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SOUTHWEST USA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Rafting the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon | Travis J. Camp/Shutterstock ©

The world could use a little inspiration these days, and the Southwest has plenty to share, from the red rocks of Sedona to the crisp mountain splendor of the Sangre de Cristo. But the starkly beautiful landscape isn’t the only reason I love the Southwest. For one thing, I never get bored. Hiking through slot canyons, cycling past saguaros, afting wild rivers, camping in the mountains beneath ponderosa pines; there are enough adventures to fill several lifetimes. And whether it’s an interesting story or a quirky bit of history, there is always something compelling around the bend adding to the richness of the experience. One worry? This landscape is extremely fragile. As Western novelist and essayist Wallace Stegner wrote, ‘We may love a place and still be dangerous to it.’ For that reason, my love today is tempered with proactive care and respect for Mother Nature.

Amy C Balfour

@amycbalfour
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Amy is a writer and guidebook author covering travel, food and adventure.

My favourite experience is rafting the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. Laughing through the rapids, sleeping under the stars and enjoying the camaraderie sprung from a shared adventure. Perfection.




WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Southwest USA.
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Zhukova Valentyna/Shutterstock ©

Albuquerque has so much going for it, from festivals like Balloon Fiesta to deliciously spicy food to pueblo culture – and yet it’s somehow underrated. I expect that to change as progressives learn this city is a gem of the Southwest and not to be dismissed just because Breaking Bad made it seem too dangerous.
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Joel Balsam

@joelbalsam

Joel Balsam is a freelance journalist and guidebook author who has been published far and wide.
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Roig6/Shutterstock ©

The fantasyscape of Goblin Valley State Park, with its arid sea of strange bulbous creations, sums up Utah in all its bizarre glory. It’s a state filled with so many mind-bending rock formations, it brings out the giddy excitement in all who discover it. It’s easy to see why the pioneers were in awe of this place – it’s a dazzling, raw example of what Mother Nature is capable of.
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Jade Bremner

@jadebremner

Jade is a writer and editor, and author of more than 40 books. She specializes in travel culture and news.
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Loredana Habermann/Shutterstock ©

Southern Utah’s canyon country launches the imagination through a vast landscape of arches and domes and slots and spires. Earth, sky, wind, water – it’s raw and elemental, and when the light hits the rock in just the right way: pure magic. Easy access to instant awe is possible on scenic drives, while hiking or rafting into remote wilderness imbues a sense of intimate connection with a place as inviting as it is forbidding.
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Michael Benanav

michaelbenanav.com

Michael is a writer and photojournalist based in New Mexico, who works on stories around the world.
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AR Pictures/Shutterstock ©

Standing amid the throngs of tourists at the Fountains of Bellagio, I, just like them, stand enthralled by the flashy, splashy spectacle. The fountains epitomize the man-made wonders that make up Las Vegas. Yet in less than an hour, visitors can be surrounded by the natural beauty that abounds in Nevada: mountains, desert, lakes and more.
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Jay Jones

@Jay_C_Jones

Jay is a Las Vegas–based travel writer who specializes in Alaska, Hawaii and Nevada.
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GRAND CANYON DAYS

Ah, the Big Ditch. A place so immense, so gorgeous, so awe-inspiring it leaves one grasping for adjectives – even the loquacious Teddy Roosevelt, who remarked, ‘It is beyond comparison – beyond description; absolutely unparalleled throughout the wide world.’ You can come up with your own superlatives on a visit, but we do recommend you stay at least three days. Join the energized masses on the South Rim, or enjoy crowd-free walks on the North Rim.

[image: jpg]

Grand Canyon | a. v. ley/Shutterstock ©

The Seasonal North Rim

The North Rim has a higher elevation than the South Rim, so temperatures are cooler. The North Rim closes in winter; visit between mid-May and mid-October.

[image: jpg]

Pat Tr/Shutterstock ©

Bottled Waters

Empty plastic bottles comprise 20% of the park’s waste. To reduce this percentage, bring a refillable water bottle. Free water-filling stations can be found in high-traffic areas.

[image: jpg]

Natoe/Shutterstock ©

Take a Class

Among the best organized tours of the canyon are those offered as classes through Grand Canyon Conservancy Field Institute and Museum of Northern Arizona.



BEST GRAND CANYON EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Maximize sightseeing by renting a bike at Bright Angel Bicycles 1 and cycling along the South Rim to Yaki Point.

Take time to hike into the canyon 2, whether you’re staying on the North Rim or South Rim.

Dine on fine fare while admiring canyon views at El Tovar 3 or Grand Canyon Lodge.

Spend the night at the canyon’s bottom at Phantom Ranch 4 – a festive junction for hikers, mule riders and paddlers.

Hike to the blue-green waters at Havasu Falls 5 on the Havasupai reservation, west of the park’s South Rim.








BIG VIEWS

The Southwest is marked by eons of geological drama: crashing continents, erupting volcanoes and inundation by a succession of seas. It is also marked by the slow work of time and its erosive forces. The result today? Snow-capped mountains. Blistering deserts. Sheer cliffs. Dazzling red rocks. Epic views abound, showcased by overlooks and trails.

[image: jpg]

Angels Landing, Zion National Park | Jon Chica/Shutterstock ©

Park Permits

With big views come big crowds. To keep the experience safe and meaningful, permits are required for accessing Angels Landing and Toroweap.

Scenic Drives

The best bang for your buck? Scenic drives with overlooks. Try Hwys 89 and 89A between Wickenburg and Sedona in Arizona, and Hwy 12 in Utah.


BEST BIG VIEW EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hike to Horseshoe Bend 1, where the Colorado River carves a U through the rock beneath sheer drops near Page, AZ.

Climb a razor-thin ledge to Angels Landing 2, which overlooks a gobsmacking view of Zion Canyon – it’s possibly the best day hike in the US.

Grab the steering wheel tight for the bone-rattling drive to Toroweap 3 and its bird’s-eye view of the Grand Canyon.

Savor high-elevation views of the Rio Grande and the Taos Plateau from the 650ft-high Rio Grande Gorge Bridge 4, northwest of Taos.

Take photos of the iconic Mesa Arch 5, which frames red rock formations from its lofty perch atop a mesa in Canyonlands National Park.







UNIQUE NATIONAL PARKS

Eleven national parks grace Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico and Utah, and a few hog the spotlight and grapple with the biggest crowds – we’re looking at you, Grand Canyon and Zion! But the smaller parks outshine their rivals in certain areas. For a deep dive into the different, make your way to these unsung heroes.

Park Pass

If you plan to visit several national parks, consider the America the Beautiful Pass ($80), giving access to all federal recreation areas for one year.

[image: jpg]

high fliers/Shutterstock ©

Free Admission

To avoid an admission fee altogether, check nps.gov to determine the Free Entrance Days. There are usually about five per year.

[image: jpg]

grandbrothers/Shutterstock ©

Ranger Talks

Make time for ranger talks. Covering history, geology, flora and fauna, and the stars, they add context and a deeper understanding of your surroundings.


BEST UNSUNG NATIONAL PARK EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Drop deep into the earth – the length of the Empire State Building – to reach the wondrous cavern formations protected at Carlsbad Caverns National Park 1.

Walk past the world’s most iconic cacti at Saguaro National Park 2 in the Sonoran Desert near Tucson. (pictured)

Slide down sand dunes on a disc – or a box – at stunning White Sands National Park 3, NM, where sunsets are otherworldly.

Peer at the cosmos in its full celestial glory at super-dark Great Basin National Park 4, NV, which is also home to ancient bristlecone pines.

Come for the stunning Waterpocket Fold at Capitol Reef National Park 5; stay for the fruit-picking in the historic orchards.







OLD WEST TOWNS

The wildest Old West towns had evocative nicknames: Jerome was the Wickedest Town in the West while Tombstone was dubbed the Town too Tough to Die. Many of the towns sprung up near productive mines that have since shut down while others were cattle towns. A few have managed to survive, and the best share a few traits: a rough-and-tumble past, a remote location along a scenic drive and a colorful cast of entrepreneurial residents.

[image: jpg]

Tombstone; Jerome | weltreisendertj/Shutterstock ©

Saloons

Some of the most interesting buildings in town are the saloons, most still marked by long wooden bars and cold beers, and often live music.

[image: jpg]

Big Nose Kate’s | Gestalt Imagery/Shutterstock ©

Small Museums

Don’t skip the small, local museums. These share the stories of everyday townsfolk, not just the gunslingers, and display a host of quirky artifacts.

[image: jpg]

Tombstone; Bird Cage Theatre | Jeffrey M. Frank/Shutterstock ©

Ghost Tours

Ghost tours are another fun way way to learn about the history of the town, while enjoying a few scares in the process.



BEST Old WEST EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Climb the levels of Jerome 1 to visit wine tasting rooms, galleries, shops, saloons and a mining museum.

Walk the dusty streets of Tombstone 2, once a silver-mining hot spot and site of the shootout at the OK Corral.

Ride a mining train into an old copper mine in Bisbee 3, a lovably eccentric town in southern Arizona.

Drink a beer in the Bucket of Blood Saloon in Virginia City 4, NV, where Mark Twain got his literary start.

Follow in the bootsteps of Billy the Kid in Lincoln 5, NM, site of the 1880s Lincoln County War.







EPIC ADVENTURES

Rafting. Canyoneering. Mountain biking. Heli-skiing. And hiking between sheer cliffs. When it comes to outdoor adventures, go big or go home. And with dramatic, super-sized scenery – cactus-filled deserts, craggy red rocks, steep canyons and snow-covered mountains as the backdrop – your photos will always amaze. Even if your face is temporarily frozen in terror.

[image: jpg]

The Maze, Canyonlands National Park | Clint Clawdus/Shutterstock ©

Grand Canyon Rafting

With big views come big crowds. To keep the experience safe and meaningful, permits are required for accessing Angels Landing and Toroweap.

Stay Hydrated

The best bang for your buck? Scenic drives with overlooks. Try Hwys 89 and 89A between Wickenburg and Sedona in Arizona, and Hwy 12 in Utah.


BEST EPIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Crash through white water, hike into narrow canyons and whoosh down turquoise blue waters on a Grand Canyon rafting trip 1.

Hop aboard a helicopter with Ruby Mountains Heli-Experience 2, for a trip to remote ski slopes and varied terrain in the Ruby Mountains of Nevada.

Backpack through the Maze 3 in Canyonlands National Park, 30 sq miles of raw, untouched, high-walled canyons that are rarely visited.

Paddle a kayak to the striking green waters of Emerald Cove 4, which is tucked in Black Canyon along the Colorado River in northwestern Arizona.

Scale the climbing wall 5 that covers the entire side of the Whitney Peak Hotel, a one-of-a-kind effort of Reno.







SOUTHWEST SIPS

Local breweries are the center of the action in mountain towns like Moab and Flagstaff, while wineries tend to dot rural regions with gorgeous views. New distilleries and cideries, plus a few meaderies, are opening their doors across the region. And keep an eye out for highway roadhouses featuring cold beer, live music and local gossip.

Burgeoning Wine Regions

Small but burgeoning wine regions are scattered across New Mexico and Arizona, where you’ll find welcoming and helpful tasting rooms flanked by pretty landscapes.

[image: jpg]

Kit Leong/Shutterstock ©

Digital Passports

Look for digital passports showcasing breweries or iconic drinks along designated ‘trails,’ which will typically score you a discount or swag.

[image: jpg]

Dean Fikar/Shutterstock ©

Call Ahead

In more remote small towns, confirm opening hours before driving out to a destination winery, brewery or distillery. They often have limited hours.


BEST DRINKS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Drink craft beer at a brewery owned by Native American women and brewed on native lands at Bow & Arrow 1 in Albuquerque & Farmington.

Sample single-barrel straight bourbon and rye distilled at Frey Ranch Distillery 2 south of Fallon, NV, then take a 30-minute distillery tour.

Head to Hops & Vine3, a women-owned winery in Sonoita, for a rosé plus sweeping views of southern Arizona grasslands.

Download your digital passport for a discount at more than 40 watering holes along the Margarita Trail4 in Santa Fe.

Enjoy one of 30 craft beers at 4th West Pub5, the only bar located on Scenic Route 12 near Bryce Canyon.







GAZE AT THE STARS

The celestial wonders of the cosmos are on full display in the Southwest, where dark skies are plentiful. Dark skies are best for viewing the heavens because light pollution reduces the number of stars that are visible from earth. With few big cities and an abundance of undeveloped land, the Southwest is largely free of light pollution. Clouds are few due to the arid climate. Parks and local communities have worked to keep skies dark.

[image: jpg]

Cosmic Campground | Raisa Nastukova/Shutterstock ©

Star Parties

To attend a star party with informative ranger talks and telescopes, check the online calendars for national and state parks.

[image: jpg]

Monument Valley National Park | Luke Wait/shutterstock ©

Red-Light Flashlights

For a stargazing event, bring a red-light flashlight. Red light is less likely to interfere with your dark sky vision, once your eyes have adapted, than white light.

[image: jpg]

red-light flashlight | Bader Elbert Photography/Shutterstock ©

Make Reservations

Stargazing events at observatories often sell out, so make your reservation a few months before your trip. Look for calendars and registration information on their websites.



BEST STARGAZING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Drive and drive to reach Cosmic Campground 1 in northwest New Mexico, where the dazzling stars seem within reach of your outstretched hand.

Join a nightly stargazing tour in Huntsville, UT, at Compass Rose Lodge 2, which has its own observatory.

Book a night in a dome, which comes with a telescope and retractable sky-roof, at Clear Sky Resort 3 in Valle, south of the Grand Canyon.

Enjoy scenic drives to top-notch star programs at three observatories 4 – Lowell, Kitt Peak and Mt Lemmon – in Arizona.

Climb aboard the Great Basin Star Train 5 near Ely, NV, for stargazing with telescopes and a national park ranger from Great Basin National Park.








CITY WALKS

A handful of dynamic cities are scattered across the Southwest, serving as hubs of culture, cuisine and history in the midst of vast deserts and windswept plateaus. All of them have at least one much-beloved pedestrian-friendly neighborhood, which is lined with indie-owned restaurants and shops that provide a fun introduction to the city and its people.

[image: jpg]

Market on the Plaza, Santa Fe | Fotopro_929/Shutterstock ©

Public Transit

You can leave your car at the hotel and hop aboard convenient public transit options in Phoenix, Tucson and Las Vegas.

Vibrant Murals

Restaurants, hotels, warehouses and utility works have become canvases for wildly creative murals. Check tourism and local government websites for mural maps.


BEST CITY WALK EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Check out Native American jewelry and crafts, New Mexican food and historic buildings while strolling Santa Fe Plaza 1.

Settle in on a buzzy patio on Roosevelt Row 2 in downtown Phoenix, where breweries, indie shops and murals provide a festive oasis.

Stop for gourmet tacos, organic groceries, an indie bookstore and divey watering holes – including a tiki bar serving fishbowls of beer – along 4th Avenue 3 in Tucson.

Dig into creative works and good food in Las Vegas’ Arts District 4, where streets are well-stocked with sculptures, galleries and cafes.

Delve into museums, architecture, monuments and historic sites across Temple Square 5 in downtown Salt Lake City. Cafes, restaurants and bars are nearby.








FANTASTICAL ROCKS

The Southwest is jam-packed with remarkable rock formations that are fun to photograph and to explore. They occur, in part, because over time rain and erosion have easily carved their soft sedimentary layers into fantastic shapes. The range of colors on the rocky landscapes derives from the unique mineral composition of each rock type.

Badlands

A combination of color and soft rock occurs in badlands, and the rock crumbles easily. The result is rounded knolls, spires and folds painted in outrageous colors.

[image: jpg]

MNStudio/Shutterstock ©

Hoodoos

These towering, narrow pillars of rock differ from badlands because parallel joints in the rock create deeply divided ridges that weather into rows of pillars.

[image: jpg]

Juan Carlos Munoz/Shutterstock ©

Red Rock Photography

To capture the luminous colors of the multihued rock formations, take photos at dawn or early evening. You’ll avoid the harsh midday lighting that dulls colors.


BEST ROCKY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hike to a whimsical land of zebra-striped mounds and multicolored hoodoos in Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness Area 1, northern New Mexico.

Don’t go goblin mode (sorry, had to say it) among the awesome mushroom-shaped hoodoos 2 at Goblin Valley State Park or graceful spires at Bryce Canyon National Park.

Bring your camera to Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument 3, west of Santa Fe, to capture the trippy rock tipis formed from volcano ash.

Stroll loop trails past fossilized logs and badlands at Petrified Forest National Park 4 then watch the sun setting over the Painted Desert.

Observe how rain and wind at Chiricahua National Monument 5 have carved volcanic rocks into shapes that evoke imaginary creatures and fantasyland settings.








TRIBAL TRAILS

From the Apache to the Zuni, Native American tribes in the Southwest maintain distinctions of law, language, religion, history and custom. These differences turn the Southwest’s seemingly borderless, painted deserts into a kaleidoscopic league of nations. Pueblos and reservations are the best places to explore indigenous history and culture – with respect and on their terms. Special exhibits at museums often showcase top indigenous artists in Albuquerque, Santa Fe, Phoenix and Flagstaff.

[image: jpg]

Navajo performer, Arizona | RuslanKphoto/Shutterstock ©

Guided Tours

The best way to gain insights into culture and traditions while visiting a Native American reservation? Join a guided tour led by a member of the tribe.

[image: jpg]

Antelope Canyon | Kristi Blokhin/Shutterstock ©

Photography

Learn the rules about photography, performances and face masks for each pueblo and reservation, and follow them. Check the tribe’s website before your visit.

[image: jpg]

performer, Heard Museum | Vicki L. Miller/Shutterstock ©

Pueblos

The Pueblo reservations in New Mexico are as alike as they are different. Pueblo (Spanish for village) is shorthand for what they share: common ancestry from Ancestral Puebloans.



BEST TRIBAL TRAIL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Tour the mesa-top Sky City at the Acoma Pueblo 1, one of the oldest continually inhabited settlements in the US.

Discover cliff dwellings and petroglyphs, as well as working farms, on a guided Jeep tour into Canyon de Chelly 2.

Learn about historic Indian schools at the Stewart Indian School museum in Carson City, NV, and the Heard Museum 3 in Phoenix.

Purchase Pueblo Indian jewelry and pottery beneath the portico of the Palace of the Governors beside The Plaza 4 in Santa Fe.

Be introduced to Navajo traditions at the Explore Navajo Interactive Museum 5, anchored by a traditional hogan (home), in Tuba City, AZ.








FLOATS & SOAKS

Not all water adventures are epic, and there are plenty of opportunities for mellow floats and paddles across the region. There are hot springs scattered across New Mexico and Nevada, from well-publicized to hidden – although word has gotten out for many. Artificial lakes and lazy rivers are a scenic choice for kayaking and paddleboarding.

[image: jpg]

Lower Salt River | Peter Francis/Shutterstock ©

Long Walks

Be prepared for a long walk to the floating marina at Wahweap in Glen Canyon. Falling water levels mean the marina has moved farther from the parking lot.

Hot Springs Etiquette

Not sure how to handle soaking with strangers in the great outdoors? Travel Nevada (travelnevada.com) shares 18 tips for a successful day at the springs.


BEST SPRING, LAKE & LAZY RIVER EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Scramble carefully down to the Colorado River near Boulder City, or paddle there, to bask in the Goldstrike hot springs 1.

Hop in an inner tube on the Salt River 2 east of Phoenix for a lazy day of floating and scanning for wild horses.

Head to Lake Powell 3 in the Glen Canyon Recreation Area for paddleboarding, kayaking and houseboating.

Hike through the forest or head to a private bathhouse to soak in the waters at Jemez Springs 4, NM.

Don scuba gear to dive into a geothermal pool at Homestead Crater Scuba 5, UT, or the Blue Hole in Santa Rosa, NM.








QUIRKY ROADSIDE ATTRACTIONS

There’s a lot of empty space in the Southwest and all this emptiness draws the weird out of people: niche museums, roadside art, kitschy decor and creative festivals that celebrate desert creativity. And let’s be honest, it’s the weird and wacky that make some of the best backdrops for social media feeds.

Loneliest Road

Dubbed the Loneliest Road and running east–west across Nevada, US 50 qualifies as its own offbeat attraction, with a singing sand dune and a shoe tree.

[image: jpg]

melissamn/Shutterstock ©

Hashtag Weird

For a wide-ranging list of all things offbeat in Nevada, home of the Clown Motel and The Extraterrestrial Highway, follow #weirdnevada on Instagram.

[image: jpg]

Photography by Adri/Shutterstock ©

Ghost Towns

Sunbaked ghost towns linger on scrubby deserts and mountain foothills, typically near former mines. For a list of them, check out americansouthwest.net/ghost-towns.html.


BEST QUIRKY SOUTHWEST EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Cruise Route 66 into Holbrook, AZ to spend the night in a concrete wigwam at the Wigwam Motel 1, near Petrified Forest National Park.

Peruse the exhibits at one of the Southwest’s many niche museums 2, including the Rattlesnake Museum in Albuquerque and the Mob Museum in Las Vegas.

Celebrate the cowboy life in Elko, NV, where 6ft-tall fiberglass cowboy boots 3 have been painted with Western themes and placed at various locations in town.

Ponder whether the truth is out there 4 at the UFO Museum in Roswell, NM, and the Little A’ Le’ Inn in Rachel, NV.

Find the gallery of discarded art 5 along an alley wall in Bisbee, AZ, a former mining town gone creative.










REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of the Southwest

[image: jpg]

Allow: 12 days Distance: 1700 miles



Superlatives were made for this classic loop that swoops past the biggest and boldest stops in the Southwest. From Las Vegas to the Grand Canyon to Santa Fe, it’s a procession of gobsmacking views, intriguing cultural sites and spicy local fare. And inside Meow Wolf, maybe another dimension.



[image: jpg]

1 LAS VEGAS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Kick off this trip with a stroll beneath the neon lights and over-the-top blitz of the Strip in Las Vegas. A delicious dinner is a must, followed by a mesmerizing show. Let the casinos take over on your second day, from the faux canals of Venice to the aquarium at Mandalay Bay.

[image: ] 3-hour drive
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Bucchi Francesco/Shutterstock ©

2 ZION NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

You’ll hug a cliffside, squeeze though a canyon and snake up Walter’s Wiggles before scrambling across a razor-thin ridge on the Angels Landing Trail in Zion National Park. Be sure to reserve a permit ahead of your hike. Elsewhere within the canyon, trails lead to natural pools and hanging gardens.

[image: ] 2½-hour drive
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Bill45/Shutterstock ©

3 GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK: NORTH RIM [image: ] 2 DAYS

Check into your cabin at the Grand Canyon Lodge on the North Rim, then stretch your legs on the adjacent Bright Angel Point Trail. Sip a cocktail – created in the Roughrider Saloon – on the stone patio behind the lodge. The next day, drive scenic Cape Royal Rd to overlooks and trails flanked by ponderosa pines and the vast canyon.

[image: ] 2½-hour drive

[image: jpg]

Billy McDonald/Shutterstock ©


4 HORSESHOE BEND & THE NAVAJO NATION [image: ] 2 DAYS

The clifftop view at Horseshoe Bend is not for the fainthearted. One thousand feet below, the Colorado River carves a perfect U through a colossal chunk of Navajo sandstone. It’s simultaneously beautiful and terrifying. Afterwards, stop by Glen Canyon Dam for views of Lake Powell.

[image: ] 7-hour drive

[image: ] Detour: Visit Monument Valley en route to New Mexico. [image: ] 5 hours.
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HandmadePictures/Shutterstock ©

5 SANTA FE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Art and landscape collide in Santa Fe, a 400-year-old city with modern charm. Spend a day exploring the museums and galleries that line the central plaza. Don’t miss the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum and the history exhibits inside the Palace of the Governors (pictured). Wake for a trippy morning at Meow Wolf. Stop in Albuquerque for green chile stew at the iconic Frontier.

[image: ] 8½-hour drive
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stellamc/Shutterstock ©

6 GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK: SOUTH RIM [image: ] 2 DAYS

A walk along the Rim Trail in Grand Canyon Village is backdropped by the iconic canyon, historic buildings, Native American art and geological displays. Continue to savor canyon views over dinner at El Tovar. Rise early to walk into the canyon on the Bright Angel Trail, then shuttle to one of the canyon overlooks on Hermit Rd for the sunset.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Route 66: Southwest Kicks

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days Distance: 725 miles



A gigantic green head. Burma Shave signs. A big hole in the ground. And concrete wigwams. Yep, you’ll get your kicks – as well as you kitsch – on this storied stretch of the Mother Road through Arizona and New Mexico. This trip is bookended by dazzling displays of neon.


[image: jpg]

1 KINGMAN [image: ] ½ DAY

Learn about the Mother Road at the Route 66 Museum in Kingman. Then pull up beneath the Route 66 arch in the parking lot for a photo-op. Burgers, shakes and 1950s knickknackery are highlights at Mr D’z Route 66 Diner. From Kingman, pull over for the Giganticus Headicus 22 miles north of town, then watch for red-and-white Burma Shave signs on the drive.

[image: ] 1½-hour drive
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Toms Auzins/Shutterstock ©

2 SELIGMAN [image: ] ½ DAY

Tiny roadside Seligman takes its Route 66 heritage seriously – or with a squirt of fake mustard, thanks to the Delgadillo brothers, for decades the route’s biggest boosters. Juan passed away in 2004 and his brother Angel retired from his gift store and barbershop – it now houses a small museum – in 2022. Burgers, ice cream and pranks are still served at family-run Delgadillo’s Sno-Cap.

[image: ] 1¼-hour drive
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Jon Chica/Shutterstock ©

3 FLAGSTAFF [image: ] 2 DAYS

Route 66 barrels right through downtown Flagstaff, parallel to the city’s railroad tracks. Stop by the visitor center for a Route 66 walking tour guide. Home to great restaurants, breweries and a busy observatory, this college town is a fun place to kick back. Don’t miss live music at the iconic Museum Club (pictured). For an impressive pit stop, pull over at Meteor Crater, about 45 miles east of Flagstaff.

[image: ] 2-hour drive
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4 PETRIFIED FOREST NATIONAL PARK [image: ] ½ DAY

The trees in the forest at this national park are fragmented, 225-million-year-old logs scattered over arid, high desert grasslands. The park holds an abandoned segment of Route 66. Pull over to check out the rusted antique car and small display area. A 28-mile scenic road ribbons across the length of the park, passing badlands, rock art and trails to clusters of petrified trees.

[image: ] 3-hour drive
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5 ALBUQUERQUE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Central Ave follows Route 66 through Albuquerque, passing through Nob Hill, the University of New Mexico, downtown and Old Town. West of downtown, look for the tile-and-wood artistry of the KiMo Theatre (pictured), a 1927 icon of pueblo-deco architecture blending Native American and art deco design. Pull over about a mile and a half northwest for a walking tour of Old Town.

[image: ] 2½-hour drive
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6 TUCUMCARI [image: ] ½ DAY

A ranching and farming town, Tucumcari is home to one of the best-preserved sections of Route 66. It’s a great place to drive through at night, when dozens of neon signs – relics of the Mother Road’s heyday – cast a crazy glow. Marked by its bright neon sign, the long-running Blue Swallow Motel (pictured) is a classic spot to spend the night.
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ITINERARIES

Red Rocks: Vegas & Southern Utah

[image: jpg]

Allow: 9 days Distance: 825 miles



Want fiery red rocks, mesmerizing geologic formations and a little Vegas bling on your 10-day vacation? Then buckle up for this sun-splashed cruise through Nevada and Utah, which passes rock formations that glow brilliant hues of crimson, gold and purple as the sun begins and ends its day.


