Walnut Canyon. $

Bonito Campground

Across from the Sunset Crater Visitor Center, with 44 sites. Running water and restrooms. $

Freidlein Prairie

Fourteen dispersed campsites in the national forest near the Arizona Snowbowl. No fees, no services. $



DRIVING TOUR
Wupatki & Sunset Crater

[image: map]

Just 30 minutes northeast of Flagstaff, the landscape changes from ponderosa forest to the high desert, an arid region dotted with the remnants of roughly 600 volcanic cinder cones known as the San Francisco volcanic field, in addition to some 2700 Ancestral Puebloan ruins. A scenic 35-mile drive loops through the area, passing by two equally fascinating national monuments: Sunset Crater and Wupatki. Both are covered by the same entrance fee.


1 Lava Flow Trailhead

Around 1064 CE, a cinder cone erupted on this spot, spewing ash across 800 sq miles. Short paths cross the sharp and uneven Bonito lava at the A’a (0.2 miles) and Lava Flow (1 mile) trails, at the base of the 1000ft-high Sunset Crater. If you’re feeling energetic, you can climb up nearby Lenox Crater (7024ft; 1.6 miles round-trip) to peer over the rim.

The Drive: Follow the Loop Rd out of Sunset Crater and into the Painted Desert. In total, it’s 17 miles to the turnoff for Wukoki Pueblo, reached via a 2.5-mile access road.

2 Wukoki Pueblo

Although you may be tempted to head straight for the visitor center upon entering Wupatki National Monument, don’t miss the first stop: the dramatic Wukoki Pueblo, perched on top of a lonely sandstone outcrop. This three-story structure was once home to two or three families, just a few of the 2000 or so people living throughout the region in the 12th century. Located at an economic and cultural crossroads, the dwellings in Wupatki exhibit aspects of both southern cultures (like ball courts) and northern cultures (like square kivas, similar to Hopi kivas). About 2700 structures dating from this time period lie within the monument, though only a few are open to the public.

The Drive: Follow the access road 2.5 miles back to the Loop Rd, then turn right. It’s a short 0.5 miles to the visitor center and Wupatki Pueblo.
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3 Wupatki Pueblo

The largest dwelling around, Wupatki was a 104-room multi-level pueblo; visit it on a self-guided trail that starts behind the visitor center. The circular Hohokam-style ballcourt, made of stone, is one of Wupatki’s most distinctive features. Make sure to also track down the unusual blowhole – a natural feature that either blows out or sucks in air from the earth, depending on the atmospheric pressure.

The Drive: Continuing on the loop road, it’s 9.5 miles to Citadel Pueblo.

4 Citadel Pueblo

Both Citadel and neighboring Nalakihu (Hopi for ‘house standing outside the village’) date back to the early 12th century. Citadel is perched at the top of a cinder cone and thus would have been visible for miles around. This central community structure is surrounded by hundreds of smaller family units and former farmland, where crops like corn, squash, beans, tobacco and cotton once grew. One of the most unusual features of this site is the giant limestone sinkhole at the end of the trail. It’s less than a mile to the smaller Box Canyon and Lomaki Pueblos along Loop Rd, and 4 miles to the park’s northern entrance and Hwy 89.



New Perspectives in Tusayan

GRAND CANYON GATEWAY TOWN

The little town of Tusayan, situated 2 miles south of the Grand Canyon’s south entrance, is the national park’s principal gateway – it’s basically a half-mile strip of hotels and fast-food chains. If you were unable to reserve lodging in the park, there’s a good chance you’ll be staying here instead.

Even if you’re not spending the night, consider a brief stop at the top attraction in town: the Grand Canyon IMAX Theater. You might be thinking that there’s little reason to go see a movie about a place that’s less than 10 miles away. Well, think again. This is a terrific 34-minute film, and it provides perspectives – through the eyes of ancient Native Americans, plummeting through the heart of the Colorado River’s gnarliest rapids, and soaring through side canyons as an eagle – that you will be unlikely to experience anywhere else. Also worth noting: you can buy park passes here and catch the purple shuttle direct to the park, which will often save you time by skipping the lines at the entrance station.

Tusayan is also the base for a number of helicopter and Jeep tours. If you’re considering a flyover, remember that tragic deaths from helicopter crashes are an annual occurrence, and the negative effects of scenic flights remain a perennial source of contention between conservationists and tour operators. Noise pollution’s effect on solitude-seeking hikers is well understood, but it’s harder to quantify how the constant whomp of helicopter rotors affects resident animal species. At present, the Federal Aviation Administration limits flights over the National Park to narrow corridors.

One thing Tusayan does not do well is groceries. If you need supplies, you’re better off at the Market Plaza inside the national park. The town is 72 miles northwest of Flagstaff.
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Glamping in Valle

If you love the idea of sleeping beneath the stars, but you don’t want to have to give up a comfortable night’s sleep, then glamping may be for you. Glamping resorts come with all the luxuries a discerning traveler would prefer not to sacrifice: showers, beds, gourmet breakfast, yoga, board games...well, you get the picture. Tiny Valle is known for its dark skies and excellent stargazing; just 30 minutes from the park entrance, it has two properties.

Under Canvas Grand Canyon is a design-driven canvas tents resort set amid piñon-juniper forest and s’mores around the communal fire pit. At the nearby Clear Sky Resort, you can book your very own sky-dome, equipped with hanging chairs, a telescope and roll-back roof.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN TUSAYAN

7 Mile Lodge

Friendly and basic motel accommodations; accepts reservations up to three months ahead. $

Red Feather Lodge

Offers rooms in two buildings, as well as laundry facilities and an outdoor pool. $$

Best Western

Spread over multiple buildings, this swanky modern hotel has 318 rooms and tons of amenities. $$$

Biking to the Grandview Lookout Tower

CYCLE OUTSIDE TUSAYAN

If you’ve got access to a mountain bike, definitely check out the trails in the Tusayan area. One popular, moderate ride is along the Tusayan Bike Trail. The trailhead is 0.3 miles north of Tusayan on the west side of Hwy 64/180 (Fire Rd 605). It’s 16 miles from the trailhead to the Grandview Lookout Tower, an 80ft-high fire tower with fabulous views. If you don’t want to ride all that way, three interconnected loops offer round trips of 3, 8 and 9 miles. The trailhead of the Tusayan Bike Trail and the Grandview Lookout Tower are also access points for cycling on the Arizona Trail (aztrail.org), which connects the two points.

From the lookout, you can hike or ride part or all of the still-evolving Arizona Trail, a 24-mile one-way ride to the south boundary of the Tusayan Ranger District. This is an excellent and relatively easy ride. The northern segment of the trail unfolds beneath ponderosa pines and Gambel oaks; further south, the trail passes piñon-juniper stands, sage and grasslands. Bring plenty of water, as there are no dependable sources along the trail. Ask at the ranger station about other hikes. The fire tower is also accessible from Grandview Point along a 1.3-mile dirt road.



Kaibab National Forest

This massive swathe of ponderosa forest offers a peaceful respite from the crowds, and its hiking, biking and horseback-riding trails are often overlooked. For trail maps and other info, stop by the ranger station just north of Tusayan. And if you’re the type who forgets to book campsites, you’re in luck: there’s no shortage of camping and boondocking opportunities. The gorgeous Ten-X campground, 2 miles south of Tusayan, has 162 sites, bathrooms and running water. Thirty are first-come, first-served. Alternatively, you can pitch a tent or park your RV for free along unmaintained forest roads, but you’ll need to bring your own water. Check in with the ranger station about the preferred dispersed camping spots and the best practices for leave-no-trace camping.




Getting Around

I-40 runs east–west out of Flagstaff, connecting to Williams, where a spur of Hwy 64 extends north to Tusayan and the Grand Canyon’s South Rim. Hwy 89 runs north from Flagstaff, passing the Navajo Nation, the Grand Canyon’s east entrance, and on to Page and Glen Canyon. From Flag, it’s four hours to the North Rim.






SEDONA
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Nestled amid striking red sandstone formations, Sedona’s truly spectacular landscape has long attracted spiritual seekers, artists and healers. Many people believe that this area has a number of vortexes that radiate the earth’s energy, and you’ll find all sorts of alternative medicines and practices here, from rejuvenating bodywork to past-life workshops. But outdoorsy adventurers, and even die-hard skeptics and city slickers, have begun to see the light as well: there are some inimitable thrills to be had hiking, mountain biking and climbing amid these desert spires.

If you’re coming from Phoenix, Sedona can be a good place to spend the night. It’s halfway between the airport and the South Rim, and the unearthly landscape makes for a quintessentially welcome-to-Arizona moment. In spring and autumn, the traffic and crowds can be intense. But don’t despair: somewhere out there is a vortex that’s waiting just for you.
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SIGHTS

1 Airport Mesa

2 Amitabha Stupa

3 Center for the New Age

4 Chapel of the Holy Cross

5 Kachina Woman

6 Red Rock State Park

7 Subway Cave

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Boynton Canyon

9 Cathedral Rock

10 Courthouse Butte

11 Crescent Moon Picnic Site

12 Devils Bridge

13 Grasshopper Point Swimming & Picnic Area

14 Secret Slickrock Trail

SLEEPING

15 Cozy Cactus

16 Desert Quail Inn

17 El Portal

18 Enchantment Resort

19 Lantern Light Inn

20 Red Agave Resort

EATING

21 Elote Cafe

22 Hudson

23 Local Juicery

24 Mariposa

25 Sedona Memories

26 Tamaliza

TRANSPORT

27 Absolute Bikes

28 Bell Rock

29 Bike & Bean




TOP TIP

Parking on National Forest land around Sedona and Oak Creek Canyon requires a Red Rock Pass ($5/15 day/week), available at ranger stations, visitor centers, most trailheads and at recreation.gov. Display the pass on your windshield. No pass is required for brief stops or if you have an annual National Parks pass.
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Climbing Cathedral Rock

HEAVENLY SPIRES

It’s impossible to point to any one rock formation in Sedona and say, ‘That’s the one you have to go to’ – after all, even unsigned pullouts by the side of the road can be pretty darn spectacular. That said, Cathedral Rock – one of the town’s four main vortexes – is certainly one of Sedona’s most emblematic chunks of sandstone, and its central location means that you’ll have the chance to appreciate it from a number of different angles.

If you want to get up close and personal, then definitely give the short and steep slickrock trail a clamber. Just be aware that you’ll need good shoes and a head for heights to go the distance.

First things first: from Thursday through Sunday (7am to 4:30pm), private vehicles cannot access the trailhead. Hikers should park at the Cathedral Rock/Little Horse park and ride (sedonashuttle.com), where frequent shuttles make the 10-minute journey to and from the trailhead. The trail itself is only 0.6 miles (one way), but it’s steep, ascending nearly 750ft. Near the middle is the crux, a 40ft ladder-like slot that may start to feel uncomfortably like rock climbing for the uninitiated (remember, coming down is the hardest part).

Once you’ve conquered the scramble, keep winding your way up, and eventually you’ll arrive at the uppermost saddle between the sheer sandstone spires, which shoot up another 400ft or so. This is a fabulous spot for the sunset, as you’ll be able to admire the light to both the east and the west, but don’t forget to bring a headlamp for the way down. It goes without saying that you should not do this hike in flip-flops. And yet for some reason, plenty of people try.


Getting Oriented

The town’s main drag is Hwy 89A. Sedona’s navigational center is the roundabout at the intersection of Hwys 89A and 179, known as the Y. Northeast of the Y is Uptown Sedona, the pedestrian downtown where you’ll find boutiques and restaurants.

South from the Y on Hwy 179 is Tlaquepaque Village and the Village of Oak Creek; keep going and you’ll hit I-17, which runs south to Phoenix. West of the Y is West Sedona, where strip malls line the highway and lead to Red Rock State Park. Note that Oak Creek Canyon begins north of Uptown Sedona (Hwy 89A) and is not the same as the Village of Oak Creek to the south.



Biking to Bell Rock & Courthouse Butte

VORTEX ON TWO WHEELS

Bell Rock and its hulking partner Courthouse Butte dominate the south Sedona landscape and are impossible to miss on the drive up from Phoenix. A variety of hiking trails explore the area – including one climbing up Bell Rock itself (1 mile, scrambling involved) and another circling Courthouse Butte (4 miles) – but our favorite experience here is mountain biking the Bell Rock Pathway (minimum 3.6 miles).

This is a multiuse trail, so you’ll have to be mindful of the hikers at first, but there’s no denying this rocky adventure is just the right level: challenging enough to be fun, but still accessible to first-time mountain bike riders. Various side trails spiderweb into the hills after you pass Bell Rock – though be forewarned, the difficulty ratchets up quickly the further out you go, with slickrock washes, stair-step descents, plenty of sharp, spiny obstacles and boulder-strewn uphill sections that will leave you gasping for air.

On the way back to the Bell Rock trailhead, consider testing your mettle on the downhill singletrack section and try not to whoop in delight as you fly through the desert, but don’t get too confident – some of those blind corners hold some unexpected challenges.

To rent a full-suspension bike, visit the friendly folks at either Bike and Bean or Absolute Bikes; both shops are located just north of the Village of Oak Creek, about 6.5 miles south of Sedona proper on Hwy 179. You can ride to the trail straight from the shops.

[image: jpg]

Bell Rock | Lissandra Melo/Shutterstock ©



Trail Tips

Unless you’re racing across the slickrock on a Jeep tour or mountain bike, hiking will likely be the highlight of your time in Sedona. With more than 100 trails and dozens of trailheads, it can be hard to choose, but the good news is you’re bound to find something that suits your tastes. The free Recreation Guide to Your National Forest is available online from the US Forest Service (fs.usda.gov/coconino) and at visitor centers and ranger stations. Parking is limited at the most popular trailheads, so arrive before 9am in high season to avoid disappointment, or consider a rideshare instead. Many major trailheads require a Red Rock Pass. As of 2023, some trailheads are only served by shuttle Thursdays through Sundays.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN SEDONA

Cozy Cactus

Seven-room B&B bumps up against Agave Trail. Post-adventuring, get comfy beside the firepit. $$$

Red Agave Resort

Outdoors lovers, this one’s for you. Trails leave straight from the property and studios have kitchens and grills. $$

Desert Quail Inn

Rooms inside this two-story motel are sharp, comfy and quite modern with pops of artsy color. $

El Portal

A beautiful blend of Southwestern and Craftsman style tucked away in Tlaquepaque. $$$

Lantern Light Inn

The antique-filled rooms here are small and cozy, with a back deck and garden. $$$

Enchantment Resort

Chic, exclusive and tucked into Boynton Canyon, this country-club-style resort lives up to its name. $$$

Sunset at Airport Mesa

BRING YOUR OWN CAMP CHAIR

The easiest vortex to access from town, Airport Mesa is a great location for watching the spectacular red-rock sunset. About halfway up Airport Dr is the Airport Loop Trail, which allows hikers to circumambulate the entire mesa for superb panoramas (3.5 miles), or hike to the top of the mesa on the Sedona View Trail (0.5 miles). However, parking spots here are hard to come by, so most people continue up to the top, which actually is the home of Sedona’s airport. Pay a few bucks for parking, grab your camp chair and a picnic dinner, and find a good spot to enjoy the pastel-hued show.
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Sedona’s Vortexes

Curious about Sedona’s reputation as a hot spot for New Age travelers? Then step inside the Center for the New Age, the big purple building on Hwy 179 south of Uptown. Shelves here are packed tight with crystals, spirituality books and vortex guides, while contact information for local psychics and aura readers fills an entire wall. In sum, it qualifies as a metaphysical superstore. Sedona has developed into a New Age destination because some spiritual-minded folks believe that the sandstone formations here hold vortexes, which vibrate to the frequencies of the deepest earth energies. Although there are many vortexes here, the four main spots are Cathedral Rock, Bell Rock, Airport Mesa and Boynton Canyon.



Find Inspiration in Boynton Canyon & Devils Bridge

FANTASTICAL LANDSCAPES

Gorgeous Boynton Canyon is the most remote of Sedona’s four vortexes and includes petroglyphs, Sinagua ruins, javelinas, the occasional inspired soul playing a flute while seated atop a giant boulder, as well as some awesome photo ops. Hiking to the end of the box canyon is an easy 6 miles (round-trip), but if you’re here only for the vortex and the 80ft rock formation known as Kachina Woman, you should follow a short spur (Vista Trail) that’s only 1 mile out and back from the main trailhead.

For the main canyon, follow the trail past Enchantment Resort for 2 miles to reach another spur trail on the right. This trail ascends the canyon walls, passing Sinaguan cliffhouse ruins, before reaching a stunning metro-style tunnel rock formation that’s split right down the middle (the Subway Cave). There’s nearly 700ft of vertical ascent on this spur trail, and a head for heights is required. Alternatively, continue on the main trail to the end of the canyon for great views back the way you came.

Another popular hike here that can be reached via the same access road is Devils Bridge. Only 4.6 miles out and back, this striking natural arch is the stuff that viral Instagram posts are made of. But buyer beware: it is hugely popular, and the majority of the hike is along a 4WD road, so it’s less captivating than Boynton Canyon.

To get here, head a couple miles west from the Y on Hwy 89A to Dry Creek Rd; turn north and follow signs to Boynton Canyon and Enchantment Resort. You’ll pass the Devils Bridge 2WD parking area on the way, though note that because of the latter’s popularity, you’ll need to take the Dry Creek shuttle here Thursdays through Sundays.



Guided Tours

Sedona’s scenery is the backdrop for many a rugged adventure, and numerous tour operators stand by to take you into the heart of it. Bumpy off-road 4WD tours are popular, but it can be confusing distinguishing one company from the next. One thing to check is backcountry accessibility, as the companies have permits for different routes and sites. Pink Adventure is the veteran of the tour industry, its Jeeps buzzing around like pink flies. Once you join a trip, laughing and bumping around, you’ll see why their trips are so popular. The company runs a dozen thrilling, bone-rattling off-road tours, most lasting from two to four hours, and also arranges day trips to the Grand Canyon.



Sacred Spaces

QUIET CONTEMPLATION

Sedona has long drawn people in search of peace and healing, and not just those of the New Age persuasion. Two monuments to the transcendence of the spirit can be found in town, each unique in its construction and location.

The most famous is the Chapel of the Holy Cross. Situated between spectacular, statuesque natural stone columns 3 miles south of Sedona, this 1956 Roman Catholic chapel soars from the rock like a slice of the land itself. Creator Marguerite Brunswig Staude followed the tradition of Frank Lloyd Wright – the chapel’s wall of glass and the perch it occupies offer a dramatic perspective on the landscape, and the architecture is stunning. To avoid summer crowds, come first thing in the morning. Not only is the church itself tiny, but parking is difficult. There are no services.

Less well known is Sedona’s Amitabha Stupa. Consecrated in 2004, this Tibetan Buddhist shrine is located at the base of Thunder Mountain. It consists of two Buddhist stupas: the 36ft-high Amitabha Stupa and the 6ft-high White Tara Stupa. In South Asia, stupas were originally built as burial mounds and the remains of the faithful were interred inside; however, their true purpose is as a place of meditation and prayer. Included inside these particular stupas are almost one billion prayers for world peace. Visitors will also find a Native American medicine wheel and a statue of the Buddha.

WHERE TO EAT IN SEDONA

Elote Cafe

The best Mexican food in the region, such as smoked chicken in guajillo chilies. Reserve. $$$

Tamaliza

Specializes in made-from-scratch tamales. A few daily specials (barbacoa tacos, portobello enchiladas) too. $

Sedona Memories

Get a gigantic sandwich on homemade bread from the deli for a made-to-order picnic. $

Hudson

Prickly-pear ribs and fireball chicken wings bring an element of urban cool to Sedona. $$$

Local Juicery

Salads, quinoa bowls and tantalizing cold-pressed juices in West Sedona to cure what ails you. $

Mariposa

Stunning mountain views and divine Latin-inspired food from the grill from chef Lisa Dahl. $$$



Tlaquepaque Village

Tlaquepaque Village is a series of Mexican-style interconnected plazas home to dozens of high-end art galleries, shops and restaurants. Founded by Abe Miller in the 1970s and built on the site of a sycamore grove, Tlaquepaque (tla-keh-pah-keh) draws its inspiration from a Mexican village near Guadalajara, and is a native Nahuatl word that means ‘best of everything’ or ‘place above clay land’. Most of the design was organic in nature; not much was sketched out beforehand. The architect hired only amateur workmen, and gave them the freedom to experiment. The result? A complex of plazas, complete with fountains, wrought iron, stucco walls and arched entryways that’s a delight to wander through. Visitors will find everything from art galleries and Navajo rugs to restaurants and a chapel.



A Scenic Drive in West Sedona

EXPLORE RED ROCK LOOP ROAD

For a more casual introduction to Sedona’s charms, don’t miss the winding 7-mile Red Rock Loop Rd, which can be accessed via Upper Red Rock Loop Rd off Hwy 89A, 4 miles west of the Y intersection in Sedona. First up is the Crescent Moon Picnic Site (fee required), a lovely place to while away an afternoon, and a great alternative when Slide Rock State Park is too busy. Splash in Oak Creek, swim in its deep swimming holes and relax on the warm red slabs that dot the water. Visitors also have access to Templeton, Baldwin and Cathedral Rock hiking trails. A small army of photographers usually gathers here at sunset to record the dramatic light show unfolding on Cathedral Rock, but a better vantage point can be had at the nearby Secret Slickrock Trail, off Chavez Crossing Rd.

A mere 4 miles west is Red Rock State Park (fee charged), a 286-acre park that includes an environmental education center, picnic areas and 5 miles of well-marked, interconnecting trails in gorgeous red-rock country. Trails range from flat creekside saunters to moderate climbs to scenic ridges. Ranger-led activities include nature and bird walks.
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Crescent Moon Picnic Site | Tony Prato/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Sedona flanks two busy state highways: Hwy 89A and Hwy 179. The best way to explore is by car, but be aware that traffic can be very heavy and affect your estimated travel time. Hikers take note: from Thursday through Sunday (7am to 5:30pm), and on busy visitation days, you must ride the Sedona Shuttle to many of the more popular trailheads (sedonashuttle.com). Sedona is two hours from the Grand Canyon’s South Rim.






Beyond Sedona


[image: jpg]

Follow Oak Creek Canyon as it climbs from the sun-baked desert landscape up to the cool ponderosa pines.


Hwy 89A from Sedona into Oak Creek Canyon is a surreally scenic drive that you won’t soon forget. The canyon is at its narrowest and most dramatic here, with russet and vermilion cliffs carpeted in pine and sycamore rising up from the chuckling waterway at its base. Giant cottonwoods clump along the creek, providing a scenic, shady backdrop for trout fishing and swimming, and turn a dramatic gold in fall. Oak Creek Canyon’s exceptional beauty is the raison d’être for an excellent selection of cabins and small USFS campgrounds, many screened behind cottonwoods on the edge of the creek itself. Unfortunately, traffic can be brutal in summer.
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Midgley Bridge | Wirestock Creators/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The elevation change between the bottom and top of Oak Creek Canyon is nearly 2000ft, so don’t be surprised if your ears start to pop.




Admire Midgley Bridge

ARCHITECTURE PHOTO-OP

Don’t queue up your favorite playlist yet – the drive up canyon hardly begins before it’s time for the first stop: the photogenic 200ft span of Midgley Bridge. Built in 1939, Midgley is actually a scaled-down version of the 800ft Navajo Bridge, which spans the Colorado River at Lees Ferry, near the Arizona–Utah state line. Part of the New Deal, it was the final piece of a new highway that linked Sedona with Flagstaff, and which replaced the tortuous Schnebly Hill Rd.

For the best photos, drive to the far (east) side of the bridge and park in the lot on the north side of the road. Look for the Huckaby trailhead and follow the trail a few minutes down to the bridge overlook, which gives a nice perspective of the graceful arch.

There are a number of trails that start from the parking lot. The shortest drops half a mile down to Oak Creek. You can then turn around and huff back up, or make it into a destination hike by following the Huckaby trail back toward town (2.8 miles; stream crossings required) or upstream to Grasshopper Point (2 miles). Another popular hike heads up Wilson Canyon (2.7 miles round-trip).

The bridge is named after a local rancher and was added to the National Register of Historic Places in 1989.


Camping in Oak Creek Canyon

Dispersed camping is not permitted in the area of Red Rock District, which includes Oak Creek Canyon. However, the USFS runs three campgrounds along the 15-mile stretch of Hwy 89A, none with hookups. All are nestled in the woods just off the road, offering great access to the trout-filled stream and various hiking trails, and you won’t need a Red Rock Pass. Reservations are accepted for all three. Manzanita is the smallest with 18 sites; there’s only room for one car per site, and RVs and trailers won’t fit. It’s 6 miles north of Sedona. Cave Springs has 84 sites and coin-op showers; it’s 11.5 miles north of Sedona. The shady Pine Flat has 56 sites; it’s 12.5 miles north of Sedona.