[image: jpg]

1 LAS VEGAS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Neon lights illuminate the Strip and its evening debauchery while the historic signs at the Neon Museum (pictured) – which is best visited at night – trace the decades-long story of Sin City. If you’re just here for the rocks, make a beeline for Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area, a steep and rugged red rock escarpment rising 3000ft and buzzing with rock climbers, hikers and wildlife watchers.

[image: ] 1-hour drive
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2 VALLEY OF FIRE STATE PARK [image: ] ½ DAY

A masterpiece of desert scenery filled with psychedelically shaped sandstone rocks, the Valley of Fire State Park, on the north edge of Lake Mead, is spectacular. Scenic roads pass various crimson geologic curiosities. The valley is at its most fiery at dawn and dusk.

[image: ] 3-hour drive
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3 ZION NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

The soaring red-and-white cliffs of Zion are one of Utah’s most dramatic natural settings. But the canyon hides more delicate wonders: weeping rocks, tiny grottoes, hanging gardens and meadows of wildflowers. These lush pockets distinguish Zion from the more arid parks to the west. Board a park shuttle to traverse the 6-mile Scenic Road, which pierces the heart of the park.

[image: ] 1½-hour drive
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4 BRYCE CANYON NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

Several trails meander beneath the pastel-colored spires and hoodoos found at Bryce Canyon National Park. Follow the Rim Road Scenic Drive past incredible overlooks and trailheads. The canyon is actually an amphitheater of sandcastle-like formations eroded from the cliffs. The popular Navajo Loop Trail drops 521ft and passes through the narrow Wall Street Canyon.

[image: ] 4½-hour drive
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5 MOAB [image: ] 2 DAYS

Tucked between two national parks and home to restaurants, motels and adventure outfitters, Moab is a fun launchpad for adventures in southeastern Utah. More than 2000 red sandstone arches await in nearby Arches National Park. Canyonlands National Park holds one of the Southwest’s most iconic red rock overlooks: Mesa Arch (pictured) and its famed view of Washer Woman Arch and Buck Canyon.

[image: ] 3-hour drive
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6 MONUMENT VALLEY NAVAJO TRIBAL PARK [image: ] ½ DAY

The monolithic chocolate-red buttes and colossal, multi-colored mesas will probably look familiar, having starred in countless TV shows, movies and commercials since the 1930s. The most famous formations are conveniently visible from the 17-mile, rough dirt scenic drive looping through Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park on the Utah–Arizona state line.
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ITINERARIES

Native American Tour

[image: jpg]

Allow: 9 days Distance: 750 miles



The stories, traditions and artistic endeavors of the indigenous peoples of the Southwest may differ, but a deep connection to the land is evident across tribes and history. This drive through Arizona and New Mexico swings past Pueblos, cliff dwellings and a mesa-top village.


[image: jpg]

1 ALBUQUERQUE [image: ] 2½ DAYS

The largest city in the state, Albuquerque provides a helpful introduction to Native American culture at the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center, which spotlights New Mexico’s 19 Pueblos. The on-site cafe serves pueblo-inspired cuisine. You’ll find more than 2000 petroglyphs at Petroglyph National Monument (pictured) located 7.5 miles north of Old Town.

[image: ] 2½-hour drive
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2 TAOS [image: ] 2 DAYS

The drive into Taos is a stunner. Snowcapped peaks rise dramatically behind the city, the Rio Grande Gorge cracks across the landscape and a sage-speckled plateau unrolls to the west. The Taos Pueblo, built around 1450 CE, is one of the country’s oldest continuously inhabited communities. Sip a margarita while people-watching at the Adobe Bar at historic Taos Inn.

[image: ] 3½-hour drive
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3 CHACO CULTURE NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

The bumpy unpaved road to the park will test your resolve (and shock absorbers), but whoa, is it worth it. About 1000 years ago, Chaco Canyon was the center of an Ancestral Puebloan civilization linked by a carefully engineered network of 30ft-wide roads. Today, Chacoan culture is famed for its intricately designed stone great houses, which are well preserved.

[image: ] 3½-hour drive
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4 CANYON DE CHELLY NATIONAL MONUMENT [image: ] 2 DAYS

Inhabited for 5000 years, the sacred and beautiful Canyon de Chelly shelters prehistoric rock art and 1000-year-old Ancestral Puebloan dwellings. Navajo families still farm the narrow strip of land along the canyon’s base. Drive the Rim Trail for views from the canyon’s edge or take a guided tour into the canyon.

[image: ] 2-hour drive
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5 MONUMENT VALLEY NAVAJO TRIBAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

The 17-mile scenic loop in Monument Valley passes dramatic rock formations, including the Mittens, Elephant Butte and the Three Sisters. For a guided tour, which takes you into areas where private vehicles cannot go, stop by one of the tour kiosks in the parking lot. With rooms facing the formations, the View Hotel is a beautiful place to wake up in.

[image: ] 3-hour drive

[image: jpg]

HannaTor/Shutterstock ©

6 HOPI NATION [image: ] ½ DAY

Three rocky, sand-colored hilltops, named First, Second and Third Mesa, are the heart of the Hopi Nation, which is completely surrounded by the much larger Navajo Nation. Stop by the Hopi Cultural Center and its museum on Second Mesa or sign up for a tour of Walpi on First Mesa to learn more about the Hopi. Call ahead to confirm opening times.
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WHEN TO GO


It’s a four-season playground, with good hiking and biking year-round, and skiing and desert fun from November through February.



The best time to visit the Southwest? The shoulder seasons of spring and fall. Early spring is a great time to catch wildflowers in the desert while October and November bring colorful fall foliage. Moderate temperatures are a boon for hiking, biking and festivals. National and state parks may close some facilities, however, as crowds disperse.

National parks hit capacity from late May through August, when families are traveling for summer vacation. With comfortable temperatures and clear skies, summer is also a good time for outdoor recreation in the mountains and high desert regions. But be warned – you’ll want to avoid Phoenix and southern Arizona, when temperatures soar well above 100°F.

In winter, from December through March, you can hit the slopes in Utah, New Mexico and Arizona. Saddle up at southern Arizona dude ranches.

Want a Bargain?

From June through August, locals flee the heat in southern Arizona. This means that rates plummet at top resorts in Phoenix and Tucson.

[image: jpg]
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I LIVE HERE

DESERT BLOOMS

Kimberlie McCue is Chief Science Officer at the Desert Botanical Garden in Phoenix and a passionate conservation biologist.

February, March and April, that’s the sweet spot for seeing blooms of all kinds, including cactus. My favorite are actually the prickly pears, [which] we sometimes call the rose of the desert when they’re blooming. The blooms are, depending on the species, all kinds of colors. And they’re very lush, like roses.




THE BATHTUB RING

There’s a good chance you’ll see a white ‘bathtub ring’ marking the rocks that encircle Lake Mead. These mineral deposits, left by a dropping lake, are a stark reminder of the Southwest’s multi-decade drought and looming water crisis.




FLASH FLOODS

Flash floods occur when large amounts of rain fall suddenly and quickly. Most common during the ‘monsoon’ months from July to early September, they occur with little warning and reach a raging peak in minutes. If you see one coming, climb to higher ground immediately.

Celebrate Films, Rocks & Hot-Air Balloons

Hollywood invades Park City, UT, for the Sundance Film Festival, when aspiring filmmakers, actors and movie lovers gather for a week of cutting-edge film. [image: ] January

Rock hounds swoop into Tucson for the Tucson Gem & Mineral Show, the largest gem and mineral show in the country. More than 250 dealers sell jewelry, fossils, crafts and lots of rocks. [image: ] February

In 2022, about 80,000 people attended Burning Man in Nevada, an outdoor celebration known for its elaborate art displays, barter system, blowing sand and the final burning of the man. This temporary city rises in the desert 100 miles north of Reno. [image: ] August

Albuquerque, NM, hosts the world’s biggest gathering of hot-air balloons during the nine-day Balloon Fiesta. The daily mass ascensions are beautiful. [image: ] October

Embrace the Weird All Year

Wranglers, ropers and those who admire them gather for the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Elko, NV, for a week of poetry readings and folklore performances. [image: ] January

The play’s the thing in Cedar City, UT, during the Utah Shakespeare Festival. Visitors enjoy a dramatic ‘Shakesperience,’ with performances, seminars and backstage tours. [image: ] June through mid-October

Cities and towns across the Southwest celebrate July 4th with fireworks and parades, but Oatman, AZ, is the only place in the US where they celebrate the birth of America with a sidewalk egg fry. Yep, it’s that hot! Roswell, NM, throws its annual UFO Festival on the July 4th weekend. [image: ] July

Window Rock, AZ, hosts the Navajo Nation Fair, the country’s largest Native American fair. Festivities include a parade, a rodeo and dance performances. [image: ] September


I LIVE HERE

Fall Fiestas

Christy Germscheid, Angel Fire Resort vice president and Enchanted Circle booster.

It’s hard to beat the gold aspen leaves of Angel Fire in the fall, but it’s definitely worth a quick departure from this quaint southern Rockies village to attend the Santa Fe Wine and Chile Fiesta (late September/early October). With over 90 wineries and 60+ restaurants participating, this five-day fiesta celebrates wine, food and New Mexico culture.



[image: jpg]
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DARK SKIES

With cloud-free night skies and vast desert spaces unaffected by urban light pollution, the Southwest is one of the best places in the US for astro-tourism. For star parties and night sky programs, head to the national parks or one the region’s observatories.

Weather Through the Year (Phoenix, Arizona)


[image: gif]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 68°F (20°C)
Days of rainfall: 3.2

[image: gif]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 71°F (22°C)
Days of rainfall: 3.2

[image: gif]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 78°F (26°C)
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: gif]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 86°F (30°C)
Days of rainfall: 1.3

[image: gif]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 96°F (35°C)
Days of rainfall: 0.6

[image: gif]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 104°F (40°C)
Days of rainfall: 0.7

[image: gif]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 106°F (41°C)
Days of rainfall: 4.4

[image: gif]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 105°F (41°C)
Days of rainfall: 5.6

[image: gif]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 100°F (38°C)
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: gif]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 89°F (32°C)
Days of rainfall: 2

[image: gif]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 77°F (25°C)
Days of rainfall: 2.3

[image: gif]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 66°F (19°C)
Days of rainfall: 3.3








GET PREPARED FOR
SOUTHWEST USA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.



[image: jpg]

Hiking gear, Uinta Mountains, Utah | Erinn Hermsen/Shutterstock ©

Clothes

Layers Many recreational areas are located in the high desert or the mountains, where the temperature can change quickly. For that reason, wear several layers of light clothing, which you can take off or put on as needed while hiking or cycling. Even in midsummer, favor synthetic layers (which don’t absorb moisture) over cotton – a waterproof shell and a fleece are a good idea in any season. Layering is also a good idea for city exploring, and a sweater may come in handy after sunset.

Footwear Trail-running shoes with grippy soles are the best all-around footwear, though water shoes or closed-toe sandals (not flip-flops) are also useful, particularly if you’re hiking through a canyon. Hiking boots provide the best ankle support, but you may find them too cumbersome in the desert heat. Sandals or sneakers are fine if you’re just walking around cities. Headed to Scottsdale for nightlife? Bring the heels.


Safety Considerations

In the desert and at high altitude you can sunburn in less than an hour. Use sunscreen (with an SPF of 30 or higher), especially on skin not typically exposed to the sun.

Be extra careful driving. Everything from dust storms and snow to roaming livestock and flooded washes can make conditions dangerous. Closely monitor fuel levels. Gas stations can be few and far between in more remote areas.





READ

[image: jpg]

Desert Solitaire (Edward Abbey; 1968) Essays about the Southwest and industrial tourism by an eco-curmudgeon.

[image: jpg]

Ceremony (Leslie Marmon Silko; 1977) Novel based in the rich heritage of New Mexico’s Pueblo people.

[image: jpg]

Finders Keepers (Craig Childs; 2010) Examines the ethics of collecting prehistoric artifacts in the Southwest.

[image: jpg]

The Emerald Mile (Kevin Fedarko; 2013) Chronicles an epic Colorado River adventure through the Grand Canyon.




Visiting Native American Reservations

When visiting a reservation or Pueblo, ask about and follow any specific rules. Almost all tribes ban alcohol, and some ban pets. If rules are not posted at the reservation entrance, check the reservation’s website.

Ask first, document later Some tribes forbid cameras and sketching entirely; others may charge a fee or restrict their use. Always ask first. If you want to photograph a person, ask permission; a tip is polite and often expected.

Pueblos are not museums The incredible adobe structures are homes. Public buildings will be signed; if a building isn’t signed, assume it’s private. Kivas (sacred buildings) are nearly always off-limits.

Ceremonies are not performances Ceremonies are important spiritual events, so watch silently and respectfully, without talking, clapping or taking pictures, and wear modest clothing. Powwows are more informal, but unless they’re billed as theater, they are for the tribe, not you.

Privacy and communication Many Native Americans are happy to describe their tribe’s general religious beliefs, but not always, or to the same degree, and details about rituals and ceremonies are often considered private. Always ask before discussing religion and respect each person’s boundaries. Native Americans consider it polite to listen without comment; silent listening is a sign of respect.

COVID-19 restrictions Many tribes were severely impacted by the pandemic. Carry a mask and be prepared to use it if required.




WATCH

Stagecoach (pictured; John Ford; 1939) Monument Valley may be the true star of this classic Western.

Butch Cassidy & the Sundance Kid (George Roy Hill; 1969) Follows the adventures of two real-life outlaws who hid out in Utah.

Breaking Bad (2008–2013) The criminal evolution of an Albuquerque high-school teacher.

The Hangover (Todd Phillips; 2009) It’s a bachelor party gone wrong – or right – in Las Vegas.

Under the Banner of Heaven (2022) Spotlights the origins of the Church of Latter-Day Saints and a double homicide connected to its fundamentalist wing.
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United Artists, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons


LISTEN

KTAO 101.9 FM Much-loved Taos radio station with a fun indie bent. Listen online.

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

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

Dusty Notes (Meat Puppets; 2019) Phoenix band singing country to psychedelic rock.








THE FOOD SCENE


Food in the Southwest is a tricultural celebration, and the region is a welcoming place to experiment, savor and have a second helping.



[image: jpg]

Las Vegas Strip steak | LEIGH LOFTUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Whoever advised ‘moderation in all things’ has clearly never eaten in the Southwest. There’s green chile cheeseburgers and red chile posole to enjoy in New Mexico. Sonoran dogs and huevos rancheros in Tucson. Chorizo and hominy stew in northern Nevada, along with Picon punch. Yep, regional specialties are pleasingly diverse in the Southwest, and sampling local fare is a big reason to get excited about a trip.

And they may not be ‘local’, but the delicious and extravagant buffets in Vegas? Don’t get us started.

Top restaurants are increasingly focused on fresh and locally grown fare – and providing a solid selection of regionally produced beverages. The ever-expanding crop of small-batch breweries, distilleries, cideries and vineyards provide the perfect accompaniment to those smothered blue-corn enchiladas or the gastronomic excesses of Vegas.

Cultural Influences

Three ethnic groups – Native American, Hispanic and cattle-country Anglo – influence Southwestern food culture. Traditional Native American crops are the foundation of Southwestern cuisine, providing the main ingredients: corn, beans, squash and, of course, chiles.

Spain and Mexico controlled territories from Texas to California well into the 19th century and, after the United States took over, most inhabitants – and their cooking styles – simply stayed put.


The American miners, cowboys and pioneers who subsequently streamed into the new territories also contributed to the Southwest style of cooking. Much of the Southwest is cattle country, and whether you are in Phoenix, Silver City or Las Vegas, you can expect a good steak.

Chiles in New Mexico: Red, Green or Christmas?

In New Mexico chiles are spicy bell peppers infused into everything from chocolate to wine and typically served as a sauce. Chili, on the other hand, refers to a meat-and-bean dish found across the US. Green chiles are long and pale green, and they are often grown in the Hatch Valley in southern New Mexico. They have a sharp heat evoking a vegetable flavor and are spicier than red chiles. Red chiles are typically grown in northern New Mexico and have a sweeter flavor, with some tartness and a slow burn.

‘Red or green?’ references your choice of sauce – and it’s the official state question. Ordering a dish Christmas style means it will come with a half-and-half mix of red and green chile sauce. Vegetarians should note that chile sauces are usually made with pork.

Modern Southwestern Cuisine

An eclectic mix of Mexican and Continental (especially French) traditions began to flourish in the late 1970s and continues to grow. Try innovative combinations such as chiles stuffed with lobster or barbecued duck tacos. Generally speaking, cities such as Phoenix, Tucson, Santa Fe and Albuquerque have the most contemporary Southwestern restaurants.

And while Vegas is not known for its Southwestern flavors, it is indisputably the culinary capital of the region. Celebrity chefs are in every resort, and whatever indulgence you’re up for – chocolate fountains, caviar by the pool, fusion sushi – you can bet you’ll find it here.

Vegetarians & Vegans

Most metro-area eateries offer at least one veggie dish, although few are devoted solely to meatless menus. These days, fortunately, almost every larger town has a natural-food grocer. You may go wanting in smaller hinterland towns, however, where beef still rules. In that case, your best bet is to assemble a picnic from the local grocery store.


‘Veggie-heads’ will be happiest in New Mexico and Arizona, where they go nuts (or more specifically, go piñon). Thanks to the area’s long-standing appeal to hippie types, vegetarians and vegans will have no problem finding something delicious on most menus, even at drive-throughs and tiny dives. One potential pitfall? Traditional Southwestern cuisine uses lard in beans, tamales, sopaipillas (deep-fried puff pastry) and flour (but not corn) tortillas, among other things. Be sure to ask – often, even the most authentic places have a pot of pintos simmering for vegetarians.


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Hatch Chile Festival (pictured) This September ode to the green chile celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2022. Events include a chile-eating contest.

Santa Fe Wine & Chile Fiesta Five days of food and wine tastings with 60 participating restaurants in the City Different in September.

Street Eats Food Truck Festival Sample pizza, crepes, seafood, cajun specialties and more at this two-day round-up of mobile eats in January in Scottsdale.

National Basque Festival Celebrate the sheepherder lifestyle come July, with piñon punch, chorizo and paella in Elko (elkobasqueclub.com).

Brews & Brats Octoberfest Proceeds from this party – with grilled bratwurst and craft beer – in Kingman in October support the Kingman Route 66 Rotary Club.
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Best Southwest Dishes

BLUE CORN ENCHILADAS

Nut-flavored blue tortilla covered with sauce and filled

HUEVOS RANCHEROS

Breakfast of tortillas, eggs, cheese, beans, and chile sauce

STEAK

Juicy slabs of beef are the specialty in steakhouses across Arizona

SONORAN DOGS

Bacon-wrapped hotdog slathered with tomatillo salsa and pinto beans

GREEN CHILE CHEESEBURGERS

A New Mexico classic: beef, American cheese and Hatch green chile sauce

FRY BREAD TACOS

Fried dough with a soft center that is layered with toppings

BASQUE FAMILY-STYLE MEAL

Hearty lamb and chorizo entrees/stews, with beans and salad

HERITAGE BREADS

Breads sourced from indigenous locally grown grains, like White Sonoran wheat



Beer, Wine & Beyond

Microbrewery and craft-beer production has skyrocketed in the US. In 2021 there were more than 9100 microbreweries and brewpubs across the country, and craft beer sales accounted for 26.8% of the domestic beer market share. As craft beer sales continue to increase, craft spirits have also muscled onto the scene. Sales of spirits – canned cocktails, hard seltzers – are grabbing more of the market share for alcoholic beverages. Distilleries with tasting rooms are popping up across the Southwest, as well as cideries and meaderies.

Craft Beer & Microbreweries


The term microbrew is used broadly these days, and tends to include beer produced by large, well-established brands such as Sam Adams and Sierra Nevada. According to the Brewers Association, however, a true craft brewery must produce no more than six million barrels annually. It must also be independently owned and use traditional ingredients.

These smaller craft breweries are popping up everywhere across the Southwest, from small towns to urban centers. They are a popular gathering spot for an after-work drink, and often a good meal. Numerous breweries have opened in Flagstaff, AZ, and you can find them easily by following the Flagstaff Brewery Trail (craftbeerflg.com). Albuquerque is another microbrewery hub, and the craft beer scene in Salt Lake City is booming too.

Popular regional beers are often sold in local grocery and liquor stores. Note that many microbrews are considered ‘big beers’ – meaning they have a high alcohol content.

Wine & Wineries


There are three things a good wine grape needs: lousy soil, lots of sunshine and dedicated caretakers, all of which can be found in New Mexico and Arizona. For a full rundown of New Mexico’s 50-plus wineries, visit the New Mexico Wine Growers Association (nmwine.com). Gruet Winery, which specializes in sparkling wines, has a lovely tasting room in Santa Fe.

In Arizona, the best-known wine region is in the southern part of the state near Patagonia. The Verde Valley between Phoenix and Flagstaff is close on Patagonia’s heels in terms of quality and publicity. The Arizona Wine Growers Association (arizonawine.org) provides an overview of the state’s wine producers, with links to information about the various wine-growing regions.

Margaritas


Margaritas are the alcoholic drink of choice and synonymous with the Southwest, especially in heavily Hispanic New Mexico and Arizona. Margaritas vary in taste depending on the quality of the ingredients used, but all are made from tequila, a citrus liqueur (Grand Marnier, Triple Sec or Cointreau) and either freshly squeezed lime or premixed Sweet & Sour.

Our perfect margarita includes freshly squeezed lime (say no to the ultrasugary and high-carb packaged mix), a high-end tequila (skip the gold and go straight to silver or pure agave – we like Patrón or Herradura Silver) and Grand Marnier liqueur (better than sickly sweet Triple Sec). Ask the bartender to add a splash of orange juice if your drink is too bitter or strong.

Margaritas are either served frozen, on the rocks (over ice) or straight up. Most people order them with salt. Traditional margaritas are lime flavored, but these days the popular drink comes in a rainbow of flavors. Prickly-pear margaritas, made with syrup from prickly-pear cacti, are typically bright pink and easily found in Arizona.

Santa Fe has made margarita sampling easy for die-hard fans with its new Margarita Trail (santafe.org/margaritatrail). Download the app, then flash your margarita passport at more than 40 participating restaurants and bars for discounts. You might even earn margarita swag. Yes, it’s a marketing gimmick, but a fun one.


Specialties


In Arizona, Mexican fare is of the Sonoran type, with specialties such as carne seca. Meals are usually served with refried beans, rice, and flour or corn tortillas; chiles are relatively mild. New Mexico’s food is different from, but reminiscent of, Mexican food, and a reflection of the region’s hardscrabble rural roots. Pinto beans are served whole instead of refried; posole may replace rice. Chiles aren’t used so much as a condiment (like salsa) but more as an essential ingredient in almost every dish.

Modern Native American cuisine bears little resemblance to that eaten before the Spanish conquest, but it is distinct from Southwestern cuisine. Navajo and Indian tacos – fried bread usually topped with beans, meat, tomatoes, chile and lettuce – are readily available.

Mexican & New Mexican

Breakfast burritos Flour tortilla stuffed with eggs, bacon or chorizo, cheese, chile and sometimes beans.

Calabacitas Sautéed squash (or zucchini), corn and green chile; often topped with cheese. Served as a side dish.

Carne adovada Marinated pork chunks.

Carne seca Beef that is sun-dried before cooking. Huevos rancheros Eggs prepared-to-order are served on top of two fried corn tortillas, loaded with beans and potatoes, sprinkled with cheese and served swimming in chile.

Mole Spicy chocolate-flavored chile sauce.

Posole A soup made from hominy.

Sopaipilla Deep-fried puff pastry with honey.

[image: jpg]

Calabacitas | Guajillo studio/Shutterstock ©

Native American

Fry bread Deep-fried, doughy Native American bread.

Horno bread Chewy bread baked in beehive-shaped outdoor adobe ovens.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Kai Traditional Native American fare reaches delicious new heights at the Sheraton Wild Horse Pass Resort & Spa, AZ.

Duran’s Pharmacy For more than 50 years, this beloved ABQ diner has served housemade New Mexican that showcases the unique flavors of the state. Sells chile sauces to-go.

Pizzeria Bianco In Phoenix, where double James Beard–winner and restaurateur Chris Bianco began making his gourmet wood-fired pizzas.

Red Iguana Mexican fare at its most authentic, aromatic and delicious in Salt Lake City; sample the seven chocolate-based moles.

Wicked Spoon The most decadent thing in Sin City? The buffets. And the Cosmopolitan shares the most decadent one of all.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

The fruit harvest season kicks off in April in southern Utah. Head to Capitol Reef National Park to pick your own fruit from spring through summer.
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SUMMER

From strawberries and raspberries to apples, peaches and plums, delicious fresh fruit abounds. Market season for all produce is in full swing.
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AUTUMN

The year gets a little kickier in August and September, which is Hatch green chile season in southern Arizona. Look for a crazy array of green-chile infused fare.
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WINTER

In colder months, fuel up with hearty Basque meals – roast lamb, homemade chorizo – in northern Nevada.

[image: jpg]

Marcos Castillo/Shutterstock ©








THE OUTDOORS


The Southwest is a four season playground with crimson buttes, soaring canyons, crashing rivers and cactus-dotted deserts serving as the backdrop for adventures both mild and wild.
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Slickrock Bike Trail, Moab | CSNafzger/Shutterstock ©

The Southwest earns its reputation as the USA’s land of adventure with a dizzying array of recreational options across a range of gorgeous settings. From camping and birdwatching to rafting the Grand Canyon and scrambling up to Angels Landing, there’s an outdoor activity for every level of adventurer.

Where to start? Pick a national park or an outdoorsy town – Moab, Flagstaff, Taos – in a multisport region and launch yourself into the wild.

Hiking

Hiking in the Southwest is fun – and likely different from what you’re used to at home. You can hike to a vortex in Sedona, give a nod to a saguaro in Tucson, squeeze through a slot canyon in Zion National Park and climb a ladder to cliff dwellings near Santa Fe.

And the good news is, it’s always hiking season somewhere in the Southwest. When temperatures in Phoenix hit the 100s (about 40°C), cooler mountain trails beckon in the high country. When highland paths are blanketed in snow, southern Arizona provides balmy weather.

One caveat? Pre-trip planning is key. With more people venturing into the wilds, some parks are capping the number of hikers and backpackers due to ecological sensitivity or limited facilities. Permits are required for Angels Landing trail in Zion and for backcountry travel in highly visited national parks, including the Grand Canyon. Consider visiting less-restrictive federally managed lands and state parks for backpacking trips during busy months.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Explore Grand Canyon National Park.

Climb ladders to a ceremonial cave that combines education with adventure at Bandelier National Monument.

Fly down a red-rock waterslide at Red Rock State Park in Oak Creek Canyon.

Hike under hoodoos at Bryce Canyon National Park and Goblin Valley State Park.

Raft though Black Canyon, south of Las Vegas.

Match the names to the butte at Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park.

Pedal the greenways along the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.

Ride horses at Ghost Ranch in New Mexico.

Gaze at the stars during an evening program at Lowell Observatory in Flagstaff.



Mountain Biking & Cycling

The Southwest also kills it when it comes to mountain biking: from Moab’s world-famous Slickrock to a plateau-and-desert pedal on the 800-mile Arizona Trail to the forested downhill rides in Angel Fire, you can find all sorts of fat-tire fun. If you’re not hauling a bike with you, you can usually find a rental shop in major hubs. Check mtbproject.com for trail descriptions and maps.

Road cycling is also fantastic in many places, depending upon the season. Tucson and Albuquerque are both bicycle-friendly cities with many bike lanes and parks. The area around St George, UT, is another good location, with miles of bike lanes.

Cycling on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon is a fun way to explore the park. The development of cyclist-friendly greenways and a bike-rental shop at the visitor center makes this easier than ever.

Snow Sports

All four states offer snow sports on some level. Yes, you can even ski in Arizona.

Endless vistas, blood-curdling chutes, sweet glades and ricocheting half-pipes: downhill skiing and boarding are epic in the Southwest. Backcountry and cross-country skiing and snowshoeing are increasingly popular ways to explore the untamed terrain. The season lasts from late November to mid-April, depending on where you are.

The Lake Tahoe area reigns in Nevada. In New Mexico, head to the steeps at Taos and along the Enchanted Circle, and in Utah, the resorts outside Salt Lake City, which has hosted the Winter Olympic Games.

The North and South Rims of the Grand Canyon both have cross-country trails. The North Rim is much more remote. On the south side, you’ll find several trails with easy to medium difficulty groomed and signed within the Kaibab National Forest. Bryce Canyon also has cross-country trails.

[image: jpg]

Cross-country skiing, Mogollon Rim | Jonathan Manjeot/Shutterstock ©


Best High-Adrenaline Adventures

WHITE-WATER RAFTING

Crash down the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon on a motorized raft or a wooden dory.

CANYONEERING

Rappel into a slot canyon – Mystery Canyon and Orderville Canyon – in Zion National Park.

HOT AIR BALLOONING

Soar skyward at dawn in a hot air balloon during the annual balloon festivals in Albuquerque or Lake Havasu City.

HIKING

Drop 1.25 miles into the bowels of the earth – aka Carlsbad Caverns – on a dark and twisty trail. Don’t worry, the bats only emerge at night.

CITY CLIMBING

Scale a climbing wall that covers the entire side of a hotel in Reno.

MULE RIDING

Saddle up on a mule for a ride along the North and South Rims of the Grand Canyon, or for a trek into its depths.

FOUR-WHEEL DRIVING

Bounce through canyons and drive past wild rock formations in the Needles District in Canyonlands National Park.






ACTION AREAS


Where to find Southwest USA’s best outdoor activities.
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SOUTHWEST USA

THE GUIDE


Chapters in this section are organised 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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LAS VEGAS & NEVADA
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NEON, THEN THE NATURAL NEVADA

Nevada is a rugged region of the US, where visitors rub shoulders not only with gamblers and showgirls but also with miners and cowboys.
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Nevada is the ultimate mind-bender – and legal recreational marijuana has nothing to do with a traveler’s altered state of mind. To describe Las Vegas – and to a lesser extent, Reno – as a gambling mecca is accurate. The world-famous Las Vegas Strip draws tens of millions of visitors each year with its internationally themed resorts and its after-dark extravaganza of neon lights. But hop in a car – you’ll need one to venture out of the cities – and in less than an hour, you can be in what’s sometimes called the ‘other side’ of Nevada: its remote, rugged and vast publicly owned land, a larger share than that of any other state. For those not hooked by the around-the-clock casinos with free-flowing booze, and those who’ve seen enough man-made attractions, a jackpot of a different type awaits in the deserts and mountains that define the landscape beyond the skylines. Pack good walking shoes and maybe boots; the distances between Vegas’ hotel-casinos are surprisingly long, plus you’ll want to check out at least a couple of Nevada’s 314 named mountain ranges, the most of any state. It takes some effort to reach places such as northeast Nevada’s Ruby Mountains, but the Spring Mountains adjoin the Las Vegas Valley. More than 400 miles to the north, the Sierra Nevada range, with magnificent Lake Tahoe, is in Reno’s backyard.
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THE MAIN AREAS

THE LAS VEGAS STRIP

World-class dining, shopping, shows and gambling.

VEGAS BEYOND THE STRIP

Downtown and the neighborhoods beckon.

SOUTHERN NEVADA

An abundance of attractions outside Vegas.

US 95

Mining riches and more.




Find Your Way

Be prepared for the vastness of Nevada. In size, it is the seventh-largest state. The diverse attractions are scattered across Nevada’s 110,000 sq miles, but navigating key places of interest doesn’t need to be daunting.
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Plan Your Time

‘Don’t plan, just go’ might work in Las Vegas. But elsewhere, you’ll need a strategy, given the great distances. And, planning to hit the road must include considerations such as plenty of drinking water and gas.
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A Quick Taste of Nevada

• Indulge in Las Vegas and the surrounding area. Check out manmade marvels along the Strip, including an Egyptian pyramid, a replica of the Eiffel Tower and gondoliers in mock Venetian canals. Vegas is the perfect place to people-watch along the broad sidewalks and while lounging beside sparkling swimming pools. The resorts also tempt with world-class dining and shopping. In less than an hour, a car or a tour bus can get you to the rugged, authentic side of Nevada at places such as Red Rock Canyon and Hoover Dam. Always be sure to stay hydrated by drinking plenty of water.




Nevada in Three Memorable Days

• Spend a day enjoying Las Vegas’ myriad experiences. Then, rather than driving 440 miles, fly to Reno and use it as a base for two days of exploration. Indulge in the culture of Burning Man without ever leaving Reno. Drive to the eastern shore of Lake Tahoe to be awed by the eye-popping vistas. Carson City, the state capital, is where the Stewart Indian School Museum reveals a tragic chapter of history. In Virginia City, step back in time to when gold and silver brought unimaginable wealth. Visit the Chollar Mine and the Virginia & Truckee Railroad, which played roles in the town’s prosperity.




Indulging Further in Nevada

• Extend your stay in Vegas, where close-by adventures abound, such as the red sandstone formations at Valley of Fire State Park and neighboring Lake Mead. In Boulder City, the construction of the Hoover Dam, the ‘eighth wonder of the world,’ is shared at a museum. Nearby, check out the curious statue dedicated to the guy who cleaned outhouses during the building of the dam. Then pack up the car and hit the highway. Abundant surprises await in road trips along both US 93 and US 95. Along the 95 near Goldfield, you can’t help but admire the ingenious creativity of the International Car Forest.



Seasonal Highlights

Be prepared for around 75 days of triple-digit temperatures each year in Las Vegas, where the record high is 117. Elsewhere, the weather varies significantly depending on the elevation.

JANUARY

See how cowboys get creative in their free time at the fascinating National Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Elko.
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FEBRUARY

Grab your skis and head for the slopes at three lesser-known resorts along Mt Rose Highway just outside Reno.
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JULY

Enjoy some of the nation’s finest fireworks from land or water at Lake Tahoe’s Fourth of July celebration in Stateline.
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AUGUST

Make the pilgrimage to the Black Rock Desert for Burning Man, a festival guided by principles including communal effort and radical inclusion.
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SEPTEMBER

Head to the stages of downtown Las Vegas for Life is Beautiful, a multiday celebration of music and art.
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OCTOBER

Enjoy a parade and trick-or-treat at the Governor’s Mansion in Carson City as the anniversary of Nevada statehood coincides with Halloween.
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DECEMBER

Don your cowboy hat and spurs as National Finals Rodeo returns Las Vegas to its Western roots.
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THE LAS VEGAS STRIP


[image: jpg]

In the 1930s, when the action was downtown along Fremont Street, a desolate, two-lane road that began at the south end of town stretched all the way to California. It took decades for the first few miles of the Los Angeles Highway to morph into Las Vegas Boulevard, the world-famous Strip that’s now ten lanes wide in some spots. The first hotels sprung up in the Fifties, but by the time Elvis Presley filmed Viva Las Vegas in 1963, they had already exploded in size. That explosion, along with the implosions of aging resorts, continued for decades. In addition to casinos big enough to get lost in, many resorts have thousands of rooms each, dozens of lounges and restaurants, sprawling swimming pools and luxury shops. Intimate showrooms have given way to gargantuan arenas that draw the biggest names in entertainment. Dreams become reality along one of the best-known roads on Earth.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas Sign

SIGHTS

2Aria Fine Art Collection

3Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Gardens

4Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art

5Flamingo Wildlife Habitat

6Fountains of Bellagio

7High Roller

8Las Vegas Monorail Center Strip Station

9Little Church of the West

10Shark Reef Aquarium

SLEEPING

11Luxor

12New York-New York

13Paris Las Vegas

14The Park Vegas

ENTERTAINMENT

15T-Mobile Arena

SHOPPING

16LINQ Promenade

17The Forum Shops at Caesars

18The Shops at Crystals




TOP TIP

Visitors can be in the middle of the Vegas experience along the Strip (Las Vegas Boulevard) within minutes of leaving the airport. The 4.5 miles from Mandalay Bay to The Strat boast more than 35 resorts. Here, a person could dine in a different restaurant every day of the year and enjoy a different show every week.
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WALK OF FAME

It’s nowhere near as extensive as Hollywood’s Walk of Fame, but the Strip has gotten into the game of recognizing some of the folks who helped make it famous by putting their names in stars along the sidewalks. You’ll find Rat Packers Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra, plus siblings Donny and Marie Osmond, outside the Flamingo. In front of Paris, look for legendary performers Wayne Newton and Elvis Presley, as well as longtime drag performer Frank Marino. The full list includes more performers along with other notable folks such as composers, humanitarians and producers.




Outdoors on the Strip

A SELFIE-LOVER’S PARADISE

The Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas sign, in the center of bustling Las Vegas Boulevard with its own free parking lot, is a great place to start a day exploring the city’s outdoor sights. Try to get here by mid-morning to avoid long lines of jovial, selfie-seeking tourists.

A saunter north along the Strip will take you past some of Vegas’ iconic sights, including the pyramid-shaped Luxor Hotel & Casino, with its 110ft replica of the Great Sphinx of Giza and 140ft obelisk. Keep going and reach the Fountains of Bellagio – one of the most popular sights in town, and sure to ignite travelers’ enthusiasm as it shoots water jets 460ft skyward in choreographed shows set to pop, classical and showtune accompaniment. It’s no wonder these fountains are considered to be one of the world’s best free attractions.

Just past the fountains and with an eclectic collection of shops, restaurants and entertainment venues, the LINQ Promenade earns its place on any stroll around Vegas – but more adventurous guests can soar above the crowds on the Fly LINQ zipline. It’s also a great place to stop for lunch, with the Strip’s only branch of cult fast-food chain In-N-Out Burger.

Walk back toward the Fabulous Las Vegas sign and take in the city’s world of sightseeing wonders, starting across from the Bellagio Fountains at Paris Las Vegas, which boasts replicas of the Arc de Triomphe and the Paris opera house, plus the impossible-to-miss Eiffel Tower.

Head south and cross the boulevard to New York-New York, worth checking out for its mock landmarks including the Manhattan skyline, the Statue of Liberty and the Brooklyn Bridge. Soaring above them, the Big Apple Coaster hits speeds of nearly 70mph.

Situated between New York-New York and Park MGM, The Park Vegas is a pedestrian mall stretching from Las Vegas Boulevard to T-Mobile Arena, home of the NHL’s Golden Knights and concerts. It’s impossible to miss Bliss Dance, a 40ft-tall sculpture originally created for Burning Man.
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WHERE TO EAT ON THE STRIP

Mayfair Supper Club

Dinner and engaging entertainment merge inside Bellagio. The famous fountains form the backdrop. $$$

The Steak House

A classic inside Circus Circus, the meat and the atmosphere are both prime. $$$

Wicked Spoon

Buffets don’t scream ‘bargain’ anymore but the Cosmopolitan offers good value. $$


THE ICONIC WELCOME SIGN

In 1959, Betty Willis, an artist employed by Western Sign, created what’s become Las Vegas’ best-known landmark, the Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas sign. When first erected, it was in the middle of nowhere south of town, miles from the nearest motel. Probably not recognizing how popular it would become, neither Willis nor her bosses ever copyrighted the sign, meaning the world-famous image is available without charge to anyone who wants to use it. It has become ubiquitous, appearing on souvenir coffee mugs, key chains, T-shirts, tote bags and even actual State of Nevada license plates.





High-Voltage Views

THE BEST LOOKOUTS ON THE STRIP

The granddaddy of the Strip’s several overlooks, the observation decks on Levels 108 and 109 at The Strat provide visitors with both indoor and outdoor viewing opportunities from a whopping 1150ft up. Adrenaline junkies will want to check out the thrill rides that jut out from atop the tower. In a more sedate, but still elevated, setting is Top of the World, a revolving, fine dining restaurant that provides guests with magnificent views of the Las Vegas Valley.

The elevator at the half-scale Eiffel Tower at Paris Las Vegas whisks visitors 540ft above street level for great 360-degree views, including of Bellagio and its fountains just across the street. There’s also the elegant Eiffel Tower Restaurant, 110ft up. Try to reserve a table by the window, overlooking those dancing fountains. You’ll be conflicted as to whether to eat the food on your plate or take more photos.

The High Roller observation wheel also boasts bird’s-eye views. At 550ft, it was the world’s tallest Ferris wheel until surpassed by the Ain Dubai in 2021.

Shopping on the Strip

EVERYTHING IMAGINABLE AND MORE

With a soaring roof that some compare to a flying saucer, Fashion Show Mall’s 280 stores and restaurants are the perfect place to start a shopping spree. The anchor stores include prestigious names such as Neiman Marcus and Saks Fifth Avenue.

The Roman-themed Forum Shops at Caesars Palace features 160 stores and restaurants in a distinctive faux-Classical luxury mall. Tourists may particularly appreciate the convenience of the Apple store located here. The mall is also home to a free animatronics show that shares the legend of the fall of the lost city of Atlantis. Be sure to check out the mall’s spiral escalator, a real rarity.

If you find your casino winnings burning a hole in your pocket, The Shops at Crystals is a great place to spend them. The luxury-brand shopping center between ParkMGM and the Cosmopolitan has dozens of upscale stores, including Cartier, Dolce & Gabbana and Tom Ford. On the ground floor, be sure to check out the clever water feature, Halo, where vortexes of colored water dance within large, clear tubes.

WHERE TO STAY ON THE STRIP

Bellagio

A much-trafficked landmark, with a fountain-filled lake as its welcome mat. $$$

Park MGM

The Strip’s only totally non-smoking resort, including its casino. $$

Wynn Las Vegas

A five-star property from Steve Wynn, the visionary behind themed resorts. $$$


Wedding Chapels Galore

MATRIMONY MEETS HISTORY

Driving along Las Vegas Boulevard, it’s impossible to miss the abundance of wedding chapels. Near the iconic Welcome sign, the Little Church of the West is one of the oldest of the dozens of wedding chapels in Las Vegas. Since 1941, this one has hosted the weddings of celebrities including Judy Garland and Mark Herron, Richard Gere and Cindy Crawford and Billy Bob Thornton and Angelina Jolie. Hang around outdoors for a few minutes and you’ll probably see some newlyweds posing for pictures. The sheer volume of chapels is testament to how easy it is to get married here.
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WHERE’S ELVIS?

Elvis has definitely left the building. In 1976, he ended a run of 636 shows at the International (later the Las Vegas Hilton). Now the Westgate, the hotel honors the King with a bronze statue in the lobby. Its International Theater remains, still attracting top-tier headliners. Downtown’s Graceland Wedding Chapel offers couples a package that includes an Elvis impersonator. And although Elvis-themed shows come and go, Big Elvis has been a hit in Strip lounges since 2002. Pete Vallee’s voice is as rich as his jumpsuit is big. He once weighed an incredible 945 pounds but has since shed hundreds. He performs for free three afternoons a week at Harrah’s.



WHERE TO PARTY ROUND THE CLOCK

Drai’s

Party poolside day or night while soaking in the sights from atop The Cromwell.

Hakkasan

This massive club spans five floors at MGM Grand, with room for 7,500 people.

Omnia

Also a mega-club with panoramic views of the Strip from a rooftop garden at Caesars Palace.

Kids in an Adult Playground

KEEPING CHILDREN ENTERTAINED

A small minority of Vegas visitors is under 21, so kid-focused attractions are few. One of the most popular is Adventuredome at Circus Circus. Beneath a soaring glass dome, the indoor theme park has 25 rides and attractions, including a roller coaster and miniature golf course. The resort also features free midway shows complete with acrobats and clowns.


The Flamingo Wildlife Habitat, located behind the resort of the same name, is a 4-acre haven away from the buzz of the Strip. It’s home to turtles, fish and exotic birds including, of course, flamingos. Animal experts give presentations daily at 8:30am and 2pm.

Shark Reef Aquarium at Mandalay Bay is home to more than 2000 critters including giant rays, sea turtles and plenty of sharks. It’s family-friendly and kids will enjoy telling their friends they actually felt a ray in the touch pool.

Although it’s downtown, not on the Strip, youngsters will also enjoy the Discovery Children’s Museum. Activities include the desert-themed Toddler Town and, for older kids, a makerspace where trial and error are part of the fun.


MOB RULE

In what some would call Vegas’ heyday, when the Rat Pack were regulars, many of the hotels along the Strip were run by the mob. Gangsters got rich skimming satchelfuls of cash from the casinos. Legendary among the crooks was Bugsy Siegel, who opened the Flamingo in December 1946. Fearful of a police raid, Siegel built his suite complete with an emergency escape: a hidden ladder that led to an underground tunnel outfitted with a getaway car. Just six months after opening the hotel, Siegel was gunned down in Beverly Hills. Despite his infamy, he is remembered with a memorial behind the Flamingo, near the wedding chapel.



Pinball Player’s Heaven

THESE MACHINES WON’T BLOW THE BUDGET

The Pinball Hall of Fame has 400-plus machines, the oldest dating back to the 1930s. All the machines are in mint condition and playable for 25 or 50 cents; a machine near the entrance dispenses quarters. Pinball fans can enjoy hours of fun here without blowing the budget. And maybe best of all, the owner donates his profits to charity.
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WHERE TO FIND STREET FOOD

Dirt Dog

Hot dogs with a multitude of fixings at Grand Bazaar Shops outside Bally’s. $

Luke’s Lobster

Seafood rolls rule in this ‘shack’ outside Fashion Show Mall. $$

Tacos El Gordo

Super-popular so prepare to queue at Las Vegas Boulevard and Convention Center Drive. $


Art Plays a Part

CULTURE AMID THE KITSCH

Vegas may be known as the City of Sin, but art lovers will have no problem finding highbrow fare right in the thick of things. The Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art hosts rotating exhibits of work by renowned artists, sculptors and photographers. Wander through the free Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Gardens to enjoy wondrous and whimsical seasonal displays. They’re created by dozens of horticulturalists using tens of thousands of flowers.

The Aria Fine Art Collection encourages discovery throughout the resort. Renowned artists have created works that include Nancy Rubins’ Big Edge, a collection of more than 200 colorful boats sculpted together. At check-in, be sure to check out Maya Lin’s Silver River, which re-creates the Colorado River.


THE STRIP ON FOOT OR BY BUS

Las Vegas Boulevard is unsurpassed for people-watching, but that resort just down the street may not be as close as it seems. Looks can be deceiving given the sizes of the resorts. Drinking alcohol is legal on the sidewalks but overindulging can lead to problems such as playing chicken with cars. That’s why barriers border the sidewalks in many spots. It’s also the reason for the many skywalks that cross the street, forcing pedestrians to go up-and-over rather than crossing at street level. And if you want a selfie with one of the many street performers, be prepared to tip.

A bus can provide a faster, and cooler, way to move around. Big Bus Tours offers hop-on, hop-off trips with open-top seating upstairs. Lip Smacking Foodie Tours guides guests through mouthwatering culinary experiences including ‘Savory Bites & Neon Lights’ and the ‘Ultimate Steakhouse Tour.’



Showtime on the Strip

THE STARS COME OUT AT NIGHT

The likes of Frank Sinatra and Andy Williams used to play in intimate showrooms on the Strip. Now, superstars including Garth Brooks, Katy Perry and Taylor Swift perform in huge arenas seating thousands; in 2022, Korean boy band BTS played to 200,000 fans over four nights at Allegiant Stadium. Cirque du Soleil has large, purpose-built theaters for its six long-running shows. The first, Mystere, opened in 1993. For a cozier experience, consider seeing lesser-known but still-talented stars – such as comedy magician Mac King at Excalibur or tribute artist Big Elvis at Harrah’s – in their much smaller showrooms. Tickets aren’t nearly as pricey as the headliners’ and they’re a lot easier to snag. Heck, Big Elvis’ shows are free!

Moving by Monorail

AN ALTERNATIVE TO WALKING

Remember: distances can be far greater than anticipated on the Strip. The Las Vegas Monorail carries passengers along a 3.9-mile route between the MGM Grand and the Sahara. It serves nine hotels plus the Las Vegas Convention Center, travelling to the rear of the resorts on the east side of the Strip. The west side has free trams linking Mandalay Bay with Luxor and Excalibur, and Park MGM with CityCenter, Bellagio, The Mirage and Treasure Island.


Getting Around

Visitors traveling from Point A to Point B along the Strip can use the Deuce, the transit authority’s popular hop-on, hop-off bus with passes for various lengths of time. Rideshare and taxis are also convenient, but don’t hail a taxi on the Strip as it’s illegal for a driver to stop.






VEGAS BEYOND THE STRIP
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Las Vegas began as a small enclave for Mormon missionaries in the 1850s, but Clark County – which includes Las Vegas – is now home to more than 2 million people. A watering stop for steam locomotives when incorporated in 1905, Las Vegas first earned its ‘Sin City’ nickname in the 1930s when gambling was legalized and construction workers from Hoover Dam headed downtown for slots, booze and the company of women. As hotels sprang up along the Strip in the 1960s, it began to eclipse downtown as the more popular destination and, in passing decades, many of the downtown hotels became tattered. With the guiding hand, and money, of entrepreneur Tony Hseih, downtown – particularly the area east of Las Vegas Boulevard – witnessed a remarkable, 21st century renaissance that lures visitors away from the mega-resorts to interesting, but lesser known, sights. More fresh adventures are sure to come as the area continues to evolve.
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SIGHTS

1Arts District

2Fremont Street Experience

3Springs Preserve

4The Neon Museum

ENTERTAINMENT

5Area 15

SHOPPING

6Chinatown




TOP TIP

The Strip and Fremont Street have a strong police presence to prevent crime and increase visitors’ confidence they’re in a safe place; headline-grabbing crimes are infrequent. Getting away from the tourist corridors requires a car; whether it’s yours, a taxi or a rideshare, it’s easier and faster than a bus.



Fremont Street

THE BEATING HEART OF DOWNTOWN

Downtown, the Viva Vision video screen canopy with its ever-changing shows stretches for five blocks along the Fremont Street Experience, home to street performers, outdoor stages with free concerts and the SlotZilla zipline. A number of hotel-casinos line the pedestrian mall.

Cross Las Vegas Boulevard to enter Fremont East, an entertainment district where the clubs, restaurants and shops are more eclectic. Almost immediately, you arrive at Evel Pie, where pizza is served amid memorabilia honoring motorcycle stuntman Evel Knievel. Farther along, a giant flame-throwing praying mantis crouches outside Downtown Container Park, a collection of boutiques and eateries, all petite since they’re housed in repurposed shipping containers.
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Fremont East | Sean Pavone/Shutterstock ©

A Booming Arts Scene

BOTH AWESOME AND ENRICHING

Downtown’s greatest transformation is witnessed in the revitalized and ever-expanding Arts District, easily identified by banners and streets dotted with sculptures, murals, and many galleries often accompanied by bars and cafes. They include Art Square and The Arts Factory, where a mural urges people to ‘bet on art’ instead of slots. The Arts District sprawls over many blocks both north and south of Charleston Avenue, a major east–west street. To get around, consider Bikeshare, with bicycle rentals by the hour. If driving, make sure to determine whether you’re in a free area or a ‘pay-to-park’ zone.

On October 1, 2017, a country music festival in Vegas came to a horrific end when a gunman opened fire, killing 60 concertgoers. They are remembered at the Route 91 Memorial Garden in the Arts District. Personal mementoes – everything from photos to cowboy boots to crosses – honor each victim, making it a poignant place to pause and reflect.


I LIVE HERE: CANNATOURISM
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David Farris is the sales and marketing guru for Planet 13, a huge marijuana dispensary catering to Vegas visitors. @ShopPlanet13

A Reason to Come

Las Vegas is really at the cutting edge of what cannabis tourism can be. There’s a lot of people who come to Las Vegas knowing that cannabis is legala nd they want to experience it firsthand and see what it’s like.

A No-No in Resorts

The hotels have chosen to really frown on it and not allow it. That means it’s up to the lounges to create an environment where people can consume it and dose it correctly.



ADULTS-ONLY DOWNTOWN DIGS

Circa

Downtown’s first new hotel in 40 years has a three-level pool deck. Guests 21 and older only. $$

El Cortez

A Fremont Street icon since 1941, the mob once ran the joint. Guests 21 and older only. $

The English Hotel

Also adults only and located in the Arts District, it’s the brainchild of celebrity chef Todd English. $$$

Old Las Vegas

GLIMPSING INTO THE PAST

Downtown, visitors can discover the still-standing bits of vintage Vegas. Most notable is the Golden Gate Hotel & Casino, where in 1906 room and board cost a dollar a day. The ‘Original 10,’ spartan and cramped by today’s standards, are rooms unchanged in size since the place opened. Remarkably, they had electricity and steam heat from the beginning.

While not old itself, the Neon Museum is both an indoor and outdoor museum that is chock-full of vintage signs that once hung on long-gone properties such as Binion’s Horseshoe, the Moulin Rouge and Stardust. Some of the historic signs have been restored, making a nighttime visit particularly illuminating. Look for other examples of vintage signage displayed along downtown streets including Fremont.

Highly respected, the Mob Museum is the place to head to learn about the era when gangsters controlled Las Vegas and got rich stealing casino profits. The National Museum of Organized Crime & Law Enforcement, as the museum is officially known, shares gangster stories alongside those of the lawmen whose job it was to nail the bad guys.
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A DIFFERENT KIND OF Boom

In the 1950s and ’60s, the local chamber of commerce encouraged tourists to time their visits to coincide with atomic bomb tests in the Nevada desert. ‘The casinos would actually let people stop gambling along Fremont Street [and] take them up to the top of buildings to see the atomic tests,’ Darwin Morgan, president of the Nevada Test Site Historical Foundation, explained. Hotels would host ‘Miss Atomic Bomb’ swimsuit contests and women could get mushroom-cloud hairdos. The Atomic Museum shares pop-culture artifacts such as Atomic Fire Ball candy and an Atomic Cocktails recipe book. Free test site visits fill up months in advance, so booking in good time is essential.

Scan the QR code to learn more about the Atomic Museum and book a test site visit:
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Having a Blast

RECALLING THE A-BOMB ERA

In the 1950s and ’60s, people flocked to Vegas to witness A-bomb blasts in the Nevada desert. That Cold War reality is shared at the Atomic Museum, where a multisensory theater gives guests the experience of being near ground zero.

The exhibits begin in the lobby, where the actual shell of a bomb just like ‘Fat Man’ – which was dropped on Nagasaki, Japan, in 1945 – is displayed. They continue through to today’s nuclear warheads, but with an emphasis on the extensive atomic testing that took place in the Nevada desert north of Las Vegas.

Downtown on East Fremont Street, Atomic Liquors bears witness to the atomic age. Established in 1952, it was the city’s first stand-alone bar. The name recalls the years when customers climbed onto the roof to watch atomic bomb tests about 70 miles away. The bar was once a favorite of Barbra Streisand, who would drop by to shoot some pool.

WHERE TO EAT DOWNTOWN

Dig It! Coffee Co

Inclusion and equity are promoted by providing competitive wages to employees with disabilities. $

Esther’s Kitchen

A cozy, popular restaurant with excellent Italian cuisine at commendable prices. $$

Hugo’s Cellar

‘Ladies’ are still greeted with long-stem roses in this romantic room at the Four Queens. $$$


THE SEASONS IN VEGAS

The sun shines nearly 300 days a year in Vegas and, on average, the temperature hits triple digits 74 of those days. Visitors often aren’t prepared for such extremes, when a hat, good sunscreen and plenty of drinking water become essentials. Buy them at a drugstore to avoid the high prices at hotels.