Oak Creek Swimming Holes

NATURAL WATER SLIDES

Just around the corner from Midgley Bridge is Grasshopper Point, one of two swimming spots in the canyon. This is a lovely option on a hot day, with plenty of rock formations, shade for picnics, wading areas and an area for cliff-jumping (although the Forest Service discourages this). Water shoes like Keens or Tevas are recommended; the trail is too rocky for flip-flops.

In addition to swimming, you can hike here – the park serves as a trailhead for three hiking trails: Allen’s Bend, Casner Canyon and Huckaby; the latter connects to Midgley Bridge.

Further upstream is the real gem, however: Slide Rock State Park. One of the Sedona area’s most popular and most crowded destinations, this park is 7 miles north of town and features an incredible 80ft sandstone chute that whisks swimmers through Oak Creek. Short trails ramble past an old homestead, farming equipment and an apple orchard, but the park’s biggest attraction is the set of wonderful natural rock slides.

Slide along from shallow plateau to shallow plateau on the park’s half-mile stretch of creek, or simply splash in the cool, clear waters. Bring a blanket and a cooler, or buy drinks and snacks at the small park store. In summer, queues can soar upward of an hour during the peak hours of 10am to 3pm – once the parking lot is full, a vehicle can enter only after another leaves, and walk-ins are not allowed. There are no lifeguards, and pets must be kept on a leash and away from the water.
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Slide Rock State Park | stillbeyou/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO SLEEP BEYOND SEDONA

Briar Patch Inn

Peaceful B&B hideaway in Oak Creek Canyon, with 19 handsome Southwestern-style cabins. $$$

Butterfly Garden Inn

The 18 cabins here hit the sweet spot between rustic and stylish; convenient to the West Fork Trail. $$

Orchard Canyon

Set back from Oak Creek on 10 secluded and verdant acres with woods and an apple orchard. $$$

Breakfast at Indian Gardens Cafe & Market

HISTORIC GENERAL STORE

In 1876, John James Thompson built a cabin on the site of a former Yavapai settlement in Oak Creek Canyon, benefitting from the beans and squash that already grew there. Thompson was the first Anglo to settle in the entire Sedona area, and it wasn’t until the early 1900s that the town itself even crossed the 50-person mark. In 1947, Frank Jackson and Ed Black converted Thompson’s cabin into a general store, which has now become an Oak Creek landmark known as Indian Gardens Cafe & Market.

Grab a breakfast sandwich here before heading north to the West Fork Trail or stop by for lunch (8am to 4pm Thursday to Monday). Lunch choices include soups, salads and sandwiches, including the famous Ferrari with red-pepper pesto. Coffee and craft beer are also available, and there’s a lovely back garden to enjoy the fruits of your foraging.

Next door is Garlands, an ivy-draped trove of Native American rugs and jewelry: it sells bracelets, buckles, earrings, bolo ties and countless other creations from the artists of the Navajo, Hopi, Santo Domingo and Zuni tribes.

If you’d like more info on the local trails and campsites, stop by the adjacent USFS visitor center.



Transition Zone

As you travel through the canyon, you’ll likely notice the landscape start to change. Water is one obvious reason for this – the riparian area surrounding a stream or river is its own unique ecosystem. But that’s not the only ecological change that’s taking place. As you climb higher, you’ll also begin to notice more trees away from the creek – specifically ponderosa pines. The reason for this is that the higher the elevation, the cooler the temperatures, and the cooler the temperatures, the more snowfall in winter. Although Sedona and Flagstaff are only 30 miles from one another, the 2500ft of elevation change translates into an extra 9in of precipitation annually in Flagstaff, which allows for the growth of the taller, denser ponderosa forest.



WHERE TO DRINK IN SEDONA

Oak Creek Brewery

West Sedona brewery and taproom has a patio, live music and good happy-hour deals.

Sedona Beer Company

A stone’s throw from Uptown, with suds brewed on the premises and a great selection of food.

PJ’s Village Pub

No-frills local hangout with a low-key vibe and sports on the screens. In south Sedona.

Hiking the West Fork Trail

SECRET MOUNTAIN WILDERNESS

For some, the West Fork Trail is Sedona’s best hike. This deservedly popular adventure crosses Oak Creek a dozen times as it winds through the canyon, where walls soar more than 200ft in some places. Most people head straight into the canyon, but if you cut over to the creek within the first 50ft, just beyond the parking lot, you’ll find a particularly nice, sunny stretch with a swimming hole and shallow waters for splashing. The trail is marked for the first 3 miles, but you can scramble along the stream bed as far as 14 miles upstream. It’s an excellent hike for fall colors.

The trailhead is located 9.5 miles north of Sedona (a few miles north of Slide Rock State Park) and 17.5 miles south of Flagstaff on Hwy 89A; look for the signed parking lot. Spots are limited: arrive before 8:30am.
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Montezuma Castle National Monument | Bob Pool/shutterstock ©



Zane Grey

Born in Ohio in 1872, Zane Grey was a prolific writer of 10¢ Westerns, and his 90-odd (!) books played a profound role in shaping the American image of the frontier. Like all novelists, Zane initially received a continuous stream of rejections, but after many years he finally broke through with Riders of the Purple Sage (1912), which went on to become his all-time bestselling work. Luckily for Grey, the nascent movie industry in LA took notice, and the newfangled Western genre wound up taking inspiration from many of Grey’s stories. In 1923, Grey published the novel Call of the Canyon, which was set largely in Flagstaff and – you guessed it – Oak Creek Canyon. This story wound up being the basis for the first silent film ever shot in Sedona.



Petroglyphs & Cliff Dwellings

SINAGUA HERITAGE

The Sedona area has been inhabited for a long time, as evidenced by the number of nearby archaeological remains. The largest is Montezuma Castle National Monument, a well-preserved 1000-year-old Sinagua cliff dwelling. Early Americans – possibly veterans of the Mexican-American War – thought the five-story-high pueblo was Aztec, and consequently dubbed it Montezuma. A museum interprets the archeology of the site, which can be seen from a short, self-guiding, wheelchair-accessible trail. Entrance into the structure itself is prohibited, but nearby vantage points and an audiovisual diorama give you a good idea of what you’re looking at. It’s located south of Sedona. Take exit 289 from I-17, then Montezuma Castle Rd.

Nearby is Montezuma Well, a natural limestone sinkhole 470ft wide, surrounded by both Sinaguan and Hohokam dwellings dating back to 1050 CE. Water from the well was originally used for irrigation: it emerges at the rate of 1.5 million gallons a day, at a constant temperature of 74°F. Access is from I-17 exit 293, 4 miles north of the Montezuma Castle exit. Follow the signs for another 4 miles through McGuireville and Rimrock.

More than 1000 petroglyphs have been identified at the well-protected V-Bar-V Heritage Site. Many appear unique to the Southern Sinaguan who lived here between 1150 and 1400; the site was probably used in part as a solar calendar. And the embracing stick-figure couple? Not dancing. Take exit 298 from I-17, follow FR 618 east about 2.5 miles to the entrance, on your right beyond Beaver Creek Campground.

To the northwest of Sedona are two additional sites: Palatki and Honanki. Brave the 7 miles of dirt road (high clearance recommended) that lead to the enchantingly located 1000-year-old Sinagua cliff dwellings at Palatki. The site is only accessible via tour; reserve on recreation.gov.

Honanki was originally active between 1000 and 1400 CE and includes significant cliff dwellings and petroglyphs. After the Sinagua people moved on, it was subsequently inhabited by the Yavapai and Apache. It’s 3 miles past Palatki.
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Petroglyphs, V-Bar-V Heritage Site | Abbie Warnock-Matthews/shutterstock ©



The Sinagua

The Sinagua people lived in the Flagstaff–Sedona (Verde Valley) area from roughly 650 to 1400 CE. They shared similarities with the Ancestral Puebloans to the north (eg kivas), as well as with the Hohokam to the south (eg ballcourts). Don’t be confused by the name, however, which you may have noticed is Spanish for ‘without water’. If you visit any of their sites, you’ll notice they did, in fact, have access to water. Modern archaeologists coined the name after the site where their distinct culture was first identified, which was close to Flagstaff’s San Francisco Peaks (early Spanish explorers called the mountains sierra sin agua). While no one knows how the Sinagua referred to themselves, the present-day Hopi call them Hisatsinom: ‘the people of the past’.




Getting Around

Highway 89A is the only road through Oak Creek Canyon. It’s a delightful but very twisty drive, either south to Sedona or north to Flagstaff. Bear in mind that distances will be exaggerated by the gentle pace you’ll be obliged to take, especially when the canyon is congested.







NORTH RIM
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WHERE SOLITUDE REIGNS SUPREME

Every day, visitors are treated to one of nature’s greatest spectacles: the rising and setting of the sun over a horizon like no other.
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Deer Creek | LHBLLC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The North Rim is Grand Canyon plus. Here, the elevation is a little higher, the temperatures are a little cooler, the trails are a little steeper and the views…yeah, they’re a little bigger. Since it gets more rain and snow, erosion has chewed deeper into the North Rim, creating mazes of side canyons while leaving sky islands and temples towering above the Colorado River.

As the crow flies, it’s only 11 miles from the South Rim’s Bright Angel Lodge to North Rim’s Grand Canyon Lodge, but it’ll take you at least 4½ hours to drive – or a minimum two days by foot (if you’re extremely fit). There are no major travel routes or large cities nearby, meaning fewer visitors and more solitude. With a single historic lodge, one campground and a general store all linked by forested trails, the North Rim has a distinctive summer-camp vibe that encourages you to linger just a little bit longer.

At 8200ft, the North Rim is about 10°F cooler than the South Rim, and 30°F cooler than Phantom Ranch – even on summer evenings you’ll need a fleece. All services are closed from October 15 through spring (mid-May to June), though Hwy 67 into the park usually remains open until December 1. Always check for the latest updates before driving out here.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GRAND CANYON LODGE

Everything you need is here.

CAPE ROYAL ROAD

Some of the best views in the park.

NORTH RIM BACKCOUNTRY

Go ahead, get lost.

THE ARIZONA STRIP

Here there be condors.

PAGE

Slot canyons and houseboats.

NAVAJO & HOPI RESERVATIONS

Age-old cultural heritage.




Find Your Way

It’s hot, it’s dry and it’s largely devoid of human settlements. Always fill up the tank when you get a chance, and always ensure you have extra food and water in your car.
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North Kaibab Trail | Sergey Malomuzh/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Plan Your Time

Two or three days at the North Rim can scratch the Grand Canyon itch, but don’t forget to budget in extra time for travel.
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Pressed for Time

Get your bearings at the visitor center, then put it all in perspective at Bright Angel Point. Spend the rest of the morning hiking along the Widforss Trail or the North Kaibab Trail. In the afternoon drive out to Point Imperial and Cape Royal to soak up the view. Return to the Grand Canyon Lodge to relax in a wicker lounger on the veranda.




A Few Days to Explore

Star in your very own Western in Kanab, then drive Hwy 89 to the Wire Pass slot canyon. Continue on to Page, where iconic photo-ops await at Antelope Canyon and Horseshoe Bend; beat the summer heat with an afternoon at Lake Powell. Circle back to the Grand Canyon’s North Rim, passing Lees Ferry, or venture onward to the Navajo and Hopi reservations.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

The road to the North Rim typically opens in mid-May, but it may open later (or earlier), depending on the winter snowfall.

SUMMER

The peak season. Accommodation is booked solid and the occasional event keeps visitors entertained.

FALL

The air is crisp and the aspens shimmer gold. All services close on October 15; the road usually stays open through November.

WINTER

In some years, the Kaibab Plateau gets over 20ft of snow. There’s no way to get to the canyon except on cross-country skis.




GRAND CANYON LODGE
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Nature reigns supreme on the North Rim, and there’s very little to distract you from it, save a scattering of historic sites and introductory information at the small visitor center and historic Grand Canyon Lodge.

The lodge is the center of human activity here, and a cluster of development lies in its relatively small footprint: guest cabins, a general store, a campground, and staff offices. Beyond that, there’s nothing but a whole lot of forest and desert for miles around.

Easy day hikes await along the rim, while the intrepid prepare to descend into the canyon along the North Kaibab Trail: whether on mule, on foot or on a full-fledged multiday backpacking trip. Or you may prefer to find a quiet perch all your own, a place where it’s possible to spend minutes, hours or even the entire day contemplating the quiet majesty of life unfolding beneath you.
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SIGHTS

1 Coconino Overlook

2 North Kaibab Trailhead

3 Uncle Jim’s Cave

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Bright Angel Point

5 Transept Trail

SLEEPING

6 North Rim Campground

7 Roaring Springs Campground

EATING

8 Grand Canyon Lodge

INFORMATION

9 Visitor Center




TOP TIP

There is virtually no cell phone or internet connectivity on the North Rim. The only place that has a reliable wi-fi signal is the general store at the campground, and it’s only suitable for checking email.




First Impressions at Bright Angel Point

THINK BIG

Upon first arriving at the North Rim, you might be tempted to wander into the visitor center or the stately Grand Canyon Lodge just beyond. But why stop here? Make those first impressions count and walk all the way to the rim’s edge at Bright Angel Point. This quarter-mile paved, undulating walk leads to a spectacular viewpoint at the end of the knife-edge ridge dividing the Transept and Roaring Springs Canyon. It’s one of the few pathways on the North Rim where you feel like you’re walking along a precipice, with the canyon dropping off from either side of the trail.

The trail begins at the log shelter in the parking area by the visitor center, or you can begin on the left side of the sun porch of the Grand Canyon Lodge. While it’s paved and relatively easy, the few steep hills, a handful of rocky spots and the narrow path make this dangerous for strollers and prohibitive to wheelchairs. A few rock benches offer pleasant spots to rest along the way.

Anyone with a fear of heights should think twice before lacing up their walking shoes – there aren’t always guard rails, and a misplaced step could be disastrous.
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Bright Angel Point | Matteo Colombo/getty images ©


Getting Oriented

The North Rim entrance station, 31 miles south of Jacob Lake, does not accept cash; only credit and debit cards or a check. The entrance is open 24 hours a day, but if nobody is on duty, you should pay at the self-serve station behind the visitor center, a further 12.5 miles south.

Services are centered around the main parking lot by the visitor center and Grand Canyon Lodge. As you drive in, you will pass Cape Royal Rd, the North Kaibab Trailhead, the Backcountry Information Center and the North Rim Campground. It’s 2 miles by car from the North Kaibab Trailhead to the visitor center.

Bright Angel Point and the Transept Trail are accessible from the Grand Canyon Lodge and great for walking off breakfast, while the hikes near North Kaibab Trailhead offer miles of more rugged exploration.



WHERE TO SLEEP ON THE NORTH RIM

Grand Canyon Lodge

Reserve far in advance to nab a rustic log cabin; the larger ones sleep as many as six people. $$

North Rim Campground

Reserve six months ahead for a shaded site among the ponderosas. $

Kaibab National Forest

Drive down any forest service road before the park entrance and you can pitch a tent for free. No water. $

Sunset at the Grand Canyon Lodge

SIMPLY SPLENDID

You’ve hiked all the trails, seen all the viewpoints and driven all the scenic roads. But sitting on the stone veranda behind the Grand Canyon Lodge at sunset, cold beer in hand? That just might be your favorite memory of the North Rim.

Built in 1937 out of Kaibab limestone, the lodge features spacious rim-side dining rooms and porches lined with Adirondack chairs. A National Historic Landmark and an architectural delight, the lodge’s natural materials blend unobtrusively into the landscape. Architect Gilbert Stanley Underwood designed the original lodge in 1928 for the Union Pacific Railroad (the nearest train station was 100 miles away, in Cedar Ridge, Utah; the railroad then provided motor coach tours that took in Zion, Bryce and the Grand Canyon). His vision – of a rustic central lodge surrounded by guest cabins – remains unchanged, even though the original building tragically burned down on September 1, 1932.

As anyone who has ever walked through the lodge’s front doors will tell you, the centerpiece of the design is the Sun Room. Past the lobby and down a set of stairs brings visitors to a massive 50ft-high stone and wood-timbered room, with three giant windows framing the canyon view in all its majesty. If you don’t make Bright Angel Point your first stop, then a seat on one of the couches here is a good second choice.

For a meal, the timbered rim-side dining room can’t be beat (reservations are required for dinner only). For beer, cocktails or morning coffee, step inside the Roughrider Saloon. Adorned with Teddy Roosevelt memorabilia, it honors his role in the creation of the park.

The lodge complex is also home to a gift shop, a postal window and the tiny Deli in the Pines.
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North Rim view from the Transept Trail | David Gervase/Alamy Stock Photo ©



Sleeping at the Grand Canyon Lodge

When it comes to hotel accommodation on the North Rim, the Grand Canyon Lodge is it. If you can’t get a room here, the next closest lodge is a half-hour drive.

Most guest rooms are in the surrounding 114 log cabins, which are divided into three categories: Western, Pioneer and Frontier. Four of the Western Cabins (309, 306, 305 and 301) have the only canyon views to speak of, and that’s where you want to be if you can manage it. Book them at least a year in advance. The rest of the cabins are set back idyllically in the forest, even if some are advertised as rim-side. The lodge also has motel rooms.

For any room category, reserve as far in advance as possible, or check the website regularly, hoping for a cancellation – which happens more frequently than you would think.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE NORTH RIM

Grand Canyon Lodge Dining Room

Bison steaks, trout, and vegetarian options, but the view is the thing. Reserve for dinner. $$

Rough Rider Saloon

Coffee and breakfast burritos pre-hike; beer, wine and pizza post-hike. $

Deli in the Pines

Not a deli but a cafeteria, serving takeaway salads and sandwiches, plus ice cream. $

Stroll the Transept Trail

FROM THE LODGE TO THE CAMPGROUND

There are two short hikes that take in the Grand Canyon Lodge area: the first leads to Bright Angel Point, and the other is the Transept Trail, which eventually reaches the campground (2 miles one way). From the bottom of the steps off the Grand Canyon Lodge sun porch, follow the Transept Trail along the rim to the right. The walk is especially nice in the evening as the sun sets across the Transept, a dramatically sheer defile running perpendicular to Bright Angel Canyon like the transept of a cross-shaped church. The trail eventually backs away from the edge and becomes relatively level – more a walk through the woods than a hike. Look for the small ancient Puebloan site and several viewpoints before reaching the rim-view tent sites of the campground. The general store is just beyond.

Mule Rides on the North Rim

SADDLE UP

Mule trains have been making their way into the canyon for over a century, carrying excited tourists and ferrying supplies in and out. Traveling the trails on the backs of these mellow, sure-footed creatures is an iconic tradition that makes for a memorable – if dusty – trip.

But don’t plan a mule ride assuming it’s the easiest way to travel below the rim. It’s a bumpy adventure on a hard saddle, and unless you regularly ride a horse, you will be sore afterward. Those scared of heights or big animals – gentle and cute though they may be – are best off exploring the canyon by other means.

Unlike mule trips on the South Rim, here you can usually book a trip upon your arrival at the park; just duck inside the Grand Canyon Lodge to the Mule Desk. Rides don’t reach the Colorado River, but the three-hour trip to the Supai Tunnel on the North Kaibab Trail gives a taste of life 1400ft below the rim. Riders must be at least 10 years old. Other trails include a three-hour ride through the ponderosa forest, and a one-hour ride along the rim (minimum age seven).
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HIDDEN SPOTS ON THE NORTH RIM

Uncle Jim’s Cave

James Owen, aka Uncle Jim, was a turn-of-the-century game warden whose job was to eliminate predators – in those days, mountain lions. His residence was this cave, which lies in the rocks on the north side of Harvey Meadow on the way to the Widforss Trailhead.

The Moon Room

Below the sun porch of Grand Canyon Lodge is a cool and quiet rim-side refuge. Look for the unmarked stairs along the trail that runs between the lodge and the canyon.

Greenland Lake

On the road to Cape Royal, few folks bother stopping here, but it’s a peaceful place for a picnic, especially at the old salt cabin over the hill.




Hiking the North Kaibab Trail

GOING DOWN

The only maintained inner-canyon trail on the North Rim is the North Kaibab Trail, featuring strenuous switchbacks, raging waterfalls, a cottonwood-fringed campground and long creekside stretches. At 14.2 miles (one way) and with an elevation change of nearly 6000ft, it usually takes a few days to complete, but the first few miles also make for popular day hikes.

The sandy trail begins at 8241ft, under the shade of pines, and quickly descends to Coconino Overlook (0.7 miles, 7450ft), a flat ledge that offers clear views of Bright Angel Canyon and Roaring Springs. If you’ve got young kids, this is a good turnaround point. A mile later, Supai Tunnel (1.7 miles, 6840ft) – blasted through the rock in the 1930s – is just beyond a tree-shaded glen with seasonal drinking water and pit toilets. On the other side of the tunnel, views open to an intimidating set of switchbacks beside a knuckle-biting drop-off. For a strenuous half-day hike, Supai Tunnel is the recommended turnaround point.

It’s a tough descent to Redwall Bridge (2.6 miles, 6040ft), built in 1966 when more than 14in of rain fell over 36 hours and washed away huge sections of the North Kaibab Trail. Once you cross the bridge, the trail thins, hugging the canyon wall to the right and hovering above sheer drops to the left.

The next major stop (and ideal turnaround for a very strenuous full-day hike) is the cascading waterfall of Roaring Springs (4.7 miles, 4960ft). There are picnic tables at the day-use area and plenty of cool pools to soak your feet. Seasonal water is available both at Roaring Springs and another mile down the trail at Manzanita Ranger Station, where New York City–born Grand Canyon artist Bruce Aiken (bruceaiken.com) lived and worked as the pump operator from 1973 until his retirement in 2006. Park rangers occasionally stay here, but don’t count on their presence.

From Manzanita, the trail follows the small and inviting Bright Angel Creek to Cottonwood Campground (6.8 miles, 4080ft). Here, tall cottonwoods offer a shaded spot to relax along the creek – a welcome oasis while both descending and ascending. There are pit toilets, a phone, a ranger station and an emergency medical facility.

From the campground, the trail levels off considerably. The steepest grind is over, and it’s a gentle downhill walk along Bright Angel Creek to the Colorado River, but it’s mostly through the black Vishnu schist of the inner gorge, which can be mind-numbingly hot during midday. If things are getting toasty, wait for the evening at the mystical Ribbon Falls (8.3 miles, 3720ft) surrounded by fern, columbine and monkeyflower. It’s a short 0.3-mile spur across the bridge and up a side canyon to the west.

Below Ribbon Falls, the trail enters the Box, a narrow passage between 2000ft walls that seems to kill any breeze that tries to enter. It’s a slog, but mostly flat walking to Phantom Ranch and Bright Angel Campground (14 miles, 2480ft) and, a few minutes later, the Colorado River (2400ft).

In summer, it’s recommended you start before dawn to avoid hiking during the heat of the day. Sign up for the complimentary hikers’ shuttle, which runs from the Grand Canyon Lodge to the trailhead before 6:30am.
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Hiking Rim-to-Rim

The two- to four-day North Kaibab to Bright Angel trek is the classic Grand Canyon Rim-to-Rim hike and one of the finest (and hardest) trips in the country. Because the North Rim is 1000ft higher than the South Rim, many people suggest it’s easier to go north to south – it all depends on what you think is harder on your body: uphill or downhill. Either way you go, it’s a minimum 20.7 miles total, and a sweaty 10,000ft+ of elevation change.

You’ll need a backcountry permit to camp below the rim and will also need to arrange a ride back to your starting point. Between mid-May and mid-October, the Trans-Canyon Shuttle departs twice daily from Bright Angel Lodge at 8am and 1:30pm. There is only one shuttle daily, weather permitting, from mid-October through November 15.



Dark Skies

COUNT THE STARS

Admiring the Milky Way spanning the Grand Canyon like a celestial bridge or watching the shooting stars light up the night sky is a special part of any trip to the desert. If you’d like to learn more about the night sky, look for events like the North Rim Star Party (June), held at the Grand Canyon Lodge and hosted by the Saguaro Astronomy Club. It includes constellation talks, evening programs and telescope viewings.



Cottonwood Campground

Any overnight backpacking trip along the North Kaibab Trail – including the popular Rim-to-Rim – will ideally include one night at Cottonwood, as it breaks up the grueling 14-mile, 6000ft hike to the river into two days. However, there’s a catch: of the three main campsites on the Rim-to-Rim Trail – Havasupai Gardens, Bright Angel and Cottonwood – this is the smallest, with only 12 sites. The good news is that hikers coming from the North Rim get priority access when applying for a permit. Cottonwood is situated along Bright Angel Creek, offering the weary a chance to soak their feet in the cool stream after a long day. It has drinking water (mid-May–mid-October), picnic tables, pit toilets and food storage boxes. Store as much as possible in the boxes, including car keys – enterprising ravens have been known to steal valuables.



Camping on the North Rim

PITCH A TENT

A night spent counting the shooting stars or laughing around the campfire is an inimitable part of the National Park experience, and as a camping destination, the Grand Canyon is up there with the best of them.

The only official campground here is the North Rim Campground, which has more than 80 shaded and fairly well-dispersed sites set in ponderosa forest, about 1 mile from the Grand Canyon Lodge. It’s got all the conveniences you could want, including pay showers and laundry facilities (open to the public), drinking water, toilets, grills and a small general store. There are no RV hookups, however.