Resorts used to drop the rates during the scorching summers, but that’s no longer the case due to increased year-round visitation. Rain is rare, but when it does rain, it often pours, bringing mild to severe flooding. In the wintertime, bring a jacket or sweater. Daytime highs can peak in the 50s. Overnight lows only drop below freezing ten nights a year. Hotel pools are typically closed in the colder months.



A Legal High

POT IS LEGAL IN VEGAS

At 112,000 sq ft, Planet 13 is the world’s largest cannabis dispensary. Catering to people wanting a drug-induced, but legal, enhancement to their visit, this is an around-the-clock gathering spot. Planet 13 is one of many dispensaries, but it’s among the closest to the Strip and one that is not just a store, but also an attraction with a bar, restaurant and convenience store all under one roof.

Area 15, not Area 51

OUT-OF-THIS-WORLD ATTRACTION

One of Vegas’ newest venues, Area 15, calls itself an immersive entertainment district. Ever changing and expanding, it’s a venue that is difficult to describe, even after a visit.

Beginning at the entrance with a giant skull featuring 3D projection mapping, the place is packed with multisensory art experiences. There’s no charge just to wander around and absorb, although specific attractions do charge admission. Add in a collection of bars and a restaurant and it’s easy to spend several hours here.

The interactive exhibits include Omega Mart, an immersive experience created by the geniuses behind Santa Fe’s Meow Wolf. Visitors to Omega Mart find themselves in a mock grocery store with shelves stocked with fanciful, but unreal, products. Hidden from sight are two floors full of mind-bending spectacles. Guests have to figure out how to move beyond the market. Might the frozen foods section lead somewhere?

Chris Wink, co-founder of the world-famous Blue Man Group, is one of the masterminds behind Area 15 and in particular Wink World: Portals Into The Infinite. Moving from room to room, visitors feast on cleverly designed visual productions – high-tech works of art – that appear to stretch into infinity. It’s literally all done with mirrors and choreographed to music.

WHERE TO DRINK DOWNTOWN

Able Baker Brewery

One of three microbreweries located near each other, this is a favorite for locals.

Berlin

Sausage, pretzels and beer blend with punk rock karaoke at this edgy bar.

Jammyland

The emphasis is on rum and reggae at this welcoming bar in the Arts District.


OFF-STRIP SHOPPING

Being away from those massive malls on the Strip doesn’t mean you can’t return to your hotel laden with shopping bags. Visitors in search of a good deal, but not necessarily a terrific bargain, frequent the Las Vegas North Premium Outlets on the western edge of downtown. ‘Premium’ is the proper word for a mall with outlets including Brooks Brothers, Coach and Tory Burch.

The stores are more egalitarian at sister property Las Vegas South Premium Outlets on Las Vegas Boulevard three miles south of Mandalay Bay. Here the familiar names include Banana Republic, Gap and Levi’s.

Looking for something gently-worn? Check out the clothing at Neon Cactus Vintage on East Fremont. And Main Street Mercantile boasts an eclectic collection of everything from antiques to housewares.




Chinatown, Vegas-Style

A MODERN NOD TO ASIA

 

Vegas’ rendition of Chinatown lacks the authenticity of San Francisco’s, but this modern development with its traditional facades encompasses 20 strip malls that draw hordes of tourists for the food. In a nod to the city’s large Asian population, more than 150 restaurants offer not only Chinese, but also Filipino, Korean, Thai and Vietnamese cuisine. Dive deeper with a wander through one of the Asian supermarkets or learn about Chinese herbs and remedies at T&T Ginseng. The malls are just a couple of miles from the Strip and easily accessible by taxi or rideshare.

Returning to its Roots

WATER WAS VEGAS’ FIRST ATTRACTION

Springs Preserve, sited where springs attracted early settlers, is actually several attractions on a single campus that work well together to give an impressive and family-friendly glimpse at the Vegas of the past. At Boomtown 1905, vintage buildings take visitors back in time to the year Vegas was incorporated. The mock steam train that chugs past the town will delight the kiddies.

Both children and grown-ups will be startled by the flash flood exhibit in the Origen Museum. In a narrow ravine, as 5000 gallons of water rushes through, people experience the threat posed by rainstorms in the desert.

The southern branch of the Nevada State Museum, located on the same campus, showcases the state’s history. A mammoth, a settler’s wagon and showgirl costumes are all on display.

Gift Shops Galore

DON’T FORGET THE SOUVENIRS

A trip to Vegas wouldn’t be complete without some souvenirs, and fortunately gift shops abound both inside and outside the hotels. For a one-stop experience, check out the kitsch – from T-shirts to shot glasses to poker chips – at the sprawling Bonanza Gift Shop. Those in search of more cultured gifts will appreciate Local Oasis, a boutique that supports area artists who’ve created unique gifts such as Vegas-themed enamel pins, ornaments and framable postcards. Folks with a sweet tooth will savor a stop to shop at Jean-Marie Auboine Chocolatier. Given they’re not near one another, you’ll need a car, or at least a rideshare, to visit the various stores.

WHERE TO FIND CULTURE

The Smith Center

With multiple theaters, this performing arts center hosts Broadway and local productions.

Wax Trax

Oldies-but-goodies are sold at this west-side vinyl record shop that’s a fave of Elton John’s.

Writer’s Block

Books, writing classes and poetry readings are all found at this independent bookstore.


STAYING OFF THE STRIP

Visitors who don’t feel the need to be in the middle of the action – and who have wheels – may want to consider saving some money by staying in a hotel that’s neither on the Strip nor downtown. You’ll need to do some comparison shopping, but 1.5 miles west of Las Vegas Blvd, Palms provides the same amenities as its better-known neighbors, and throws in free valet parking. The same can be said of Virgin Hotels, 1.5 miles east of the Strip.

Around 6.5 miles to the east, Sam’s Town is farther away but will definitely save you a bundle. The resort includes a casino, of course, in addition to a bowling alley and multiplex cinema. As on the Strip, all these properties charge much-loathed resort fees.




Annual Activities

JOIN THE FUN-SEEKING THRONGS

Each May, Electric Daisy Carnival, a rave of epic proportions, draws roughly 400,000 electronic music lovers to the Las Vegas Motor Speedway, making it the largest such festival in North America. Plan well ahead as general admission tickets sell out quickly.

It’s a completely different, but also large, crowd that rides into town in early December. Also typically a sellout, the National Finals Rodeo brings throngs of cowboys for bronco busting, bull riding and calf roping at the Thomas & Mack Center. Everything conceivable for Western wardrobes is sold at pop-up shops.

[image: jpg]

Bonanza Gift Shop | greg964/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Walking along downtown’s Fremont Street, visitors may think Las Vegas is relatively compact. Not so. It’s a sprawling metropolitan area and a drive from one end of the valley to the other can cover 30 miles. A rental car, rideshare or taxi is necessary to move about efficiently.






SOUTHERN NEVADA
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Las Vegas has been described as a sprawling city surrounded in all directions by miles and miles of cat litter. In fact, the only cats out there are mountain lions (you won’t see them) and that litter is actually the floor of the Mojave Desert, which stretches across portions of four states. Rising from the desert floor are stunning natural wonders plus some man-made ones. If you’re short on time, tours can get you to highlights such as Hoover Dam, Red Rock Canyon and Valley of Fire. But to fully soak in the delights that await within an hour or so of the gambling palaces, a car – or better yet, an SUV – is a necessity. It’s the only way you can reach off-the-beaten-path places such as the once-flooded ghost town of St. Thomas, cool mountain trails and an odd forest in the middle of the desert.
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SIGHTS

1Blue Diamond

see 5Boulder City-Hoover Dam Museum

2Calico Basin

3Eldorado Canyon

4Gold Butte National Monument

5Hemenway Park

6Hoover Dam

7Lake Mead National Recreation Area

8Lake Mead Visitor Center

9Lost City Museum

10Pioneer Saloon

11Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area

12Spring Mountain Ranch State Park

13Spring Mountains National Recreation Area

14St. Thomas Ghost Town

15Valley of Fire State Park

16Wee Thump Joshua Tree Wilderness

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 8Gold Strike Hot Springs Trail

see 8Historic Railroad Trail

17Hoover Dam Rafting Adventures

18Lee Canyon Ski and Snowboard Resort




TOP TIP

Southern Nevada is experiencing severe drought, but that’s no reason to avoid drinking plenty of water. Even if you don’t feel sweaty, you’re still perspiring; it instantly evaporates in the hot and dry desert climate. Dehydration can be deadly, so carry and consume lots of water.



[image: jpg]

Hoover Dam | Nido Huebl/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT IN BOULDER CITY

Boulder Pit Stop

A popular place famous for its award-winning burgers in 11 varieties. $

Coffee Cup Cafe

One of those places ‘where everybody knows your name,’ serving breakfast and lunch. $

Milo’s Cellar

A combination restaurant and wine bar with its own master sommelier. $$


THE OUTHOUSE CLEANER

Nineteen bronze statues can be found along Nevada Way in downtown Boulder City, with even more on neighboring streets. They’re all part of the city’s public art project. Of the people depicted, none is probably better known than Alabam, the nickname of a Southerner who came to Hoover Dam in search of a job. At the corner with Ash Street, Alabam is recognizable as the worker who cleaned and stocked outhouses at the dam – not a small (or pleasant) task considering the fact that 7000 men worked at the dam at the height of its construction. Sculptor Steve Liguori’s statue depicts Alabam with a scrub brush over his left shoulder. Around his neck is a rope strung with nine rolls of toilet paper.




A Dam Good Outing

HOOVER DAM AND BOULDER CITY

About 35 miles east of the Strip, Hoover Dam is an engineering marvel built in the 1930s to harness the raging Colorado River and provide hydroelectricity to Southern California. Drive across the top of the dam (yes, it’s a road) into Arizona for the best views, or delve deep inside on a guided tour. Backtrack into Boulder City, erected to house the thousands of construction workers, to visit the Boulder City-Hoover Dam Museum, which shares the grit and determination of those laborers. Take time for a drive over to Hemenway Park, where the bighorn sheep who live in the nearby rocky hills come to graze on grass and clover.

For a remarkable view of Hoover Dam, look for the Memorial Bridge parking lot before reaching the dam. An ADA accessible, albeit uphill, walkway leads to the sidewalk along the Mike O’Callaghan-Pat Tillman Memorial Bridge. Staring at the 726ft-high dam from the middle of the bridge, it’s no wonder it’s referred to as the ‘eighth wonder of the world.’ It was built during the Great Depression by an army of 21,000 men who moved west for the promise of a paycheck. But it’s the engineers who deserve the biggest share of the credit. They imagined the remarkable design of the dam, as well as the new gear needed to build it. For his efforts, Frank Crowe, the chief engineer, earned a $350,000 bonus.

Hike or bike along the Historic Railroad Trail . Built as a line to haul equipment for dam construction, the trail passes through five tunnels. It’s a round-trip of just over 8 miles.

The dam and Boulder City can be done in a day, either independently by car or on a tour, while still staying overnight in Las Vegas. However, further excitement awaits those who choose to overnight in Boulder City and add on a raft trip or a super-challenging hike only suitable for experienced trekkers.

An easy and pleasant way to enjoy the Colorado River is with Hoover Dam Rafting Adventures . Departing from a location just below the base of the dam – think great photo ops – motor-powered inflatable rafts float through scenic Black Canyon past rugged cliffs and hot springs. There’s often time for a refreshing dip in the cool water.

Only truly skilled scramblers need consider trekking down to the river along the Goldstrike Hot Springs trail. It descends 600ft through a narrow canyon with ropes affixed to the rock walls at the steepest points. The trail is closed May 15 to September 30 due to the extreme heat.
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WHERE TO STAY IN BOULDER CITY

Boulder Dam Hotel

A welcoming classic, built in 1933 to house visitors to the under-construction dam. $$

Hoover Dam Lodge Hotel-Casino

The closest hotel to the dam, less than 4 miles away. $$

Sands Motel

A modest motel but one that consistently gets good reviews. $


A CITY WITHOUT CASINOS

In all of Nevada, there are only two communities where gambling remains illegal. The small Lincoln County town of Panaca is one and Boulder City, outside Las Vegas, is the other.

Built during the Great Depression to house dam builders, Boulder City was under control of the federal government, which saw gambling as a costly vice that should be discouraged. In 1931, gambling had been legalized elsewhere in Nevada and Boulder Highway, the link between Boulder City and Las Vegas became a busy thoroughfare as workers flocked to downtown gambling halls in search of fortune – or at least an escape from the drudgery of their jobs. Now, there are casinos a few miles to the east and west of Boulder City.



A Shrinking Resource

WHAT A DROUGHT LOOKS LIKE

An arid desert climate is expected in the Southwest USA, but over the past 20 years Southern Nevada has gone well beyond typical desert weather into severe drought. Over 22 years following 2000, the water level in Lake Mead – a vast reservoir created by the damming of the Colorado River – dropped 170ft, foreshadowing major crises such as the loss of Las Vegas’ key source of drinking water and the loss of a key source of electricity for Southern California. The shrinking lake has forced marinas either to relocate or close, imperiling recreational boating. Experts say it would take years of normal or above-normal snowpack in the Rocky Mountains, the primary source of the lake’s water, to reverse this alarming trend.

The drought’s impact is explained by knowledgeable docents at the Lake Mead Visitor Center, clearly signposted along the road to Hoover Dam. After getting the lowdown and replenishing your supply of drinking water, head north along Lakeshore Road. It twists and turns through rocky countryside. Several overlooks along the way provide perspective of the shrinking lake; the large white ring between the waterline and the colorful rock above illustrates precisely how much water has been depleted.


About 57 miles along the road, look for a turning to the right for St Thomas Ghost Town . Navigate the deeply rutted road for roughly 3 miles to the end. From the history-filled kiosks, there’s a 2.5-mile desert trail leading to the remains of the town flooded by the creation of Lake Mead following the construction of Hoover Dam. Submerged under 60ft of water for nearly eight decades, the foundations and walls of some of St Thomas’ buildings have eerily reemerged during the drought. This journey isn’t for everyone. A sign at the trailhead warns: ‘travel at your own risk.’ A high-sided vehicle can make the trip less challenging, but the road may be impassable during heavy rains, and there is no cell phone service.

BOULDER CITY FESTIVALS

Dam Short Film Festival

The historic Boulder Theater hosts screenings from various genres in February.

Art in the Park

A small town hosts a big-time, juried art show each October.

Best Dam Wine Walk

Each month brings a fun theme, like ‘Ugly Sweater’ in December, to a wine-infused stroll.


DANGEROUS DROUGHT

Las Vegas has one main source of water: Lake Mead. Since 2000, drought has caused the lake level to drop dramatically, creating the so-called ‘bathtub ring,’ a strip of bleached-white rock more than 170ft high and growing. The shrinking supply of water coupled with increasing population is alarming. Residents get paid to remove water-thirsty grass and only drought-tolerant plants are allowed in new developments. New golf courses are banned, as are new water features, such as fountains and mock waterfalls. The cost of water has been raised to discourage waste.

The climate crisis means the shortage is expected to worsen as experts seek alternative sources of water – maybe even the Pacific Ocean nearly 300 miles away.



Cultural Enrichment

UNEARTHING THE OFFERINGS

Deep in the desert, the region offers some cultural surprises, including the Lost City Museum, with artifacts of ancient civilizations as old as 15,000 years. These relics would have been lost if archaeologists had not unearthed them before the region was deliberately flooded in the 1930s.

Disused gold mines litter the entire state, but not many are as well restored as the Techatticup Mine near Nelson, about 45 miles from the Strip. Guides lead groups of four or more (advance reservations required) on an easy walk through the mine. The former Eldorado Canyon general store, which sold supplies to miners, is now a combination museum and gift shop.

It may be cool inside a mine, but summer temperatures in the region hit triple digits roughly 100 days a year. An outdoor theater may therefore seem odd. But Super Summer Theatre, located in Spring Mountain Ranch State Park about 20 miles from the Strip, is a true delight on a summer’s eve. The park is 1700ft, and therefore cooler, than Las Vegas. Families flock to the park for the plays that are staged from May to September.

WHERE TO EAT NEAR THE MOUNTAINS

Canyon Restaurant

In the Retreat at Charleston Peak hotel, 6700ft up the mountain with panoramic views. $$

Lee Canyon Ski & Snowboard Resort

Bites, burgers, salads and wraps come with gorgeous scenery at no extra charge. $$

Pauite Golf Resort Bar & Grill

Breakfast and lunch daily, with an expanded breakfast menu on weekends. $

Nature Unspoiled

REVEALING DESERT GEMS

Hop in a car and head in just about any direction from Las Vegas and before long you’ll be at one of Southern Nevada’s wonderful natural resources that are light years away from the neon of the Strip. Just 20 miles from the resorts, Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area welcomes roughly 2 million visitors each year. Get oriented at the visitor center before heading out on the 13-mile paved road that winds through multicolored formations of sandstone. More adventurous visitors can hike or bike the paved road. Suitably skilled folks can also rock climb. Horseback rides are available from a nearby stable.

For an abbreviated taste of the red rock scenery, take the Calico Basin turnoff two miles before reaching the entrance to Red Rock Canyon. Colorful rock formations appear almost immediately after turning. Farther along, the basin boasts an accessible boardwalk beneath the cliffs.
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You’ll need to drive back into the city to reach the easily accessible Spring Mountains National Recreation Area, which rises to the west of the Las Vegas Valley. When it’s 105 degrees in town, it’s typically in the mid-70s to mid-80s at 8000ft or higher in the mountains. The area is popular with outdoor enthusiasts seeking to escape the summer heat or, in winter, to frolic in the snow. At 11,900ft, the highest peak in the range, Mt Charleston, challenges even the hardiest of hikers with its strenuous, 8.5-mile trail. No need to worry, though, since far less vigorous hikes can be found throughout the mountain range, many of them along scenic Lee Canyon Road, a paved, twisting road linking the community of Mt Charleston with the Lee Canyon Ski and Snowboard Resort . Open much of the year, the resort’s summertime activities include everything from scenic chairlift rides to yoga. With a base at 8,660ft and a summit at 11,290ft, the resort gets roughly 130in of snow annually.

Travelers willing to venture a bit farther afield will relish their drive or hike through spectacular Valley of Fire State Park . About an hour from the city, the park is home to mile after mile of awe-inspiring, otherworldly geologic curiosities, most of them rust-colored.

Also otherworldly is the Wee Thump Joshua Tree Wilderness, about an hour south of the city. Wee Thump means ‘ancient ones’ in the Paiute language, an accurate description since some of the Joshua trees here are 900 years old. They grow just a half-inch each year. The forest is sacred to several Native American tribes. From Searchlight, follow NV 164 west for about 8 miles. Turn right (north) onto the gravel road 1.2 miles beyond Walking Box Ranch.
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THE SEX WORK CONUNDRUM

Many visitors know Las Vegas as ‘Sin City’ but prostitution is illegal throughout Clark County. Prostitution was legalized in much of the state in 1971, making Nevada noteworthy, and notorious, as the only state in the union to allow brothels. But Nevada’s libertarian mindset only goes so far; this type of sex work is allowed primarily in rural areas and is banned in several counties, including those in which Las Vegas, Reno, Carson City and Stateline (Lake Tahoe) are located.

A number of heavily advertised strip clubs are located on the periphery of the Strip (no pun intended), but the ladies can only be fully nude if the club doesn’t serve alcohol.



WHERE TO STAY IN LAUGHLIN

Aquarius Casino Resort

Laughlin’s largest with 1900 rooms. The Cove Bar & Lounge is smoke-free. $

Riverside Resort

Don Laughlin’s legacy, complete with a bowling alley and movie theaters. $

Harrah’s Laughlin Beach Resort

Guests enjoy various amenities at a sandy beach along the river. $


NATIVE SOUTHERN NEVADANS

In ancient times, the Tudinu (Desert People) settled large swathes of the Southwest. They’re the ancestors of the Las Vegas Paiute, whose influence and wealth is surprising for a tribe with only a few dozen members. For years, the Paiutes have operated a smoke shop, with prices that exclude government taxes on tobacco, in downtown Las Vegas.

And in 2017, they added the Nuwu Cannabis Marketplace, also downtown, to their assets. It was the first dispensary in Nevada to have a smoking lounge when state law prohibited them elsewhere. Northwest of the city, the Las Vegas Paiute Golf Resort features a trio of courses and a bar and grill. A second smoke shop sits along the road leading to the golf course.



WHERE TO EAT IN LAUGHLIN

El Burro Buracho

Celebrity chef Guy Fieri’s outpost for Mexican food and killer margaritas at Harrahs. $$

Minato

Popular for its expansive menu of Japanese dishes, including nigiri and maki rolls. $

Prime Rib Room

Chicken cordon bleu, prime rib and river views draw diners to the Riverside Resort. $$


ROLLING ON THE RIVER

Originally just a put-in point for fishers, Laughlin has turned water recreation into an enjoyable alternative to spending the entire day inside a casino. For those who simply want to see the town’s skyline from the Colorado River, River Passage Water Taxi links the various casinos – it’s 2.5 miles from the Riverside to Harrah’s – and also docks over in Bullhead City, Arizona.

Jet skis and other personal watercraft are available for rental from vendors at the riverfront resorts. Hop aboard London Bridge Jet Boat Tours for a six-hour excursion downriver to Lake Havasu City, Arizona. The journey through scenic canyons takes two hours each way, with a two-hour stopover at the base of London Bridge for lunch and sightseeing.




Hidden in Plain Sight

LESSER-KNOWN DISCOVERIES

Since the desert back roads are scenic and relatively free of traffic, motorcyclists long ago embraced the route to the Pioneer Saloon in Goodsprings, another former gold-mining town. Inside the saloon, a drink often comes with a ghost story. Actress Carole Lombard, who died in a 1942 plane crash on a nearby mountain, is among those said to haunt the place. The cigarette burn mark in the bar remains from when film star Clark Gable, Lombard’s husband, nodded off while awaiting word of her fate.

Just 20 minutes from Goodsprings, Primm sits on the Nevada–California state line. It’s home to two hotel-casinos, two golf courses and an outlet mall. Parked inside Whiskey Pete’s casino is the Bonnie and Clyde death car. Riddled with 112 bullets, it’s the Ford sedan in which the notorious bank robbers and killers were traveling when lawmen ambushed them in rural Louisiana in 1934. The bullet-shredded shirt Clyde Barrow was wearing is displayed beside the car.

Even non-shoppers will want to check out the 126 original murals at Primm Outlets, painted by artists from around the world. If there’s a huge jackpot pending, gamblers will want to walk from the mall across the state line into California to buy lottery tickets at a convenience store. Interestingly, Nevada is one of just five states without a government-run lottery.

Visitors seeking a slower pace can consider making Laughlin their alternative destination to Las Vegas. Set on the banks of the Colorado River, the area was home to a single bait shop until Don Laughlin bought six acres and built the area’s first real casino. Laughlin’s Riverside Resort is one of nine hotels, typically with inexpensive rooms, along Casino Drive (locals call it the Strip). Catering to lots of retired people, it’s often referred to as ‘Vegas Light.’ There’s a nice river walk that links the various resorts.


Getting Around

Having your own wheels makes it easy to allow as much time as you want at any given place. A number of tour operators offer excursions to destinations such as Red Rock Canyon, Hoover Dam and Valley of Fire. Coaches even travel as far away as the Grand Canyon.






US 95
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US 95 is Nevada’s longest highway, with exciting destinations along much of its route. It stretches nearly 650 miles from California in the south to Oregon in the north. Along the way, expect plenty of surprises, from a Joshua tree forest to a working turquoise mine. Alongside tourism, mining defines the Silver State and once-booming-but-now-much-smaller (or abandoned) towns dot this route, including Nelson, Beatty, Rhyolite, Goldfield and Tonopah. Elsewhere, hidden well away from US 95 and other highways, Nevada miners continue to extract vast quantities of gold and silver. If time allows, take two or three days to experience the unexpected along the 535-mile drive linking Laughlin and Reno, although neither community is actually on the highway. With a couple of historic, restored hotels and one that’s downright creepy, Tonopah is well-situated and prepared for overnight visitors traveling between Reno and Las Vegas.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1International Car Forest

SIGHTS

2Christmas Tree Pass

3Fly Geyser

4Goldwell Open Air Museum

5Hawthorne Ordnance Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Frey Ranch Distillery

7Otteson Brothers Turquoise

see 7Tonopah Historic Mining Park

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 1Santa Fe Saloon




TOP TIP

Expect to make good time. Outside the towns, the speed limit is generally 75 mph and the traffic is typically light. Semis and RVs move at slower speeds, but be sure not to overtake in no-passing zones. This is mountainous terrain and you don’t know what’s just over the next rise.
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Towns, Trees & Treasure

FROM LAUGHLIN TO GOLDFIELD

About 100 miles from Las Vegas and 20 miles east of US 95, Laughlin is a miniature version of its big cousin. It’s Nevada’s southernmost destination, popular with snowbirds and folks from neighboring California and Arizona, and its a logical starting point for an adventure along US 95.

Named for its juniper trees, Christmas Tree Pass is a gravel back road linking the Laughlin area with US 95. There are easily accessible petroglyphs along the way.

There’s not much to see or do in Searchlight, a former gold mining camp, but food and fuel are available, and the turnoff to Wee Thump Joshua Tree Wilderness is here. Farther north, another turnoff leads to Nelson, near Eldorado Canyon and Techatticup Mine.
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To the north of Vegas, signposts point the way to Mt Charleston and Lee Canyon.

At Beatty, another town in which to fill up your tummy and your tank, turn west on NV 374 to visit Rhyolite, a ghost town once rich with gold. The remnants of several buildings feature interpretative signage. In the early 1900s, Rhyolite had banks, hotels, an ice factory, a school, shops and a union hall.

Doubling back along Rhyolite Road, make time for a photo stop at Goldwell Open Air Museum . It’s home to a number of works of art planted amid the desert scrub. Most notable is The Last Supper with life-size plaster statues of Jesus and his disciples.

For many visitors, the most fascinating sight along US 95 is the International Car Forest at the south end of Goldfield. The final resting place for dozens of cars, trucks and buses, the vehicles’ front ends are buried, with their bodies rising vertically amid the hills. Once planted, the vehicles are decorated by artists; some are merely tagged but others display sophisticated skills. Roads wind between the upturned hulks in this man-made ‘forest,’ a photographer’s paradise that is both bizarre and breathtaking.
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WHERE TO EAT IN BEATTY

Gema’s Cafe

American and Mexican dishes. Open for breakfast, lunch and dinner. $

Happy Burro Chili & Beer

Serving exactly what the name says in an eclectic, Wild West setting. $

Smokin J’s Barbeque

Brisket, pulled pork and ribs plus all the fixings. $–$$


FLOOD DANGERS

Flash flooding may appear unlikely in southern Nevada, which averages around four inches of rain annually, and in some recent years, even less. But the drought conditions don’t mean there isn’t a real risk of flash flooding when heavy rain pummels the area. In certain spots, city streets can quickly fill with several inches of water, flooding intersections. But the biggest threat is out in the desert, where dry creek beds known as washes can turn into raging rivers. Cars and even full-size buses have been swept away in swift currents, prompting the warning: ‘Turn around, don’t drown.’ Hikers and campers need to pay particular attention to pending storms and prepare to quickly move to higher ground.



WHERE TO EAT IN TONOPAH

Pittman Cafe

Guests rave about the ‘cut of the day’ steaks. In the historic Mizpah Hotel. $$

Strawberry Hill Diner

A breakfast bonanza awaits with a bounty of pancakes plus crepes and omelettes. $

Tonopah Brewing Company

Ice-cold brews and slow-smoked barbecue are the staples. $–$$


Mining Heritage

A PAST OF SILVER AND GOLD

During the gold rush, Goldfield was Nevada’s largest city with a population of 20,000, and between 1905 and 1910, nearly $2 billion worth of gold (in today’s prices) was mined here. Today, only 234 people remain and Goldfield has come to resemble a ghost town – literally. The former hotel and school, both hotbeds of paranormal activity, can be toured by prior arrangement, and the Goldfield Historical Society has a downloadable walking tour (goldfieldhistoricalsociety.com/booklet.html) of the town’s other notable destinations on its website.