Sites 11, 14, 15, 16 and 18 have canyon views, but site 10 is pretty sweet too. Make reservations online up to six months in advance (recreation.gov).

If you were unable to get a reservation, the forest service roads just outside the park boundary are perfect for free dispersed camping. Remember, though, there are no facilities, so it’s imperative you bring your own water.
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Mountain Biking on the North Rim

Have a mountain bike? Lucky you! Technically, bikes are only allowed on two trails: the Bridle Path, which runs between the campground and the visitor center; and the Arizona Trail, which extends north into the Kaibab Plateau. However, bikes are welcome on all roads, paved or unpaved, including the hundreds of miles of forest service roads in the Kaibab National Forest. West of the Kaibab Lodge on the North Rim, mountain bikers flock to the 18 miles of smooth singletrack of the Rainbow Rim Trail, which contours between five fingers jutting above the Grand Canyon. Pick up a map and information at the Kaibab Plateau Visitor Center in Jacob Lake.




Getting Around

The only access road to the Grand Canyon North Rim is Hwy 67, which closes with the first snowfall and reopens in spring after the snowmelt (dates vary – in 2023, the road didn’t open until June). The nearest outpost is Jacob Lake, 44 miles to the north; Kanab is the nearest town, a good 80 miles (two hours) away. Although only 11 miles from the South Rim as the crow flies, it’s a grueling 215-mile, four- to five-hour drive on winding desert roads between here and Grand Canyon Village.

The service station near the North Rim Campground sells gas 24/7 and has prices typically cheaper than outside the park.





Walking the Widforss Trail
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Meandering through shady forests of mixed conifer, old-growth ponderosa pine and quaking aspen punctuated by carpets of lupine, the 10-mile out-and-back Widforss Trail rolls past the head of the Transept and out to Widforss Point. Although it’s a relatively popular day hike, people disperse quickly, and you likely won’t see more than a few other explorers.

To reach the trailhead, turn onto the dirt road between the North Kaibab Trailhead and Cape Royal Rd, continuing a mile to the parking area. On the way in, you’ll pass 1 Harvey Meadow on your right. On the far side of the meadow is a cave that USFS game warden ‘Uncle Jim’ used as a shelter in the early 1900s.

Once you begin the hike, keep an eye out for the 2 San Francisco Peaks, 70 miles to the southeast, outside Flagstaff. After a 15-minute climb, 3 the Transept comes into view. For the next two miles, enjoy wide views of the canyon to one side and meadows and woods to the other. Halfway into the hike, the trail veers away from the rim and dips into 4 gullies of lupines and ferns (some hikers opt to turn around here). The canyon doesn’t come into view again until the terminus, 5 Widforss Point. Though any given hill is slight, the rolling terrain adds up, and you’ll climb and descend about 1100ft over the course of the trip. Bring plenty of water.

The trail is named for Gunnar Widforss, an early-20th-century artist who painted many of America’s national parks. He spent his final years living at the Grand Canyon and is buried on the South Rim.






CAPE ROYAL ROAD
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The scenic Cape Royal Rd is a must for any North Rim visitor. Climbing to 8800ft at Point Imperial (the highest point on either rim) before a gradual descent to 7865ft at Cape Royal Point, the road ribbons for 20 miles through ponderosa forest and stands of aspen. Easy and paved, it passes overlooks, picnic sites and an Ancestral Puebloan site. There are some excellent hikes to be had along the way, often leading to solitary outcrops.

At the end of the drive, a 0.4-mile paved path, lined with piñon, cliffrose and interpretive signs, leads to a thrilling climax: Angels Window, a dramatic natural arch that falls away into the canyon. Venture on top for the photo of your dreams, but take care – you’re surrounded by sheer cliff faces on all sides. Despite the crowds, people tend to use hushed tones while talking, overcome by the reverence this awesome place demands.
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SIGHTS

1 Angels Window

2 Bright Angel Point

3 Greenland Lake

4 Point Imperial

5 Tilted Mesa

6 Walhalla Glades Pueblo

ACTIVITIES

7 Cape Final Trailhead

8 Cape Royal Trailhead

9 Cliff Spring Trailhead

10 Ken Patrick Trail

11 Nankoweap Trailhead

12 Uncle Jim Trail

SLEEPING

13 Grand Canyon Lodge




TOP TIP

There are no services along Cape Royal Rd, and while the drive is not long, you should expect to spend at minimum half a day here. Don’t forget to bring plenty of food and water.
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Hiking the Point Imperial Trail

THE FIRE CYCLE AT WORK

The Point Imperial Trail takes hikers on a 4-mile out-and-back excursion, passing through recent wildfire burns, with spectacular views of Nankoweap drainage, Marble Canyon and the Painted Desert beyond. From the parking lot, the trail heads north and west along the rim, where it veers through areas initially burned by a 2000 fire and then re-burned in the 2016 Fuller Fire.

It technically ends at the park’s northern border, but connects to Forest Service trails that lead back into the park on the rugged backcountry Nankoweap Trail – a tempting route for expert canyon backpackers. Expect to see a haunting landscape of blackened remains of burnt forest mixed with tender regrowth and emerging meadows, and keep an eye out for the white-tailed Kaibab squirrel and mule deer. Though this quiet trail rolls gently along the rim, the high elevation can make it seem more difficult. Unlike other trails on the North Rim, it doesn’t lead to a spectacular overlook (though it does start at one) and doesn’t form a loop. You’ll need to retrace your steps to return to the Point Imperial parking lot.

A Cross-Country Ramble on the Ken Patrick Trail

HIKE THE HEADWATERS OF BRIGHT ANGEL CANYON

The Ken Patrick Trail covers 10 miles from start to finish, but you’ll get the most bang for your buck along the 3-mile section between Point Imperial and Cape Royal Rd, which hugs the rim high above Nankoweap drainage.

From Point Imperial it’s a rolling downhill to the road, which can be challenging for some on the return. It passes through sections of remnant forest and an old burn, which, while sunny, does open up panoramic views of Marble Canyon, the Little Colorado River gorge, the Painted Desert, and the San Francisco Peaks far to the south. Allow four hours for this round-trip journey.

Alternatively, you could approach this as a one-way hike, starting in Point Imperial and following the trail all the way to the end at the North Kaibab Trailhead. The full trail winds through Gambel oak, ponderosa pine, white fir and aspen woodland, and grows increasingly serene as it dips in and out of forest, crossing eroded ravines with a few downhill stretches. Views are intermittent, offering quick glimpses of Roaring Springs Canyon. The last mile of the trail sees a lot of mule traffic, however, and it shows. Thankfully, the riders soon split off on the Uncle Jim Trail.

To do the full trail, you’ll need to set up a car shuttle, with one car at Point Imperial, and the other at the North Kaibab Trailhead.
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Top of the Rim

Point Imperial is the highest viewpoint in Grand Canyon National Park (8819ft) and the first can’t-miss stop on Cape Royal Rd. To get here, look for the Y intersection 5.5 miles into the drive and turn left on Point Imperial Rd, climbing 2.5 miles past the Fuller burn site (2016). The overlook takes in the entirety of Marble Canyon to the east as it cuts into the Painted Desert beneath the imposing Vermillion Cliffs. Directly below, Nankoweap drainage seems impossible to access, but 1000 years ago housed a bustling community of ancient Puebloan farmers. The prominent pinnacle to the southwest is Mt Hayden, named after prominent Arizona pioneer Charles T Hayden, who helped found the city of Tempe.



Trek to Uncle Jim Point

FOREST LOOP AND CANYON OVERLOOK

This dusty mule-trodden lollipop loop – named for a hunting advocate and forest-service warden who shot hundreds of mountain lions on the North Rim to protect resident deer – shares the western Ken Patrick Trailhead, but diverges to vista points above Bright Angel Canyon.

While the Uncle Jim Trail is most popular with mule riders, it’s also open to hikers. After diverging from the Ken Patrick Trail, it’s about 0.5 miles up and down to the 2-mile loop. We recommend taking it clockwise as the overlooks build in intensity until the final point near the hitching posts and pit toilet. The commanding view of the North Kaibab switchbacks makes you appreciate that trail even more, while Roaring Springs, the Walhalla Plateau and the South Rim are all a feast for the eyeballs.
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Where Does All the Water Go?

Spend a few days exploring the Kaibab Plateau around the North Rim and you’ll notice something: there aren’t any streams here. It’s hardly for lack of water – after all, in winter there’s so much snow that the North Rim remains closed through May. What’s really happening is that the top layer of rock is karst limestone, which allows water to easily drain away into aquifers far beneath the surface. Over time, the water even dissolves the top layer of limestone, creating sinkholes. Greenland Lake, 1½ miles south of the junction with Point Imperial Rd, is an example of one such sinkhole – mud and silt here seal the bottom, allowing water from the spring runoff to collect inside.



Panoramic Views at Cape Final

HERE THERE BE MONSTERS

Hikes are usually about the journey, not the destination. But not this one – it’s all about the endpoint: an insider view of the massive Unkar Creek system framed by Juno and Juniper Temples.

Jutting out into the canyon, Cape Final (7916ft) is the easternmost finger of the North Rim mesa top, nearly directly opposite from the confluence of the Little Colorado and Colorado Rivers. The 2-mile approach through an open ponderosa forest is mostly flat and can feel somewhat monotonous, but it will reward your patience with a panorama of the massive Unkar Canyon system framed by the Juno and Juniper Temples.

After an initial, moderate, 10-minute incline of about 200ft, the trail levels off. About 1.5 miles in, a short side trail veers left to an overlook – take a few minutes to rehydrate before returning to the main trail. There is one more view before the trail narrows, turns rocky and descends 100ft over half a mile as the ponderosas give way to piñon, sagebrush and cliffrose. Your first prize-winning photo op: a flat, rocky triangle roughly 25ft by 25ft that juts over the canyon. Hike five more minutes through cactus and scramble up some boulders to Cape Final. Look for the imposing Vishnu Temple directly south, and note the Little Colorado River just beyond Juno Temple slicing through the Painted Desert toward the confluence.

The ease of this hike makes it great for children, but it’s a frighteningly dangerous overlook and there are no guardrails.

The Cape Final Trailhead is 12 miles south of the junction with Point Imperial Rd.
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Early Inhabitants

Archaeological evidence suggests that humans visited the Grand Canyon region as early as 11,500 BCE, toward the end of the last ice age. They were likely nomadic, following Pleistocene game animals like mammoths through a changing climate. As the environment warmed – creating expanded environmental zones and new opportunities for hunting – their descendants adapted and developed Archaic cultures. Evidence of the Late Archaic period (2000 BCE to 500 CE) found at the Grand Canyon includes dozens of elaborate split-twig animal figurines from four different caves that show no other signs of occupation. A few of these are pierced by small twigs (and one by cactus thorns) thought to represent arrows, and some were found in shrine-like arrangements. Archaeologists believe that nomadic groups used the caves for hunting rituals, and left these totems as offerings.



Archaeology at Walhalla Glades Pueblo

PEER INTO THE PAST

One mile down the road from the Cape Final Trailhead is the Walhalla Overlook (7998ft), which faces the Desert View Watchtower directly across the canyon and the great sweep of the Colorado River below, as it bends slowly to the west. On the opposite side of the road is the real point of interest, however, where a trail leads to the Walhalla Glades Pueblo.

Around 900 years ago, as the growth of the village on Unkar delta outpaced its farming output, a group of Ancestral Puebloans established a summer residence up here on the rim – likely migrating up to plant as the snow melted and returning to the canyon bottom at summer’s end. It’s a tiny site with only the remains of foundations to look at, but it’s still worth pausing here to imagine life in this challenging land.

The four main rooms and five smaller storage areas housed about 20 people on and off for almost a century. Over 100 farming sites scattered across the Walhalla Plateau and remains of storage areas on nearby sky islands (plateaus of rock separated from the mainland that offer some protection from marauding critters) indicate an extensive agricultural operation that may have helped feed the main community down by the river.

Excavations reveal that the site was occupied long before the masonry construction, and the compound was built over time through successive additions. Some rooms at Walhalla Glades did not have doors and were likely accessed via the roof. The main structure burned down late during its occupation, followed by the construction of more hastily built structures nearby.

Hiking the Cliff Spring Trail

SHADY REPOSE

Just before reaching the end of the road at Cape Royal is this easily overlooked trail to a natural spring. Just 1 mile roundtrip, the trail to Cliff Spring leads to a fern-covered seep under a long rock ledge. From the road, the trail immediately heads downhill, over loose rock and through the wood to an Ancestral Puebloan stone granary that was likely used to store corn, beans and squash. From there, it continues to a short, rocky descent into the ravine hugging the wall of a narrow side canyon before it passes under a rocky overhang, where the spring is located. Although short, the trail is overgrown, narrow and rocky, and may be challenging for some.

The spring itself is a tiny trickle emerging from the ground, forming a large puddle fringed with ferns and verdant thistle. A huge flat rock, cooled by steady breezes, invites you to sit a while and contemplate this hidden grotto. The scenery here is strikingly different from other North Rim trails: you’re intimately tucked away inside the canyon rather than standing high above it.

Look for the trailhead directly across the road from a small pullout on a curve 0.3 miles from Cape Royal. Do not drink from the spring: the water may be contaminated.
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BEST SUNRISES ON THE NORTH RIM

Point Imperial

Facing east, Point Imperial has an unimpeded view of the horizon and few spectators, making for some magical views.

Cape Royal

It’s a long way to go, but you can see everything from this superb vista point.

Bright Angel Point

Watch the sunrise warm the canyon’s features from this dramatic overlook, easily accessed from the lodge.

Grand Canyon Lodge

Even at the lodge, visitors remain quiet as the canyon walls slowly come alive in their pastel hues.



Teetering on the Edge at Cape Royal

HOLD ON TO YOUR HAT

Strategically located on the southernmost tip of the North Rim, high above the great westward turn of the Colorado River, Cape Royal takes in almost every major part of the Grand Canyon with thousand-mile views. Imposing Wotan’s Throne fills the foreground to the southwest, while solitary Vishnu Temple to the south evokes a sacred shrine from a distant land. Tiny Desert View Watchtower can be seen to the southwest. Another viewpoint back a few hundred feet and to the west provides an exhilarating guardrail-free experience not suitable for those with vertigo.

From the parking lot, follow the 0.4-mile (one way) paved, wheelchair-accessible, somewhat-shaded trail, which is lined with interpretive signs about local plants and animals, and takes in several fine viewpoints. Halfway to Cape Royal Point, detour out to Angels Window, a natural arch in the Kaibab Limestone that has to be seen to be believed. Follow the trail to stand on top of the formation for a photo to remember, but don’t lose your balance as you stare down at the plummeting views into the Unkar Creek Drainage.
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Arizona Trail

Stretching the length of Arizona from Mexico to Utah, the Arizona Trail covers 800 continuous miles and connects the best of Arizona’s diverse landscapes, including the Grand Canyon. Sections of the AZ Trail make excellent day hikes, and mountain bikes are allowed everywhere except below the rim – though some through riders strap their bikes to their backs and hike the Rim-to-Rim portion. The trail is divided into 43 passages; the North Rim is passage 39, extending 12 miles from the North Kaibab Trailhead to the boundary with the Kaibab National Forest. Most through hikers complete the entire trail in six to eight weeks.



Backpacking the Nankoweap Trail

AN EPIC DESERT JOURNEY

The fact that the Nankoweap Trail is the hardest trail in the park cannot be overemphasized. John Wesley Powell improved an old Native American route to study geology in the 1880s, and little has changed since. Expect a grueling, waterless 14-mile trek (one way) that, at times, narrows down to about a foot wide, where a single misstep can have deadly consequences. The reward for this epic, exhausting and miserable undertaking? Ancient granaries high above the Colorado, which frame one of the canyon’s most sublime river views.

The route is slow going, and most backpackers overnight on Marion Point or Tilted Mesa – the only flat spots available – both going and returning. Start at either end of the Saddle Mountain Trail (the north trailhead means tackling a 3.5-mile 500ft ascent, while the west trailhead gives you a 3-mile 1000ft descent), which connects to the Nankoweap Trail at the park boundary. The route hugs the edge of the canyon as it traverses along the Supai group with narrow sections not suitable for anyone overweight or afraid of heights. After about 2 miles it reaches Marion Point, a great micro-campsite and excellent turnaround point for day hikers. Stash water here for your return trip.

From Marion Point to Tilted Mesa, the trail continues traversing for a few miles more before descending the ridge between Little Nankoweap and Nankoweap Drainages via a pair of 8ft down-climbs through sandstone cliffs. From there, the exposure lessens, but the trail steepens and the tread loosens as you descend rapidly to Nankoweap Creek, your first source of water. It’s then 3 miles of ankle-twisting wash-bed walking to the Nankoweap Delta, the Colorado River, and – if you’re lucky – a river trip willing to share their cold beer. Stay awhile: the endless side canyons of Nankoweap can entertain desert explorers for days. Plan on two long days for the hike out.

Do not attempt this trail unless you are extremely fit, and have completed several other overnight inner-canyon trips without major mishap.
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Early Agriculture

About 1000 years ago precipitation in the region was more abundant, and for roughly 150 years, the Grand Canyon experienced a heyday of farming. Taking advantage of the subtle shift in climate, bands of Ancestral Puebloans spread out, strengthened and flourished. While the canyon was by no means lush, the high water table, increased precipitation and wide alluvial terraces made it more agriculturally productive than it would be today. Pottery sherds and extensive building foundations in places like Chuar and Nankoweap indicate that despite difficult access, farming communities thrived in the inner canyon. However, for an unknown reason – perhaps drought or warfare – by 1300 the Grand Canyon had become merely an echo of its once-thriving agrarian past.




Getting Around

Exploring Cape Royal Rd involves driving 20 miles of slow, twisty roads through dense stands of evergreens and aspen to get to the most spectacular overlooks. There’s an additional 5-mile detour to Point Imperial.






NORTH RIM BACKCOUNTRY
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For adventurers, there’s no place quite like the wilds of the North Rim. Miles and miles of rugged dirt roads lead to solitary viewpoints and unmaintained trails, and any expedition here should be regarded as a serious undertaking, where the only other people around will be the ones you are traveling with.

Places like Tuweep and Thunder River cast an unusual spell: while getting there requires some serious resolve, once you’ve arrived, you may find you don’t want to leave. It’s barren, desolate, and you won’t find services of any kind; in short, it’s awesome in every way.

The most important piece of equipment you’ll be taking on some of the following expeditions may be your truck. For the more rugged undertakings, you’ll need a high-clearance 4WD, with appropriate all-terrain tires, in order to make the trip successfully. If the route description or ranger office says a small SUV or Subaru won’t cut it, then don’t take unnecessary risks.
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SIGHTS

1 East Rim View

2 Marble Viewpoint

3 Saddle Mountain Wilderness

4 Swamp Point

5 Toroweap Overlook

6 Vasey’s Paradise

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7 North Bass Trailhead

8 South Canyon Trailhead

9 Thunder River Trailhead

SLEEPING

10 Kaibab Lodge




TOP TIP

If you’re driving into the backcountry, make sure to bring extra food, water, warm clothing, a shovel, topo maps and spare tires, as well as a satellite messenger like a Garmin InReach, in case you need to be rescued or your vehicle breaks down.




Hiking on the South Canyon Route

DIFFICULT BUT REWARDING DAY HIKE

This is not so much a trail as it is an expert route-finding fiesta in the northeast end of the park, which descends to the dramatic Redwall narrows of Marble Canyon and the Colorado River. The South Canyon Route (13 miles round-trip) is easiest to reach from Hwy 89A, east of Jacob Lake.

Start at the top of the Kaibab limestone, the same layer that makes up the North Rim – it’s 3300ft lower here due to the East Kaibab Monocline dramatically jutting up to the west. From the parking area, the trail descends a chute toward the canyon floor and requires some scrambling, navigating a few tight switchbacks and a little bit of downclimbing, leaving you no doubt what you’re up against.

Once you achieve the bottom, it’s a brushy, boulder-hopping good time to a pair of pour-overs that are best skirted by following the rock cairns on the south side of the drainage. The final Redwall narrows are dramatic and inviting, but stick to the goat path on the north side of the canyon that routes you up and over through the Supai to a break in the Redwall above the Colorado River. Just downriver, explorers found 4000-year-old split-twig figurines in the now-closed Stanton’s Cave, and just beyond, the riparian oasis of Vasey’s Paradise is home to an endangered species of snail.

The trailhead is 85 miles from Grand Canyon Lodge via Hwy 67 and 89A. Turn south off Hwy 89A at mile marker 559.5 on Buffalo Ranch Rd through House Rock Valley; from here it’s 20 miles of rough washboard dirt driving suitable for most vehicles if they go slow. After 18 miles, turn left onto Fire Rd 632 for about 2 miles to a small signed parking area.
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Baaj Nwaavjo I’tah Kukveni

On August 8, 2023, President Biden designated a new national monument in Arizona: Baaj Nwaavjo I’tah Kukveni – Ancestral Footprints of the Grand Canyon. Offering protection to both the local watershed and thousands of cultural and sacred Native sites, the national monument encompasses one million acres spread across three separate parcels of federal land on the Grand Canyon’s North and South Rims. The name originates from two separate terms: baaj nwaavjo means ‘where indigenous peoples roam’ in Havasupai, and i’tah kukveni means ‘our ancestral footprints’ in Hopi. An increased focus on protecting land that is culturally important to Native Americans has spurred the creation of several new protected areas across the Southwest in recent years, including Bears Ears in Utah and Avi Kwa Ame in Nevada.



Detour to Marble Viewpoint

A UNIQUE PERSPECTIVE

A favorite out of the many Kaibab National Forest overlooks, this east-side viewpoint makes a hauntingly spectacular picnic or camping spot. From the bald 1-acre hilltop – covered with Indian paintbrush and hiding Coconino sandstone fossils – views extend over the eastern edge of the canyon to the paper-flat expanse beyond. This is not a quintessential Grand Canyon overlook that you’ll see in postcards; you’re looking down to where the Colorado cuts into the plateau downstream of Lees Ferry.

From Hwy 67, head east on Forest Rd 610 and follow the signs. The point is about 18 miles from the highway (6 miles before the park entrance), and the road seems to end at a less-impressive overlook; take the narrow road through the woods to the right about 300ft to Marble Viewpoint proper. Dispersed campsites are scattered along the treeline back from the overlook itself.
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Descending the North Bass Trail

CENTURY-OLD TOURIST CAMP

This trail is relentlessly steep, overgrown and challenging to navigate, but it rewards with rushing Shinumo Creek and hidden sections of polished canyon narrows. One of the more difficult routes in the park, the historic North Bass Trail (13.5 miles one way) was constructed in 1901 by miner and tour operator William Wallace Bass to continue his South Bass Trail, which brought tourists to his camp.

The North Bass Trail starts at Swamp Point, immediately dropping 1 mile to Muav Saddle and a historic ranger cabin. From there it’s about 2.6 miles to a natural bridge hiding on the east side of the canyon. This is also a natural turnaround for day hikers – you’ve got 2500ft of climbing back to your car.

The trail then skirts along the top of the Redwall on the right side of White Creek for another mile before dropping sharply back down to the drainage. Follow the wash for about 2 miles, bypassing any obstacles via cairned goat paths to the right until you reach the top of the Tapeats narrows. Here the trail veers out of the creek bed to the right, executing a long and hot traverse before dropping down to gushing Shinumo Creek 10 miles from the trailhead. There are decent camps here, and the Tapeats narrows of White Creek are begging to be explored – from both the top and the bottom.

After reaching Shinumo Creek it’s another 1.7 miles of brushy hike to Bass’ old camp, and 1.5 miles more – over a steep, hot saddle left of the creek – to gain the Colorado River. Many hikers bail on the river bid, and instead are content to play in the narrows downstream of Bass Camp. Plan on 18 hours of hiking for the 5300ft climb out.

This is a remote and little-used route, as evidenced by the time we left our knife at an obvious lunch spot next to the trail, only to recover it a year later. Swamp Point is located roughly 20 miles (1¼ hours) west of the Kaibab Lodge; reach it via forest service roads – a map is essential.



William  Wallace Bass

One of the earliest tour operators in the Grand Canyon, Bill Bass was born in Indiana in 1849 and grew up in New Jersey. After being diagnosed with an aortic aneurysm in his early 20s, doctors concluded that there wasn’t much he could do to improve his deteriorating health outside of moving to the Southwest. He bounced around from place to place before finally landing at the Grand Canyon in 1883, where he befriended several Havasupai and established a homestead at Havasupai Point, far to the west of today’s Hermits Rest. Although an unlikely spot for a tourist camp, Bass’s enthusiasm for the Grand Canyon and tireless work in improving trails down to the river and beyond – including a tramway across the Colorado and even an orchard on the other side – wound up attracting thousands of visitors, including well-known figures like John Muir and Henry Ford.



Views from East Rim

SPRING WILDFLOWERS AND AUTUMN COLORS

With views east into the Saddle Mountain Wilderness, Marble Canyon and the Vermilion Cliffs, this easily accessible overlook (elevation 8810ft) is suitable for strollers and wheelchairs. In fact, it’s so easy to reach, it’s amazing there aren’t more people out here. East Rim doesn’t offer the inviting picnic and camping opportunities of Marble Viewpoint, but it’s a beautiful spot. From the overlook you can hike the East Rim Trail 1.5 miles down, and from there connect to longer hikes.

The Arizona Trail runs past the overlook; turn right to take this trail about 6.5 miles to the Park Boundary Trailhead. Look for the signed turn-off from Hwy 67 just south of Kaibab Lodge; a parking lot with a bathroom is about 3 miles up a gravel road off the highway.
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A Tilted Landscape

If you descend into the North Rim, one thing you’ll eventually notice is that the side canyons on this side of the river are deeper and longer than those on the South Rim. Not only does the higher-altitude North Rim catch more precipitation from storms and winter snow, the entire Colorado Plateau is also tilted at an angle. This means that over here, moisture runoff drains into the canyon (albeit underground), while on the south side, the similarly tilted plateau means that moisture flows away from the canyon. This phenomenon even affects water sources: all of the drinking water on the busier South Rim has to be piped over from the North Rim springs and Bright Angel Creek.



Backpacking the Thunder River Trail

BOOMING DESERT WATERFALLS

The crown jewel of North Rim backpacking is a hot, miserable trail connecting an embarrassment of waterfalls, swimming holes and slot canyons. By combining Thunder River and Tapeats Creek trails with a 3-mile scramble along the Colorado River to Deer Creek, you create an epic adventure that highlights everything people love about the Grand Canyon – including the profound suffering.

Thunder River Trail (10.2 to 11.4 miles one way) officially starts at Indian Hollow, but most hikers opt to descend the Bill Hall Trail, shaving 2.5 miles off the trip. From the Bill Hall junction, it’s 3 miles of relatively flat walking through the barren and beautiful slickrock marked by cairns. After recent rainstorms, you may find water pockets but don’t count on them. Turn around here for an excellent day hike, or else the trail then drops abruptly through the Supai and Redwall formations, losing 1300ft in a mile to Surprise Valley. If you thought you were hot before, surprise! This stretch is the devil’s frying pan.

Here, routes diverge. Either head east to Thunder River, or west to Deer Creek. We prefer east, crossing 1.2 miles of flat, shadeless misery to drop another grueling 1300ft in a mile. This time, however, you get to stop at Thunder River Spring, which gushes an awesome amount of water out of the Redwall. The water flows through an extensive cave system in the Redwall, accessible with proper equipment and nerves of steel.

After reaching the riparian jungle of Tapeats Creek, there’s a camp downstream and another near the Colorado River 2.2 miles beyond. An unofficial goat path connects Tapeats Creek with Deer Creek via the river – a 3-mile scramble that will take a few hours and involves lining packs (bring rope) and full-on climbing. Expect to see a river trip or two (or three) docked at Deer Creek, as this is one of the iconic stops in the Grand Canyon, and for good reason: Deer Creek Falls bursts out of a sensuous slot canyon to violently plunge 180ft to a swimming hole below.

There’s a campground and toilets 1 mile up the Deer Creek Trail from the river (the narrows are off-limits) and from there, it’s a grueling 2.2 miles back to Surprise Valley, the Thunder River Trail, and the two-day slog back home. The Bill Hall Trailhead is located roughly 23 miles west (1½ hours) of the Kaibab Lodge; reach it via forest service road 22.
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Coconino & Kaibab Plateau Aquifers

The tiny seeps and roaring springs that shoot out of the canyon walls are epicenters of life and activity. These micro-wetlands support 500 times as many plant species as the surrounding hills, yet they make up less than 0.01% of the Grand Canyon’s landscape. They are fed by a network of poorly understood aquifers that scientists are studying to assess the risk of long-term depletion due to population increases in the Southwest. If water use in the region doubles over the next 50 years – as many predict – these seeps may dry up as the aquifers are drawn down, leading to the collapse of vital riparian ecosystems and the species that depend on them.



Driving to Tuweep & Toroweap Point

RUGGED OFF-ROAD ADVENTURE

Sometimes you need to put the world back into perspective – to experience what it feels like to be absolutely insignificant, completely alone and incredibly alive. Welcome to Tuweep. Not only does it have what is quite possibly the most dramatic overlook in the Grand Canyon, but it’s also located where the Middle of Nowhere goes when it needs to get away from it all.

And while the Toroweap Overlook – a dizzying, near-vertical 3000ft above the river – certainly gets the heart pounding, there’s an even bigger thrill that comes from being wholly immersed in the raw desert landscape. There’s no visitor center, no grocery stores, no gas stations, no phone service, no water, and not even much of a road. It’s just you and the canyon – and it won’t even notice your existence.

Half the fun of Tuweep is getting here. The most reliable route leaves Hwy 389 eight miles west of Fredonia and 82 miles north of Grand Canyon Lodge. Turn south on county road 109 (it’s signed) and begin the 62 miles of dirt road that alternates from monotonous to bone-jarring to sandy to completely washed out. High-clearance 4WD vehicles are required, and the sharp limestone rocks are notorious for shredding tires. Locals commonly carry two full-sized spare tires, assorted patches and a heavy-duty pump. Fully prepare to spend the night somewhere you are not expecting.

Know that your GPS lies to you, and will probably break anyway, so be sure to pick up the Arizona Strip Visitor Map from the Bureau of Land Management.

Around 46 miles from the highway, look for Mt Trumbull Rd. If you have the time (make the time), take a 5-mile detour to the west to a small parking lot and a 0.5-mile walk to Nampaweap Petroglyphs carved into the lava rock. Back on route, the Tuweep Ranger Station should be about 55 miles from the highway. The campground – by permit only; get one in advance from the Backcountry Information Center – is another 5.4 miles, and the overlook is a mile beyond that.

Aside from the dramatic scenery, Tuweep provides balcony seats for the boat rodeo of Lava Falls: often described as the exclamation point at the end of the Grand Canyon. From this vantage point, you may even hear the cheers and screams as people successfully navigate – or not – the roiling waters and cheese-grater rocks.

A few trails near the campground make for fine day trips. Strike out on the Tuckup Trail for excellent esplanade exploration, but know that you likely won’t cover the full 60 miles. A more manageable 1.5-mile Saddle Horse Loop Trail leaves the campground across from site number 5 for additional river views.
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Grand Canyon-Parashant National Monument

At the western fringes of the Grand Canyon National Park is the Grand Canyon-Parashant National Monument, which, let’s be honest, is a place you’ve probably never heard of. Not quite as massive as the national park, but still larger than the state of Rhode Island, GCP doesn’t have a single paved road in over 1 million acres of wilderness, which means visitors are as rare as drops of rain. Hiking trails, ancient rock art, geology, abandoned mines and access to Tuweep are the main reasons that people make the effort to get here. Be aware that there are no visitor services, and you must have a 4WD to navigate the roads. Access is usually via St George (Utah) or Fredonia (Arizona).




Getting Around

None of these remote destinations are served by paved roads; while a regular car will do fine on graded dirt roads (such as the one serving Marble Viewpoint), more rugged tracks require 4WD. Even when distances are short, remember that you’ll be traveling a maximum of 25 mph in many places, so be sure to budget adequate time for travel.






THE ARIZONA STRIP


[image: jpg]

Wedged between the Grand Canyon and Utah, the vast Arizona Strip is one of the state’s most remote and sparsely populated regions. Only about 6000 people live here, in relative isolation, many of them members of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS), who defy US law by practicing polygamy.

Larger than Vermont, this 14,000-sq-mile region is traversed by only one major road – Hwy 89A. It crosses the Colorado River at Marble Canyon before getting sandwiched by the crimson-hued Vermilion Cliffs to the north and House Rock Valley to the south. Desert scrub gives way to piñon and juniper as the highway climbs up the Kaibab Plateau to enter the Kaibab National Forest. At Jacob Lake is the Hwy 67 spur that leads to the Grand Canyon’s North Rim. Lees Ferry, the put-in for Grand Canyon river trips, is the main hub of activity here.
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SIGHTS

1 Navajo Bridge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Cathedral Wash

3 Lees Ferry

4 Lees Ferry Anglers

5 Marble Canyon Outfitters

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Jacob Lake

SLEEPING

7 Cliff Dwellers Lodge

8 Jacob Lake Campground

9 Jacob Lake Inn

10 Lees Ferry Campground

11 Lees Ferry Lodge/Vermilion Cliffs Bar & Grill




TOP TIP

The main town in the Arizona Strip is postage stamp–sized Fredonia, 30 miles northwest of Jacob Lake. Here you’ll find the North Kaibab Ranger District Office, where you can pick up info on hiking and camping. If you have car troubles, contact Judd Auto Service.



Cookies & Coffee at Jacob Lake

LAST CALL

This is it: the last (and oddly lakeless) outpost of civilization before reaching the North Rim. Don’t get too excited: all you’ll find in Jacob Lake is a motel with a restaurant, campground, gift shop, gas station and the helpful USFS Kaibab Plateau Visitor Center. From here, Hwy 67 runs south for 44 miles past meadows, aspen and ponderosa pine to the Grand Canyon.

You might as well make it count: grab a coffee or iced tea at the horseshoe diner and let yourself be surprised by dishes as adventurous as mountain trout almondine or pork schnitzel in ‘Kaibab hunter’s sauce’. There’s also an ice-cream counter and a great bakery, famed for its cookies. Try the Cookie in a Cloud, a cakey cookie topped with marshmallows and chocolate.

As you drive into the park, be sure to take note of the Kaibab Lodge, 25.5 miles away – if you plan on doing any off-road exploring, the lodge is a useful landmark.
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Historic Lookouts

In addition to various hikes, the Kaibab Plateau has a unique historic feature: three steel towers, all on the National Register of Historic Places, that are still used as fire lookouts. Built in 1934, the towers in Big Springs and Jacob Lake stand 100ft tall, while the one in Dry Park, built in 1944, is 120ft tall. You can drive out to any of them and climb up and up and up for great views, but be warned that they sway in any kind of wind – not for the faint of heart. Though the lookout rooms at the top are locked, someone staffs them from May through October and they’ll usually let you in. The easiest to reach is the Jacob Lake tower; it’s on Hwy 67 about 1 mile south of Jacob Lake Inn.



WHERE TO CAMP IN THE ARIZONA STRIP

Lees Ferry Campground

With 54 river-view sites along with drinking water and toilets, it’s strikingly pretty. First-come, first-served. $

DeMotte Campground

Thirty-eight sites perched on the edge of a meadow teeming with wildlife, 6 miles north of the park entrance. $

Jacob Lake Campground

Fifty-one single sites scattered among the ponderosas, across from Jacob Lake Inn. $

Cross-Country Skiing

KICK AND GLIDE

Once the first heavy snowfall closes Hwy 67 into the park (as early as late October or as late as January), you can cross-country ski the 44 miles to the rim. A backcountry permit ($10) is required for an overnight stay; request the permit at least two weeks in advance if you want to receive it by mail.

In the park, you can camp at the campground (no water, but pit toilets are available); check the park website for details about at-large camping areas. You can ski any of the rim trails, though none are groomed. For more information call the Backcountry Information Center – South Rim between 1pm and 5pm. The closest ski rental is in Flagstaff.
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Cross the Navajo Bridge

800FT ARCH

About 14 miles past the Hwy 89–Hwy 89A fork, Hwy 89A crosses the Colorado River on the Navajo Bridge. Actually, there are two bridges: one built in 1995, and the original construction that dates to 1929. Walking across the latter, you’ll enjoy fabulous views down Marble Canyon to the northeast lip of the Grand Canyon. The Navajo Bridge Interpretive Center on the west bank has info about the bridges, as well as the area’s natural wonders. Look up – California condors are often spotted overhead – and look down, too, to possibly catch a view of rafting groups who’ve recently left nearby Lees Ferry on the start of their river journey through the Grand Canyon. On the east side of the bridge is the Antelope Canyon Interpretative Market, a good place to browse for Navajo handicrafts.



John D Lee

Lees Ferry was named for John D Lee, one of the leaders of the grisly 1857 Mountain Meadows Massacre in southwestern Utah, in which a Mormon militia disguised themselves as Paiutes and brutally murdered 120 emigrants from Arkansas. While the exact motives for the attack are unclear, it came at a time of heightened tensions between the Mormons and the US government, and there was a real fear that the territory Mormons believed to be theirs would soon be invaded.

To escape prosecution, Lee moved his wives and children to this remote outpost, where they lived at the Lonely Dell Ranch and operated the only ferry service for many miles around. Lee was the only person who was ever tried in court. He was eventually tracked down and executed in 1877, but the ferry service continued until the Navajo Bridge opened in 1929.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN THE ARIZONA STRIP

Jacob Lake Inn

Variety of lodging: no-frills cabins, well-worn motel rooms and spacious modern doubles. $

Cliff Dwellers Lodge

Roadside lodge, charmingly set at the base of enormous cliffs 10 miles west of Navajo Bridge. $

Lees Ferry Lodge

Ten rustic, comfortable rooms, plus a restaurant-bar. It’s 3 miles west of Marble Canyon. $

Fishing, Hiking & Camping at Lees Ferry

WHERE THE RAFTING BEGINS

Lees Ferry was the site of the region’s original ferry crossing and of Charles Spencer’s 1910 effort to extract gold from the surrounding hills. Today it’s the launching area for rafting trips down the Colorado through the Grand Canyon. Nearby, Lonely Dell Ranch provided for families who worked at the crossing in the 1880s and ’90s. The log cabins and a pioneer cemetery remain, as well as an idyllic orchard where visitors are welcome to pick (and eat) the fruit.

Though the main ranch buildings lie only about 700ft up a dirt road from the parking area, a walking tour of the entire ranch is a 1-mile round-trip. Look for the shared grave of the Johnson boys. As the story goes, a passing family didn’t have money to pay for the ferry, so Warren Johnson, who took over operations from Lee, granted them passage in exchange for the clothes of the travelers’ dead child. Within weeks, the five Johnson boys were dead, infected with an illness carried on the clothes.

On the drive in, look for Cathedral Wash, a splendid little canyoneering adventure that descends 1½ miles to the Colorado River. There are two dry falls that must be bypassed as you make your way down the wash (go right both times); casual hikers may want to turn around at the first, as good scrambling skills are needed. Expect to get your feet wet. The wash is located 1.4 miles up the Lees Ferry access road on your right.

Nearby Lees Ferry Anglers (leesferry.com) and Marble Canyon Outfitters (leesferryflyfishing.com) both run fly-fishing trips on the river in addition to offering accommodation.



California Condors

The critically endangered California condor’s near-miraculous return from the brink of extinction has made it the poster child of Grand Canyon conservation efforts. Today, over 100 wild California condors call the Vermillion Cliffs home, and spotting one of these massive prehistoric birds take flight is a highlight of any visit. A viewing site is located at the base of the cliffs, off Hwy 89A. For your best shot at seeing the birds, bring binoculars (there’s a viewfinder here, but don’t count on it working). Nesting sites are easy to locate – follow the trail of white bird droppings up the cliffs. If coming from Vermilion Cliffs or Navajo Bridge, the site is located on the way to Jacob Lake. Turn right on House Rock Rd – the release site is located 2 miles north.



Pipe Spring’s Monument to History

HISTORIC SPRING

A vital source of water for desert flora and fauna, the Ancestral Puebloans, the Paiute and for the Mormons who followed them into this stark, stunning country, Pipe Spring is now a monument to pioneer history. Visitors can experience the Old West amid cabins and corrals, an orchard, ponds and a garden. There’s a museum with regular guided tours throughout the day and, in summer, rangers and costumed volunteers reenact various pioneer tasks.

The Mormon fort, built by one AP Winsor over the natural spring that made the site so important, never saw a shot fired in anger. It later became the central structure of the ranch that developed here in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The small museum examines the turbulent history of local Paiutes and Mormon settlers. The monument is located 14 miles southwest of Fredonia on Hwy 389.


Getting Around

Highway 89A cuts through the Arizona Strip, west from Marble Canyon to Jacob Lake and Fredonia; here it heads north to Kanab (where it rejoins Hwy 89) and Zion National Park in Utah. Access to the North Rim is via Hwy 67, at Jacob Lake.






PAGE
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An enormous lake tucked into a landlocked swath of desert? You can guess how popular it is to play in the spangly waters of Lake Powell. Part of the Glen Canyon National Recreation Area, the country’s second-largest artificial reservoir was created by the construction of Glen Canyon Dam from 1956 to 1966. To house the scores of workers, an entire town, Page, was built from scratch near the dam. Straddling the Utah–Arizona border, the 186-mile-long lake has 1960 miles of empty shoreline set amid striking red-rock formations, sharply cut canyons and dramatic desert scenery.

The gateway to Lake Powell is the small town of Page, where guided tours to Antelope Canyon – whose mesmerizing sandstone swirls adorn screensavers everywhere – depart like clockwork year-round. Also here is the dramatic curve of Horseshoe Bend, the most photographed feature along the Colorado River. Hwy 89 (N Lake Powell Blvd in town) is the main strip.
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SIGHTS

1 Antelope Canyon

2 Antelope Point

3 Glen Canyon Dam

4 Horseshoe Bend

5 John Wesley Powell Museum

ACTIVITIES

6 Hanging Garden

7 Lake Powell

8 The Chains

EATING

9 Big John’s Texas BBQ

10 BirdHouse

11 K-Pop Kitchen

12 Ranch House Grille

13 Slacker

14 State 48 Tavern

SLEEPING

15 Best Western View of Lake Powell Hotel

16 Desert Canyon Inn

17 Shash Diné EcoRetreat

INFORMATION

18 Carl B Hayden Visitor Center




TOP TIP

For regional tourist information, stop by the Hub Information Center in downtown Page. Staff can help you book slot canyon and boating tours, and distribute numerous brochures for adventure outfitters and water-sport rental companies.
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Slot Canyons

Slot canyons are mystical, mysterious places where it feels like you’ve been granted access to some hidden wrinkle on the earth’s surface. Their beauty is enthralling, but also slightly unsettling – it’s almost as if you can intuit just how much raw energy has gone into forming them. If you’ve ever been in the desert when it rains, then you know: the ground doesn’t absorb any water at all. It all gets funneled into the nearest drainage, where the runoff continues to pick up speed as it zips into the drainage, and then the next, and the next... It’s in this way that over 1000 slot canyons across the Southwest have come into being over the millennia, eroded by raging floods as all that water concentrates into a single outlet, sweeping up boulders, trees, animals and whatever else happens to get caught in its path.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN PAGE

Shash Diné EcoRetreat

Experience the beauty of the Navajo land up close at this family ranch; 12 miles southwest of Page. $$

Desert Canyon Inn

One- and three-bedroom apartments are dated but comfortable, with full kitchens. $$

Best Western

Perched on the edge of a hill overlooking Glen Canyon Dam, this is a good option. $$

Antelope Canyon Tours

A PHOTOGRAPHER’S DREAM

Unearthly in its beauty, Antelope Canyon is possibly the most famous slot canyon in the world. Located on the Navajo Reservation, a few miles east of Page, it’s open by tour only. Wind and water have carved sandstone into an astonishingly sensuous temple of nature where light and shadow play hide and seek. It’s less than a city block long (about a quarter mile), a symphony of shapes and textures that are a photographer’s dream.

Many visitors plan trips to Page just to experience Antelope, which is divided into two sections, Upper and Lower. The Navajo names for both sides hint at what to expect: the Upper Canyon is Tsé bighánílíní (‘The place where water runs through rocks’) and the Lower Canyon is known as Hasdestwazi (‘Spiral rock arches’).

The Upper Canyon is more accessible and appropriate for small children, while the Lower Canyon involves steep staircases and is considered more beautiful. Tours can be booked through one of several local outfitters, such as Ken’s Tours or Ekis’ Antelope Canyon Tours. Reservations are essential in high season and to secure a particular tour time (noon tours receive the best light); otherwise, walk-ins are served on a first-come, first-served basis.

If you’re discouraged by the crowds, consider visiting a different canyon instead. Canyon X (antelopecanyon-x.com) and Waterhole (waterholecanyonexperience.com) are both similar, but less well known.

One other possibility is to visit Antelope Canyon by kayak. Because the canyon exits into Lake Powell, the final 1.5 miles are publicly accessible, with the catch that you need to paddle there. This is definitely a fun adventure, with a bit more freedom to explore, though the canyon walls are not quite as high here as the main section. Several boat-rental companies run tours.



WIRE PASS

Intrigued by the slot canyon experience? Another nearby canyon to explore is Wire Pass, just across the state line in Utah.



History at the John Wesley Powell Museum

THE RIVER RUNNERS’ HALL OF FAME

In 1869, the one-armed John Wesley Powell led the first Colorado River expedition through the Grand Canyon. Fascinated by reports about the canyon from previous explorers, Powell cobbled together a team of nine volunteers and secured private funding and government support to finance an expedition down the Colorado. They set out from Green River, Wyoming, with four self-designed wooden boats, laden with thousands of pounds of scientific equipment and 10 months’ worth of food.

The waters of the Colorado in the ‘big canyon’ were not particularly kind. The crew portaged their heavy equipment around some rapids and ran others. The hot sun baked their skin. Boats sprung leaks and one sunk (along with much of the food). Powell took notes on the geology and natural history as his crew scrambled over sharp cliffs, taking measurements and examining rocks, canyons and streams. All the while they subsided on meager rations of flour, coffee and dried apples. Powell called the Grand Canyon their ‘granite prison’.

On August 27 the expedition came to a particularly wild rapid, where three men finally called it quits; after much discussion, they abandoned the journey and were never seen again. The river runners, meanwhile, made it through Separation Rapid without incident. Two days later, Powell and his remaining crew members exited the canyon near present-day Lake Mead.

If you’d like to learn more about the expedition, the small John Wesley Powell Museum in Page is definitely worth tracking down: it displays memorabilia of the early river runners, including a model of Powell’s boat, with photos and illustrations of his excursions. It also has exhibits on geology, paleontology and the history of Page. The museum was fully renovated in 2023.
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Which Time Is It?

In this part of the country, you’ll often find yourself unknowingly crossing the borders of Arizona, Navajo tribal land, and Utah. In itself this doesn’t really matter – unless you’re trying to keep track of time (say, for a tour or boat rental return). Arizona is the only Western state not to observe daylight saving time, and so is one hour behind its neighbors from spring through fall. Even though the Navajo Reservation is mostly in Arizona, it does observe daylight saving time, so it is in the same time zone as Utah and New Mexico, where the rest of the reservation is located. Confusingly, the small Hopi Reservation, which is surrounded by Navajo land, is on Arizona time.



WHERE TO EAT IN PAGE

State 48 Tavern

Imaginative menu, ranging from gorgonzola burgers to kimchi BBQ fries to coconut shrimp tacos. $$

K-Pop Kitchen

Awesome choice of Korean standards at this family-run kitchen, which was relocated from LA. $$

Big John’s Texas BBQ

Casual open-air space that was once a gas station; feast on pulled-pork sandwiches and ribs. $

BirdHouse

Fried chicken – with waffles, on a sandwich, or finger-lickin style – and cold beer. $

Slackers

Great lunch spot: the chalkboard menu includes excellent burgers, subs, salads and kids’ meals. $

Ranch House Grille

Not much ambience but the food here is good, the portions huge and the service fast. $

Experiencing Horseshoe Bend

THE COLORADO’S MOST FAMOUS FEATURE

If you only have time for one activity in the region, make sure it’s the 1.2-mile round-trip hike to the overlook at Horseshoe Bend. Calling the view here ‘dramatic’ is an understatement – the overlook sits on sheer cliffs that drop 1000ft to the Colorado River below, as it carves a perfect horseshoe through the Navajo sandstone. Do be careful while framing that perfect photo, however; despite there being safety railings, at least one or two tourists continue to fall to their death each year. The trailhead is south of Page off Hwy 89, just past mile 545; you’ll need to pay a parking fee.

If you’ve got a bit of an adventurous streak, consider a more up-close look and sign up for a kayak or SUP tour. Paddlers put in at Lees Ferry and are then brought upstream by backhaul boat (30 minutes); you then have the rest of the day to float the 15 miles (or less – you choose) back to Lees Ferry at your own pace. There are even five boater campgrounds in this stretch should you wish to spend the night.



Glen Canyon Dam

The second-tallest dam in the United States is Glen Canyon, standing at 710ft. Built over the course of a decade (1956–1966), the dam plays a key role in the flawed seven-state compact that has divided up the water rights of the Colorado River since 1922. Without the dam, it’s unlikely that the Upper Basin states would be able to both guarantee enough water for the Lower Basin states and retain enough water for their own use. However, the dam has plenty of critics, and the reduced flow of the Colorado River over the past two decades has raised troubling questions about its future. Stop by the Carl B Hayden Visitor Center (free) next to the dam to learn more and for the great overlook. If nothing else, it is an amazing feat of engineering. Photos can be taken from the steel-arch bridge on Hwy 89.