Those miners were mighty thirsty after a long day’s work, so many of them headed for the Santa Fe Club for a brew or two. Now the Santa Fe Saloon, patrons are encouraged to belly up to the bar that retains the atmosphere of 1905, when it first opened. It’s the oldest still-operating business in Goldfield.

Thirty minutes to the north, in Tonopah, it was the discovery of silver, not gold, that brought short-lived prosperity and the nickname ‘Queen of the Silver Camps.’

The town’s heritage is well preserved at the Tonopah Historic Mining Park, which encompasses five mine sites from which 5 million tons of silver was extracted. At the Mizpah mine, tourists can stand on a metal grate and stare 1000ft down an actual shaft. Self-guided walking and guided ATV tours are available.

Look to the north from any hilltop in Tonopah and you’ll see a daytime ‘star’ shining brightly in the distance. No, the glow isn’t coming from a galaxy far, far away, but from atop the soaring tower of the Crescent Dunes Solar Energy Project. Its truly unique design features giant mirrors that are attached to a 640ft tower. The sun’s rays are then reflected downward for collection and storage in vats of molten salt at ground level. Built at a cost of $1 billion, Crescent Dunes was intended to provide power to 75,000 homes, but it went bankrupt in 2020. To get an up-close look at this remarkable, albeit troubled, solar tower, head north from Tonopah along NV 89 for 12 miles.

Visitors armed with pickaxes can try their own mining skills while searching for turquoise at Otteson Brothers Turquoise, a working mine near Tonopah. Half-day and full-day digs are offered and guests keep what they uncover.


NIGHTTIME IN TONOPAH

Tonopah is a good stopping-off point for an overnight stay, maybe including a visit to the dark skies domain of Tonopah Stargazing Park. Downtown near the mining park, the Mizpah Hotel retains much of the grandeur from when it opened in 1907. After being closed for years, it reopened in 2011. In addition to lodging, the hotel provides dining, drinking and gambling. Across the street, the Belvada Hotel is housed in an early 20th century bank. The oddest option is the Clown Motel, which bills itself as ‘America’s Scariest Hotel.’ Each room features a clown motif and the lobby has a museum showcasing the owners’ collection of 3000 smiling and sneering clown dolls. Therefore, an overnight stay here could mean nightmares instead of a good night’s sleep.



WHERE TO EAT IN FALLON

Courtyard Cafe & Bakery

Open for breakfast and lunch serving traditional American fare. $

The Slanted Porch

A locals’ favorite for lunch, serving salads plus hot and cold sandwiches. $

Vn Pho

Serving Vietnamese specialties such as pho soup and bun noodle dishes. $



RICH VEINS

Visitors to the Silver State can tour historic mines that made men rich long ago. But even though mining in places such as Goldfield and Tonopah is merely a memory, gold and silver mining remains big business.

More than three-quarters of the gold mined in the United States comes from Nevada, with an annual value approaching $9 billion. In 2021, miners took nearly five million ounces of gold and nearly seven million ounces of silver from Nevada mines. Another 18 minerals are also mined in Nevada including copper, magnesium and salt. And lithium, a key component of rechargeable batteries, has been discovered in Humboldt County. It’s the largest known deposit of lithium in America, and one of the largest in the world.



Soldiers & Sailors

A MILITARY PRESENCE IN THE DESERT

It’s a 100-mile drive from Tonopah to Hawthorne, home to the world’s largest artillery storage facility, and many of the 2400 bunkers can be spotted from the highway. Hawthorne’s role in the nation’s defense is explained at the Hawthorne Ordnance Museum .

Seventy miles farther north in Fallon, you may spot, or at least hear, jets overhead. The town is home to Fallon Naval Air Station, where the pilots depicted in the Top Gun movies train. The base, however, isn’t open for tours. Visitors are, however, welcome for tours and tastes at Frey Ranch Distillery . Run by a family with deep Nevada roots, the distillery is one of only a handful in the country that sustainably grows, on-site, all of the grains needed for its whiskies. Tours are free, or belly up to the bar in the tasting room on Saturday afternoons.
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Getting Around

On their once-a-day trips between Las Vegas and Reno, Greyhound buses stop in several communities along US 95. But if, for example, you hop off in Tonopah, you’ll be there until another bus comes along the next day. For most folks, having their own vehicle is the only practical choice.






RENO
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Reno residents are proud of their downtown arch, proclaiming: ‘Reno, the Biggest Little City in the World.’ There’s a definite urban buzz here, one spiced with plenty of culture and an enviable location on the banks of the Truckee River, which flows down from the nearby Sierra Nevada mountains. Locals love the recreational opportunities along the Truckee, including a riverwalk and white-water rafting just minutes from downtown. The several sculptures along the riverwalk are just a portion of the city’s impressive collection of public art. Lodging for every budget positions Reno as the place from which to launch day trips to can’t-miss Lake Tahoe, with its clear, sparkling water, and to Carson City, the state capital. At Stewart Indian School, one of the city’s museums, a shameful chapter of Nevada’s past is revealed. Also make time for the immersive historical experiences along the wooden sidewalks in charming Virginia City.
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SIGHTS

1National Automobile Museum

2Neon Line District

3Space Whale

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4BaseCamp

SLEEPING

5Morris Burner Hostel

SHOPPING

6Junkee Clothing Exchange

7Midtown District

8The Basement




TOP TIP

In Reno itself, don’t expect the rough winters of the nearby mountains. The annual snowfall is just 20in. In Incline Village, a mere 36 miles away but 2000ft higher, they get 140in. Daytime highs in Reno are typically 10 or more degrees above freezing, with overnight temps in the 20s.



Important Museums

INTRIGUING HISTORY REVEALED

Get an understanding of the region’s vibrant past with a visit to the Nevada Historical Society Museum. Opened in 1904, it’s the state’s oldest museum. Just beyond the entrance is its pride and joy: a collection of priceless, 19th century baskets woven by Dat-So-La-Lee, a Washoe woman who lived in the area. The literally rich history of mining is also shared. One memorable display is a miners’ bathtub from 1876. The metal tub is deliberately shallow since, back then, a single gallon of water sold for one dollar. Vintage slot machines sit beside a handbill encouraging people to support a ‘Gambling Must Go!’ movement. There’s also a section devoted specifically to Reno’s history.

The National Automobile Museum has casino pioneer Bill Harrah to thank for its existence. While building resorts across the state, Harrah also amassed a mind-boggling collection of 1400 vintage cars, many of which used to be kept in warehouses in neighboring Sparks. The museum’s gems include a 1907 Thomas Flyer 35, a 1937 Cord 812 and an original Batmobile from the 1960s.


QUICKIE DIVORCES

Long before Las Vegas developed the moniker of ‘Wedding Capital,’ Reno’s reputation focused on so-called ‘quickie’ divorces. The owners of everything from private homes to dude ranches to luxury hotels got in on the act of offering short-term rentals to women who, once they had lived in Nevada for six weeks, could get a divorce decree citing just about any circumstance. Thousands flocked to Reno from the 1930s to the 1960s, when relaxed divorce laws were enacted in other states, pushing the ‘quickie divorce’ industry into a steady decline.



A Unique Viewpoint

THE CLIMB TO THE TOP

A non-gaming property downtown, the Whitney Peak Hotel is known for BaseCamp . Along with an indoor gym, BaseCamp includes outdoor climbing challenges on the hotel’s east wall. A Guinness record holder, the Big Wall sends thrill-seekers on a 164ft climb to the roof. ‘We try to make it accessible to people who’ve never climbed before,’ manager Brian Sweeney said of the extraordinary attraction. ‘We’re a unique creature, that’s for sure,’ he added. Safety mechanisms keep both beginners and experienced climbers from falling.

WHERE TO STAY IN RENO

Silver Legacy Resort Casino

Right in the center of things, this is a good choice in downtown Reno. $-$$

Grand Sierra Resort

Near the airport, this resort has it all, including a bowling alley and cinema. $-$$

Morris Burner Hostel

 

Burners and their followers will relish the themed, but modest, rooms. $


Urban Burner Base

BURNING BRIGHTLY YEAR-ROUND

Each summer, Burning Man glows brightly in the Nevada desert 115 miles from Reno. But year-round, the city keeps ‘Burner culture’ front and center. Throughout the downtown area, including in the burgeoning Neon Line District, are sculptures that were first displayed at Burning Man. Most prominent is Space Whale, a 40ft-tall humpback mother and calf made of metal and colored glass. Located on the plaza in front of City Hall, it’s particularly stunning after dark, when the glass is illuminated from inside the sculpture.

To see the sculptures being crafted, stop by The Generator in Sparks, with free tours on Thursdays and Saturdays.

As Burning Man season approaches, attendees flock to several secondhand clothing stores in Reno to bolster their wardrobes. Junkee Clothing Exchange is popular year-round for its funky attire.

To get immersed in the Burner traditions, spend some time – maybe even an overnight – at the Morris Burner Hostel on the east edge of downtown. Its website describes the hostel as a space where people ‘come together to manifest wonderment and make the future a better place.’

Just inside the door, the Ten Principles of Burning Man are posted; they include civic responsibility, participation and radical self-expression. Anyone you meet at the hostel will be delighted to further explain their goals.

Each of the small guest rooms is uniquely themed with impressive paint jobs and decor to match. They include DaVinci’s Workshop, Down the Rabbit Hole and Sparkle Pony. Bathrooms are down the hall.
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TAKE A HIKE

Reno’s comfortable climate makes it an ideal place in which to enjoy the great outdoors year-round. The city indulges hikers with a number of mostly easy trails. The Virginia Lake Loop Trail makes a one-mile circle around the small lake of the same name, making it a favorite for lunch breaks and after-work wind-downs. The Oxbow Nature Study Area features a level, 0.8-mile trail through a conservation park, part of which sits along the Truckee River. There are restrooms that are open year-round. South Meadows Trails is actually a five-mile network of paved trails used by hikers, runners and cyclists. It is wheelchair-accessible and there’s only a 60ft gain in elevation. While dogs are allowed on city trails, they must be kept on leashes.



WHERE TO EAT IN RENO

Atlantis Steakhouse

In the Atlantis resort, this highly rated restaurant serves premium Allen Brothers beef. $$$

Brasserie St. James

An eclectic menu, plus beers made using water from an aquifer beneath the restaurant. $$

Bricks Restaurant and Wine Bar

A good selection of fish and seafood mains and a well-stocked cellar. $$


NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURE

It’s easier to experience Native American civilization in northern Nevada than in Vegas. Four tribes still live in the Reno area: Northern Paiute, Southern Paiute, Washoe and Western Shoshone. A 45-minute drive from Reno brings tourists to the Pyramid Lake Paiute Museum and Visitors Center. Here, tribal members share their culture and history, including that of 30-mile-long Pyramid Lake, which is sacred to them. It is also the site of the 1860 Pyramid Lake War that saw white settlers battle Native Americans for control of the gold-rich region. Dozens of European Americans died in the first clash, but the white pioneers eventually established supremacy. Today, visitors embrace the lake’s varied recreational opportunities; it’s particularly popular with anglers.



Eclectic Experiences

FROM VINYL TO CATTLE

For years and years, the stretch of Virginia Street south of downtown was Reno’s underbelly. Not anymore. The grit is gone in the up-and-coming Midtown District . The neighborhood has a distinct vibe thanks to its eclectic selection of stores including Dragonfly Bath & Body, Jade Cannabis Co., Junkee Clothing Exchange and Recycled Records. There are also eateries, galleries, salons and even a makerspace.

Another interesting blend of locally owned shops and restaurants can be found in The Basement, located (obviously) in the basement of Reno’s former downtown post office.

Each June, the open range comes to town for the Reno Rodeo. The roping and bull riding action takes place at the Livestock Events Center, but for a truly Western spectacle, check out the Reno Rodeo Cattle Drive. The five-day drive across the high desert climaxes with a startling sight: cowboys herding 300 head of cattle through the streets of Reno.
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Getting Around

Amtrak’s California Zephyr stops in downtown Reno. Some of the big hotels offer free shuttle service to and from the airport. For moving about, rental cars are the wise choice.






Beyond Reno
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The snow-capped peaks of the mountains surrounding Lake Tahoe lure visitors, but also allow time to visit nearby communities.


This is an area vacationers leave wishing they had had more time to explore, since there is so much to do along the 125-mile loop linking Reno with Lake Tahoe, Carson City and Virginia City. Those who do it quickly will regret their rush, since each destination can easily fill a day or more. It’s a region where the scenery is unstoppable, where the rich history comes alive (warts and all) and where memories are made both atop mountains and in the valleys below them. While each community has lodging options, travelers may find Reno a sensible base for exploring by car, as the area’s attractions are never more than about an hour away.
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TOP TIP

Wild horses still roam free in northern Nevada. They’re often seen near Reno along NV 341 and south of Interstate 80 at Exit 22.





TOP SIGHT
The Stewart Indian School

This boarding school still stands as a reminder of the horrifying stories of children being kidnapped from their homes and moved to Carson City. Visitors witness its shameful past of harsh conditions and brutal punishments designed to eradicate the students’ Indian ways and assimilate them into the culture of white America.
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DID YOU KNOW?

Stewart has 65 buildings. The museum is inside the old administration building. Videos and stirring exhibits share the horrors students experienced, beginning in 1890. It closed in 1980.



Shameful Secrets Revealed

Arriving at the Stewart Indian School Museum, it appears remarkable only for the buildings made from locally quarried stone and the seeming serenity of a mostly vacant campus. But within minutes of stepping inside the museum, that serenity is shattered by the horrifying tales of the abuses inflicted on Native American children over much of the school’s 90-year existence.


Horror Stories Shared

Guests seated on benches may gape as Hilman Tobey appears on a video screen. Having attended Stewart for 11 years, Tobey tells of the brutal whippings meted out to boys who had run away. He says he never forgot their screams.

Making their way through the exhibit galleries, visitors hear more shocking stories from terrified students and the worried parents who, in letters, pleaded with administrators for information about their children. It was all part of the government’s now-notorious mission to ‘kill the Indian but save the man.’


Scan this QR code for a map and information about the Stewart Indian School:
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Attempts at Assimilation

Visitors leave Stewart with varying views on how effective assimilation efforts really were. From across the American West, Indian children were snatched from their homes, often under cover of darkness, and driven to Carson City in cattle trucks. They had no idea what fate awaited them. Once at the school, they were forced to speak only English and to shed their traditional clothing in favor of school uniforms. Students who committed infractions such as speaking their Native American languages were punished. That might mean having their long hair cut off. More serious violations had more serious consequences, including beatings.

In the 90 years the school operated, more than 30,000 children attended. In the 1930s, a progressive administrator somewhat eased the rules. Students were allowed to speak their Native American tongues, dress in their tribal clothes and perform familiar dances and rituals. By the 1960s, some Indian kids were actually begging their parents to enroll them at Stewart.


MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR VISIT

Twenty school buildings – including dormitories, the dining hall, the old gym and the carpentry shop – are included in a cell phone walking tour. Along the way, voices from the past – those of former students – share their experiences, both good and bad. Get grounded in the museum before venturing out on foot.



A Personal Perspective

‘This was a site of forced assimilation by the federal government,’ said Stacey Montooth, executive director of the Nevada Indian Commission, which oversees the museum, the biggest and most comprehensive of its kind in the country. She knows all too well of the school’s abuses; in 1929, at the age of four, her grandmother was kidnapped and enrolled at Stewart.

‘That is when corporal punishment, and worse, were part of the standard operating procedures,’ Montooth pointed out.

Visitors learn that 400 American Indian boarding schools – all with the same purpose of assimilation – existed across the US. Montooth, a member of the Walker River Paiute tribe, described their students as ‘prisoners.’

She said her grandmother never spoke of her experiences.


TOP TIPS

• Don’t overlook the poignant oral histories along the cell phone walking tour; each is only a couple of minutes long.

• Get up close to the stone buildings to appreciate the colored rocks, found locally and used to brighten the exteriors.

• Admire the rotating exhibits in the Great Basin Native Artists Gallery.

• Gifts and souvenirs are sold in the school’s former post office.

• A wealth of in-depth resources are available in the museum’s library.

• You’ll need a car to reach the school. It’s four miles south of downtown Carson City.





WINTER IN THE SIERRA

At lake level in Tahoe, it’s not unheard of to get three feet of snow, or even more, in a single storm. While that may appear daunting to drivers, highway crews work tirelessly to ensure that the roads connecting Lake Tahoe with Carson City and Reno remain open as much as possible – especially since many of the people employed at the Stateline resorts live in those two cities, where housing is more affordable. Locals say US 50, the four-lane lifeline down the mountain to Carson City, typically remains open, although in the worst weather, snow chains are required. NV 431, better known as the Mt Rose Highway, is more likely to close, sometimes for as long as a day, as crews plow the winding, two-lane road.



Nevada Mountain High

TAKING THE HIGH ROAD

After enjoying Reno’s eclectic offerings, take a drive to the Sierra high country in a rental car. A feast for the eyes awaits as you reach the summit of Mt Rose Highway (NV 431) and first set sight on Lake Tahoe. The two-lane highway twists and turns as it nearly doubles in altitude from Reno, at 4505ft, to the summit at 8911ft. Without stopping, it’s 50 minutes to Incline Village, but adventurers will want to enjoy recreational activities along the way. Climbing out of Reno, and past the sign that reads ‘Bear Crossing Next 20 Miles,’ watch for the turn for Galena Creek Regional Park. Set amid a forest of towering pines, the park features hiking trails from less than half a mile to more than 9 miles. For anglers, Marilyn’s Pond is a fun place to fish for rainbow trout. Wintertime brings cross-country skiing, snowshoeing and sledding. Stop by the visitor center for info and advice.

Moving up the highway, ski runs are nestled in the mountains. At the City of Reno’s Sky Tavern, more than 100,000 kids have learned to ski since 1948. Higher up, Mt Rose-Ski Tahoe is far more challenging, with the highest base elevation – 8260ft – of the Lake Tahoe ski resorts.

In warmer months, the Mt Rose Summit Trail may take your breath away, literally. The 11-mile loop includes an elevation gain of 2500ft.
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WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE TAHOE

Harvey’s Lake Tahoe

Overlooking the lake, this hotel-casino is one of several dotting the highway at the state line. $

Zephyr Cove Resort

Since 1862 with comfy, lakeside log cabins, plus a restaurant and a marina. $$

Hyatt Regency Lake Tahoe

Nestled among the pines near the lake in Incline Village. $$


THE EDGEWOOD ENVIRONMENT

‘Going green’ is a principle that more and more hotels are embracing to one degree or another. And at the sans-casino Edgewood Tahoe Resort, they’ve gone all-in. Opened in 2017, the 154-room lodge was built with sustainability at the forefront.

Audubon and LEED certified, Edgewood Tahoe is truly an innovator. During the summer months, the hotel draws 43°F (6°C) water from the lake and uses it to cool the entire property, eliminating the need for conventional air conditioning. While fertilizer is necessary on the golf course, systems prevent any runoff into the adjacent lake. Edgewood has no single-use plastics; in the bars and restaurants, agave drinking straws have replaced plastic, which takes 200 times as long to decompose. Guests find reusable aluminum water bottles in their rooms.



The Blue Gem

LAKE TAHOE, THE SCENE-STEALER

 

The Washoe tribe called Tahoe ‘Da ow ga.’ Translated, it means, simply, ‘the lake,’ and it’s beyond compare. Surrounded by soaring peaks, Lake Tahoe is 22 miles long and 12 miles wide. One-third of its crystal blue waters are in Nevada and less developed than California’s share. You’ll need a rental car to relish the Lake Tahoe Scenic Byway, which stretches for 28 miles between Crystal Bay and Stateline. One of the country’s most beautiful recreational trails, the Tahoe East Shore Trail, as the name implies, hugs the shoreline. The 3-mile-long, 10ft-wide paved trail beckons cyclists and walkers. Most prominent among the several beaches is the one at aptly-named Sand Harbor State Park. Summertime visitors enjoy swimming in the lake’s clear water and clambering over the giant boulders near the beach. The park also has a visitor center, a gift shop, restrooms and a bar and grill.

Sixteen miles to the south at the Zephyr Cove Marina, visitors can board the MS Dixie II (for a fee), a 500-passenger paddle wheeler, to experience the lake’s splendor from out on the water. Sunset dinner cruises are particularly enchanting.

Four miles farther along, the community of Stateline borders South Lake Tahoe, California. Its smattering of hotel-casinos reminds visitors that, yes, they are still in Nevada. The fresh face in the crowd belongs to the upscale Edgewood Tahoe Resort.

For folks without wheels, Sierra Comstock Tours offers shuttle bus tours from Reno to Lake Tahoe and other area sights.

WHERE TO EAT IN CARSON CITY

Comma Coffee

Open for breakfast and lunch. Politicians often gather behind the cafe’s purple and gold facade. $

Nashville Social Club

Fried green tomatoes and gluten-free fried chicken are served along with the music of Nashville. $$

Villa Basque Cafe

True to its Basque roots, favorites such as lamb stew and paella are on the menu. $

A Capitol Experience

MEMORABLE SIGHTSEEING IN CARSON CITY

Head down US 50 in your rental car to Carson City and experience the history of Nevada’s capital city. The modest State Capitol sits downtown. Inside the entrance, visitors are greeted by a statue of Sarah Winnemucca, a champion of civil rights for Nevada’s Native Americans. ‘I mean to fight for my down-trodden race while life lasts,’ she once proclaimed. On the second floor, a walk through the small but comprehensive (and free) Battle Born Museum begins with a short history of Nevada’s ancient residents. The oldest rock art in North America, as much as 14,800 years old, was found in Washoe and Pershing Counties, only 100 miles away. Moving to more modern times, the museum also describes the 1873 gold rush in Virginia City. Locally mined metals were used for coins made at the US Mint in Carson City – now the Nevada State Museum. Coin Press No. 1 and a collection of Morgan silver dollars that were among the $49,000,000 in coins minted in the building are on display. Be sure to also check out the elegant silver service retrieved from the battleship USS Nevada after it was torpedoed in the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor. The mind-boggling set complete with a massive, 15-gallon punchbowl and 24 cups – was crafted using 5000 ounces of silver mined in Tonopah. The gold trim came from Goldfield. Reno and Carson City are roughly 30 miles apart, linked by an interstate highway.


WHY I LOVE LAKE TAHOE
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Jay Jones, Lonely Planet writer

In the 1860s, while working in nearby Virginia City, Mark Twain relished his visits to Lake Tahoe. In his book, Roughing It, he described the lake as ‘the fairest picture our whole earth affords.’ Amid the trappings of modern society, I’m thankful that that depiction remains true. To me, Tahoe is an uncut diamond, its clear, deep waters shimmering through the seasons. With the exception of Stateline, its shoreline remains blessedly unscathed by the towering resorts that litter other once-pristine lakes. Sure, roadways and trails are now necessities, but they are relatively inobtrusive, providing new visual treats around each bend. Long may Lake Tahoe remain a gift for the soul, a place where Twain forgot his ‘troubles and pains’ amid the ‘solemn hush.’



A Lode of History

WELL-PRESERVED VIRGINIA CITY

A 15-mile drive from Carson City takes travelers to Virginia City. Home to the famed Comstock Lode gold rush, the still-vibrant town is home to more than 500 buildings from the golden years: 1859 to 1880.

From either south or north, visitors arrive on C Street, the main drag that’s home to several attractions. The visitor center provides information and sells tickets to various attractions. Then, step back in time along the street’s wooden sidewalks. At the Territorial Enterprise newspaper offices, a museum showcases where, as a reporter, Mark Twain honed his writing skills. At the Washoe Club, take a guided ghost tour and enjoy a drink in the town’s oldest bar. Nearby, the Bucket of Blood Saloon seems frozen in time.

More than 100 mines were painstakingly dug into the rock around Virginia City. One of them, the Chollar Mine, has been shored up so that visitors, on a flat walk, can venture into the mine to learn about the riches mined there. Guides even take a moment to light a candle and then turn off the lights to demonstrate the near-darkness in which prospectors toiled.

All that ore left the area by train. The Virginia & Truckee Railroad takes passengers on 35-minute rides. The cars are pulled by a diesel engine on weekdays and a steam engine Saturdays and Sundays.

WHERE TO STAY IN VIRGINIA CITY

B Street House B&B

Three bedrooms delightfully decorated in a historic 1875 home. $$

Sugarloaf Mountain Motel

Its 12 cozy rooms are a 10-minute walk from several attractions. $$

Gold Hill Hotel

Situated south of town, this is the area’s only hotel with its own bar and restaurant. $$


Soaking in the Springs

THE BENEFITS OF NATURE’S OVERFLOW

In Northern Nevada, super-heated water boils beneath the earth’s crust. Where it makes its way to the surface, hot springs form. They’ve been known for their curative powers for decades. Less than an hour from Reno, three such springs now welcome visitors. The biggest, David Walley’s Resort near the inviting village of Genoa, features five mineral-rich hot spring tubs, plus a hotel and restaurant. In Carson City, a pink neon sign guides the way to Carson Hot Springs, which has both indoor and outdoor pools, with a restaurant and a microbrewery steps away. South of Reno, Steamboat Hot Springs sits where a geyser once shot steaming water 80ft into the air. The center now has several soaking tubs and a spa.
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Getting Around

There are public bus services linking Reno with both Carson City and Stateline for people willing to walk once they reach their destination. But to really see Lake Tahoe or to reach destinations such as the Stewart Indian School Museum or Virginia City, you’ll definitely need a car.






US 93
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US 93, the Great Basin Highway, is the main – and in many places, the only – highway running north–south through eastern Nevada. For almost 500 miles, beginning at the Arizona–Nevada state line midway across Hoover Dam, the road passes through metropolitan Las Vegas before heading north through the mountains of the high desert. Along the route, towns such as Caliente, Ely and Wells probably won’t sound familiar, but they’re still worth exploring for outdoor pursuits from mountain biking to stargazing. For ufologists (those who study UFOs) and fellow believers, the detour off US 93 to Rachel is a necessity, since it’s about as close as you can get to super-secret Area 51. Throughout this road trip, be sure to keep an eye on your car’s gas gauge; those signs reading ‘Next gas 100 miles’ are there as a stark reminder of the vast distances between towns – and gas pumps.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Area 51

SIGHTS

2Angel Lake

3Angel Lake Scenic Byway

see 7Barnes Canyon

see 5Boot Hill Cemetery

4Extraterrestrial Highway

5Million Dollar Courthouse

6Nevada Northern Railway

7Railroad Depot

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Cathedral Gorge State Park

9Great Basin National Park

10Pahranagat National Wildlife Refuge

EATING

11Border Inn

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 6Economy Drug & Old Fashioned Soda Fountain

12Little A’Le’Inn

SHOPPING

13Alien Research Center




TOP TIP

Depending on how much time you have, you can detour off US 93 and shave nearly an hour off the drive from Las Vegas to Ely. At the Rachel turnoff, veer right onto NV 318 and continue 110 miles to US 6. The drive through White River Narrows is gorgeous.




HUGE COUNTIES

As it winds its way across eastern Nevada for about 500 miles, US 93 remarkably passes through only four counties, two of which are among the largest, by size, in the US. Elko County (17,203 square miles) is the fourth biggest and Lincoln County (10,637 square miles) ranks seventh. But biggest among Nevada’s 17 counties is Nye. At 18,159 square miles, it is the country’s third-largest, the size of New Hampshire and Vermont combined.



An Unexpected Oasis

BOUNTIFUL WATER IN THE DESERT

Heading north out of Las Vegas, US 93 follows Interstate 15 for a few miles before veering off. From that junction, it’s a desolate, 100-mile drive through the desert until leafy trees and, of all things, water form a true oasis on the west side of the highway. Spring-fed, this is the Pahranagat National Wildlife Refuge, once a life-giving refuge amid the hot and harsh land that surrounds Lower and Upper Pahranagat Lakes. Wildlife, particularly deer, still flock to the water’s edge for sustenance. Marshes and meadows complete the sensory feast that stretches for miles toward Alamo and Ash Springs, most notable for their gas stations.

WHERE TO EAT IN ELY

Cellblock Steakhouse

Big on beef, but chicken, salmon and shrimp are also served. Inside the Jailhouse Motel & Casino. $$

Mr. Gino’s

Kitty-corner from the Hotel Nevada, with enough pasta dishes to satisfy any palate. $

Nardi’s Home Style Restaurant

Good old comfort food, from foot-long hot dogs to grilled cheese sandwiches. $

The Area 51 Aura

IS THE TRUTH OUT THERE?

From Ash Springs, it’s just a five-minute drive to the turnoff for NV 375, better known as the Extraterrestrial Highway, the road leading to Area 51 . The junction is marked by a shop selling ET Fresh Jerky. A few miles along 375, it’s impossible to miss the soaring silver alien on sentry duty outside the Alien Research Center . Despite its name, the place is pretty much a souvenir shop for all things alien. From the shop, it’s another 38 miles to Rachel. A road sign warns of ‘Low Flying Aircraft,’ which are definitely Air Force planes, most likely on missions beginning at Nellis Air Force base in North Las Vegas.

Those planes, however, also could be flying out of Area 51. After years of refusing to admit the base even existed, the US government in 2013 conceded that the desert site was used to secretly develop various aircraft. Skeptics, however, believe its secrets go far deeper – that aliens from a UFO crash site near Roswell, New Mexico in 1947 were brought to Area 51 for scientific examination. Despite any confirmation, the legends continue to lure true believers and curiosity seekers. Rachel is home to a gas station and the Little A’ Le’ Inn, a bar and grill chock-full of alien trivia. Outside, the photo opportunities include the statue of a small green alien holding a ‘Welcome Earthlings’ sign, and an elevated sign featuring a UFO and the words, ‘Self Parking.’

Die-hard believers may want to see the base. The folks in Rachel tell them to backtrack a couple of miles along the highway to a gravel road. It stretches for 10 miles to a gated, fenced-off sentry station. This is as close as Joe or Jane Average Citizen can get without getting arrested. The signs threatening the use of deadly force have been replaced by signs that prohibit photography and the use of drones. Take them seriously. Violators do occasionally end up in jail.
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THE REAL AREA 51

It took the US government until 2013 to admit that, yes, there was a top-secret military installation in a dry lake bed about 80 miles (the way the crow flies) north of Las Vegas. The Air Force, which is in charge of the facility, remains tight-lipped about the work that goes on there. That said, a historic marker outside the Little A’ Le’ Inn in tiny Rachel details Project Oxcart, a CIA-backed program of the 1960s. It successfully developed the A-12, an aircraft designed for high-altitude reconnaissance that flew at speeds above Mach 3, more than 2,300 miles an hour. The 1970s at Area 51 witnessed development of the F-117 Nighthawk, America’s first stealth bomber. The documented histories make no mention of little green men.



WHERE TO STAY IN ELY

Bristlecone Motel

Near the junction of US 50 and US 93, with clean, comfortable rooms. $

Hotel Nevada & Gambling Hall

An Ely landmark since 1929, known for cozy rooms and free breakfast. $

Prospector Hotel & Gambling Hall

Bright rooms and public areas, plus an inviting indoor pool. $$

Small Towns, Big Sights

INDOORS AND OUT ALONG US 93

Hugging a mountainside just to the west of US 93 is Pioche, the Lincoln County seat. It’s not the current courthouse, but rather the old courthouse that folks come to see. The so-called Million Dollar Courthouse was built in the 1870s during the silver rush and actually did cost a shocking 1 million dollars to build. It’s open for free tours May through October. At Boot Hill Cemetery, there’s a section called Murderer’s Row, where the 19th century gunslingers are buried.

In nearby Caliente, the Spanish Mission–style railroad depot recalls the era during which Union Pacific passenger trains stopped here. Nowadays, only freight trains roll through this town that’s halfway between Los Angeles and Salt Lake City. The hills surrounding the town are home to an ever-increasing number of mountain bike trails. The most developed, Barnes Canyon, has roughly 14 miles of trails, including three beginner trails, five intermediate trails and one trail specifically for advanced riders.

Although there are a few easy bike trails in Cathedral Gorge State Park, walking in the wild is the big draw at this stunning park 15 miles north of Caliente. Named for soaring rock foundations reminiscent of cathedral spires, the park is full of photo opps. A four-mile loop leads hikers through remote areas in a narrow valley, and there are 22 campsites for those who want to overnight.


THE LONELIEST ROAD

US 50 – which, as Aultman Street, forms Ely’s main drag – carries the dubious nickname of ‘the Loneliest Road in America.’ That’s what Life magazine called the 285-mile ribbon of road from Ely to Fallon in 1986, saying the drive contained nothing worth seeing. That, of course, is a matter of opinion – and the good people of Eureka (population 411) and Austin (population 101) beg to differ. The Eureka Opera House, for example, has been splendidly restored to its 1880 glory and once again hosts various cultural activities. Despite its small size, Eureka is home to three historic churches. Services are still held in the 19th century Catholic and Episcopal churches. The former Methodist church is now the town hall.



Electrifying Ely

AFTER DARK, THE OUTDOORS SHINES

About four hours north of Las Vegas, Ely is the largest town along US 93, even though its population is just 4003. The regional center for miners and ranchers in need of food, supplies and medical care, Ely has an alpine feel. At 6437ft, it’s much cooler than Vegas (elevation 2001ft). The town gets more than four feet of snow each winter, making it primarily a three-season destination. There is, however, the Fire and Ice Winter Festival each January. History buffs won’t want to miss Renaissance Village, which preserves buildings from Ely’s copper bonanza more than 100 years ago.


The Nevada Northern Railway draws visitors for its steam-driven train rides through the hills. Most popular is the ‘Great Basin Star Train’ on which passengers are taken deep into the night darkness. Once the train stops, telescopes enable guests to stare at the star-studded skies as rangers from nearby Great Basin National Park interpret the constellations. Plan well ahead as these special excursions often sell out more than a year in advance. The ‘Sunset, Stars and Champagne Train’ is more easily booked, but doesn’t have the telescopes and rangers.

A painting of a thundering steam locomotive is one of the roughly 25 murals (elynevada.net/project/public-art/) on the streets of Ely. The public artworks – with names such as Italian Railroad Workers, Tribute to the Rancher and Pony Express – colorfully document the town’s vibrant history. For a true taste of yesterday, grab a soda at Economy Drug and Old-Fashioned Soda Fountain . Flavors include lime Rickey and marshmallow.

ANNUAL ELY EVENTS

Fire and Ice Winter Festival

A three-day celebration of athletics and the arts, including ice sculpting. January.

Fears, Tears, and Beers MTB Enduro

In June, Ely is home to the oldest such mountain bike competition in the US.

Race the Rails

Cyclists race against a steam train to raise money to expand local trails in September.


RIDING THE RAILS

While Amtrak’s ‘California Zephyr’ rolls across northern Nevada on its route between Chicago and Oakland, passenger train service in the rest of the state is a fading memory. Amtrak’s ‘Desert Wind’ service from Los Angeles to Salt Lake City via Las Vegas shut down in 1997. Caliente, an eastern Nevada town along US 93 at the line’s halfway point, was among the handful of stops and its 1923 Mission-style depot remains the town’s architectural gem. Freight trains still trundle past it and the modest boxcar museum next door. Plans to revive passenger train service in the early 2000s fizzled, but a company called Brightline West hoped to begin construction on a high-speed rail line between Los Angeles and Vegas in 2023.



A Lesser-Known National Park

FEWER PEOPLE, MORE SPACE

One of the least-visited sites of the National Park Service, Great Basin National Park an hour east of Ely is a must for people in search of solitude and natural beauty. The free-to-visit park is dominated by 13,000ft-high Wheeler Peak. It’s an easy, 12-mile paved drive to the end of the road, where campsites sit in a meadow amid the aspens. At 9500ft, this particular campsite, one of several in the park, can be downright chilly at night, even in summertime. There’s no potable water available and no cell phone service either.

Visitors can also walk well beneath the towering peaks on a guided tour of Lehman Caves. They’re open year-round, but advance reservations are necessary in summertime. In winter, only one of the four tours – the 60-minute, one-half-mile Lodge Tour – is available. Prepare to be screened for White Nose Syndrome, a fungus that is harmless to humans but can be lethal to the bats that live in the caverns.

Baker, population 36, is a good place for non-campers to eat and sleep. It’s less than five miles away and has modest places to overnight. The Border Inn serves up hearty meals in the dining room adjacent to a small casino. Walk a few steps east and you’re in Utah, one of two states (along with Hawaii) in which gambling is illegal.

GREAT BASIN’S FUN FESTS

Great Basin Bioblitz (June)

Called a ‘biodiversity bash,’ with workshops on life atop and beneath the mountains.

Great Basin Astronomy Festival (September)

Rangers say ‘half the park is after dark’ amid some of the country’s darkest skies.

Snake Valley Festival (June)

A bake sale, a yard sale and a parade raise money to conserve the local landscape of Baker.


OFF-ROAD HIGH JINKS

While Nevada’s highways and back roads provide visitors with plenty of stunning natural sights, there’s nothing quite like experiencing the high desert from an off-highway vehicle (OHV). Trail bikes and all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) are popular ways of reaching truly hidden gems. Those include Basin and Range National Monument, a mammoth 700,000-acre site in both Lincoln and Nye Counties. Roughly bordered by the communities of Alamo, Caliente and Ely, it’s an area of mountains, rock art and seemingly endless sagebrush.

Elsewhere, towering sand dunes tempt off-roaders, including at Big Dune, just off US 95 near Beatty. Shops that rent ATVs can be found in many towns and cities across the state. Scan the QR code to access trail maps.




The Highways Converge

BEYOND THE WELLS JUNCTION

The town of Wells sits where US 93 crosses Interstate 80. Elko is 50 miles to the west and Salt Lake City is 230 miles to the east. For most, Wells is merely a place to grab some gas and fast food – much of downtown still awaits rebuilding after a magnitude 6.0 earthquake in 2008 caused many buildings to crumble. But the town is also a gateway to marvellous mountain scenery that’s more than worth a stop for passing road-trippers or anyone touring the state.

Twelve miles from town is the Angel Lake Scenic Byway, a scenic drive through the towering mountains. The circuitous, paved road climbs 3000ft over 12 miles, depositing motorists right in front of Angel Lake, an alpine wonder at 8500ft with a backdrop of jagged peaks. There are campsites available by prior reservation. The byway is closed in winter.

From Wells, it’s a desolate, one-hour drive up US 93 to Jackpot, where long-distance travelers can make an overnight stop. Built to woo would-be gamblers from Idaho, Jackpot has a small cluster of hotels, casinos, restaurants and watering holes. An ode to its biggest business, gambling, the town’s streets include Ace Drive, Lady Luck Loop and Poker Street.

While Nevada is in the Pacific Time Zone, expect most folks in Jackpot to have their watches set one hour ahead to Mountain Time, which is observed in Idaho, where the bulk of the players come from. The town is literally at the state line.
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Getting Around

With both offbeat (Rachel) and jaw-dropping (Great Basin National Park) sights, the US 93 corridor is well worth spending a couple of days along. However, the only way to get around is by car. The popular attractions are all accessible without the need for four-wheel-drive – unless you’re traveling in winter.






ELKO
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Along the entire wall of a now-closed auto shop just east of the courthouse, a mural welcomes visitors to downtown Elko. Featuring images of a Basque cowboy and a colorfully costumed woman, it’s a colorful reminder of the city’s heritage as the place where sheepherders from northern Spain arrived in the 1870s. Ranching remains the bedrock of the local economy. It’s a town where cattle trucks rumble through the streets and cowboys walk the sidewalks, their boots smudged with cow dung, possibly headed for a restaurant where traditional Basque food is still revered. Despite its relatively small population of 20,000, Elko is home to four impressive museums, each of which chronicles the city’s stories in varying ways. One of them, the Western Folklife Center, hosts the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering, one of the nation’s most unusual literary symposiums, each winter. Just one block away, visitors can watch leather saddles being made to order.
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SIGHTS

1Basque Bastions Mural

2Welcome to Downtown Mural

3Cowboy Arts & Gear Museum

4JM Capriola Co\.

5Northeastern Nevada Museum

6Western Folklife Center




TOP TIP

Elko is along Interstate 80, more than three hours west of Salt Lake City and more than four hours east of Reno. Greyhound and Amtrak serve Elko, but some of the travel is overnight. Delta has once-daily flights to Salt Lake City. Rental cars are available at the terminal.
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FROM SPAIN TO NEVADA

The people of the Basque Country that straddles the Spain–France border are proud of their culture, and the same can be said of the immigrants from there who settled in Nevada. Many of the men became sheepherders, and what’s now the National Basque Festival began as a celebratory break from the isolation of their work.

Held each July in Elko, the festival shares Basque traditions – from food to dancing to the sport of wood chopping. Basque food – dishes such as lamb, fish and beef, with plenty of garlic – can be found at Elko restaurants including The Star, Ogi Deli and Toki Ona. Basque restaurants can also be found in other Nevada town, including Gardnerville, Reno and Winnemucca.




Western Immersion

THE REAL WILD WEST

There’s no need for a city slicker to pull on a pair of boots to savor the Western flavors of Elko. On the east edge of town is the Northeastern Nevada Museum, which shares the culture of not only cowboys, but also of the Native Americans, Basque and Chinese who also settled in this area. The museum features an extensive collection of artwork in partnership with the Great Basin Western Art Foundation. An original Pony Express cabin contains artifacts from that early mail service.

The best known of Elko’s museums, the Western Folklife Center, gives voice to the people of the American West as expressed through their hard work and creativity. Each year since 1985, the Center has hosted its hallmark event, the Cowboy Poetry Gathering. In January, cowboys swap roping for reciting as they share the poetry they’ve written, often while alone at night out on the range. The unique, six-day event also features plenty of Western singing, dancing and food. Western Folklife TV, a streaming service, will convince you it’s worth the trip to Elko.


Across a parking lot sits the Cowboy Arts & Gear Museum, where the emphasis is on the historic saddles used over the decades by the buckaroos who tended the herds. Fittingly, the museum is housed in what was originally the G.S. Garcia Harness and Saddle Shop.

Garcia began making impressive saddles in Elko in the late 19th century. In the mid 20th century, the business was sold and the JM Capriola Co. took over the prestigious saddlery in downtown Elko. Every imaginable kind of Western gear, including their signature bits and spurs, is sold downstairs. Up on the second floor, visitors can watch custom saddles still being made by hand.

Eight miles west of Elko along the interstate is the California Trail Interpretive Center. For 40 years in the mid 1800s, it was ‘Wagons Ho’ as about 250,000 people ventured west to California in search of a better life. Exhibits showcase the travails of those who travelled the 2000-mile trail. Some ‘prairie schooners,’ the covered wagons in which people went west, illustrate the journey. A 4500ft-long path gives visitors a brief glimpse of what the pioneers experienced. These days, however, the trail is ADA-compliant.

WHERE TO EAT IN ELKO

Star Hotel & Bar

The locals’ favorite since 1910, with Basque specialties like cabbage soup and baked lamb. $$

The Coffee Shop

At Stockmen’s Casino. The Ultimate Backpacker Scramble adds 11 ingredients to four eggs. $

McAdoo’s

Open for breakfast and lunch; a selection of savory sandwiches are the highlight of the midday menu. $


THOSE BIG BOOTS

To celebrate its centennial in 2017, Elko embraced its Western roots by commissioning 36 oversized cowboy boots to be placed outside businesses and on street corners around the city. The 6ft-tall, 110lb fiberglass creations are colorfully painted with scenes depicting the county fair, Hispanic heritage, the Star Hotel and Restaurant, wildlife and, most often, ranching. One even captures a biplane in the skies over Elko, symbolic of the first scheduled Air Mail flight in the US. A single sack of mail was aboard the 460-mile journey from Pasco, Washington to Elko, with a stop for fuel, and more mail, in Boise, Idaho. A listing of the boots’ locations and artists can be found under Arts & Culture on exploreelko.com.



Monumental Murals

OUTDOOR ART IS FLOURISHING

In 2019, Elko invited artists to provide facelifts by painting murals on several buildings. By 2022, the number of murals had grown to 75, with more on the way. While they vary wildly in theme, some recall the city’s western roots. The ‘Welcome to Downtown’ mural is at 685 Idaho Street while ‘Basque Bastions,’ depicting two young shepherds, is in the alley behind 172 5th Street.


Elko artwalk

A partial listing of murals is available online. Scan the QR code to find out more.
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Getting Around

If you get to Elko by public transportation, the museums, shops and restaurants downtown are all very walkable. But getting a taxi to the outlying hotels and museums could quickly get pricey. And without a car, you can rule out excursions into the mountains. Rentals are available at the airport.






Beyond Elko
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Elko is the logical base for exploring the region’s soaring mountains, often called the ‘Swiss Alps of Nevada.’


If you thought Colorado or maybe Montana was the most mountainous state in the country, think again. It’s Nevada, with literally hundreds of mountain ranges. Ruby Dome, the state’s tenth-highest peak, is a mere 20 miles southeast of Elko in the range of the same name. It’s just one of 43 ranges found in rugged Elko County and they stretch in all directions as far as the eye can see. This is the fourth-largest county in the continental US and recreational opportunities abound. In summer, consider spectacularly scenic drives and hikes. And in winter, hibernation is out of the question when cross-country skiing and snowmobiling beckon in the snowy high ground. For the truly daring, there’s even heli-skiing in otherwise inaccessible mountains.
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TOP TIP

Much of the year, the weather in the Elko area can change quickly and unpredictably. While Elko itself can be sunny on an autumn afternoon, it can be snowing heavily in the mountains. That spells danger on rural roads. When heavy snow threatens, be prepared by carrying tire chains.




WHAT’S THE GREAT BASIN?

Places such as the college in Elko and the national park near Ely are named for the Great Basin, yet few folks know what that basin is. It’s a mammoth geographic feature spanning 200,000 sq miles, including most of Nevada, half of Utah and portions of California, Idaho, Oregon and Wyoming. At its simplest, a basin is a bowl that holds water. The Great Basin is similar in that all the water that accumulates over its vast land mass stays within it; there are no rivers to drain the water to the Pacific Ocean or Gulf of Mexico. In this arid area, there isn’t a lot of water to begin with, but what there is evaporates, runs into lakes or soaks into the ground.



Nevada’s Rubies

ALPINE BEAUTY IN NORTHEAST NEVADA

The most accessible, and arguably the most beautiful, drive into the mountains is the Lamoille Canyon Scenic Byway, less than an hour from Elko along paved roads. Technically known as Forest Road 660, the byway parallels Lamoille Creek as it cuts through a gorgeous canyon on its way to Ruby Dome. The road loops around the mountain, after which travelers return on the same route. In the warmer months, parking lots with restrooms are situated at trailheads. Those numerous trails serve hikers in the summer, and skiers and snowmobilers in the winter. SledNV in Elko offers wintertime excursions into the backcountry, with seasoned guides leading the way.

For those with the necessary skill and courage, an unparalleled adventure is provided by Ruby Mountains Heli-Experience. Helicopter pilots cherry-pick remote ski destinations from among the 15 peaks in the Rubies, all of which are at least 11,000ft high – hence the nickname ‘Nevada’s Alps.’ Packages include stays at the inviting Ruby 360 Lodge, a year-round destination near the hamlet of Lamoille, population 49. Lamoille’s quaint Little Church of the Crossroads (the Lamoille Community Presbyterian Church) has changed little since its construction in 1905, and is popular with photographers. Just up the road, the Pine Lodge Dinner House features a surprisingly expansive menu of mouthwatering food. From here, it’s an easy 25-minute drive back to Elko.
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WHERE TO MEET THE LOCALS

California Trail Days

Get a taste for pioneer journeys as reenactors return to the mid-1800s. In June at 1 Interpretive Center Way west of Elko.

Ruby Mountain Relay

Also called ‘How the West Was Run,’ races cover 184 miles of mountain roads.

Silver State Stampede

Witness the challenges of the rodeo, including mutton-busting, in July at the Elko County Fairgrounds.


THE I-80 ARTERY

Interstate 80 is the primary east-west highway in northern Nevada, traversing 410 miles. From California, it enters the Silver State east of Truckee. Steep grades take traffic down the mountain into the Reno area before heading east almost 400 miles to West Wendover, the last stop for gamblers before reaching the Utah state line. Stops along the way for fuel and chow include Fernley, Lovelock, Winnemucca, and Battle Mountain before arriving in Elko.

Allowing only for a quick gas and restroom break, the drive takes six hours in good weather. In winter, however, tire chains may be required in the higher mountain passes. Signs with flashing amber lights alert motorists when they need to pull over to put chains on – not an easy task for the uninitiated.



Authentic Nevada

LIKE IT USED TO BE

Point your car north toward the Idaho state line to discover a couple of spots that many people describe as authentic, unspoiled Nevada. For more than 60 years, the Smith family has welcomed visitors to their remote but beautiful Cottonwood Guest Ranch, a working horse and cattle ranch in the northeast corner of the state, about two-and-a-half hours from Elko. In addition to the richly appointed guest lodge, the Smiths offer a wide range of activities. They include birding, mountain biking, searching for arrowheads and helping real cowboys with horse drives and cattle roundups. Pack trips on horseback into the rugged Jarbidge Mountains can also be arranged. Special retreats serve the needs of post-war veterans in a healing environment.

Wanderers in search of one of the remotest communities in the continental US need look no further than Jarbidge, Nevada. Even though it’s only 100 miles north of Elko, it’s a rugged, three-hour drive on mostly dirt roads, but worth it for those yearning for a genuine slice of the past. It was a bustling place after gold was discovered in 1909, but these days, only a few dozen people call Jarbidge home. Visitors will enjoy checking out the funky merchandise at Jarbidge Trading Post and grabbing a beer and some grub at the Red Dog Saloon. Be sure to fill up the tank at North Star Mine Gas and Gifts.


Getting Around

America is a country dependent upon cars and that’s particularly true in rugged, rural areas including northeastern Nevada. A car is essential for venturing out of Elko and a high-sided, 4WD vehicle may come in handy on some of the more remote scenic routes. It’s essential for a trip to Jarbidge.







ARIZONA
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RED ROCKS, SUNSETS & LEGENDS OF THE WEST

Crimson buttes and saguaros are the backdrop for outdoor adventures while Old West towns and cliff dwellings are an introduction to a fascinating past.
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Like an 1880s Bisbee prospector, Arizona is independent, ornery and sitting on a pile of natural riches. It’s that cantankerous streak that kept the state out of the Union until 1912. Even though Arizona was bursting with mineral wealth beneath its scrubby hills, Washington lawmakers considered statehood a financial risk due to the region’s lawless reputation. Today, most of the old mines have closed, and Arizona’s scenery and cultural venues help drive the economy, with visitors spending $23.6 billion in 2021.

The beauty of the Grand Canyon, Horseshoe Bend and Monument Valley will stop you in your tracks – and likely fill your social media feeds. But it’s the unique scenic drives connecting these iconic sites that will elevate your trip. Mom-and-pop friendliness is a given along Route 66. The sheer determination of mining barons careens into view on a twisty drive through mountain-hugging Jerome. Past and present merge while rolling through a mesa-top Hopi village, in existence for 1000 years.

The red-blue political divide and hot button issues like immigration and stolen elections dominate headlines, but these clashes are perhaps best left to the politicians, here only temporarily. The majestic beauty of the Grand Canyon, the saguaro-dotted hills of Tucson and the towering red rocks of Sedona are here for the long haul – although you might want to get here soon to see the rapidly shrinking Lake Powell.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GREATER PHOENIX

Culture and cuisine.

MONUMENT VALLEY & CANYON DE CHELLY

History and vistas.

SEDONA & OAK CREEK CANYON

Hiking and vortexes.

FLAGSTAFF

Fun mountain town.

GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK

Geologic wonder and outdoor adventure.

TUCSON

Indie vibe and great food.

BISBEE & TOMBSTONE

Art, food and old west history.

KINGMAN & ROUTE 66

Cruise Route 66.

PETRIFIED FOREST NATIONAL PARK & ROUTE 66

Fossilized logs and classic drive.




Find Your Way

Home to the Grand Canyon and the Navajo and Hopi Nations, the high-elevation Colorado Plateau in northern Arizona covers more than 40% of the state. Phoenix and Tucson are urban anchors in the Sonoran Desert to the south.
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Plan Your Time

Arizona is made for road trips, with scenic byways swooping through deserts and climbing the occasional mountain to link the Grand Canyon, Sedona, Monument Valley, Saguaro National Park and other beautiful sites.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head to the South Rim of the Grand Canyon for two days of exploring. Arrive early at the Grand Canyon Visitor Center complex. Buy a picnic lunch at Bright Angel Bicycles, then shuttle to the South Kaibab Trail for a 1.5-mile hike down to Cedar Ridge. Bring water. In the afternoon explore the historic buildings in Grand Canyon Village and attend a ranger talk. Savor drinks and dinner at El Tovar. Early the next day, hike down the Bright Angel Trail to a rest house. Enjoy lunch on the rim, then hop the Hermits Rest shuttle to stunning overlooks. End with a sunset from Hopi Point.




Southern Loop: 2 Weeks

• Kick off with museum-hopping, fine dining and spa life in Phoenix and Scottsdale, then drive to laidback Tucson to stroll 4th Ave and explore Saguaro National Park. Sample wine in Sonoita and Elgin, detouring south to Patagonia for bird-watching. You can’t drive this far south without swinging by Tombstone to catch the reenactment of Wyatt and Doc’s shoot-out with the Clantons. Continue south for eye-catching galleries, great restaurants and a mine tour in Bisbee. Loop north to wander the hoodoos at Chiricahua National Monument and learn about the Apache Wars at Fort Bowie. End with a tubing trip on the Salt River, passing saguaros and wild horses.




Northern Tour: 3 Weeks

• Loop around the crimson buttes of Monument Valley, then drive west to peer into Horseshoe Bend. Drive past the Vermilion Cliffs to the Kaibab Plateau and the low-key Grand Canyon North Rim. Stop at historic Pipe Spring National Monument, then tiptoe across the Skywalk at Grand Canyon West. A retro drive on Route 66 begins in Kingman. Gaze at classic cars in Williams, then drive to the South Rim. Follow Desert View Drive to Hwy 89A S and detour through Wuptaki and Sunset Crater National Monuments. Sip microbrews in Flagstaff and follow gorgeous Oak Creek Canyon into Sedona. Swing through the art-and-history towns of Jerome and Prescott.



Seasonal Highlights

Although June to early September is a popular time to visit the Grand Canyon, those same months are unbearably hot in southern Arizona. Instead, visit Phoenix and points south in spring.

FEBRUARY

The largest gem and mineral show in the US is held in Tucson the second full weekend.
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MARCH

Phoenix and Tucson host the baseball preseason Cactus League games. Spring wildflowers begin to bloom in the desert.
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JUNE

Wranglers have been ropin’ ’em in since 1888 at Prescott’s Frontier Days & World’s Oldest Rodeo.