Paddling Lake Powell

STAYING COOL IN THE DESERT

Lake Powell stretches for more than 185 miles, surrounded by millions of acres of desert incorporated into the Glen Canyon National Recreation Area. Water laps against stunning, multihued cliffs that rise hundreds of feet; narrow channels and tributary canyons twist off in every direction. Even as water levels have continued to drop over the decades (in 2023, after record snowfall, the water level was only at 33% capacity;), it’s remained a popular spot for all types of recreational boating, from week-long houseboat excursions to a half-day standup paddleboarding (SUP). Bear in mind, however, that you may not be able to access your intended destination by boat if the water has dried up. For some travelers, however, this is an unexpected gift: the receding water levels have revealed a maze of canyons that are sometimes called ‘America’s lost national park’.

On the Arizona side, there are two marinas, the easily accessible Wahweap (6 miles northwest of Page) and the more peaceful Antelope Point (8 miles east of Page). If you’re interested in a day trip in a kayak or SUP, contact Lake Powell Paddleboards in town; they can set you up with a boat rental or guided trip.

The lake’s most popular destination used to be Rainbow Bridge National Monument (Nonnezoshi), a sacred Navajo site and the largest natural bridge in the world, at 290ft high and 275ft wide. In the past, almost all visitors arrived by boat (lakepowell.com), followed by a 1.2-mile round-trip hike. In recent years, though, the lake’s water levels have dropped too much and larger boats have been unable to dock; most tours have thus been suspended. The monument is located on the south shore of Lake Powell in Utah, about 50 miles by water from Wahweap Marina.

You can camp anywhere along Lake Powell’s shoreline – in addition to the four official RV campgrounds – but tent campers beware: in late spring and summer it might feel hotter than the surface of Mercury out there, and there is little shade. Also be mindful that your car doesn’t get stuck in the sand.


BEST HIKES IN PAGE

Hanging Garden

A 1.2-mile out-and-back hike to a lush band of greenery tucked under red-rock cliffs. Look for the hiker sign on Hwy 89 between Page and Glen Canyon Dam.

Rim Trail

This 10-mile multiuse trail circumnavigates the town and offers views of the desert and Lake Powell.

The Chains

Continue past Hanging Garden Trailhead to a scramble on slickrock formations for a view of the dam.

The Beehives

Fantastic 2-mile ramble through the aptly named slickrock formations just west of the dam.




Getting Around

Page is located on Hwy 89, on the east side of the Colorado River. The highway continues west toward Kanab (Utah) and south to Flagstaff. Access to the Grand Canyon is via Hwy 89A; the junction is 25 miles south in Bitter Springs.






Beyond Page
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Squeeze through shoulder-wide passages to find marvelous slickrock formations in southern Utah.


West of Page, Hwy 89 crosses into Utah for 75 lonely miles, where it finally rejoins Hwy 89A in Kanab. A glance out the car window might not look like much – just acres of desert scrub and red dirt – but this lonely stretch of road offers access to some wild Southwestern scenery, tucked down in the folds and hidden behind the buttes that you can’t see from the highway: the Wave, Paria Canyon and one incredibly long slot canyon, Buckskin Gulch.

Kanab is a destination in itself, with a bit more soul than Page and a rich filmmaking history. Staying on Hwy 89 will eventually bring you to Zion National Park’s east entrance.
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TOP TIP

Make sure you have the recreation.gov app installed on your phone to get mandatory day-use and overnight permits.




Desert Day Hikes

DISCOVER THE WAVE

The 74 miles between Page and Kanab are home to some amazing landscapes, some of which can be reached after only a few miles of hiking. You may need a day-use permit, however, so be sure to square away the paperwork before you set out.

Wire Pass (3.4-mile roundtrip) is a great beginner slot canyon, with no claustrophobic sections or sketchy downclimbing, and it still delivers all those wow-worthy moments. Follow a sandy wash to the first slot section, where a ladder is often in place to help hikers navigate a dryfall. Continue scrambling down a few boulder-choked sections, under logs jammed 50ft overhead, before reaching a wide alcove with what was likely an ancient granary ledge; look for the bighorn sheep petroglyph panel on the far end. Wire Pass ends at the confluence with Buckskin Gulch. Stop here or continue exploring the deeper (but wider) Buckskin slot canyon as far as you like. Depending on the weather, there may be water in one or both of the canyons. You need a permit to hike here; get it online at recreation.gov.

Accessible from the same trailhead is that icon of Southwestern photography, the Wave (6.4 miles round-trip). Part of the Coyote Buttes North wilderness area, this is one of the US’s most beautiful and unique geologic environments. Sixty-four coveted hiking permits are issued per day by lottery, granting access to the spectacular natural formation: a mesmerizing swirl of red and white layers that ripples across the sandstone with all the sensuousness of flowing water.

Forty-eight permits per day are issued to online applicants (recreation.gov); apply four months in advance (eg apply in January for a May permit). The other 16 are assigned during the walk-in lottery, which takes place two days before your desired hiking date. In order to enter, you must use the recreation.gov app (smartphones only) and you must be located within the geofenced area (roughly Page to Jacob Lake to Mt Carmel Junction). If successful, you must also pick up the permit in person the following day – the day before your hike – at the local BLM office.

Just in case you’re thinking, ‘Maybe I could sneak back there for a quick look,’ be warned that violators who are caught – you’ll need a bright green permit attached to the outside of your backpack to avoid this ignominy – face a fine of up to $10,000.

If you can’t get a permit for Coyote Buttes North, try Coyote Buttes South instead, but be aware that a 4WD vehicle is required to access this area.

The trailhead is accessed via an 8-mile dirt road that leads south off Hwy 89. It’s passable to passenger cars so long as it’s dry.
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The Toadstools

The easiest day hike off Hwy 89 has unexpectedly big rewards. The short 1.8-mile out-and-back trail to the Toadstools gives passersby a manageable taste of the harsh Utah desert. The thin sand trail meanders through the scrub brush and desert boulders about 1 mile to the first big hoodoo, a sandstone rock in the form of, you guessed it, a giant toadstool. Slanting, late-afternoon light is best for catching the shape and depth of the eerie features. The trailhead sits at a small parking area that’s roughly 45 miles east of Kanab and 29 miles west of Page. Look for the small sign reading ‘Toadstools Trailhead’.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN KANAB

Canyons Lodge

Whimsical renovated motel with a log-cabin feel. Guests enjoy weekly live music around the fire pit. $$

Quail Park Lodge

With cruiser bikes and a postage-stamp-size pool, retro pervades all 13 rooms at this refurbished motel. $$

Parry Lodge

The aura of bygone Westerns is the best feature of this rambling old classic motel. $$

Backpacking Paria Canyon & Buckskin Gulch

SOARING CANYON WALLS

At 16 miles long, Buckskin Gulch is one of the longest slot canyons in the world. It’s a popular hike not just because of its length, but also because there are no real technical sections, meaning that you don’t need much in the way of gear or know-how, beyond a hand line or length of webbing. However, be warned: over the course of 16 miles, there is only one exit (known as the Middle Trail) in the event that the weather gets bad. Four people died in Buckskin Gulch flash floods in 2023.

In addition to a backcountry permit (most people camp at the end of the slot), make sure you bring dry clothes. You should expect to get wet, and, depending on the season and the amount of water down there, you may even need a wetsuit or drysuit. Hypothermia is always a risk. Once you exit the canyon, most people head upstream in Paria Canyon to the White House Trailhead, making for a total 23.5-mile two-day hike. You will need two cars.

A related hike is the drop-dead gorgeous Paria Canyon (37.5 miles). This isn’t a narrow slot, but the deep red canyon walls soar up to 800ft magnificently overhead and you’ll be hiking in the river constantly for three days or more: negotiating quicksand, deep pools, and cold, wet feet adds another wrinkle to this awesome adventure. This hike begins at White House Trailhead (off Hwy 89) and ends downstream at Lees Ferry, at the confluence with the Colorado River. Like for Buckskin Gulch, you’ll need two cars. Overnight permits are limited to 20 per day; apply four months in advance (recreation.gov).

Both Buckskin Gulch and Paria Canyon can be explored on a day-use permit; just be sure you don’t hike in so far that getting out becomes problematic.



Flash Floods

If you plan on entering a slot canyon, make sure you check the daily forecast before you go. Even when the weather seems clear overhead, a thunderstorm miles away can trigger a flood downstream. The power of a flash flood is difficult to imagine, but consider this: the bodies of those who have been caught are often found miles away, stripped naked, limbs mangled beyond recognition. In the spring of 2023, four hikers were killed in Buckskin Gulch in two separate floods. Drowning and being battered to a pulp are not the only dangers – simply getting wet in a slot canyon (a common occurrence) can quickly lead to hypothermia if you are not adequately prepared. In many places, the sun only reaches the canyon floor for minutes at a time, even in summer.



WHERE TO EAT IN KANAB

Rocking V Cafe

Fresh ingredients star in dishes like buffalo tenderloin and curry with mixed veggies and quinoa. $$

Sego Restaurant

Gorgeous eats range from noodles with red-crab curry to a decadent flourless torte for dessert. $$

Wild Thyme Cafe

Southwestern comfort food such as pistachio chicken in poblano cream, plus veggie options. $$

Hollywood History in Kanab

STICK ‘EM UP

Vast expanses of rugged desert surround the remote outpost of Kanab, Utah. Look familiar? That’s because hundreds of Western movies were shot here. Founded by Mormon pioneers in 1874, Kanab was put on the map by John Wayne and other gun-slingin’ celebs in the 1940s and ’50s. Just about every old-timer here had something to do with the movies from the 1930s to the ’70s.

At the Little Hollywood Land Museum, you can wander through a bunkhouse, saloon and other buildings used in Western movies filmed locally, including The Outlaw Josey Wales, and learn some tricks of the trade (such as low doorways to make movie stars seem taller). Part souvenir shop, this classic roadside attraction sells all the Western duds and doodads you could care to round up.

Built in the 1930s, the vintage Parry Lodge was once movie central. Stars stayed here and then-owner Whit Parry provided horses, cattle and catering for the sets. There are nostalgic photos, and old Westerns play out back in the Old Barn Playhouse on summer nights.

For a glimpse into the region’s popular history, stop by the Kanab Heritage Museum. While the few pieces of historical memorabilia aren’t particularly riveting, it’s fun to browse the 30-plus spiral-bound notebooks filled with movie newspapers, magazine articles, written histories and photographs. Kanab is 74 miles west of Page on Hwy 89.



Old Paria Townsite

An unheralded stop off Hwy 89, it’s tempting to zip right by the Old Paria Townsite with nary a glance. But trust us, this is a great little detour. A rough dirt road plunges into the hills behind the highway, and you’ll quickly see why this spot was once a movie set: multihued sandstone formations of all shapes and sizes fill the landscape, making for a wonderfully photogenic backdrop.

The movie set burned down in 2006, but following the 5-mile dirt road will take you to a picnic area and interpretative sign. Hike 1.5 miles further north to see the rudimentary remnants of Pahreah ghost town and cemetery on the other side of the Paria River. Floods in the 1880s rang the death knell for the 130-strong farming community. The turn-off is 35 miles east of Kanab.



WHERE TO GET A TOUR IN KANAB

Dreamland Safari

Hikes with naturalist tour guides to gorgeous backcountry sites and slot canyons.

Paria Outpost

Offers 4WD outings, hikes and photography tours to Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument.

Kanab Tour Company

Backcountry ATV rentals and tours to slot canyons, petroglyphs and spectacular red-rock country.

Volunteer at Best Friends Animal Sanctuary

ANIMAL SANCTUARY

Kanab’s most famous attraction is outside town. Surrounded by more than 33,000 mostly private acres of red-rock desert 5.5 miles north of Kanab, Best Friends is the largest no-kill animal rescue center in the country. The center shows films and gives facility tours at least four times a day; call ahead for times and reservations. The 1½-hour tours let you meet some of the more than 1700 horses, pigs, dogs, cats, birds and other critters on-site.

Volunteers come from around the country to work here. Spending the night in one of eight one-bedroom cottages with kitchenettes or in a one-room cabin and volunteering for at least a half-day allows visitors to borrow a dog, cat or pot-bellied pig for a sleepover. (Cottages should be booked well in advance.) It also has RV sites with hookups.
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Angel Canyon

During Kanab’s Hollywood heyday, Angel Canyon was the site of scores of movies and TV shows, including The Lone Ranger, The Apple Dumpling Gang and The Outlaw Josey Wales. A dirt and gravel road winds past Best Friends Animal Sanctuary, offering quintessential red-rock scenery and desert views. Just across from the sanctuary’s Welcome Center, a dirt path veers east about 0.5 miles down to Kanab Creek, a shallow, clear creek that’s excellent for dogs and kids. A mile further, just beyond the horse corral on the left, is Angels Landing. This natural amphitheater borders a grassy field and is a perfect picnic spot. To get to Angel Canyon, look for the signs for the animal sanctuary, 5 miles northwest of Kanab on Hwy 89.




Getting Around

Kanab is located at the intersection of Hwys 89 and 89A. It’s 1¼ hours to Page, 40 minutes to Zion’s east entrance and three hours to Las Vegas.






NAVAJO & HOPI RESERVATIONS
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A famous Navajo (Diné) poem ends with the phrase ‘May I walk in beauty.’ This request is easily granted at many spots on the Navajo Reservation in Arizona. At 27,000 sq miles, the reservation is the country’s largest, encompassing most of the state’s northeastern corner and spilling over into the neighboring states of Utah and New Mexico.

Many people visiting the Grand Canyon cross over onto Navajo land without even knowing it – its borders extend as far as the Grand Canyon’s east entrance, and Lees Ferry and Page in the north. Ensconced within Navajo territory is the Hopi reservation, which is centered around several historic mesa communities, located off Hwy 264.

Distances here are vast and services sometimes nonexistent, but if you have the time for a road trip, the highlights – Monument Valley, Canyon de Chelle and Navajo National Monument – are well worth the effort it takes to arrive.
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SIGHTS

1 Betatakin

2 Canyon de Chelly National Monument

3 First Mesa

4 Keet Seel

5 Monument Valley

6 Tuba City

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

7 Navajo National Monument

8 First Mesa Consolidated Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Many Navajo rely on the tourist economy. You can help keep their heritage alive by staying on the reservation, purchasing crafts and trying the foods, such as the ubiquitous Navajo taco.
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A Tour of Monument Valley

DRIVE BENEATH SANDSTONE MONOLITHS

When Monument Valley rises into sight from the desert floor, you realize you’ve always known it. Its brick-red spindles, sheer-walled mesas and grand buttes, stars of countless films, TV commercials and magazine ads, are part of the modern consciousness. And Monument Valley’s epic beauty is only heightened by the barren landscape surrounding it: one minute you’re in the middle of sand, rocks and infinite sky, the next you’re suddenly transported to a fantasyland of crimson towers, thrusting up to 1000ft skyward.

Long before the land became part of the Navajo Reservation, the valley was home to Ancestral Puebloans, who migrated from the site some 700 years ago. When the Navajo arrived a few centuries ago, they called it ‘Valley between the Rocks’.

The most famous formations are conveniently visible from the rough 15-mile dirt road looping through Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park. It’s usually possible to drive the loop in your own vehicle, even in standard passenger cars (but not RVs or motorcycles), but expect a dusty, bumpy ride. There are multiple overlooks where you can get out and snap away or browse for handicrafts and jewelry offered by Navajo vendors. Most of the formations were named for what they look like: the Mittens, Eagle Rock, Bear and Rabbit, and Elephant Butte. Allow at least 1½ hours for the drive, which starts from the visitor center parking lot at the end of a 4-mile paved road off Hwy 163. There’s also a restaurant, gift shop, small museum, tour desk and the View Hotel. National Park passes are not accepted for admission into the park.

Today, Monument Valley straddles the Arizona–Utah border and is traversed by Hwy 163. It’s two hours east of Page, and 2½ hours northeast of the Grand Canyon’s east entrance.


Guided Tours

The only way to get off road and into the backcountry in Monument Valley is by taking a Navajo-led tour on foot, on horseback or by vehicle. You’ll see rock art, natural arches, and coves such as the otherworldly Ear of the Wind, a bowl-shaped wall with a nearly circular opening at the top. Guides shower you with details about life on the reservation, movie trivia and whatever else comes to mind. Set up in the parking lot at the visitor center, the guides are pretty easygoing, so don’t worry about high-pressure sales. Tours leave frequently in summer; less so in winter. Outfits in Kayenta and at Goulding’s Lodge also offer tours. If you want to set things up in advance, check out the list of guides on the tribal park’s website (navajonationparks.org).



WHERE TO STAY IN MONUMENT VALLEY

View Hotel

The 95 Southwestern rooms are pleasant, but nothing compared to the show from the balconies. $$

Goulding’s Lodge

Historic hotel a few miles west of Monument Valley has 152 modern rooms, most with views. $$$

View Campground

There’s nothing like unrolling your sleeping bag in the sand and waking up to a red-rock sunrise. $

Hike to Navajo National Monument

SERENE DETOUR TO CLIFF DWELLINGS

The sublimely well-preserved Ancestral Puebloan cliff dwellings of Betatakin and Keet Seel are protected within the Navajo National Monument and can only be reached on foot. This walk in the park is no walk in the park, but there’s truly something magical about approaching these ancient stone villages in relative solitude, among the piñon and juniper. The National Park Service controls access to the site and maintains the visitor center, which is informative and has excellent staff. Note that unlike Arizona, the park observes daylight savings time in summer.

Betatakin, which translates as ‘ledge house’, is reached on one of two ranger-led hikes that run between Memorial Day (late May) and Labor Day (early September): a strenuous 5-mile round-trip departing from the visitor center daily at 8:15am or a 3-mile round-trip on a shorter (but even more tiring) trail at 10am. Carry plenty of water; it’s a tough slog back up to the canyon rim. For a distant glimpse of Betatakin, follow the easy Sandal Trail about half a mile from the visitor center. Note that tours do not actually enter the ruins.

The 17-mile round-trip to the astonishingly beautiful Keet Seel is steep and strenuous and involves crossing sand gullies and shallow streams, but it’s well worth the effort. The trail is open from Memorial Day to Labor Day (but closed Tuesday and Wednesday) and requires a free backcountry permit, reservable from February. Call early, as daily access is limited to 20 people; you must also attend an orientation at 3pm the day before. You hike on your own but are met at the pueblo by a ranger who will take you on a tour. Because the hike is demanding, most visitors stay at the primitive campground down in the canyon, which has composting toilets but no drinking water. Check the park website for more details.

From Hwy 160, Hwy 564 snakes 9 miles through piñon and juniper to the visitor center. It’s 1½ hours from Page and two hours from the Grand Canyon’s east entrance.

[image: jpg]

Monument Valley tour group | Konoplytska/getty images ©



Explore Navajo Interactive Museum

Tuba City (and Moenkopi) is the largest town in the western part of the reservation, and you’ll find a restaurant (Hogan Family), coffeeshop, trading post and hotel here. The best reason to stop on this side of Hwy 160, however, is the Explore Navajo Interactive Museum.

A perfect precursor to exploring the Navajo Reservation, this museum will deepen your understanding of the land, its people and their traditions. You’ll learn why the Navajo call themselves the ‘People of the Fourth World’, details about the Long Walk and aspects of contemporary life. Included in the entry fee is next door’s small exhibition about the Navajo Code Talkers, with a display explaining how the famously uncrackable code was designed.



TOURS AT MONUMENT VALLEY

Navajo Spirit Tours

Well-established company offering tours in both open-air trucks and air-conditioned vehicles.

Sacred Monument Tours

Horseback riding and vehicle tours through the monument.

Three Sister Tours

Sunrise, sunset, one-hour or full-day tours, plus stargazing.

Visit a Hopi Mesa

SEE ONE OF NORTH AMERICA’S OLDEST VILLAGES

Scattered across the tops of three rocky, buff-colored mesas and along the valleys below are the villages of the ‘Peaceful Ones’, which is what the Hopi call themselves. Their reservation – at the heart of their ancestral territory, though only containing a scant fraction of it – is like a 2532-sq-mile island floating in the Navajo Reservation. To the Hopi, Arizona’s oldest and most traditional tribe, this remote terrain is not merely their homeland but also the hub of their spiritual world.

Because of their isolated location, the Hopi have limited tourist facilities. Aside from ancient Walpi on First Mesa, the 12 villages don’t hold much intrinsic appeal for visitors. But a tour of the mesas with a knowledgeable guide can open the door to what’s truly fascinating about this place: the people, their history and their traditions, which still thrive today.

Three villages sit atop the First Mesa; another village, non-traditional Polacca, hugs its base. To explore the mesa-top villages, stop by the First Mesa Consolidated Visitor Center in Polacca to join a tour (firstmesaconsolidatedvillages.com). Other places to arrange tours include the Hopi Cultural Center on the Second Mesa and the Moenkopi Legacy Inn in Moenkopi.

Once on the mesa, the first village is Hano, which blends imperceptibly into Sichomovi. The most dramatic of the three Hopi enclaves is Walpi, which dates back to 900 CE and clings like an aerie onto the mesa’s narrow end. Sandstone-colored stone houses seem to sprout organically from the cliffs. The last inhabitants, a few older ladies who lived without plumbing or electricity, have left but the homes are still used by families during ceremonies atop the mesa. Arts and crafts sold by local artisans may be available for purchase during your tour.

It’s best to call before visiting to confirm the availability of tours, which may not run if there are ceremonies scheduled on a particular day. First Mesa dances are not open to the public. Driving west on Hwy 264, turn right at the stop sign at mile marker 390.8 and drive a quarter mile. The visitor center is just left of the post office.
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Hopi Cultural Center & Inn

At the west entrance to Second Mesa, some 12 miles west of First Mesa, is the Hopi Cultural Center Restaurant & Inn. This is the most developed visitor area, providing food, lodging and a few shops. There’s also the small Hopi Museum, with walls full of historical photographs and simple exhibits that share just enough about the Hopi world to allow you to understand that it’s something altogether different from the one you likely inhabit. There are 33 guest rooms here, which usually book out in summer.

When visiting the Hopi mesas, please remember that recordings of any kind (camera, video, and even sketching) are prohibited, as is alcohol. Please leave your phone in your car or hotel room.



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN TUBA CITY & MOENKOPI

Moenkopi Legacy Inn

Luxurious and stylish, the Legacy Inn is modeled on traditional Hopi village architecture. $$

Quality Inn

Comfortable, modern and well maintained, the Quality Inn is a longtime favorite. $$

Hogan Family Restaurant

Hogan’s heroes are a motley crew of Southwestern, Navajo and American dishes. $



Tragedy in the Canyon de Chelly

Navajos arrived here in the 1700s, using it for farming and as a stronghold and retreat for their raids on other tribes and Spanish settlers; today it’s administered for the tribe by the NPS. But if these cliffs could talk, they’d also tell stories of great violence and tragedy. In 1805, Spanish soldiers killed scores of Navajo hiding in what’s now called Massacre Cave. In 1864, thousands of Navajos took refuge from the US Army here. Starved out, the survivors were then forced to march 300 miles – the Long Walk – to Fort Sumner in New Mexico. Of the 10,000 that made that trek, 200 died en route and nearly a third died at the internment camp.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN CANYON DE CHELLY

Spider Rock Campground

Peaceful Navajo-run campground surrounded by piñon and juniper; it’s on South Rim Dr. $

Cottonwood Campground

Near the visitor center, this Navajo-run campground has 93 primitive sites. Cash only. $

Thunderbird Lodge

The only hotel actually in Canyon de Chelly; the ranch-style buildings contain 70 comfortable rooms. $

Explore Canyon de Chelly National Monument

SILENT AND POWERFUL

Sublime and spiritual, the remote and variegated Canyon de Chelly feels far removed from time and space. Pronounced ‘d-shay’ (the name is a corruption of the Navajo word tsegi, or ‘rock canyon’), it’s been inhabited for 5000 years, and shelters prehistoric petroglyphs alongside the 1000-year-old cliff dwellings of Ancestral Puebloans. Canyon de Chelly may be further east than Monument Valley, but it’s a spectacular destination.

Scenic drives skirting the canyon’s northern and southern rim start near the visitor center, past Chinle (the nearest town, which has a gas station, supermarket, bank with ATM, motels and fast food). Both scenic drives are open year-round and, aside from one hiking trail, they are the only way to see the canyon without joining a guided tour.

If you only have time for one trip, make it the South Rim Drive, which runs along the main canyon and has the most dramatic vistas. The 16-mile road passes six viewpoints before dead-ending at the spectacular Spider Rock Overlook, with views of the 800ft freestanding two-pronged tower atop of which lives Spider Woman, an important Navajo goddess.

For the most part, North Rim Drive follows a side canyon called Canyon del Muerto (the name derives from an ancient American Indian burial ground discovered here), which has four overlooks. At the first, Antelope House Overlook, you’ll have stunning cliff-top views of a natural rock fortress and cliff dwellings. To see the latter, walk to your right from the walled Navajo Fortress Viewpoint to a second walled overlook. With few walls and no railings, this stop may not be suitable for small children or pets. The North Rim Drive ends at Massacre Cave Overlook, site of an 1805 atrocity by Spanish soldiers, 15 miles from the visitor center. The road continues 13 miles to the town of Tsaile (say-lee), where Diné College has an excellent museum, as well as a library and bookstore with a vast selection of books about the Navajo.