[image: jpg]

Kobby Dagan/Shutterstock ©


JULY

Celebrate America’s birth with festivals and fireworks and catch the sidewalk egg-fry in Oatman. Good deals abound at Phoenix resorts.
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SEPTEMBER

Head to Window Rock for the Navajo Nation Fair, the country’s largest Native American fair.
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OCTOBER

Walk, run or climb more than 1000 stairs during the Bisbee 1000. Phoenix hosts the Arizona State Fair.
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DECEMBER

Admire festive holiday light displays in Sedona and Tubac and enjoy month-long Christmas celebrations in Flagstaff.
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GREATER PHOENIX
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A thriving desert metropolis, Phoenix is the cultural and economic heart of Arizona. The city is also a convenient base for desert and red rock wanderings. Southwestern and Mexican restaurants abound and swanky resorts stand ready to improve your ‘wellness.’ With more than 300 days of sunshine a year, exploring, eating and relaxing should be on your agenda (except in the sapping heat from June to August).

The city offers an opera, several theaters and three of the state’s finest museums – the Heard, Phoenix Art, and Musical Instrument Museums – while the Desert Botanical Garden is a stunning introduction to the region’s ecology. There are plenty of options to hike, mountain bike and climb in the regional parks, all easily accessible.

Southeast of Phoenix proper, student-flavored Tempe is a lively district with a good bar scene and inviting lake. To the northeast lies the ritzy enclave of Scottsdale, known for patios, pampering and Taliesin West.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Phoenix Mountains Preserve

SIGHTS

see 10Jack Knife

2Welcome to Roosevelt Row

3Heard Museum

4Old Town Scottsdale

5Phoenix Art Museum

6Piestewa Peak

7Pueblo Grande Museum & Archaeological Park

8Roosevelt Row

9Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art

10Scottsdale’s Museum of the West

11Soleri Bridge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12Cholla Trailhead

13Echo Canyon Trailhead

14Harriet K. Maxwell Desert Wildflower Loop Trail

see 2Lost Leaf

SLEEPING

15Arizona Biltmore

EATING

16Arizona Wilderness DTPHX

17Fry Bread House

18Pizzeria Bianco

see 2Trapp Haus BBQ

19Ziggy’s

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20Cottontail

21Goldwater Brewing Company

see 2Greenwood

22monOrchid

see 9Native Art Market

23Wonderspaces

SHOPPING

see 23Scottsdale Fashion Square




TOP TIP

Consider the weather before booking your trip. January through March, warm desert temperatures make Phoenix a popular winter retreat for snowbirds. June through August, it’s scorching hot, but you can score incredible deals on upscale resorts. Temps are nearly perfect in October and November, before winter’s peak rates have arrived.




HIKING IN PHOENIX

In Phoenix, it’s actually pretty easy to take a walk on the wild side and escape the urban jungle. Find maps and trail descriptions for Camelback Mountain, Piestewa Peak and South Mountain Park at arizonahikersguide.com or phoenix.gov. In Scottsdale, Pinnacle Peak and the McDowell Sonoran Preserve (don’t miss Tom’s Thumb) both have awesome desert trails. Further east, the Superstition Mountains await.



Heard Museum

NATIVE AMERICAN ART AND CULTURE

 

A 30ft-long fence of blown-glass cactus ribs and small sculptures of desert animals is an evocative portal into the Home Gallery, the heart of the Heard Museum and a showcase for the art and culture of the 22 sovereign tribes in Arizona. Poems, quotes and videos supplement the baskets, ceramics, jewelry, textiles and Hopi kachinas (spirit dolls) on display. Keep a lookout for unexpected treasures – like the Harry Potter bowl tucked amongst more traditional pottery.

Beyond the Home Gallery, you’ll find art galleries, ethnographic displays, films and a get-creative kids’ exhibit. The Heard emphasizes quality over quantity and is one of the best museums of its kind in America. The moving Away from Home: American Indian Boarding School Stories examines the controversial federal policy of removing American Indian children from their families and sending them to remote boarding schools in order to ‘Americanize’ them.

Annual events enliven the grounds, including competitions of spectacular hoop dancing in February and an Indian fair and market in March. Free guided tours run throughout the day and are recommended, as are the downloadable audio tours. Overall, you can easily spend two to three hours exploring. Also check out the well-stocked bookstore and superb gift shop.

Parking is free. The Valley Metro light-rail stops beside the downtown museum at Encanto/Central Ave.
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WHERE TO EAT IN PHOENIX

Matt’s Big Breakfast

Hearty breakfasts made with great ingredients at a downtown institution. Sign in at the clipboard. $

Barrio Cafe

This is Mexican food at its most creative – start with guacamole spiked with pomegranate seeds. $$

Durant’s

A gloriously old-school steakhouse with cozy red-velvet booths, big juicy steaks and finger-snapping cool. $$$

Sample Native American Fare

AWARD-WINNING INDIGENOUS MENUS

For a rewarding culinary tour through locally sourced native dishes, make the 30-minute drive to Kai (‘seed’). Here, Native American cuisine – based on traditional crops grown along the Gila River – soars to new heights. Expect creations such as grilled buffalo tenderloin with smoked corn puree and cholla buds, or wild scallops with mesquite-smoked caviar and tepary-bean crackling. The unobtrusive service is flawless, the wine list expertly curated and the room decorated with American Indian art. Kai is located at the Sheraton Wild Horse Pass Resort & Spa on the Gila River Indian Reservation in Chandler. Book ahead and dress nicely (no shorts or hats).

To sample delicious Native American fare in Phoenix, try the Fry Bread House . Known as an elephant ear or Navajo taco, frybread is a flat piece of fried dough topped with meat, beans and veggies, or, for dessert, smeared with honey.



I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO IMMERSE IN INDIGENOUS CULTURE

Velma Kee Craig is an assistant curator at the Heard Museum and a Navajo (Diné) weaver. @veekeeceee

Heard Museum

The two long-term or signature exhibitions at @heardmuseum that I would recommend are Away From Home: American Indian Boarding School Stories and Substance of Stars.

Fry Bread

In the Valley, the Frybread House and Hope’s Frybread are great choices...Emerson Fry Bread (@emersonfrybreadphx) is a food truck.

Museums & Shopping

Pueblo Grande Museum & Archaeological Park (Phoenix), Huhugham Heritage Center (Chandler), Huhugham Ki: Museum (Scottsdale), and the Phoenix Indian School Visitors’ Center at Steele Indian School Park (Phoenix). You might also want to do some shopping at the indigenous-owned Native Art Market in Old Town Scottsdale.



Hike Up Camelback Mountain

TOUGH HIKE UP ICONIC PEAK

The 1.5-mile Cholla Trail (one-way) to the summit of this 2704ft twin-humped mountain – smack in the center of Phoenix – reopened in the fall of 2022 after two years of extensive trail improvements. Both the Cholla (5150 Invergorden Rd) and the Echo Canyon Trails (4925 E McDonald Dr) are short but steep, with more than 1200ft of elevation gain and hands-on scrambling over boulders. It’s a great workout followed by stellar views, but bring plenty of water and hike safely. Arrive early – the 1.2-mile (one-way) Echo Canyon Trail in particular is extremely popular. Trails are open sunrise to sunset.
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WHERE TO EAT IN PHOENIX

LON’s at the Hermosa

Quaint hacienda where Phoenicians bring guests for fine dining and glorious sunsets. $$$

Pa’La

Focuses on seasonal vegetables and sustainably sourced seafood served hot off the grill. Two locations. $$

Green New American Vegetarian

Mock meats, burgers, po’boys and wings taste as good as their meaty counterparts. $

Ramble Down Roosevelt Row

DOWNTOWN ARTS AND BEER GARDENS

 

The Welcome to Roosevelt Row mural is a downtown beacon, practically glowing with technicolor charm at the corner of Roosevelt and N 7th streets. It also makes a fun launchpad for exploring downtown’s most vibrant neighborhood. The problem? There’s simply too much good stuff to fit into a point-to-point itinerary, with murals, galleries, gift shops, restaurants, bars and coffee shops packing the streets. But we do have suggestions for beginning your own Roosevelt Row adventure.

First, for a good craft beer, pop into the stylish indoor-outdoor digs at female-owned Greenwood or snag a table in the beer garden at convivial AZ Wilderness DTPHX . Order the duck fat fries and tacos. Dinner options range from brisket at Trapp Haus BBQ to innovative Southern fare at The Larder + The Delta. The MonOrchid is a coffee shop, gallery, gift shop, brewery and event space rolled into one. The first Friday of the month, 70 or so galleries open for mingling and art viewing. It’s one of the largest art walks in the country (6-10pm).

Pueblo Grande Museum & Archaeological Park

ANCIENT VILLAGE AND CANAL SYSTEM

 

The juxtaposition of ancient and modern is striking at this former Hohokam village, which is tucked between downtown Phoenix and Tempe. The Hohokam, the ancestors of the O’odham Indians, departed this adobe city and the intricate irrigation system that sustained it around 1400 CE. Despite the proximity of busy highways and Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport, it remains impressive, with a central platform, dwellings, ceremonial ball court and hints of a surrounding 1000-mile canal network that was one of precontact America’s greatest engineering feats.


ORIENTATION

The Valley of the Sun is ringed by mountains that encompass a hot pancake, otherwise known as Greater Phoenix. A few important east–west roads cut across town: beginning in the south, these are Washington St, Van Buren St, Roosevelt St, McDowell Rd, Indian School Rd and Camelback Rd.

Phoenix is the largest town and houses the state capitol, the oldest buildings, several important museums and pro sport facilities. Scottsdale starts around 56th St, east of Phoenix. The main drag, Scottsdale Rd, is technically 72nd St. Southeast of Phoenix is Tempe (tem-pee), home of Arizona State University, which is anchored around Mill Ave and University Rd.



Musical Instrument Museum

GLOBAL COLLECTION OF SOUNDS

This amazingly comprehensive museum is an an audible feast and an unexpected treasure, 20 miles north of downtown Phoenix off Hwy 101. From Ugandan thumb pianos to Indonesian boat lutes, the collection at this invigorating two-story museum celebrates the world’s musical instruments. More than 200 countries and territories are represented within 10 regional galleries, with wireless recordings bringing many sounds to life as you get within ‘earshot.’

You can also bang a drum in the hands-on Experiences Gallery – a fun place for kids – and listen to Elvis Presley rock out in the Artist Gallery, where the Martin D-28 guitar from his last live performance is on display. The wireless headsets provided are a necessity, but simple to use – just don’t dash between the Alice Cooper and the Fife and Drums displays in the United States gallery!

WHERE TO EAT IN SCOTTSDALE

Herb Box

Enjoy fresh regional ingredients, artful presentation and attentive service at this chichi bistro in Old Town. $$

Boondocks Patio & Grill

Scottsdale kicks back at this enormous patio for pub fare, beer and televised sports. $$

Sugar Bowl

Pink-and-white Valley institution, serving house-made ice cream in cones, cups and sundaes since 1958. $

Phoenix Mountains Preserve & Piestewa Peak

STEEP HIKE TO CITY VIEWS

Dotted with saguaros, ocotillos and teddy bear cholla, the lovely summit of Piestewa Peak was previously known as Squaw Peak. It was renamed after local soldier Lori Piestewa, who was killed in Iraq in 2003. Be forewarned: the 1.1-mile trek to the 2608ft peak is very tough but hugely popular – and the surrounding Phoenix Mountains Preserve can get jammed on winter weekends. For an easier hike, follow the Freedom Trail around the base of the peak. Look for parking lots along Piestewa Peak Dr within the park.


BEST TACOS IN PHOENIX

Taco Guild

These gourmet tacos are so heavenly, they serve ’em in a former church. Extensive tequila list too. $

Tacos Chiwas

Small, family-owned chain with more than a dozen smartly priced tacos (from $2.75) on the menu plus gorditos and Chihuahuan-style fare. $

Barrio Cafe

A short but delicious list of Oaxacan-style corn tacos from a James Beard-nominated chef. $$

CRUjiente Tacos

A world of flavors elevates the tacos, both crunchy and street-style, at this small space at N 40th St and E Camelback. $



Desert Botanical Garden

SAGUAROS, WILDFLOWERS AND BUTTERFLIES

 

Bluebells and Mexican gold poppies are just two of the colorful showstoppers blooming from March to May along the Desert Wildflower Loop Trail at this well-nurtured botanical garden, a lovely place to reconnect with nature while learning about desert plant life. Looping trails lead past a profusion of desert denizens arranged by theme (including a Sonoran Desert nature loop and an edible desert garden). It’s dazzling year-round, but busiest and most colorful in the flowering spring season.

Thousands of butterflies flutter between plants and guests in the Butterfly Pavilion, open spring and fall. Whimsical sculptures are displayed throughout the gardens as temporary exhibits, lending a pleasant artistic touch to the setting – look for the agave-styled Desert Towers, a Dale Chihuly glasswork near the entrance.

Another highlight is nighttime luminarias in the winter months, when the gardens form the backdrop for a dazzling light installation.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN PHOENIX & SCOTTSDALE

HI Phoenix Hostel

Small hostel with fun owners who know Phoenix. Private rooms only. $

Best Western Downtown Phoenix

Comfortable rooms and complimentary breakfast; close to Roosevelt Row. $$

Palomar Phoenix

Larger than average rooms pop with fresh, modern style and come with Italian Frette linens. $$$

Found: Re

An art-driven hotel that exudes urban cool and a certain amount of cheekiness. $$$

Hermosa Inn

Rooms and casitas of this 1930s dwelling give off soothing vibes, thanks to the Spanish Colonial decor. $$$

Bespoke Inn, Cafe & Bicycles

Breezy eight-room hotel is a slice of ‘European’ hospitality in downtown Scottsdale. $$$


Explore South Mountain Park

MORNING HIKES AND PETROGLYPHS

Hikers, bikers, and runners, you’ll find your people at the Pima Canyon Trailhead at dawn. En masse. After a low-key drive through tidy suburbs, reaching the trailhead is like stumbling upon the biggest party in the city. Pima Canyon is just one of many hiking destinations at the enormous South Mountain Park, where a 51-mile network of trails (leashed dogs allowed) dips through canyons, over cacti-studded hills and past granite walls. Hike or drive to Dobbins Lookout for valley views at sunset.

For a family-friendly 3.2-mile loop from the Pima Canyon Trailhead, follow the Dirt Road and Pima Wash Trails past 1930s Civilian Conservations Corps buildings and Hohokam petroglyphs.

The main entrance is at 10211 S Central Ave; the Pima Canyon entrance is at 4771 E Pima Canyon Rd.

Chris Bianco: 35 Years of Pizza Wizardry

WOOD-FIRED PIZZAS AND GOURMET SANDWICHES

Awarded the Outstanding Restaurateur award by the James Beard Foundation in 2022, Chris Bianco has been crafting thin-crusted wood-fired pizzas in Phoenix since 1988. In the process, he pioneered an ‘artisanal pizza revolution’ nationwide and expanded from his downtown mothership to a half-dozen successful ventures. The tiny Pizzeria Bianco is the original restaurant – a convenient stop for travelers exploring Heritage Sq. It has a second location in the Town & Country Shopping Center, near Biltmore Fashion Park. It also serves pasta, salad and sandwiches. Pane Bianco (4404 N Central Ave) is a top spot for salads as well as artisan sandwiches made with fresh-baked focaccia and heirloom tomatoes.


HAPPY HOUR AT POSTINO WINE CAFE

Inviting wine bars are scattered across Phoenix, but it’s hard to go wrong at one of the six Postino WineCafes in and around Greater Phoenix. With a short-but-satisfying list of wines by the glass, indoor-outdoor seating, fantastic bruschetta and a $6 per glass happy hour deal (until 5pm), the cafes are made for afternoon relaxing. Inside a former post office, the Arcadia location is a centrally located gathering spot for friends ready to enjoy the good life, but solos will do fine too. Stop by the bakery at La Grande Orange Grocery & Pizzeria next door for a post-wine treat.



Arizona Biltmore Hotel & Spa: Snoozing, Shopping & Dining

HISTORIC STYLE AND UPSCALE DISTRACTIONS

Fresh off a $70 million renovation that refocused attention on its unique architectural features – originally inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright – the Arizona Biltmore is a Phoenix landmark. Lending its name to much in the surrounding area, it boasts more than 700 beautifully appointed units, two golf courses, seven pools, dining and drinking spots and endless luxe touches. Past guests include Irving Berlin, Marilyn Monroe and numerous presidents. Its iconic Biltmore Blocks, made of desert sand and showcasing 34 geometric patterns, are the building blocks of the entire hotel. The Tequila Sunrise cocktail was created in the opulent Wright Bar nearly a century ago. For upscale shopping, visit the nearby Biltmore Fashion Park. Packed with high-end fashion retailers, this exclusive mall preens from its perch on Camelback. After shopping, try new-on-the-scene Bisutoro, which is earning raves for its Japanese fare.


BEST ANCIENT SITES AROUND PHOENIX

Pueblo Grande Museum & Archaeological Park

An interpretive trail and small museum take you deeper inside the Hohokam culture, which flourished here until the 15th century.

Casa Grande Ruins National Monument

Built around 1350, Casa Grande (Big House) is the country’s largest existing Hohokam structure. 50 miles southeast of Phoenix.

Montezuma Castle National Monument

Well-preserved 1000-year-old Sinaguan cliff dwelling with a five-story-high pueblo. Take exit 289 from I-17.



Get Inspired at the Phoenix Art Museum

WESTERN, CONTEMPORARY AND TOTALLY IMMERSIVE ART

 

If you want to build excitement before a drive to the Grand Canyon or Sedona, make a beeline for the Western Gallery to see how the astonishing Arizona landscape has inspired everyone from early pioneers to modernists. From here, Arizona’s premier repository of fine art only gets more interesting, with works by Claude Monet, Frida Kahlo, Georgia O’Keeffe and Kehinde Wiley. Navigate to the far-back reaches of the museum for a trippy moment inside Yayoi Kusama’s infinity mirror room for You Who Are Getting Obliterated in the Dancing Swarm of Fireflies. Guided museum tours are informative and entertaining.


FOR ANCIENT CULTURES & COMMUNITIES

Ancestors of the Hopi, the O’odham and other tribes built communities across the Southwest. Beyond Greater Phoenix, you’ll find cliff dwellings and artifacts at Tuzigoot, Walnut Canyon and Wupatki in Arizona, and Chaco Culture National Historical Park in New Mexico.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN PHOENIX & SCOTTSDALE

Hotel Valley Ho

Bebop music, upbeat staff and eye-catching design recapture the Rat Pack vibe in Scottsdale. $$$

Sanctuary on Camelback Mountain

In the Camelback Mountain, this luxe resort and spa feels like a hideaway of the gods. $$$

Canopy by Hilton Scottsdale Old Town

This new hotel pops with bright, sleek style, and its rooftop lounge is a stunner. $$$


Downtown Phoenix after Dark

ARCADES, SPEAKEASIES AND LIVE MUSIC

Nightlife in downtown Phoenix is creatively immersive. An intimate speakeasy with a hunt-club vibe, the Rough Rider is an ode to Teddy Roosevelt, with alcohol-infused punches, cobblers and classic drinks on the cocktail menu. To find it, board the middle elevator and descend. Ziggy’s is just your average takeout pizza joint. Or is it? Walk through the freezer door, if you dare, and you’ll emerge in the middle of Stardust, a bar and disco arcade lined with pinball machines. A few blocks away, vintage arcade games accompany draft beers and game-themed cocktails at slinky Cobra Arcade Bar.

For live music and art, settle in at the long-running Lost Leaf , housed in a 1920s bungalow. A 1917 brick garage is home to the Crescent Ballroom, one of Phoenix’s most diverse live venues, hosting everything from indie to hip-hop and lucha libre Mexican wrestling.
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Worth a Trip: Tonto Natural Bridge State Park

SOARING TRAVERTINE BRIDGE

The fabulous natural formation known as Tonto Bridge was formed over countless centuries of attrition, as Pine Creek scoured through a massive dam of calcium carbonate. Some 183ft high and spanning a 150ft-wide canyon, this travertine bridge is thought to be the world’s largest, and is the centerpiece of a thickly wooded state park with splendid walking trails. Snow and high water may close some trails, or the entire park – check the website for updates.


BEST FAMILY ATTRACTIONS IN PHOENIX

Arizona Museum of Natural History

Dinosaur zone! In addition to the multilevel Dinosaur Mountain, there are loads of life-sized casts of the giant beasts.

Ponderosa Stables

Leads breakfast, lunch, dinner and sunset rides through the lovely South Mountain Park.

Phoenix Zoo

Home to more than 3000 animals, including local natives such as the bald eagle and bighorn sheep.

Children’s Museum of Phoenix

Younger kids can scramble up the Climber and play in the Noodle Forest.

Arizona Science Center

Four levels of themed exhibit areas and hands-on exhibits plus live demonstrations and a planetarium.



Tour Taliesin West

FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT’S DESERT HOME

Architectural theory hits a little closer when you’re standing in the middle of someone’s four-walled vision, and that’s what you’ll be doing during the In-Depth Guided Tour at Taliesin West in north Scottsdale. The desert home and studio of Frank Lloyd Wright, one of America’s greatest 20th-century architects, Taliesin West is a prime example of organic architecture, with buildings incorporating elements and structures found in surrounding nature. Built between 1938 and 1940, it is still home to an architecture school. It’s also a National Historical Monument, open to the public for informative guided tours – reservations are essential.


During the 90-minute In-Depth Guided Tour ($49), a docent shows visitors around the campus, typically stopping at the Drafting Studio, the Prow and the Garden Room, as well as private living spaces. An audio tour and a night tour are also available.

A 20-minute drive southwest is Cosanti, the home and studio of Frank Lloyd Wright student Paolo Soleri, who crafted his signature bronze and ceramic bells here. Browse the gift shop and join a guided tour, which centers around live bronze pours.

WHERE TO WATCH THE SUNSET IN PHOENIX

South Mountain

Hike or drive to Dobbins Lookout for high-elevation views of downtown.

Desert Botanical Garden

The setting sun illuminates desert plants and red buttes.

Papago Park

Short hike to city views from beneath a natural rock formation.

Rooftop Bars in Scottsdale

PATIOS, POOLS AND DESERT VIEWS

Sitting on a rooftop patio with a cocktail and watching the sun drop over the Sonoran Desert is quintessential Scottsdale. Step up your style for an evening drink at the Cottontail atop the W Scottsdale, where a pool, mid-century swank and luminous sunsets – and a dress code – demand sartorial respect. The Outrider Rooftop Lounge at the Canopy by Hilton serves up handcrafted cocktails and good views of Camelback Mountain. You can have a brew with a view from the rooftop deck at Goldwater Brewing Company . Its dark-pink Desert Rose, infused with Arizona-grown prickly pear cactus fruit, is photo-ready.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN SCOTTSDALE

FnB

Charleen Badman, named the Southwest’s best chef by James Beard in 2019, highlights local produce and wine in her modern creations. $$$

The Mission

The Tecate-marinated steak taco with lime and avocado is superb and the acclaimed guacamole is made tableside. $$$

Malee’s Thai Bistro

In the heart of the arts district, this wonderful Thai spot is a secret to visitors, but locals know! $$

Citizen Public House

The delicious Original Chopped Salad at this casually elegant Arts District spot is deservedly legendary. $$$

The Montauk

Scottsdale is famed for its brunches, and this bright spot does them buzzily well. $$



Stretch Your Legs in Old Town Scottsdale

ART, SHOPPING AND PATIOS

 

Ah, Scottsdale, the shiny Phoenix sidekick sparkling with self-confidence and fueled by good looks, charm and money. A 2-mile stroll through Old Town and the Arts District is an easy way to immerse in the city’s many charms.

Kick off in Historic Old Town, the boot-scootin’ heart of the greater Old Town District. Main St is lined with cutesy buildings worth a quick look, but just be aware that many hawk mass-produced souvenirs and imitation tribal jewelry. The Native Art Market, an indigenous-owned shop selling art and jewelry by Native Americans, is an exception. Another noteworthy stop is the Rusty Spur Saloon, a pack-’em-in-tight country bar. The vibe shifts to cutting-edge at the nearby Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art, housed in a cleverly adapted old movie theater.

The Arts District, a few blocks west along Main St and Marshall Way, is a visual feast of public art and galleries, many showcasing Western themes. The Jack Knife sculpture – a cowboy on a bucking horse – anchors it all. Walk north on Marshall Way to the 5th Ave Shopping District. Alfresco dining is a highlight along the Arizona Canal. Cross the Marshall Way Bridge and follow the walkway to the Soleri Bridge, a stainless steel sculpture by late artist and architect Paolo Soleri.

Continue north to Scottsdale Fashion Square, where you can browse upscale boutiques and interact with mesmerizing art installations at Wonderspaces .

WHERE TO SHOP IN PHOENIX

Heard Museum Gift Shop & Bookstore

Top-notch collection of American Indian original arts and crafts.

Garden Shop at the Desert Botanical Garden

Plant your own desert garden with a cactus kit plus South-western cards and cactus jellies.

Cosanti

Studio of Frank Lloyd Wright student Paolo Soleri, where Soleri’s bronze and ceramic bells are crafted and sold.


FOR NATIVE AMERICAN ART

The permanent collection at the Heard Museum in downtown Phoenix holds more than 40,000 pieces, with a focus on cultural artifacts from indigenous peoples of the Southwest and Native American fine art from across the US.



Western Spirit: Scottsdale’s Museum of the West

STORIES, MYTHS AND INSPIRATION

 

Wagon wheels hang overhead in the lobby of this glossy, Smithsonian-affiliated paean to the Old West, setting an adventurous tone for the Western- and Native American-themed exhibits to come. Exhibitions in the two-story museum, which opened its doors in 2015, change regularly, but unexpected angles into the stories of the West are typically compelling. Past collections showcased Hopi pottery, works by 25 women artists and the anthropological photography of Edward S Curtis in the early 1900s.


SCOTTSDALE FUN: ART WALK & FOOD TRUCK FESTIVAL

Scottsdale knows how to have fun. Galleries here are laden with everything from epic Western oil paintings to cutting-edge sculpture and moody Southwestern landscapes. Around 100 of these galleries stay open every Thursday from 7pm to 9pm for Art Walk, which centers on Marshall Way and Main St. In late January, more than 60 food trucks gather for the two-day Street Eats Food Truck Festival.




Getting Around

Valley Metro operates buses all over the Valley as well as a 20-mile light-rail line linking north Phoenix with downtown Phoenix, Tempe/ASU and downtown Mesa. Fares for both light-rail and bus are $2 per ride (no transfers) or $4 for a day pass. Buses run daily at intermittent times.

The free Orbit Bus loops around downtown Tempe, along Mill Ave and University Dr. The free downtown Scottsdale Trolley loops past Old Town, the Main Street Arts District and Scottsdale Fashion Sq.






Beyond Greater Phoenix
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The Old West lives on in the Sonoran Desert, home to lost mines, rowdy saloons and dusty trails.


The Old West and the New West blend almost seamlessly in the desert scrublands surrounding Phoenix. The legend of a lost mine still brings fortune seekers to the snaggletoothed Superstition Mountains, but the most successful treasure hunters come here for the bountiful natural beauty. After a wet winter, vast blooms of wildflowers bring a touch of poetry to the hardscrabble scene. North of the city, modern-day cowboys – some who rode in on motorcycles – kick up their boots at the saloons in Cave Creek. For aesthetic distractions, stroll the international desert garden in Superior or drive north to Carefree to wander the downtown galleries and gardens.


TOP TIP

If tubing the Salt River, bring 1–2 bottles of water per hour, sunscreen, covered shoes and a sheet for the heat-absorbing black inner tube.
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Wet & Wild on the Salt River

TUBING, RAFTING AND WILD HORSES

The 200-mile Salt River is a focal point for fun, with tubing, kayaking, paddleboarding and white-water rafting drawing day-trippers from across Greater Phoenix, if not the state. Tubing down the Lower Salt River through Tonto National Forest has become a rite of passage for locals, and rightly so, with thousands escaping the heat for festive floats marked by beer drinking and wildlife watching – in particular the photogenic wild horses that roam the shoreline. It’s a floating party on the water.