Bring binoculars and water, lock your car and don’t leave valuables in sight. The lighting for photography on the north rim is best in early morning and on the south rim in late afternoon.

Canyon de Chelly is 2¾ hours from Page and 3¼ hours from the Grand Canyon’s east entrance off Hwy 191.



Canyon Tours

At present, you need a guide in order to enter the canyon. This is an amazing experience, as the walls rise dramatically, topping out at about 1000ft. At many stops, Navajo vendors sell unique jewelry, ceramics and crafts, usually at prices lower than at the trading posts. Tour guides offer vehicle, hiking and horseback-riding tours into the canyon. For a list of approved guides, stop by the visitor center or check navajonationparks.org. The steep and stunning White House Trail (South Rim; 1.25 miles) into the canyon used to be publicly accessible, but it sustained significant damage during the Covid pandemic and at the time of writing remained closed. If it does reopen, expect narrow switchbacks that drop 550ft down to the floor.




Getting Around

You need your own wheels to properly explore this sprawling land. Gas stations are scarce and fuel prices are higher than outside the reservation.







WEST RIM
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ICONIC WATERFALLS, HISTORIC HIGHWAYS

Get your kicks on Route 66, run the rapids past Peach Springs and step out over the void at Eagle Point.
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The two Native reservations on the West Rim offer vastly different ways to experience the canyon, from the convenience of a Skywalk bus tour to the hard-won magic of hiking down to Havasu Falls, located outside the most remote town in the Lower 48. South of here is the longest remaining stretch of Route 66 in the country, winding through the lonely desert and up and over the craggy, dusty, sun-baked Black Mountains.

At the fringes of all this is Las Vegas, the ultimate escape. Where else can you party in ancient Rome, get hitched at midnight, wake up in Egypt and brunch beneath the Eiffel Tower? Double down with the high rollers, browse couture or tacky souvenirs, sip a neon 3ft-high margarita or a frozen vodka martini from a bar made of ice – it’s all here for the taking. Vegas exists outside time, a sequence of never-ending buffets, ever-flowing drinks and adrenaline-fueled gaming tables. In this desert dreamscape of boom and bust, once-famous signs collect dust in a neon boneyard while the clang of construction echoes over the Strip.

Love it or hate it, Las Vegas is one of the ultimate road-tripper hubs in the Southwest, with half-a-dozen spectacular national parks in all directions and a continuous stream of cheap flights and bargain hotel deals at swanky resorts.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GRAND CANYON WEST

Walk the Skywalk.

HAVASU FALLS

Cascading waterfalls and travertine pools.

ROUTE 66

Drive the Mother Road.




Find Your Way

All of the sights along the West Rim are easily accessed from Las Vegas. If you’re making a cross-country road trip, we’d recommend exiting the interstate around Ash Fork or the Arizona state line to follow old Route 66 instead.
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Plan Your Time

Join a tour to Grand Canyon West, hike into Supai for a three-night backpacking trip or spend a day or two driving Route 66.
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Day Trip from Vegas

From the Strip, head east to the magnificent Hoover Dam, the tallest concrete dam in the US. If it’s not too hot, consider a hike along the Historic Railroad Tunnel Trail or a few hours paddling on Lake Mead. Continue on to Grand Canyon West for a glimpse inside the canyon from two overlooks, followed by zipline fun or a helicopter flyover.




Two Days on Route 66

Follow Route 66 to Delgadillo’s Snow-Cap Drive-in, followed by a tour of the Grand Canyon Caverns. Pass through tiny Peach Springs, the jumping-off point for trips to Havasu Falls and rafting trips on the Colorado, and on to the retro-cool of Kingman, craggy history of Oatman and the Havasu National Wildlife Refuge on the state line.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

April days are sunny and temperate, making this the best month; early May is getting hot but not unbearable.

SUMMER

Midsummer is the absolute worst time of the year to hit the desert in terms of heat.

FALL

October strikes a nice balance between milder temperatures and a fun-filled calendar in Vegas.

WINTER

Winter is cool but bearable, with the occasional rain storm blowing in from California.




GRAND CANYON WEST
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At the western end of the Grand Canyon is the Hualapai Reservation, bordering 108 miles of the Colorado River. The star attraction here is the Skywalk – a glass bridge jutting 70ft over the canyon’s edge. This is the Grand Canyon Vegas-style, and fittingly, almost all visitors are here as part of a package tour from Sin City. Only 2¼ hours away, Grand Canyon West is unquestionably the easiest way to see the canyon in a day, catch some thrills on a zipline or in a helicopter, and be back at the Mirage in time for a Cirque du Soleil show. All-inclusive bus tours make it that much more convenient – you won’t even need to rent a car.

Though the views here are lovely, know that they don’t compare with those on the South or North Rim, and the opportunities to explore on your own are non-existent.
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SIGHTS

1 Grand Canyon West

2 Grand Canyon West Skywalk

3 Hoover Dam

ACTIVITIES

4 Bootleg Canyon Mountain Bike Park

5 Historic Railroad Tunnel Trail

6 Lake Mead

SLEEPING

7 Bellagio

(see 7) Park MGM




TOP TIP

Las Vegas may be synonymous with overindulgence, but it also has plenty of cheap airfare and great hotel deals, all the while offering access to some of the most incredible scenery in the West, including Joshua Tree, Death Valley, Zion, Bryce and the Grand Canyon.




Walk the Skywalk

STEP INTO THE VOID

The only way to visit Grand Canyon West (4825ft) is to purchase a package tour. These are based on a hop-on, hop-off shuttle ride, which loops to three stops along the rim. Tours include two viewpoints, cowboy activities at an ersatz Western town and informal Native American performances. The Skywalk, a horseshoe-shaped glass platform perched at the top of a 600ft cliff, is the primary draw, vertigo permitting.

Upon arrival, visitors must check in at a massive white tent with tour desks, souvenirs and busloads of people piling through. Afterward, board the hop-on, hop-off shuttle loop to three overlooks (Guano Point, Hualapai Ranch and Eagle Point). All but the cheapest package includes admission to the Skywalk at Eagle Point. Jutting out almost 70ft over the canyon, the platform allows visitors to look down on the canyon through the glass walkway (no cameras permitted). Another stop, Guano Point (named after a former bat guano mine), offers fantastic canyon and river views along a short hike.

Unlike the national park, where flyovers are heavily restricted, helicopter tours here are quite popular. Some tour operators will even fly you to the Grand Canyon West all the way from Vegas. Another popular add-on includes a zipline over a side canyon.

Since the Skywalk is only accessible via package tour, the experience is best reserved for those whose only option for canyon views is a day trip from Las Vegas. If you’re coming from Peach Springs, note that it’s also a two-hour drive, even though it seems like it’s closer. If you’re driving, check the directions on the website before you head out; there’s no cell service here. Don’t miss the Joshua Tree Forest on the way in.
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Guano Point | Dolce Vita/shutterstock ©


Rafting the Colorado

The Hualapai Nation also offers white-water day trips and overnight flat-water trips on the lower section of the Colorado River. If rafting the river is a must, but you only have one or two days to do it, this is your best option. Note that these trips do not depart from Grand Canyon West. Rafters should check in at the friendly Hualapai Lodge in Peach Springs on old Route 66, which is a 2½-hour drive from Las Vegas (and two hours from Grand Canyon West). The put-in is at the end of the only road into the Grand Canyon: the 22-mile unpaved Diamond Creek Rd. Both options include a day hike at Travertine Falls.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN LAS VEGAS

Red Rock Canyon Campground

Join the climbers and #vanlifers at the gorgeous Red Rock Canyon west of town. $

Park MGM

The Strip’s only totally non-smoking resort, including the casino. $$

Bellagio

Sumptuous oversized rooms fuse classic style with modern amenities and soothing color palettes. $$$

Hoover Dam Photo-Ops

A DEPRESSION-ERA MARVEL

Road trips from Las Vegas to the Grand Canyon West pass right by the Hoover Dam, making it an obvious add-on to any trip. Only 35 miles east of the Strip, this is the tallest concrete dam in the United States and an engineering marvel. Completed in 1936, the dam, towering over Black Canyon in the bone-dry Mojave Desert, created the enormous Lake Mead, with its 759 miles of shoreline.

Built by thousands of men who migrated to the area at the height of the Depression, the art-deco-styled, graceful curve of the 726ft-high Hoover Dam contrasts superbly with the stark landscape that surrounds it. For the best views, take a walk across the Mike O’Callaghan–Pat Tillman Memorial Bridge...unless you suffer from vertigo. As you contemplate this gargantuan pre-WWII structure, spare a thought for the 96 men who died in industrial accidents during its construction – workers had to dangle hundreds of feet above the Black Canyon in temperatures that reached as high as 120°F. You can even drive across the top, from Nevada into Arizona, but because this is not a through road, you’ll need to turn around and come back the way you came.

Guided tours of the dam depart from the Hoover Dam Parking Garage & Visitor Center. Packaged tours from Vegas can save ticketing and transportation hassles, with many operators including pick-ups and drop-offs straight from your hotel.

If you’re going it alone, the excellent Lake Mead Visitor Center, halfway between Boulder City and Hoover Dam, off Hwy 93, is a great place to start your explorations of the area. From here, North Shore Rd winds around Lake Mead and makes for a scenic drive.
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Historic Railroad Tunnel Trail

One of the most popular hiking and biking trails near Las Vegas, the Historic Railroad Tunnel Trail (7.4 miles round-trip) is a wide and level causeway that wends through a series of passageways cut into hard-rock outcroppings during the construction of the Hoover Dam in the early 1930s. It offers great vistas for photography overlooking Lake Mead and its arid desert surroundings. Due to its location, lack of water, scant vegetation and low elevation, the trail is not recommended for hiking between May and September, and can be closed – this area can see temperatures akin to Death Valley National Park during heat waves. Visits can be fruitful though: you might catch a glimpse of shy bighorn sheep, and a wide variety of birds and bats are plentiful.



WHERE TO EAT IN LAS VEGAS

Tacos El Gordo

Tijuana-style taco shop from SoCal is just the ticket when it’s way late and you’ve got no money left. $

Esther’s Kitchen

Locals are justifiably mad for the housemade seasonal pasta at this Arts District bistro. $$

Joël Robuchon

Just won at blackjack? Joël Robuchon leads the pack in the French culinary invasion of the Strip. $$$

Boating Lake Mead

DROUGHT-STRICKEN RESERVOIR

Surrounded by the almost unbearably dry Mojave Desert, the massive Lake Mead (1.5 million acres) extends 110 miles toward the Grand Canyon. A popular boating, swimming and weekend-camping destination for local residents, the reservoir’s most popular and accessible section is less than an hour’s drive from Las Vegas.

The infamous bathtub ring reminds visitors that water levels have dropped as much as 170ft over the past two decades. Falling water levels sometimes force marinas to close, and the full range of recreational boating options is not always available (check nps.gov/lake for up-to-date information). That said, if you do want to get out on a kayak, standup paddleboard (SUP) or canoe, then Desert Adventures is a great option and can hook you up with rentals and tours. Put-ins are both on Lake Mead and below the dam, where you can do a smooth-water paddle through the Black Canyon.

While most visitors come to Lake Mead for the water, there are a handful of hiking trails, too, most of which are short. At Grapevine Canyon near Lake Mohave (south of Hoover Dam), a quarter-mile jaunt takes you to a petroglyph panel, but if you want you can boulder-hop further up the gorge, which cups a ribbon-like stream trickling down from a spring. The most challenging hike in the park, down Goldstrike Canyon, follows a 3-mile trail 700ft down to a set of hot springs in a slot off Black Canyon (closed May 15–September 30). The Lake Mead Visitor Center is located 4 miles west of Hoover Dam.



Bootleg Canyon

With 35 miles of cross-country and downhill trails, dramatic rocky desert landscape and panoramic views of Lake Mead and beyond, you can bet that the Bootleg Canyon Mountain Bike Park is popular. It can be unbearably hot in the summer, so come prepared with plenty of water and consider early-morning or night rides. In the grand spirit of the Vegas lifestyle, it’s open 24/7.

Bootleg Canyon is on the northwest side of Boulder City. Take Veterans Memorial Dr off Hwy 93 and turn north on Yucca St. For tours, bike rentals and detailed trail information, head to All Mountain Cyclery. On weekends they offer a shuttle service to the top of the canyon, so you can ride down again and again and again. There are also hiking trails here.




Getting Around

Grand Canyon West is 125 miles west of Las Vegas. Having your own car will give you more options, but joining a one-day tour can be a hassle-free way to see the sights.






HAVASU FALLS
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The blue-green waterfalls of Havasu Canyon are among the Grand Canyon’s greatest treasures. Tucked in a hidden valley, the five stunning waterfalls, and their inviting azure swimming holes, sit in the heart of the 185,000-acre Havasupai Reservation. Parts of the canyon floor, as well as the rock underneath the waterfalls and pools, are made up of limestone deposited by flowing water. Known as travertine, these descending limestone terraces give the famous turquoise water its otherworldly hue. Cascading through the red rock landscape, the area’s photogenic mystique is such that it attracts visitors – and even the occasional celebrity – from around the world.

The Havasupai Reservation is located west of Grand Canyon National Park’s South Rim, off Route 66. Supai, the only village within the reservation – and indeed the entire Grand Canyon – is situated below the rim. You must obtain a permit to stay here far in advance; day hikes are not permitted.
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SIGHTS

1 Beaver Falls

2 Havasu Falls

3 Mooney Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Hualapai Hilltop

SLEEPING

5 Havasupai Campground




TOP TIP

Alcohol, drugs, pets, bikes, drones and nude swimming are not allowed below Hualaipai Hilltop. For details on traveling here, see theofficialhavasupaitribe.com.




Getting to Supai

THE JOURNEY BEGINS

Far from the hub of tourist services and inaccessible by car, a visit to Havasu Canyon requires a bit of planning and determination. But just because it’s isolated, that doesn’t mean you’ll be alone – over 20,000 visitors find their way to Havasupai every year.

To get here, you’ll need to take Route 66 to the Grand Canyon Caverns Inn, near Peach Springs. Check in here to receive all necessary permits (see sidebar), wristbands and the entry form. From the Caverns Inn, it’s a further 65-mile drive down Indian Rd 18 to the trailhead at Hualapai Hilltop – which is pretty much in the middle of nowhere. There are no services at the Hilltop, and you cannot camp (or sleep in your van) there. Consider spending the night before your descent at the Grand Canyon Caverns Inn or at the Hualapai Lodge in Peach Springs, a modern motel that serves as the primary tourist desk for river trips run by the Hualapai.

From Hualapai Hilltop (5200ft), you must hike (or fly in a helicopter) 8 miles into the canyon to the Havasupai village of Supai (3205ft). Supai, the only village within the Grand Canyon and basically just one packed dirt ‘road,’ is the most remote village in the Lower 48.

The trail is little more than a cloud of dust at first, as you pass pack mules ($400 for duffel service) and cacti, while the occasional helicopter whirs overhead. Bring plenty of water (1 gallon is recommended) as there is none along the trail. The steep switchbacks quickly take you further into the canyon, and after several hours of hiking, you’ll arrive at Supai, where there is a convenience store, cafe, emergency clinic and no-frills motel rooms at the Havasupai Lodge. Check in at the tourist office.

If you are staying at the campground, you’ve got another 2 miles to hike. If you have reservations but cannot hike, you may be able to sign up for a helicopter ride upon arrival at the Hilltop, but know that service is prioritized for tribal members and not offered daily.
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Havasu Falls Trail | Bipul Haldar/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Reservations

To visit Havasu Falls, you must have reservations at either Havasupai Lodge in Supai or at the campground. Day hikes are not permitted; expect multiple paperwork checks along the way. Getting a reservation at either the campground or the lodge is the crux of any potential trip: in the past, the process would begin every year at 8am on February 1 and available spots would be snapped up in a matter of hours. Havasupai was closed to tourists during the pandemic, and at the time of writing a new permitting process was still being ironed out, so our best advice is to go to havasupaireservations.com, create an account, and check in regularly to see what the latest updates are. All campground and lodge reservations are for three nights.



Hiking to the Falls

TURQUOISE JEWELS

About a mile beyond Supai are the newly formed (and unofficially named) New Navajo Falls and Rock Falls and their blue pools below. These falls developed above the original Navajo Falls, which were lost after a major flash flood in 2008 rerouted the stream. After crossing two bridges, you’ll reach beautiful Havasu Falls, which drops 100ft into a sparkling blue pool surrounded by cottonwoods and is a popular swimming hole. Havasu Campground sits a quarter-mile beyond Havasu Falls.

Just beyond the campground, the trail passes Mooney Falls, which tumbles 200ft down into another blue-green swimming hole. To get to the swimming hole, you must climb through two tunnels and descend a very steep trail – chains provide welcome handholds, but this trail is not for the faint of heart. Carefully pick your way down, keeping in mind that these falls were named for prospector DW James Mooney, who fell to his death here. After a picnic and a swim, continue about 2 miles to Beaver Falls. The Colorado River is 5 miles beyond. It’s generally recommended that you don’t attempt to hike to the river and, in fact, the reservation actively discourages this.

Flash floods rip through the canyon every year; make sure you check the weather before heading out and take all warnings seriously.
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What to Bring

Despite its popularity, the trail from Hualapai Hilltop to Supai and on to Havasu Falls can be tough hiking through unpredictable desert conditions. Always make sure you have plenty of water before you set out, and know the warning signs of heatstroke and dehydration: temperatures top 100°F in summer. Campers will need all their own equipment and food; although drinking water is available in town, bring a backup treatment option. Fires are not permitted; gas stoves are fine.

As with any backpacking trip, you are responsible for packing out your own trash (bring trash bags). Hikers discarding their trash along the trail are a perennial problem – don’t let this be you.




Getting Around

Grand Canyon Caverns Inn, where hikers check in for their trip, is 1¾ hours west of Flagstaff and three hours southeast of Las Vegas. From here, it’s an additional hour to Hualapai Hilltop on Indian Rd 8. Fill up with gas and purchase all groceries before leaving as there are no services at Haulapai Hilltop.






ROUTE 66
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For a classic American road trip, nothing beats good ol’ Route 66. Nicknamed the nation’s Mother Road by novelist John Steinbeck, this string of small-town main streets and byways once ran all the way from Chicago to Los Angeles. In Arizona you’ll find an isolated strip here and there – in downtown Flagstaff and Williams, for instance – but it’s in the western portion of the state where the longest intact stretch in the country runs for 158 miles, from Ash Fork and Seligman to Needles on the California border.

As a road trip it’s got it all: roadside kitsch, spectacular winding mountain ascents and even wild burros. Whether you just want a slice of retro Americana in a neon-lit diner or you’re feeling the lure of the open road, Route 66 will take you there. The convenient hub of Kingman is easily accessible from Las Vegas.
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SIGHTS

1 Grand Canyon Caverns

2 Hackberry

3 Kingman

4 Route 66 Museum

5 Seligman

SHOPPING

(see 5) Angel & Vilma Delgadillo’s Original Route 66 Gift Shop

(see 2) Hackberry General Store

EATING

(see 5) Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In

(see 3) Floyd & Co Real Pit BBQ

(see 3) Mr D’z Route 66 Diner

INFORMATION

6 Kingman Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Kingman is the most central town on Route 66. It’s 1½ hours from Grand Canyon West, 50 minutes from Peach Springs (Havasu Falls), 1¾ hours from Las Vegas and 2¾ hours from the Grand Canyon South Rim.





ROUTE 66 DRIVING TOUR
Kingman to Needles
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The lonely section of road from Kingman to Needles (California) is one of Route 66’s most scenic stretches of asphalt. Keep your wits about you as the narrow pavement corkscrews its way past buttes, tumbleweeds and rusting pickup trucks in the Black Mountains, with photo ops at every hairpin turn. Beyond the pass is dusty, crusty Oatman, framed by dry, rugged hills and enlivened by the 4th of July egg-fry, held on the reliably scorching sidewalk.
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Cool Springs Station | Nick Fox/Shutterstock ©

1 Cool Springs Station

It’s 20 miles from downtown Kingman to Cool Springs Station, a classic Route 66 gas station resurrected in 2004. Built in the 1920s so motorists could refill and recline before tackling the hairpins of the ‘gold road’ to Oatman, it now has a museum and gift shop. This section of the road, leading into the jaws of the Black Mountains, is name-checked in The Grapes of Wrath. It wasn’t the first road to come this way, however: Beale’s Wagon Road, established in 1857, also led from Kingman to Sitgreaves Pass (3586ft).

The Drive: It’s 8 very slow-going miles over Sitgreaves Pass to Oatman.

2 Oatman

Named for Olive Oatman, a westward pioneer captured by Native Americans in 1850 and released five years later, this ramshackle but charming hillside town had a brief heyday in the wake of a 1915 gold strike. After the ore ran dry in 1942, it reinvented itself as a movie set and unapologetic Wild West tourist trap, complete with staged gunfights (daily at noon and 2:15pm) and gift stores named Fast Fanny’s Place and the Classy Ass. And speaking of asses, there are plenty of the four-legged kind roaming the streets, begging shamelessly for food. Gentle and endearing, these burros are descendants of pack animals left behind by the early miners.

The Drive: From Oatman, it’s another 25 miles to the Havasu National Wildlife Refuge.


3 Havasu National Wildlife Refuge

Park the car for a bit and check out the Havasu National Wildlife Refuge, which straddles the Arizona–California state line. A major habitat for migratory birds and waterbirds, you might spot herons, ducks, geese, blackbirds and up to 25 species of dragonfly (!) as you canoe or kayak through Topock Gorge downstream. Jerkwater Canoe & Kayak, just over the bridge in California, arranges boat rental for Colorado River day trips through the gorge.

The Drive: It’s 13 miles northwest from the state line to downtown Needles; stay true to the drive and stick to the cracked asphalt of the ‘National Trails Hwy’ instead of I-40.

4 Needles

Did you spot the white arch of the Old Trails Bridge as you crossed into California? In days past, this bridge used to welcome the Mother Road to California. Film buffs might recognize it too: the Depression-era Joad family used it to cross the Colorado in the film adaptation of The Grapes of Wrath. Finish the drive in dusty Needles, where the El Garces Depot, renovated in 2023, is one of only a few frontier-era Harvey Houses left standing in the American West.




Stop for Souvenirs in Seligman

GET YOUR KITSCH ON ROUTE 66

Look out for red-and-white Burma Shave signs on the 23 miles of road slicing through rolling hills to Seligman. This tiny town at the eastern end of the route embraces its Route 66 heritage with verve, thanks to the Delgadillo brothers, who for decades were the Mother Road’s biggest boosters. Juan passed away in 2004, but octogenarian Angel and his wife Vilma still run the barber and souvenir store Angel & Vilma Delgadillo’s Original Route 66 Gift Shop. The ‘Angel of Route 66’ rarely cuts hair anymore, but the barber’s chair is still there and you can poke around for souvenirs and admire license plates sent in by fans from all over the world. If Angel is around, he’s usually happy to regale you with stories – he’s seen it all.

Angel’s madcap brother Juan used to rule prankishly supreme over Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In, a Route 66 institution now kept going by his children Cecilia and John. The crazy decor is only the beginning. Wait until you see the menu featuring cheeseburgers with ‘dead chicken’. And beware the fake mustard bottle!

Spelunk at the Grand Canyon Caverns

AN UNDERGROUND ADVENTURE

Discovered in 1927 by a woodcutter who literally stumbled into them, the limestone Grand Canyon Caverns have fascinated visitors ever since. They’re located 25 miles northwest of Seligman and 12 miles east of Peach Springs, and visits begin with an elevator ride that drops 200ft to the main cave system. Tours range from the wheelchair-accessible Short Tour (30 minutes) to the Explorers Tour (two hours), and the Wild Tour (2½ hours), which picks up where the Explorer finishes and delves into caverns only recently discovered. Note that young children aren’t permitted on the Explorers or Wild Tours.

Also here is the Cavern Suite, an underground cavern room with two double beds, a sitting area and multicolored lamps. If you ever wanted to live out a postapocalyptic survivor scenario, here’s your chance.

If you’re headed to Havasu Falls, the Caverns Inn is the closest accommodation; at the time of writing, visitors needed to check in for their trip here.


History of Route 66

Launched in 1926, Route 66 stretched from Chicago to Los Angeles, linking a ribbon of small towns and country byways as it rolled across eight states. The road gained notoriety during the Great Depression when migrant farmers followed it west from the Dust Bowl across the Great Plains. Meanwhile, unemployed young men were hired to pave the final stretches of muddy road. They completed the job, as it turns out, just in time for WWII and the flood of soldiers and factory workers that took the road to fortune and despair. Things got a little more fun in the 1950s when newfound prosperity prompted Americans to travel by car. Sadly, just as things got going, the Feds rolled out the interstate system, which eventually caused the Mother Road’s demise. The last town to be bypassed was Williams, Arizona, in 1984.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN KINGMAN

Hualapai Mountain Resort

Depression-era CCC mess hall turned mountain retreat, with a front porch made for wildlife-watching. $

Ramblin’ Rose Motel

It may look decrepit on the outside, but the Rose’s modern rooms are a great budget choice. $

Hualapai Mountain Park

Camp among the pines at the pretty Hualapai Mountain Park, some 15 miles southeast of Kingman. $

Old-Time Pit Stop in Hackberry

ROUTE 66 GENERAL STORE

Tiny, sleepy Hackberry is one of the few still-kicking settlements on this segment of the Mother Road’s original alignment. Inside an eccentrically remodeled gas station dating from 1934 is Hackberry General Store. Originated by highway memorialist Robert Waldmire, the store is a great place to stop for a cold drink and Route 66 memorabilia. Check out the vintage petrol pumps, cars faded by decades of hot desert light, old toilet seats and rusted out ironwork. Hackberry is 24 miles southwest of Peach Springs and 28 miles northeast of Kingman.
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BEST RESTAURANTS ON ROUTE 66

Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In

This Seligman diner is a Route 66 institution, with crazy decor and a zany sense of humor. $

Mr D’z Route 66 Diner

Put some Bill Haley on the jukebox and slip into a horseshoe booth in Kingman. $

Floyd & Co Real Pit BBQ

The pork, brisket and andouille sausage are smoked to perfection at this popular Kingman barbecue joint. $

Oatman Hotel Restaurant & Saloon

Built as the Durlin Hotel in 1902, the downstairs saloon is papered with $1 bills. $



Go Retro in Kingman

TRAVEL BACK TO THE 1950S

Founded in the heady 1880s railway days, Kingman is popular with Route 66 buffs for its well-preserved motels and other heyday architecture. Among its early-20th-century buildings is the former Methodist church at 5th and Spring Sts where Clark Gable and Carole Lombard eloped in 1939. Hometown hero Andy Devine had his Hollywood breakthrough as the perpetually befuddled driver of the eponymous Stagecoach in John Ford’s Oscar-winning 1939 movie.

Outside interest in Kingman has kept the town vital. Interesting diners, watering holes and galleries can be found on Beale St, the axis of historic downtown, and a few classic motels have been preserved. A 1907 powerhouse holds the Visitor Center and the small but engaging Route 66 Museum, which really brings the glory days of the Mother Road to life.


Getting Around

Only 158 miles long, you could easily drive this section of Route 66 in a day, though if you want to make the most of it, overnighting in Kingman, Oatman or Needles is recommended.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about the Grand Canyon. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate the Grand Canyon and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodations

Family Travel

Safe Hiking

Health

Responsible Travel

Accessible Travel

Nuts & Bolts








Arriving

Grand Canyon National Park has two main areas: the South Rim and the North Rim. Most visitors arriving by air fly into Phoenix or Las Vegas; Flagstaff is technically the closest airport, but has limited connections. Some visitors may choose to visit Grand Canyon West, which is not in the park, on a day tour from Vegas.
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Airports

Most travelers rent a car at either the Harry Reid (Las Vegas) or Sky Harbor (Phoenix) airport; the car-rental centers are off-site and connected via shuttle or tram.




Road-Trippers

If you’re driving across the country, I-40 is the closest highway, passing by Flagstaff and Williams. The North Rim is more remote, with no access to any major interstates.




Cell Coverage

Much of the South Rim has reasonable cell (mobile) coverage, but the North Rim and the inner canyon have virtually no service at all.




Train

Amtrak’s Southwest Chief, which runs between LA and Chicago, stops daily (both directions) in Flagstaff. The Grand Canyon Railway is a tourist line that runs between Williams and the South Rim.



From Airports to Popular Destinations
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Getting Around

Having your own car provides the most freedom when it comes to accessing remote trailheads and out-of-the-way sights.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From $45/day

Gas
Approx $4.20/gallon

EV charging
Free on the South Rim

Day tour from Vegas
From $100



Renting a Car

Generally you need to be 25 years old to rent a car, though a few companies will rent to the 21–24 age group for an extra daily surcharge. You’ll need a valid driver’s license and a credit card or debit card from a major bank.

Road Conditions

Most visitors will stick to the major roads, which are all paved. However, outdoorsy folks may want to stray onto dirt roads for trailhead or camping access. Some forest service roads are passable in a regular passenger car; others require a high-clearance 4WD truck. Always check conditions and weather first.

AVOIDING TRAFFIC

A car is indispensable for travel to the Grand Canyon, but on the South Rim, you’ll find it quickly becomes a hassle after you’ve arrived. Aim to enter the park before 9am or after 5pm to avoid the two-hour lines at the south entrance. Once you’ve got a parking spot, take the free public shuttles to get around. Alternatively, park in Tusayan and take the free shuttle from there.


South Rim Shuttles

Free shuttle buses ply several routes along the South Rim, alleviating the need to drive from place to place. In summer, the Tusayan (purple) runs from Tusayan direct to the Visitor Center, bypassing the lines at the entrance station and easing parking woes.




Tours

Las Vegas, Phoenix, Sedona, Flagstaff and Tusayan are all starting points for Grand Canyon tours. Most are day trips, via helicopter, bus, private car or Jeep, and may include other famous sites, such as Antelope Canyon and Horseshoe Bend, or a white-water rafting trip.




Rim to Rim

It’s only 10 miles as the crow flies from the South Rim to the North Rim, but walking from one to the other is a grueling 23 miles. Driving Rim-to-Rim in a car, meanwhile, covers nearly 200 miles, taking four hours.




TIP

A cooler, water jug and picnic supplies are indispensable on Arizona road trips; food and drink can be hard to find.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit inside the park is 45mph.
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Park rangers enforce all traffic laws.








Money

Currency: US dollar ($)
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Credit Cards

Credit and debit cards are the default way to pay at the Grand Canyon, even below the rim at Phantom Ranch. There are a few ATMs within the park, but there’s no reason to use cash, outside of tipping a guide (who may prefer Venmo). The park’s entrance kiosks do not accept cash.

Tipping

On guided trips (rafting, canyoneering, kayaking etc) it’s customary to tip the trip leader; consider the length, party details and itinerary of your trip. At restaurants, 15% to 20% of the before-tax total is expected. Tipping for counter service has become common practice, though there is no set amount.

Recreation.gov

Create an account and download the app to reserve and pay for official USFS campsites, in addition to securing day-use permits for hiking trails.

Foreign Credit Cards

If traveling from abroad, make sure you’re using a credit card that is on the Visa or Mastercard network and does not charge foreign transaction fees.


HOW MUCH FOR...

Grand Canyon entry
$35

a rim-side cheeseburger
$18

a prickly pear margarita
$13

a dehydrated camp dinner
from $10



HOW TO… Save Money on Groceries

Counterintuitively, buying groceries at the Market Plaza on the South Rim is actually cheaper, and offers a better selection, than at the grocery stores outside the park in Tusayan. That said, travelers would be wise to stock up on all the food they need in Flagstaff and store it in a cooler. On the North Rim, options at the general store are limited. It’s best to bring everything you need.


AMERICA THE BEAUTIFUL PASS

If you plan on visiting more than two national parks, definitely get an America the Beautiful Annual Pass ($80; store.usgs.gov), which gives you access to 2000 federal recreation sites, including all national monuments (Wupatki, Walnut Canyon) and even many trailheads in Sedona. The pass covers one vehicle and up to four adults; seniors (62 and older) pay just $20 for the Senior Pass, which has the same benefits. If you have a child in 4th grade in the US, then you get the pass for free.
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LOCAL TIP

Disposable plastic water bottles are no longer sold inside the park, but you may see them elsewhere. Top off your own water bottle instead – for free – at filling stations on both rims.








Accommodations

Lodges

Inside the park, lodges are basically the park’s hotels, where the rooms are comfortable enough but very basic. The exceptions are the South Rim’s El Tovar and Bright Angel Lodge cabins. Phantom Ranch on the canyon bottom is a basic summer-camp affair, but feels like paradise after a long day of dusty hiking.

Hotels

More and more roadside motels have charm emanating from the walls, but there are still a few leftovers that have other things emanating as well. Chain hotels provide the most consistent level of quality, though they’re less of a deal the closer you get to the South Rim. Flagstaff and Kanab have the best hotel choices in the area.

Car Camping

It’s best to make reservations at all federal campsites up to six months in advance (recreation.gov). National park and forest service campsites are suitable for both tents and RVs, but offer different levels of services. At the busiest – Mather (South Rim) and the North Rim Campground – there are showers, laundry facilities and a general store.

Backcountry Camping

For all backcountry trips in the Grand Canyon – as well as in other environmentally sensitive areas, like Paria Canyon and Buckskin Gulch – you’ll need to obtain a permit several months in advance. Be flexible with your dates and consider less-traveled routes: there are far more requests than there are available spots. Resilience is key: some people try for years before getting a permit.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a national park lodge
$130–400

a campsite
Free–$20

a hotel in Tusayan
from $230
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Last-Minute Accommodations

Because of the flexible cancellation policy, it’s not unusual to secure last-minute rooms even during summer peak season. There’s no waiting list, so keep trying. This applies to everywhere from the big lodges to Phantom Ranch. Backcountry campsites also have cancellations, but there is a waiting list for these, and you must show up in person at the Backcountry Information Center.



DISPERSED CAMPING

Dispersed camping is the easiest way to save money in Arizona – and it can be a lifesaver if you don’t have a reservation. If you’re boondocking or looking for free dispersed campsites, stop in at the local national forest office or check out The Dyrt (thedyrt.com), which identifies nearby sites and provides user reviews. Vehicle-camping is allowed at previously impacted sites anywhere in the Kaibab National Forest, which borders both rims. There are no toilets or services of any kind, and you must bring your own water.






Family Travel

Long drives, precarious canyon overlooks, crowded shuttles and stifling summer heat can be a challenge. The rewards, however, rest in the most mundane of activities – a sunset picnic at Cape Royal, a bicycle ride along the rimside Greenway Trail, hot chocolate under the stars, snuggling into an Adirondack chair on the patio of the North Rim’s Grand Canyon Lodge.


Junior Rangers

In the Junior Ranger Program, geared toward children aged four and up, children pick up an activity book on either rim, complete three pages and attend a ranger program. Upon completion, a ranger solemnly swears them in as junior rangers and the child receives a certificate and a badge. There are also 10 other activity books that can be downloaded prior to your trip.

Planning

It’s possible to cruise into the South Rim on a whim, but for the best experiences you should plan up to a year ahead.

• White-water rafting trips on the Colorado River, for kids eight and up (nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/river-concessioners.htm).

• Overnight mule treks or hikes to Phantom Ranch (grandcanyonlodges.com).

• Ride the Grand Canyon Railway on a day trip to the South Rim (thetrain.com).


South vs North

The South Rim has more sights, inner-canyon trails, museums and ranger-led interpretive programs designed for children, but the crowds can be intimidating and exhausting. The intimacy of the North Rim attracts families looking for a quieter vacation.




Accommodations

Children under 16 stay free at all Grand Canyon lodgings, but there is a $10-per-day charge for cribs and cots. Most accommodations outside the park do not charge extra for children under 12, and many have suites and pools.




BEST ACTIVITIES FOR KIDS

Ranger Programs
Stargazing talks around the fire, activity books and kid-friendly lectures.

Camping
When it comes to interacting with nature, camping is a better bet than hiking – kids can explore on their own terms, without the pressure to go somewhere.

Mule Rides
Overnight treks to the canyon bottom are offered from the South Rim; half-day rides from the North Rim give a taste of the canyon interior.
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SAFETY

It’s easy to forget, as you’re waiting in line for a shuttle or walking a rim trail with hundreds of other folk, that this is a wilderness. In most areas, there are no guardrails along the rim, and even where there are, there is room for a small child to slide through. Children and adults alike have plummeted to their deaths engaging in the most mundane activities in the most populated parts of the park. Secure toddlers in backpacks, always clutch young children’s hands, and absolutely do not allow anyone to run and scramble along the rim or beyond formal overlooks.






Safe Hiking

It’s easy to become complacent when hiking in the Grand Canyon, given the clearly marked trails and ease of descent. But hiking here is serious business. On average, there are 1000 medical emergencies each year on canyon trails, and more than 330 hikers need to be rescued at their own hefty expense. An average of 12 people die annually.
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Respect Your Limits

Make the ‘2xdown = up’ formula your hiking mantra. Generally speaking, it takes twice as long to huff back up the canyon as it does to breeze down. So if you’d like to hike for six hours, turn around after two. It’s a good idea to spend the first day or two gauging your ability and response to the heat, terrain and altitude.

Getting Lost

The park comprises 1904 sq miles of desert terrain, making it too easy to lose your way in its labyrinth of side canyons and sheer cliffs. It is imperative that you plan any hike carefully and appropriately. Whether backcountry hiking or driving in remote areas, always carry an adequate map, a generous supply of drinking water and electrolyte replacement.


THE GOLDEN RULE

Always tell someone where you are going and how long you plan to be gone.



PREVENTIVE SEARCH & RESCUE (PSAR)

25,258

Preventive Actions in 2022

524

Hiker Assists in 2022

338

Search & Rescue Incidents in 2022

50

PSAR Volunteers

Fatigue

More injuries happen toward the end of the day than earlier, when you’re fresher. Although tiredness can simply be a nuisance on an easy hike, it can be life-threatening on narrow exposed ridges or in bad weather. Don’t push yourself too hard – take rests every hour or two and build in a good half-hour lunch break.


RESCUE

Even the most safety-conscious hiker may have a serious accident requiring urgent medical attention. If this happens to you, remember: don’t panic. Breathe deeply until you are able to think clearly, then talk through your options. In case of accidents, self-rescue should be your first consideration, as search-and-rescue operations into the canyon are very expensive. A satellite messenger like the InReach is the best life insurance there is.








Health

Common Ailments
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DEHYDRATION

The canyon is a dry, hot place, and even walking along the rim can result in dehydration. Take time to acclimatize to the high elevation, aridity and high temperatures. Hikers should drink a gallon of water per day, but don’t forget to add electrolyte tablets: drinking too much water can flush all the salt out of your system.

Heat Stroke

Dehydration leads to heat exhaustion – characterized by fatigue, nausea, headaches, cramps and cool, clammy skin – and heat exhaustion leads to heat stroke, an extremely serious condition that occurs when the body’s heat-regulating mechanism breaks down. Symptoms include flushed, dry skin; a weak, rapid pulse; and delirium. Because the body cannot regulate, the patient must be cooled down externally. Hospitalization is essential.

Blisters

Nothing is more important to a hiker than happy feet. If you feel a hot spot coming on, don’t wait until lunch to deal with it. Prevention is the key: sit down immediately, take off your sock and shoe, and apply moleskin to the area that’s rubbing wrong. A Band-Aid or duct tape will also do the trick.


TIP

In the desert and at high altitude you can sunburn in less than an hour, even through cloud cover.



AVERAGE TEMPERATURES IN JULY

North Rim

77°F

South Rim

84°F

Havasupai Gardens

100°F

Phantom Ranch

106°F

Knee Strain

Many hikers feel the burn on long, steep descents. Although you can’t eliminate strain on the knee joints entirely, you can reduce it by taking shorter steps and ensuring that your heel hits the ground before the rest of your foot. Some walkers find that compression bandages help, and trekking poles are effective in taking some of the weight off the joints.


HYPOTHERMIA

Hypothermia doesn’t just occur in winter. Dehydration and getting unexpectedly soaked in a rainstorm – or on a raft – can leave you shivering uncontrollably on a summer day. The best treatment is prevention: always carry rain gear and a warm layer, especially in monsoon season. If your teeth are starting to chatter, treat symptoms by putting on dry clothing and drinking warm fluids.




Environmental Hazards

SCORPIONS

These little nocturnal critters pack a punch. Although their stings hurt like hell, that’s usually the extent of the injury. If stung, apply ice or cold packs, immobilize the affected body part and monitor the patient for anaphylactic shock. Scorpion venom is a neurotoxin, and some people do experience loss of muscle control. Stings are almost never fatal.
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Altitude Sickness

As the South Rim is more than 7000ft above sea level and the North Rim is about 8800ft at its highest point, feeling the effects of the thinner air is fairly common. It’s characterized by shortness of breath, fatigue and headaches. Staying hydrated is one of the best preventive measures; always factor in the elevation change on your hikes.

Rattlesnakes

The Grand Canyon region is home to nine species of rattlesnakes, which live both above and below the rim. The best advice with rattlesnakes is to watch where you step, as they have the unfortunate habit of sunning themselves right on the trail. Do not approach them for a selfie. Bites rarely result in death; stay calm, don’t suck out the venom and wait for evacuation.


LIGHTNING

Always seek shelter during a thunderstorm, but never under an isolated tree or rocky overhang, or in a shallow cave.



CAUSE OF DEATH IN THE GRAND CANYON BACKCOUNTRY

Heat

49%

Cardiac Arrest

42%

Hypothermia

6%

Unknown

3%

Flash Floods

Even if the sky overhead is clear, distant rainstorms can send walls of water, debris and mud roaring through canyons without warning. Flash floods can kill people caught in their path and sweep away vehicles. Never camp in dry washes, and be sure to check weather reports for the entire region before venturing out, especially if you’re planning on hiking through any slot canyons.


WATER TREATMENT

Do not assume that seasonal drinkable tap-water sources are available below the rim; they may be on your map, but that doesn’t mean they’ll be working. A water purification system, whether iodine tablets (light, convenient, tastes funny) or a squeeze filter (light, convenient, susceptible to clogging), is essential for any long day hike or backpacking trip.








Responsible Travel

Climate change & travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travelers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Volunteering

There are loads of opportunities to volunteer in and around Grand Canyon National Park, for one-day projects or longer-term endeavors. Volunteers work on trail maintenance, restore grasslands and remove invasive plants, among other activities.

Grand Canyon Trust

Offers multiday volunteer opportunities in and around the Grand Canyon. Possibilities include photographing events, removing barbed wire fences to protect pronghorn migrations and mapping streams. The website lists current opportunities.

Grand Canyon Field Institute

This organization partners with the National Park Service to offer single and multiday service-based trips, including family-friendly opportunities, on both the North and South Rims.
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When visiting the South Rim, leave the car in Tusayan and take the purple shuttle into the park, where you can transfer to three other shuttles to get around the main areas.




It doesn’t matter if you’re in the National Park, on BLM land or visiting the Havasupai Reservation – it is the hiker’s responsibility to pack out all trash, even if it’s not yours.
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AMERICAN CONSERVATION EXPERIENCE

Organizes restoration and conservation work in and around the park for adults aged 18 and older. In exchange for 40 hours work a week, volunteers are housed (often in on-site campgrounds) and fed.


SHARE THE TRAIL

Turn with your pack to the canyon wall to allow faster hikers to pass; uphill travelers have the right of way. If faced with a mule train, follow the wrangler’s directions.

Student Conservation Association

This national conservation organization partners with the NPS and offers dozens of extended volunteer opportunities; look online for limited options directly relating to Grand Canon National Park. You must be 15 or older to participate.

Best Friends

Kids as young as eight can volunteer at the country’s largest no-kill animal shelter, located in Kanab, Utah. Can’t arrange a visit? No worries, you can always sponsor a pet from afar.
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Noise

Canyon silence is as magnificent as its views; it’s common courtesy to never blast music from speakers anywhere in the park, do not yell down (or up) a trail to a friend and keep conversation levels low, especially after dark.


The most sustainably minded of the park’s lodges, Yavapai is aiming to be a zero-waste hotel by 2025.




Wildfires burn millions of acres across the West each summer. Always observe campfire restrictions.




5 million

The number of plastic bottles that would be added to the park’s landfills annually if every visitor bought a 16oz bottle of soda. Bring a reusable water bottle instead and refill with the park’s filtered spring water.




RESOURCES

grandcanyon.org Nonprofit dedicated to conservation and education.

darksky.org All about dark sky parks.

navajonationparks.org Learn more about visiting the Navajo.



FRENCH FRY EXPRESS

Locomotive 4960 of the Grand Canyon Railway runs on recycled vegetable oil collected from restaurants in Williams. Over a year, the train’s passengers reduce the park’s vehicle traffic by as much as 70,000 cars.






Accessible Travel

Being outside provides immeasurable benefits for everyone, and the national parks are one of the country’s greatest resources. The Grand Canyon still has a ways to go when it comes to accessibility for all, but in 2022 it was rated the second-most accessible park in the US with regard to trails.


Service Animals

Leashed service animals are allowed in all buildings, rim trails and shuttle buses on the South Rim. Service animals may be allowed in the backcountry; check-in at the Backcountry Information Office is required.


Airport

All airports are required to comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), providing accessible facilities and assistance to those who need it. Trained service animals are permitted. Wheelchair-accessible taxis are available by demand.




Accommodations

All lodges within the park offer ADA-compliant wheelchair-accessible rooms. The Mather and North Rim campgrounds also have wheelchair-accessible sites, but no hookups. Virtually all restaurants in the park accommodate wheelchairs.



SHUTTLES

The free park shuttle buses on the South Rim are accessible for wheelchairs up to 30in by 48in. However, most motorized scooters will not fit onto the shuttles.

South Rim

Many sites on the South Rim, including major overlooks, trails and historic buildings, are readily accessible, and both Hermit Rd and Desert View scenic drives offer multiple ‘windshield views’ clearly marked on the park accessibility map.

North Rim

On the North Rim, simply sitting on the back porch of Grand Canyon Lodge gives one of the most dramatic views in the park. The Cape Royal scenic drive has four overlooks with windshield views.


RESOURCES

Grand Canyon Accessibility Guide (nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/accessibility.htm) The park’s top resource is available as a free pdf download. In addition to general information, there are two accessibility maps that indicate windshield views and wheelchair-accessible views and restrooms.

travelability.net Offers state-specific information about accessible travel, including curated tours, places to explore the outdoors and a list of specialized travel companies.



SCENIC DRIVE ACCESSIBILITY PERMIT

The Scenic Drive Accessibility Permit allows entrance for visitors with mobility needs to access Hermit Rd and Yaki Point Rd, which are otherwise closed to private vehicles; it’s available at entrance stations and visitor centers.


Access Pass

Permanent residents in the United States with permanent disabilities are entitled to the free lifetime Access Pass, which grants admission to over 2000 national parks and monuments across the country, in addition to a discount on certain amenity fees, like campsites.








Nuts & Bolts

TIME ZONES

Arizona is on the Mountain Time Zone in winter (two hours behind the East Coast), but it does not observe daylight savings time in summer, when it is three hours behind the East Coast. However, the Navajo Nation does observe daylight savings time, and so is one hour ahead of Arizona in summer.


Internet Access

Expect all internet connections at the Grand Canyon to be slow, with limited bandwidth.

Post Office

Send a postcard from the bottom of the canyon at Phantom Ranch.
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Pit Toilets

Below the rim, there are pit toilets along the most heavily traveled trails; where toilet facilities are not available, you must pack out used toilet paper.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
Mountain Time Zone; does not observe DST

Country code
1

Emergency number
911

Population (Arizona)
7.15 million



Electricity 120V/60Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

The Grand Canyon is open 365 days a year. Public holidays do not affect park opening hours, but will affect businesses in gateway towns.


New Year’s Day January 1

Martin Luther King Jr Day 3rd Monday in January

Presidents Day 3rd Monday in February

Memorial Day Last Monday in May

Juneteenth June 19

Independence Day July 4

Labor Day 1st Monday in September

Indigenous Peoples’ Day 2nd Monday in October

Veterans Day November 11

Thanksgiving Day 4th Thursday in November

Christmas Day December 25








THE GRAND CANYON

STORYBOOK

Our writer, Christopher Pitts, delves deep into different aspects of the Grand Canyon experience.




Meet the Ranger

Visual Information Specialist Carmen Kraus speaks about her connection to the natural world and how she wound up working in the park service.

The First Peoples: Native Americans of the Grand Canyon

The Grand Canyon has a compelling human history, coming from the stories and cultures of those who have lived here for millenia.

The Colorado River Crisis

In the arid Southwest, water is everything. How are environmental challenges impacting the region’s long-term prospects?

Wildlife of the Canyon

All manner of life has adapted to the extremes of the park, from the cool North Rim forests to the sizzling inner gorge.
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MEET THE
RANGER

Carmen Kraus works as a Visual Information Specialist at Grand Canyon National Park.


I REMEMBER VIVIDLY the first time I saw the Milky Way. I was 10 years old, staying with my parents in a cabin near Hawaiʻi Volcanoes National Park. Just as we finished cooking, the power went out in our campground. It was incredible – we went outside to marvel at the multitude of stars stretched above us, without a single streetlight for miles. Like many people, my first thought was that my view of the sky was marred by clouds, but I was actually seeing the extreme density of stars in the Milky Way core.

Closer to home in the southeastern US, I observed the progression of the seasons, looked for salamanders in the streams, and eagerly awaited the first fawns of spring. I’ve traveled internationally and met close friends hiking in the mountains of South America and along the coasts of Europe.

And I remember visiting Grand Canyon National Park for the first time in my teens, feeling the immensity of the canyon walls towering above as my dad and I hiked down the Bright Angel Trail. The juxtaposition of proximity and distance left a powerful impression – the ancient rock mere feet from the trail while the wide expanse of the canyon stretched into the hazy horizon.
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TO GET WHERE I am today, I followed my curiosity. During school I started out in the sciences, and then added art. It was a reasonable combination since both involve observation and study of the natural world. Although I had initially anticipated a career in lab research, I found my way to communication and interpretation. The opportunity to share nature and stories with people was something I couldn’t resist.

People come to work for the National Park Service through many different paths. For some, it’s a dream they’ve worked toward since high school. For others, it’s a career shift or a second career. I have colleagues who studied forestry, education, accounting, history and music. There are many career paths within the park service.
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What drew me is the feeling of being able to make a difference, to the plants and animals, the people passing through and the people who call this place home. I started with an internship in interpretation on the North Rim of the Grand Canyon National Park. High on the Kaibab Plateau, surrounded by the rustling sounds of wind through the aspens and pines, I learned from my supervisors and companions. I spent one winter season at Death Valley National Park (which was hotter than my summer season) working in education. I returned for another beautiful season on the North Rim in interpretation, presenting programs to people and designing signs. Working in this park sometimes feels like I’m traveling while standing still, since I get to interact with people from all over the world. I love hearing people’s stories and impressions of their trips. People come to national parks looking for beauty or adventure and find connections – with the area, with each other, with people they’ve just met.

Connection is why I keep returning to Grand Canyon National Park. I currently work on the South Rim in graphic design and communications, but my job is a combination of service, art and science. I share stories and information online and through signs. The message I hope to get across is one of respect. For this region – which has been home to tribes since time immemorial. For the land – which is home to rocks that date back 1.8 billion years and unique species that live here and nowhere else. For yourself – to honor your body and listen to what it is telling you, especially on hot days and strenuous hikes. And for each other – what stories do your companions and fellow travelers have to tell?





THE FIRST PEOPLES
NATIVE AMERICANS OF THE GRAND CANYON

There are 11 local tribes that have historical ties to the Grand Canyon. These are the Havasupai, the Hopi, the Hualapai, the Navajo, the Paiute (Kaibab Band, Las Vegas Band, the Mopa Band, the Paiute Tribe of Utah, and the San Juan Southern Paiute Tribe), the Yavapai-Apache, and the Zuni.
   It would be a mistake to generalize about Native Americans in the region: each nation has its own traditions, sacred lands and specific relationships to other tribes.


Havasupai (Havsuw ‘Baaja)

Well known for their beadwork and basketry, the Havasupai (‘People of the Blue-Green Waters’) share the Yuman language with the Hualapai. Both tribes are together referred to as Northeastern Pai. Their legends tell how humankind originated on a mountain near the Colorado River. They left their Mojave relatives behind and headed to Meriwitica, near Spencer Canyon (a tributary of Grand Canyon). The Hualapai stayed near Meriwitica, but one story explains that a frog, enticed by the stream and lush vegetation, led the Havasupai east to Havasu Canyon. Archaeological records indicate that the Northeastern Pai arrived at the Grand Canyon around 1150 CE, and the Havasupai have occupied Havasu Canyon since that time.

Hualapai (Hwal’bay)

The Hualapai trace their origins to Kathat Kanave, an old man who sometimes took the form of a coyote and lived in Mada Widita Canyon (also known as Meriwitica), on the canyon’s westernmost edge. He taught the Pai (‘the People’) how to live in the canyon, explaining what herbs cured which ailments and how and what to plant. The Hualapai and Havasupai developed complex systems of irrigation and spent summers farming within the canyon, at places like Havasu Canyon and Havasupai Gardens. During the winter, they hunted on the plateau. Through trade with other tribes, they acquired peaches, figs, wheat, melons, cattle and horses.

Nowadays the Hualapai Reservation, bordering a large section of the western Grand Canyon, stretches as far south as Route 66. The Hualapai (‘People of the Tall Pines’) count themselves among the few tribes in the Southwest that do not generate revenue from gambling; instead, they’ve tried their hand at tourism, most successfully through motorized rafting tours on this section of the Colorado River, and through tourism on the scenic West Rim (known as Grand Canyon West). If you plan to travel off Route 66 on the Hualapai Reservation, you must purchase a permit in Peach Springs. Like the Havasupai, the Hualapai are renowned for their basketry.
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Hopi (Hopituh)

East of the Grand Canyon lies the 2410-sq-mile Hopi Reservation, which is completely surrounded by the Navajo Reservation. The Hopi are Arizona’s oldest tribe and are known for their distinctive, rich culture, whose intricacies remain closely guarded.

In the Southwest, certain Pueblo tribes believe that the universe consists of several worlds stacked one upon the other. In one telling of the story, in order to pass from one world to the next, Spider Grandmother gave her people a reed, which they used to climb up through the dying world’s ceiling and into the new world.

For the Hopi, this place of emergence is not just a myth but an actual location: the Sipapuni, a domed mineral spring located in the Grand Canyon, near the confluence of the Colorado and Little Colorado Rivers. If you have the chance to look into an Ancestral Puebloan kiva, you’ll probably see a sipapu – a small round hole in the floor that symbolizes the original Sipapuni.
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Navajo (Diné)

The Navajo Reservation is the largest and most populous in the US, covering more than 27,000 sq miles in Arizona and parts of New Mexico and Utah; its western edge borders Grand Canyon National Park. The Navajo call themselves the Diné (dee-nay; ‘the People’) and their land Dinétah. The word Navajo comes from the Tewa (a Pueblo tribe); the Spanish began referring to the Diné as ‘Navajo’ in the 1600s to distinguish them from their kin the Apache.

Nationwide, there are nearly 400,000 Navajo. The Navajo’s Athabascan tongue is the most spoken Native American language, with 170,000 speakers, despite its notorious complexity. In the Pacific Theater during WWII, Navajo ‘code talkers’ sent and received military messages in Navajo; Japan never broke the code, and the code talkers were considered essential to US victory.


Like the Apache, the Navajo were feared nomads and warriors who both traded with and raided the Puebloans, and who fought settlers and the US military. They also borrowed generously from other traditions: they acquired sheep and horses from the Spanish, learned pottery, farming and weaving from the Puebloans and picked up silversmithing from Mexico. Today, the Navajo are renowned for their woven rugs, pottery and inlaid silver jewelry. Their intricate sandpainting is used in healing ceremonies.
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THE HOPI ARE ARIZONA’S OLDEST TRIBE AND ARE KNOWN FOR THEIR DISTINCTIVE, RICH CULTURE, WHOSE INTRICACIES REMAIN CLOSELY GUARDED.

Paiute (Nuwuvi)

The Southern Paiute occupy land north of the Colorado River in what is known as the Arizona Strip, and have traditionally used the canyon for hundreds of years. After contact and conflict with the Navajo and Ute, Spanish explorers, Mormon settlers and the US government, the Southern Paiute now live in scattered settlements and reservations in California, Utah, Nevada and Arizona.

One branch of this tribe, the Kaibab band, occupies a reservation in northern Arizona, just west of Fredonia and south of Kanab, Utah. The tribe is largely involved in both agriculture and tourism and runs a visitor center and campground at Pipe Spring National Monument.

Zuni (A:shiwi)

The Zuni, like the Hopi, are one of 21 Puebloan tribes, located in New Mexico and Arizona. These tribes are as different as they are alike; nevertheless, the term ‘Pueblo’ (Spanish for ‘village’) is a convenient shorthand. All are believed to be descended from the Ancestral Puebloans – formerly known as the Anasazi and whose ruins you will see throughout the Grand Canyon – and to have inherited their architectural style and their agrarian, village-based life, often atop mesas.

Pueblos are unique among Native Americans. These adobe structures can have up to five levels, connected by ladders, and are built with varying combinations of mud bricks, stones, logs and plaster. In the central plaza of each pueblo is a kiva, an underground ceremonial chamber that connects to the spirit world.

The Zuni trace their origins to Ribbon Falls, off the North Kaibab Trail in the Grand Canyon. Eventually settling in what is today western New Mexico, the Zuni refer to the Little Colorado River, which connects them with the Grand Canyon, as their umbilical cord.





THE COLORADO RIVER
CRISIS

In the arid Southwest, water is everything. How are environmental challenges impacting the region’s long-term prospects?


IN 2022, 100 years after the historic Colorado River compact – an agreement that divvied up the river’s water-use rights between the seven states that depend on it – the water levels at the Lake Mead and Lake Powell reservoirs fell to record lows. Things looked so ominous that some experts were predicting that the river would cease to flow entirely in the coming decade. A historically wet winter in 2023 provided some relief, but the underlying problems of water availability in an arid climate, coupled with a growing population, remain.

The Original River Compact

For as long as there have been people living in the Southwest, the Colorado River has provided a lifeline. But the waterway is not without its challenges: it’s unnavigable and inaccessible in many stretches, and it was as much a natural barrier that impeded travel as it was a source of irrigation for crops. Annual floods were violent and unpredictable, and downstream, the silt-laden waters changed course repeatedly and unpredictably over the centuries.

The Spanish laid claim to the watershed in the 1500s, but up through the mid-1800s, the Colorado remained largely uncharted. As Manifest Destiny spurred the United States westward and the population in the Gulf of California and the Rocky Mountain states began to swell, however, the management of the single largest water source in the West had to change. In 1922, the government drew up a compact that allocated water rights to the seven states that depend on it: Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada and California. The first four are known as the Upper Basin states; the last three are known as the Lower Basin states. Each basin was granted the rights to 7.5 million acre feet of water per year, equaling a total of 15 million acre feet. In 1944, a treaty with Mexico allocated the country 1.5 million acre feet of water, bringing the total amount of water drawn annually to 16.5 million acre feet. According to a 1908 Supreme Court decision, Native American tribes were supposed to be allocated water rights as well, but historically, these have been completely disregarded.

Unfortunately, because of unusually wet conditions in the years preceding the compact, the original figure of 15 million acre feet was based on the calculation that the Colorado averaged around 18 million acre feet of water per year. In reality, scientists have since determined that the average annual flow of the river is closer to 13 million acre feet. This means that every year, more water is being taken out of the system than put back in.
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This simple arithmetic, combined with a historic 20-year megadrought that is gripping the region, has led to what is being described as an environmental crisis in slow motion: unless drastic cuts are made to water usage, eventually, the river will stop flowing before it reaches the Lower Basin.

The Dams

Over the past 75 years, the Southwest has been one of the fastest-growing regions in the United States. City and state planners have thus long been faced with a core problem: how do you provide water and power for 40 million people living in a desert?

Early on, damming the river seemed like the obvious solution. Dams control flooding, they create reservoirs that can be drawn on in periods of drought, and they can be used to generate hydroelectric power. Hoover Dam, outside Las Vegas, was the first big dam to be built along the Colorado in 1935, and formed Lake Mead, the river’s first massive reservoir. As the regional population continued to increase, however, dams continued to be built; the controversial Glen Canyon Dam, and its corresponding Lake Powell reservoir, was completed upriver near the Arizona–Utah state line in 1966.

While these dams continue to serve the region, they are far from perfect. For instance, the impacts on the Grand Canyon following the construction of the Glen Canyon Dam were both immediate and severe. Before the dam was built, the river would warm up to 80°F (27°C) in the summer and be thick with sediment. Flows annually fluctuated between a few hundred to 100,000cfs (cubic feet per second). These high volumes would move boulders downriver, scour out vegetation, and rebuild sandbars and beaches.

Now, the dam releases a predictable flow between 8000cfs and 25,000cfs at a near constant temperature of 59°F (15°C). Since Lake Powell acts as a settling pond, the Colorado below it is clear after dumping 380,000 tons of sediment per year into Glen Canyon.

These even, sediment-free flows ate away at the beaches and sandbars along the river corridor, damaging archaeological sites and destroying the backwaters and eddies that many fish call home. Without the massive floods to scour the remaining sandbanks, highly invasive plant species like tamarisk established strongholds along the Colorado from where they can send billions of wind-born seeds up fragile side canyons in search of sensitive riparian areas. Algal growth skyrocketed due to sunlight penetrating the now-clear water; the algae soak up phosphorus, a critical nutrient that otherwise fuels aquatic diversity.

In 2012 and again in 2018, the Bureau of Reclamation adopted guidelines requiring annual ‘high-flow releases’ to simulate spring runoff patterns, when the river swells because of snowmelt. Previous experimental floods showed that pushing 200,000 metric tons of Paria River silt downriver dramatically rebuilds beaches during multiday flows above 35,000cfs.

Environmentalists have long opposed dams like the Glen Canyon, arguing that rivers serve their ecosystems best when allowed to flow free. But some of their more radical proposals – Edward Abby’s novel The Monkey Wrench Gang, in which four environmentalists conspire to blow up the Glen Canyon Dam, is the most famous – are no longer considered to be so outrageous. Taken together, Lake Mead and Lake Powell were supposed to store 50.4 million acre feet of water when full. However, at the end of 2022, they held less than 13 million acre feet combined – about 25% of capacity. As the water levels in both reservoirs continue to decline, serious consideration has been given as to whether or not it would be better to decommission the Glen Canyon Dam entirely, and drain Lake Powell in order to keep the river flowing.

The Law of the River

As the climate in the Southwest continues to warm, and the amount of snowpack in the Rockies trends downwards, there remains only one real solution to the current crisis: reduce consumption. Considering that roughly one-half of all the water that flows out of the spigots in Phoenix, Los Angeles, San Diego and Denver comes directly from the Colorado River watershed (in Vegas it’s upwards of 90%), and that the population in these areas is continuing to grow rapidly, this may seem like a tall order.


And sure enough, for years, agreement between the seven states on how to make cuts failed to come to fruition. One of the biggest stumbling blocks is known as the Law of the River – basically, who has the most senior water rights. Consider this: 80% of the Colorado’s water is used by agriculture, and of that, most goes to California’s Imperial Valley by way of the 82-mile-long All American Canal. Because southern California uses the most water, people naturally believed that the Imperial Valley, which uses 80% of California’s water, should have to make the most drastic cuts. After all, what sort of argument can be made for growing water-intensive crops like cotton and alfalfa in a desert? And why should 180,000 farmers get more water than all of Arizona and Nevada combined?

However, the question of who has to cut what is considerably more complicated. Because the Imperial Valley was settled long before other areas along the river, legally, it gets first dibs on the river water. Furthermore, the Imperial Valley is an agricultural powerhouse: when farmland in the rest of the nation is on winter vacation, 66% of all the carrots, lettuce and other greens you find at the supermarket are being grown here in the always sunny desert. Cut too much water here, and the entire US could face consequences.

Nevertheless, if the Imperial Valley is the first in line according to the law, it is among the last in line on the river’s flow to the sea. If Lake Mead does go dry, it will be the hardest hit by the crisis.
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TAKEN TOGETHER, LAKE MEAD AND LAKE POWELL WERE SUPPOSED TO STORE 50.4 MILLION ACRE FEET OF WATER WHEN FULL. HOWEVER, AT THE END OF 2022, THEY HELD LESS THAN 13 MILLION ACRE FEET COMBINED – ABOUT 25% OF CAPACITY.

The Future

In June of 2022, the federal government upped the pressure on the seven Colorado River states to cut at least 2 to 4 million acre feet of water use (13.3% to 26.6%) per year in order to raise the water levels in the Lake Mead and Lake Powell reservoirs. When the states failed to come up with a plan, the US Interior Department declared they would unilaterally impose restrictions on everyone. California, Arizona and Nevada pushed back, and eventually, in May of 2023, a temporary agreement was finally reached: the three Lower Basin states would cut 3 million acre feet through 2026, or 1 million acre feet per year, in return for $1.2 billion in payments from the federal government.

In the long term, the cuts are far below the Fed’s initial demands, and still not enough to rectify the imbalance in the original compact. Importantly, however, they are voluntary: a critical first step in establishing the framework for a permanent agreement when the deal expires in 2026.





WILDLIFE
OF THE CANYON

All manner of life has adapted to the extremes of the park, from the cool North Rim forests to the sizzling inner gorge.


WHEN WE THINK of the Grand Canyon, wildlife isn’t the first thing that comes to mind – this isn’t a landscape that has the primordial feel of Yellowstone or the Grand Tetons, with grizzly bears, bison and packs of wolves roaming free. However, the park is considerably more diverse than its counterparts in the northern Rockies, with five of the seven major ecosystems represented within its vast territory. What you’ll see largely depends on where you go, what time of day it is and how patiently you’re willing to sit and wait.

Native Mammals

Predators

Although your likelihood of seeing the secretive mountain lion is extremely rare, there is always a chance one will see you. The Grand Canyon hosts a healthy population, and while they commonly prowl the forests along the canyon’s edge in pursuit of their favorite food – mule deer – they also roam the interior. One radio-collared female descended from the South Rim to the river, swam across, then scaled the North Rim in under eight hours. Reaching up to 8ft in length and weighing as much as 160lb, this majestic solitary animal is a formidable predator, but one that typically avoids humans.

Wild members of the dog family include the ubiquitous coyote and its much smaller cousin, the gray fox. Both share the same grayish-brown coat, but foxes typically have a tell-tale black tip to their tail. Each has adapted to human activity, growing increasingly comfortable around roads, buildings and (of course) any unattended food. Foxes often emerge at night, when you might spy one crossing a trail or road. Look for coyote scouring meadows for rodents any time of day, and listen for their haunting chorus around sunset – a cacophony of yips, cries and howls.

Black bears are extremely rare in the Grand Canyon, and the occasional sighting typically makes the local news. They mostly hide in the quiet forested areas on the North Rim, though drought conditions may compel them to seek new water sources near populated areas.
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Grazers

Scan for motionless desert bighorn perched on seemingly inaccessible cliff faces or ridgelines, their distinctive curled horns making impressive silhouettes. During breeding season, males charge each other at 20mph and ram horns so loudly the sound echoes for miles between canyon walls. You can find the park’s largest native animal in side canyons along the Tonto Platform beneath the South Rim, but bring binoculars as hikers seldom encounter them at close range.

Spotting mule deer can be particularly exhilarating when you encounter one in the middle of the road at night while you’re driving around a blind corner – seemingly their favorite time and place to hang out.

After their predators were systematically hunted out of the park in the early 1900s (even Teddy Roosevelt came to the canyon to bag mountain lions), mule deer experienced a massive population explosion. They are most common on the North Rim, but range throughout the park – even down to the edge of the Colorado River.

Rodents

Looking like a cross between a ferret, a bat, a squirrel and a raccoon, the ringtail is one of the area’s most intriguing creatures, and Arizona’s state mammal. These nocturnal members of the raccoon family were once common marauders of park campsites, and you’ll still see them along the rims and river corridors.

Living on opposite rims, Abert’s and Kaibab squirrels are excellent examples of divergent evolution. These long-eared mammals were a single population only 20,000 years ago, thriving in the forests that covered the region after the last ice age. When the climate warmed, leaving isolated pockets of ponderosa pines at higher elevations, the squirrels – who rarely stray more than 20yd from their favorite trees – split into two distinct species. The dark-bellied, white-tailed Kaibab squirrel lives exclusively on the North Rim, and is a subspecies of the Abert’s squirrel of the South Rim.

The most conspicuous members of the squirrel family, however, are speckled gray rock squirrels, which scoot fearlessly amid visitors’ feet along rim trails and viewpoints, hoping for handouts (never give them handouts). True to its name, this species nearly always inhabits rocky areas.

Non-Native Mammals

Although elk and bison are both iconic species in the West, neither are native to the Grand Canyon area. Elk were brought to the South Rim from Yellowstone between 1913 and 1928, and being poorly adapted to the arid ponderosa forest, tend to stay close to water. Watch out for them near bottle filling stations and irrigation runoff where they can look quite at ease surrounded by humans. Don’t be fooled.

Elk are the park’s most dangerous animals and have injured several visitors angling for that perfect photo. Keep a distance of at least 100ft (30m) and never get between a mother and her calf. Bull elk are particularly aggressive during the fall rut when they strut their stuff and bugle at each other in impressive displays of dominance. Stay well away.

Your chance of seeing the illusive House Rock bison herd on the North Rim has increased in recent years, but this is not a good thing. As their population grows, so does the havoc they wreak on the landscape. The 2000lb beasts trample sensitive alpine meadows, destroy springs, pollute groundwater, disrupt archaeological sites and spread invasive plants.

The ‘Cattalo’ are the remnants of a failed 1900s experiment in cross-breeding American bison and cattle to create an animal that had the meat of a cow and the hide of a buffalo, and could survive in the harsh Arizona environment. For decades about 100 of these non-native transplants roamed House Rock Valley where the Game and Fish Department managed them for hunting. However, once they found their way to the forests of the Kaibab Plateau – and the protective boundary of the national park – the population exploded to 600 or more, and so did their impact.

Birds & Lizards

Canyon wrens, ravens and hummingbirds are the most commonly seen of the park’s 447 species of birds, but it’s the raptors that often elicit the most interest: six species of owls, golden eagles, peregrine falcons (the world’s fastest animal) and red-tailed hawks all call the canyon home. The critically endangered California condor, the largest land bird in North America with a wingspan of 9.5ft, nests in the Vermilion Cliffs near the North Rim and has slowly been making a comeback.


Any hiker heading into the canyon will see reptiles darting across the trail, like the common fence lizard you might see doing push-ups to show others how buff he is.

The banded gecko has thin, practically translucent velvety skin and prefers to hunt in the cool night. It’s quick to shed its tail if grabbed, but it trades short-term safety for long-term peril as its tail is also a critical storage compartment for food and water.

What some people mistakenly call a horny toad is actually the short-horned lizard. Found on both rims and in the canyon, it employs a bizarre defense mechanism: a squirt of blood from its eyes that contains chemicals irritating to cats – its main predator.

You might catch a glimpse of a chuckwalla, a relative of the iguana, in the inner canyon. The second-largest lizard in North America can reach 18in long, has loose folds of skin around its neck, and if frightened will wedge itself between rocks, gulp in air and puff up its body, thoroughly locking itself in the tight space.

Venomous Creatures

The park is home to some 22 snake species, including six resident rattlesnakes, each with a distinct color pattern. The southwestern speckled and the northern black-tailed rattlesnake are the rarest, while the other four are subspecies of the western diamondback family: the Great Basin, the Mojave, the Hopi and, the most common of all, the Grand Canyon pink – found nowhere else on earth. Rattlesnakes rapidly shake their namesake tails as a way of warning you to stay away.
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PERHAPS THE PARK’S MOST INTERESTING REPTILE IS THE RARELY SEEN GILA MONSTER, FOUND ON THE FAR WESTERN END OF THE PARK. IT GROWS UP TO 2FT LONG AND LOOKS LIKE AN ORANGE-AND-BLACK BUMPY SAUSAGE WITH LEGS.

Black widow spiders hide in debris piles or between rock cracks where the distinct red hourglass on their underside may not be visible. They are typically not aggressive, and bite only when they feel threatened, but be concerned if one does bite you. If you begin to feel nausea, difficulty breathing or other systemic symptoms, seek medical attention.

While the pincers of the diminutive bark scorpion may look menacing, it’s the poison tip on their whiplike tails that do the real damage. Bark scorpions are the most venomous scorpion in North America, but typically a sting will result only in localized pain and swelling. If you really want to freak yourself out, take a UV flashlight with you while camping. Bark scorpions hunt at night and glow an iridescent blue under ultraviolet light.

Perhaps the park’s most interesting reptile is the rarely seen Gila monster, found on the far western end of the park. It grows up to 2ft long and looks like an orange-and-black bumpy sausage with legs. Mostly placid, America’s largest lizard can lunge quickly and has a powerful bite, often locking on to its victims. The Gila monster is venomous, and Arizona Poison Control suggests you use a strong stick to remove the animal as soon as possible.
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“The blue-green waterfalls of Havasu Canyon are among the Grand Canyon’s greatest treasures.”
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“Unearthly in its beauty, Antelope Canyon is possibly the most famous slot canyon in the world.”
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The People of the Tall Pines (Hualapai) and the
People of the Blue-Green Water (Havasupai)
welcome visitors to Grand Canyon West and

Havasu Falls, espectively. If you're in Vegas and

wanting to see the canyonin a day, a bus tour to

the former is the way tb go.

North Rim

WHERE SOLITUDE REIGNS SUPREME

Grand Canyon's remote, wild and forgotten
North Rimis far less developed, and sees far
fewer visitors than its southern counterpart.
In part thisis due to seasonal closure: at this
altitude (8000ft) the winter snows shut things
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North Rim

South Rim

South Rim

TIMELESS CANYON VIEWS

Almost all Grand Canyon visitors come to the
South Rim: t's got more than a dozen overlooks,
hiking trals of alllevels, historic architecture,
museums, acomprehensive shuttle service,
restaurants and even a grocery store. But the
downsideisthat the South Rim's popularity
makes parking and traffic a challenge in summer.
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