If you don’t want to plan your own trip, sign up for a tube rental and shuttle ride with Salt River Tubing (May–late Sept). The launch is in northeast Mesa, about 15 miles north of Hwy 60 on Power Rd. It’s a 45-minute drive from downtown Phoenix. Depending on your exit point, floats are two, three or five hours long, including the shuttle-bus ride back. Thoughtfully, they also rent tubers for your cooler.

White-water rafting on the Upper Salt River is one of Arizona’s most rewarding outdoor experiences. Expect to crash though Class IV rapids surrounded by saguaros. Flows are usually runnable only for a short time in late March or early April and trips begin 125 miles northeast of the city. Mild to Wild Rafting & Jeep Tours offers one- to five-day trips.


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Small mountain towns and natural wonders dot the Mogollon Rim, a 200-mile swath of forested cliffs at the southern edge of the Colorado Plateau. The town of Show Low earned its name in 1876 when a 100,000-acre ranch was at stake during a marathon card game. As daybreak approached, the players agreed that whoever could ‘show low’ would take the prize. One player flipped over the deuce of clubs. The town took on the name and a downtown statue memorializes the players and the game.

Just north, the town of Snowflake gets an occasional dusting of snow. But it is really named after the town founders; a Mr Snow and a Mr Flake. And that’s a fact.



WHERE TO HIKE BEYOND GREATER PHOENIX

Black Mountain Trail

The short but steep Black Mountain Trail in Cave Creek climbs to city views.

Tom’s Thumb Trail

Navigate a boulder field in McDowell Sonoran Preserve as you ascend to the namesake rock (4.6 miles round trip).

Siphon Draw Trail

Strenuous hike into Siphon Draw, a rocky canyon at Lost Dutchman State Park (4.4 miles round trip).



HABOOBS: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

On July 5, 2011, an enormous and dramatic sandstorm engulfed Greater Phoenix in a swift-moving wall of dust and sand. Its speed was clocked at 53 miles per hour, and it reduced visibility to ⅛ of a mile at its most extreme. The storm was so intense that Sky Harbor International Airport shut down for 45 minutes. Local meteorologists have dubbed these local dust storms haboobs, in a nod to the Arabic term used for such storms in Sudan.

Haboobs occur in the Southwest when downdrafts from a collapsing thunderstorm stir up dust and sand, typically during monsoon season (mid-June to September). If you’re driving and encounter one, slow down and safely pull off the highway completely. Do not stop in a travel lane or an emergency lane.



Superstition Mountains

HIKING, HISTORY AND LOST TREASURE

The surreal mastiff of the Superstition Mountains dominates the skyline at Lost Dutchman State Park, which is a 45-minute drive east from downtown Phoenix. According to legend, the Lost Dutchman’s Mine was a lucrative seam of gold ore discovered and lost multiple times, and fruitlessly sought ever since. Leading into the snaggletoothed mountains, this 320-acre state park is popular with day-trippers and campers alike, and there are a number of short hikes (from 0.5 to 5.8 miles).

The nearby Superstition Mountain Museum examines the geology and native cultures of the Superstition Mountain area, plus the legend of the mine. The 1890s heydays of Goldfield, a former mining town, died with the exhaustion of the accessible ore. Today, the Goldfield Ghost Town is an unabashed yet enjoyable tourist trap, offering gunfights, mine tours (complete with exploding ‘dynamite’), a zipline and more.
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WHERE TO CAMP BEYOND GREATER PHOENIX

Lost Dutchman State Park

Pretty campground with saguaros up close and a craggy offshoot of the Superstition Mountains as a backdrop. $

Cave Creek Regional Park

Vast county park in the upper Sonoran Desert north of Phoenix, with 55 tent and RV campsites. $

Lake Pleasant Regional Park

You can camp beside a lake 40 miles northwest of Phoenix. $


Boyce Thompson Arboretum

GLOBAL ARRAY OF DESERT PLANTS

A celebration of the adaptability and variety of plant life, this much-loved arboretum in Superior contains thousands of arid-country trees and plants from around the world. Founded in 1924 and comprising more than 300 acres, it is the oldest and largest botanical garden in the state. The focal point is the 13-acre Wallace Desert Garden, which borders Queen Creek – a magnet for migratory birds and more permanent populations of mammals and reptiles, all backdropped by the stately Picketpost Mountain. Visitors can wander 1.5 miles of looping trails, crossing waterways and passing several gardens. Guided tours and walks are offered October through April. The park is a one-hour drive east of Phoenix.

Carefree & Cave Creek

SPA PAMPERING, SALOONS AND HIKING

In downtown Carefree, you can hang out at the corner of Easy Street and Ho Hum Road – two street names that encapsulate the town’s low-key vibe. Carefree and neighbor Cave Creek bump elbows 25 miles north of Scottsdale in the ‘wilds’ of the Sonoran Desert. The towns are small and have distinct personalities, but together they make a fun day-trip destination, with hiking, antiquing and relaxing on the itinerary. It is a 45-minute drive from Phoenix to Carefree. Cave Creek is another five minutes north.

Tensions evaporate upon arrival at the Boulders resort, a desert oasis that blends into a landscape of natural rock formations. Here you can put in a session at the on-site spa or relax by one of the four pools. Head into Carefree to wander galleries, antique stores and jewelry shops. Manicured gardens hold desert plants, a fun playground and an enormous sundial.

Cave Creek exudes a boisterous Old West vibe, and it can combust into a weekend hootenanny for classic cars and motorcycles. Hike and horseback ride, then hit the saloons and listen to live music. Harold’s Cave Creek Corral, a boisterous indoor-outdoor bar, is the epicenter of the kick-up-your-boots scene. For a coffee or glass of wine and maybe a guy strumming a guitar, visit Janey’s Coffee Co & Bodega. For a workout, scramble a mile or so up the steep and rocky Black Mountain Trail in Cave Creek. Sweeping views of the town and mountains are your payoff. This exposed hike is best done when temperatures are cool. Cave Creek Regional Park welcomes hikers, mountain bikers and horseback riders with more than 11 miles of trails. Cap off the day with an ancho-chili-rubbed fillet and a gorgeous sunset dinner by the golf course at Tonto Bar & Grill.


MONTEZUMA CASTLE & WELL

Perched high on a cliff, Montezuma Castle is a well-preserved 1000-year-old Sinaguan cliff dwelling. Early European explorers thought the five-story-high pueblo was Aztec and hence named it Montezuma. A museum interprets the archaeology of the site, now a national monument. Entrance to the high-elevation ‘castle’ is prohibited, but the structure can be seen from a short, self-guiding trail, which is wheelchair accessible.

Montezuma Well, an enormous limestone sinkhole, is 12 miles north. Water from this well has long been used by Native Americans for irrigation, and the tranquil site is considered sacred. Montezuma Castle National Monument is a 90-minute drive from Phoenix.




Getting Around

A car is the best way to reach the parks and towns that sit just beyond the sprawl of Greater Phoenix. Allow for traffic jams in your sightseeing schedule.






SEDONA & OAK CREEK CANYON
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With its striking red sandstone formations, forested canyons and lush creek sides, Sedona’s landscape is truly spectacular. It’s a backdrop that has long attracted spiritual seekers, artists and healers. Many believe that there are vortexes here that radiate the earth’s energy, and alternative practices abound. Outdoorsy explorers have also seen the light and the adventurous converge for excellent hiking, mountain biking and climbing amid these desert spires. Sinaguan cliff dwellings and petroglyphs dot the landscape, adding a touch of mystery and a sense of historic connection to outdoor explorations.

The town itself bustles with art galleries and expensive gourmet restaurants. In summer the traffic and crowds can be intense, though steps have been taken to ease congestion with a new free shuttle network for hikers. Oak Creek Canyon is a 14-mile stretch of Hwy 89A flanked by soaring red cliffs, the riparian beauty of Oak Creek and a fun collection of swimming holes, rockslides and woodsy trails.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chapel of the Holy Cross

2Red Rock Ranger District Visitor Center

SIGHTS

3Airport Mesa

4Bell Rock

5Boynton Canyon

6Cathedral Rock

7Crescent Moon Picnic Site

8Honanki Heritage Site

9Oak Creek Vista

10Palatki Heritage Site

11Sedona Arts Center

12V Bar V Heritage Site

ACTIVITIES

13Brins Mesa Trailhead

14Slide Rock State Park

15West Fork Oak Creek Trailhead

EATING

16Indian Gardens Cafe & Market

SHOPPING

17Center for the New Age




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 receation.gov. Display the pass on your windshield. No pass is required for brief stops or if you have an annual National Parks pass.



Metaphysical Journeys in Sedona

VORTEXES, CRYSTALS AND AURAS

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 are packed tight with crystals, spirituality books and vortex guides. Contact information for psychics and aura readers fills an entire wall. In sum, it’s a metaphysical superstore. Similar shops are scattered across town. 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.

The best known are Bell Rock (near the Village of Oak Creek), Cathedral Rock (near Red Rock Crossing), Airport Mesa (Airport Rd) and Boynton Canyon . Airport Mesa is the closest to town, and the short drive up Airport Rd opens up to panoramic views of the valley. From atop the mesa at sunset, surrounding rocks blaze a psychedelic red and orange. You can also park and hike from the Airport Saddle Trailhead.
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Center for the New Age | Amy C Balfour/Lonely Planet ©

WHERE TO EAT IN SEDONA

Elote

In Uptown, Elote serves some of the best, most authentic Mexican food in the region. Reservations required. $$$

Red Rock Cafe

Get blue-corn huevos rancheros or a Red Rock Reuben before hitting Bell Rock Pathway. In the Village of Oak Creek. $$

Sedona Memories

Pick up delicious deli sandwiches and cookies in Uptown before your hike. $


ORIENTATION

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 center where you’ll find boutiques and mostly so-so restaurants. Turning south at the Y will take you to Tlaquepaque Village; from here you can cross over Oak Creek and continue down to more stores, restaurants and hotels. West of the Y is West Sedona, where strip malls line the highway and lead to Red Rock State Park.

Take note: Oak Creek Canyon begins north of Uptown Sedona; the Village of Oak Creek, however, is south of the city.
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Chapel of the Holy Cross

LOFTY VIEWS AND INSPIRING ARCHITECTURE

 

This small 1956 Roman Catholic chapel soars from the surrounding rock like a slice of the majestic land itself. Creator Marguerite Brunswig Staude followed the tradition of Frank Lloyd Wright – the chapel’s wall of glass and its lofty perch offer a dramatic perspective on the landscape, and the architecture is stunning. There are no traditional services. To avoid summer crowds and parking challenges, arrive early in the morning.
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Chapel of the Holy Cross | Ryan DeBerardinis/Shutterstock ©

Petroglyphs & Cliff Dwellings

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN SINAGUAN HISTORY

You might think the images carved into the sandstone panels at the V-Bar-V Heritage Site (9:30am–3pm Monday–Friday) 18 miles south of Sedona look like meaningless doodles at first glance. With more than 1000 images carved into the rocks, they’re a bit overwhelming. But lean closer. Created by the Sinaguan between 1150 and 1400 CE, these drawings soon become recognizable as deer, turtles, birds and other familiar shapes. And the stick figure couple that’s embracing? Well, they’re not dancing. An ancient solar calendar marks the spring and fall equinoxes and winter solstice.

Seven miles of dirt road in northwestern Sedona lead to 1000-year-old Sinaguan cliff dwellings and rock art at the Palatki Heritage Site, which is perched enchantingly on the edge of the wilderness. Reservations required. You can view more Sinaguan ruins 3 miles north at sister site Honanki. Both are open daily from 9:30am–3pm.

Red Rock and National Park Passes grant admission to all three sites, which are located in Coconino National Forest.

WHERE TO EAT IN SEDONA

Indian Gardens Cafe & Market

 

Enjoy a Mediterranean salad or a braised pork and brie melt in the back garden. In Oak Creek Canyon. $$

Mariposa

Stunning mountain views and divine Latin-inspired food from the grill are the hallmarks of this upmarket option. $$$

Hudson

Prickly-pear ribs, butternut-squash ravioli, and fireball chicken wings infuse Sedona with urban cool. $$$

Hike the Brins Mesa/Soldier Pass Loop

RED ROCKS AND A MESA-TOP MEADOW

If a pack of javelinas blocks your path atop Brins Mesa – it happens – just lean forward and yell ‘Shoo!’ in a menacing voice. They will scatter like the wind into the underbrush. Yep, encountering skittish peccaries is just one of many potentially cool experiences on this 5-mile loop that begins 1 mile north of Uptown. If you complete this moderate hike, you’ll climb past shrubland chaparral and juniper and piñon trees, cross a mesa-top meadow flanked by red rocks, look for signs of aquatic life in seven photogenic pools and peer deep into a sinkhole. A spur trail climbs to a cave with canyon views.

Some guides recommend hiking in a clockwise direction, but the climb up Brins Mesa is slightly less steep and rocky heading counter-clockwise. Park at the Brins Mesa/Jim Thompson Trailhead at the end of W Park Ridge Dr, then follow the Brins Mesa Trail to the Soldier Pass Trail. From the Devil’s Kitchen sinkhole, take the Jordan and Cibola Pass Trails back to your car. For gear, maps and trail guides, stop by the Hike House on Hwy 179 south of Uptown. Pick up picnic sandwiches at Sedona Memories on your way to the trailhead.

Helpful hiking resources include the Red Rock Ranger District Recreation Guide, available at the Red Rock Ranger District Visitor Center on Hwy 179 south of the Village of Oak Creek. The Sedona Chamber of Commerce Visitor Center also has trail summaries.


SEDONA SHUTTLE

In the spring of 2022 Sedona began running free shuttles to the city’s most popular trailheads to relieve traffic congestion and parking problems. The colorful buses operate Thursday through Sunday (7am–5:30pm), with additional days when visitation is heavy. Shuttles pick up passengers from two park-and-ride lots and run to Cathedral Rock/Little Horse, Dry Creek Vista/Devil’s Bridge, Soldier Pass and Mescal. Be aware that the Cathedral Rock and Soldier Pass Trailhead parking lots are closed to cars on the days the shuttle is running, and you must use the shuttles.

Visit sedonashuttle.com for routes. Buses run every 15–20 minutes and have bike racks.



The Arts in Sedona

PUBLIC ART AND A GALLERY WALK

Sedona is a regional hub for the arts, and you’ll find galleries and public works citywide. Pick up the Sedona Public Art Map at the Sedona Chamber of Commerce Visitor Center. Several regionally evocative works line Main Street while the Sedona Arts Center features changing exhibits of local and regional artists. It also has a gift shop and offers classes in performing and visual arts. The Sedona Plein Air Festival is an outdoor celebration showcasing local artists. To pinpoint the location of galleries, use the Sedona Gallery Art Walk digital map at walksedona.com. The Sedona Gallery Association celebrates the arts and artists at receptions and openings the first Friday of the month at participating fine art galleries (5–8pm).

WHERE TO SLEEP IN SEDONA

Desert Quail Inn

Rooms inside this two-story motel in the Village of Oak Creek are comfy and modern with pops of artsy color. $$

Cozy Cactus

Near the Agave Trail and the multiuse Bell Rock Pathway, this seven-room B&B works well for outdoorsy types. $$$

Enchantment Resort

Stylish rooms with patios and big views sprawl across expansive grounds at this chic Boynton Canyon resort. $$$

Spend a Day in Oak Creek Canyon

HIKING, ROCK SLIDING AND CAMPING

From the towering overlook at Oak Creek Vista 14 miles south of Flagstaff, the pine-draped glory of Oak Creek Canyon whooshes south to the horizon like an unruly child just released from Mother Nature’s time-out. Native American vendors sell quality jewelry here and it’s a pleasant place to stretch your legs before dropping into the canyon on Hwy 89A.

Once in the canyon, russet and vermilion cliffs soar above the creek and the highway. Giant cottonwoods clump along the waterway, providing a scenic, shady backdrop for trout fishing and swimming. Up next is the popular West Fork Trail, which crosses Oak Creek a dozen times as it winds through the canyon. Its imposing walls can soar more than 200ft.

A few miles south, an 80ft sandstone chute whisks swimmers through Oak Creek at Slide Rock State Park . The chute and the rock slides here are a blast but they can get oppressively crowded in summer, particularly between 10am and 3pm. Enjoy lunch at Indian Gardens Cafe & Market, then check out the Native American jewelry at neighboring Garland’s. There’s a Forest Service visitor center here too.

Cabins and other lodgings are tucked behind cottonwoods on the edge of the creek. The Forest Service operates three campgrounds – Pine Flat, Cave Springs and Manzanita – along Hwy 89A, none with hookups. All are nestled in the woods and offer great access to the trout-filled stream and hiking trails.


GUIDED TOURS

Sedona’s scenery is the backdrop for many rugged adventures, and numerous tour operators stand by to take you into the heart of it. Options include backcountry jeep adventures, wine tasting outings, vortex explorations, and stargazing tours.

Bumpy off-road Jeep 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. If there’s a specific rock formation or region you’d like to explore, be sure to ask. The veteran of Sedona’s tour industry, Pink Adventure Tours, seems to have 4WDs everywhere, buzzing around like pink flies. Once you join a tour, laughing and bumping over slabs of red rocks, it’s easy to see why.



Scenic Drives & Red Rock State Park

HIKING TRAILS AND RED ROCK VIEWS

The easiest scenic drive is also one of the best: the Red Rock Scenic Byway. This National Scenic Byway and All-American Road tracks Hwy 179 from I-17 (exit 298) for 7.5 miles, passing red hills and the Red Rock Ranger District Visitor Center before ending just north of the Village of Oak Creek in a smash-bang, pull-over, grab-your-camera explosion of red-rock impressiveness that includes Bell Rock and Courthouse Butte.

Any time is a good time to drive 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, where a small army of photographers usually gathers at sunset at Red Rock Crossing to record the dramatic light show unfolding on iconic Cathedral Rock, a vortex. There’s also swimming in Oak Creek. Family-friendly Red Rock State Park is a few miles down the road. The five miles of interconnecting trails at the park (not to be confused with Sliding Rock State Park) range from flat creekside saunters to moderate climbs to scenic ridges. Ranger-led activities include nature and bird walks.

WHERE TO SHOP IN SEDONA

Hike House

Outdoor gear, trail guides and experienced staff who are happy to share their knowledge.

Garland’s Navajo Rugs

This Sedona institution offers the area’s best selection of rugs, and sells other Native American crafts too.

Tlaquepaque Village

A series of Mexican-style connected plazas house high-end art galleries, shops and restaurants.
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BEST HIKES IN SEDONA

Bell Rock & Courthouse Butte

Easy 4-mile loop follows multiuse Bell Rock Pathway around the immense Bell Rock then circles Courthouse Butte.

Huckaby Trail

Moderate 2.8-mile one-way trail drops from Schnebly Rd to Oak Creek, then follows it to Instagram-worthy Midgley Bridge. Uptown views.

Boynton Canyon

Gorgeous 6-mile round-trip hike includes shaded stretches, petroglyphs and Sinaguan ruins. Look for the Kachina Woman rock formation.

Devil’s Bridge

It’s going to be crowded, but the namesake arch is a photogenic prize on this 4-mile round-trip hike from Mescal Trailhead.




Getting Around

Sedona flanks two busy state highways: Hwy 89A and Hwy 179. The best way to explore is by car, just be aware that traffic can be very heavy and affect your estimated travel time. Hikers take note: from Thursday through Sunday (7am-5:30pm), and on busy visitation days, you must ride the Sedona Shuttle to many of the more popular trailheads. Several companies offer guided Jeep tours into the backcountry. Don’t want no stinkin’ tour? Check out one of the Jeep rental companies along Hwy 89A in West Sedona.






Beyond Sedona & Oak Creek Canyon
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The Old West meets the New West on this scenic expanse of mountain and desert ready-made for day-trippers.


You’ll likely see motorcyclists roaring up in your rearview window while cruising the highways that connect the breezy mountain towns between Sedona and Wickenburg in North Central Arizona. Their appearance is confirmation that you’ve picked a scenic path. To best explore, follow Hwys 89 and 89A through the region. This route is pretty, it’s wild and it carries a decent whack of Arizona’s rough-and-tumble history.

Stop in Cottonwood for wine tasting, dining and shopping, Jerome for quirky mining history and restaurants with big views, and Prescott for Old West vibes and a fun downtown. The mountains and rivers hold loads of opportunities for hiking, biking, paddling and camping. The Verde Valley is the region hugging both sides of I-17 north of Phoenix.


TOP TIP

A day-use fee of $5 per vehicle is required at many recreational sites in Prescott National Forest. Federal Interagency Passes are also valid.
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Verde Valley Wine Trail

WINE TASTING AND SMALL TOWN EXPLORING

Vineyards, wineries and tasting rooms are plentiful in the well-watered valley of the Verde River. Bringing star power is Maynard James Keenan, lead singer of the band Tool and owner of Caduceus Cellars and Merkin Vineyards. His documentary Blood into Vine takes a no-holds-barred look at the Northern Arizona wine industry.

In Cottonwood, a 30-minute drive from Sedona, you can stroll through Old Town where several tasting rooms line Main St. The Arizona Stronghold tasting room is a lovely place to get to grips with Verde Valley viticulture. At stylish and welcoming Burning Tree Cellars, you’ll sample boutique, small-batch Arizona wines. The buzzy Merkin Vineyards Tasting Room & Osteria serves regionally sourced wine and Italian fare. From Cottonwood, its a twenty-minute drive to Jerome and Keenan’s Caduceus Cellars. Be aware that the drive to Jerome is steep and twisty.

Three wineries with tasting rooms hug a scrubby stretch of Page Springs Rd east of Cornville: bistro-housing Page Springs Cellars, the welcoming Oak Creek Vineyards and the mellow-rock-playing Javelina Leap Vineyard. The wineries are a 20-minute drive from Sedona.

Kayaking to a Winery

INFLATABLE KAYAKS AND A RIVERSIDE TASTING

Hold onto your hat – literally – while paddling the Verde River on a Water-to-Wine tour with Sedona Adventures. The cottonwood trees draped over the skinny waterway might just snag your baseball cap and lift it from the top of your head! On this two-hour adventure near Cottonwood, you’ll be shuttled a couple of miles upstream from Alcantara Vineyard then dropped into the chocolate-brown river for a low-key (mostly) float back to the tasting room. On a lawn overlooking the river, you can sample the vineyard’s pinot grigios, merlots and syrahs. The vineyard is a 40-minute drive from Sedona.


DAY TRIP FROM SEDONA: HWY 89A

For a satisfying day trip from Sedona, with museums, historic sites, boutiques, wine tastings and good eats on the itinerary, follow Hwy 89A south to Cottonwood, Clarkdale, Jerome and, if you have the time, Prescott. It may not be the prettiest or wildest scenic drive in Arizona, but the trip is infused with a palpable sense of the Old West, like you’ve slipped through the swinging doors of history.

If you don’t have time to drive to Prescott, turn around just south of Jerome, where there’s a roadside overlook with mountain-framed views of the red rock valley far below. Stop here, take photos then return.



Lunch at Crema Craft Kitchen & Bar

PEOPLE-WATCHING, SALADS AND GELATO

On a pretty day, it’s hard to beat a sidewalk lunch at Crema, watching the world stroll by as you try to maintain control after your first delicious bite of the honey-pesto-drizzled Breakfast Salad, which is loaded with berries, feta and nuts. Over the years Crema has morphed from a low-key coffee shop with pastries, sandwiches and gelato to a full-on ‘craft kitchen’ with an upbeat staff and an impressive lineup of gourmet breakfast and lunch sandwiches, fancy burritos, ingredient-packed salads and a full bar license.

Crema’s savvy growth has mirrored the development of Cottonwood, a former mining town now enjoying a renaissance. For decades the city was one of the less interesting communities in central Arizona. But today? Cottonwood, particularly its walkable Old Town district, is buzzing with new restaurants, stylish wine-tasting rooms and an eclectic array of indie shops. Located in the Verde Valley, Cottonwood is only 20 miles from Sedona, a 30-minute drive by car. It is nine miles from Jerome.

WHERE TO EAT IN JEROME

Asylum Restaurant

Deep-red walls, twirling fans, gilded artwork and captivating views mark this stalwart in the Jerome Grand Hotel. $$$

Haunted Hamburger

Perched high on a hill, this beloved hamburger joint also serves big views and tasty margaritas. $

Flatiron Cafe

This tiny cafe packs a delicious punch with its innovative breakfasts and lunches. Excellent coffee too. $

Tuzigoot National Monument

SINAGUAN PUEBLO AND VERDE VALLEY VIEWS

For a fantastic view of the Mingus Mountains and Verde River Valley, climb to the hilltop ruins anchoring this small national monument, which is a 35-minute drive from Sedona. Topping a ridge due east of Clarkdale, Tuzigoot – a Sinaguan pueblo like nearby Montezuma Castle – is believed to have been inhabited from 1000 to 1400 CE. At its peak as many as 225 people lived in its 110 rooms. The visitor center displays tools, pottery and other artifacts. The steep trail is not suitable for wheelchairs.
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GHOST TOWNS

The frequent discovery of rich deposits of gold, silver and copper brought fortune seekers to Arizona beginning in the 1860s. New towns would mushroom overnight near the richest mines, and they were notoriously wild and dangerous.

Abandoned mining towns are scattered across the state’s scrubby mountains and deserts. Typically there is not much to see at these sites unless you’re into rusty equipment and weathered wooden shacks, but they can be cool for photographs and for understanding the harshness of life in a mining town.

For an atmospheric introduction, drive to Vulture City & Mine twelve miles west of Wickenburg for a look around. Gold nuggets were discovered here in 1863. The rusting equipment at Gold King Mine beside Jerome is a treasure to some, a junkyard to others.



Zigzagging Through Jerome

GALLERIES, SALOONS AND OLD HOTELS

As you drive Hwy 89A into Jerome, which is wedged into the side of Cleopatra Hill, it can be hard to tell whether the buildings are winning or losing their battle with gravity. For a closer look at the former mining town and its unique backstory, take an hour or two to stroll the small downtown. Jerome is a 45-minute drive from Sedona.

The Sliding Jail, which is lodged in the dirt southeast of the Chamber of Commerce visitor center, has moved 225ft from its original 1927 location. Which isn’t surprising, considering that there are 88 miles of tunnels under your feet. Combine these tunnels with steep hills and periodic dynamiting, and it’s easy to see why buildings in Jerome regularly collapsed, caught fire or migrated.

Walk up to Main Street, where you’ll find an impressive collection of galleries, unique shops and tasting rooms. It’s also home to the engaging Mine Museum, which spotlights local characters and stories. Just north, the Connor Hotel was the town’s first solid-stone lodging – don’t miss the Spirit Room, the fun in-house saloon with murals sporting bordello scenes. From here, a leg-stretching climb leads to the Jerome Grand Hotel, the one-time home of the United Verde Hospital, which served miners and the community between 1927 and 1951. Known for its ghosts and the venerable Asylum Restaurant, it’s a cool place to enjoy expansive views of the crimson-gold rocks of Sedona and the Verde Valley.

WHERE TO SHOP IN JEROME

Jerome Artists Cooperative Gallery

More than 30 local artists sell pottery, woodwork, painting, jewelry and other crafts.

Nelly Bly

This unique store lays claim to being the world’s largest physical kaleidoscope store.

Puscifer the Store

Co-owned by Tool frontman Maynard James Keenan, this is a record store, barbershop, gift boutique and wine tasting room.


I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO HIKE IN PRESCOTT

Andy McQuillen, employee at Prescott Hike Shack and outdoor enthusiast, shares his recommendations for trails and post-hike fun in Prescott. @hikeshack

Watson Lake

I really like it for the wide open views that you get of the area. The rock formations – the granite domes next to water – are wonderful and create a really nice view.

Clark Spring Loop

You get good shade in the beginning if you’re going clockwise and you get really awesome views out to the west toward California. Take Trail 40 to Trail 37. Take a right on Trail 37 and then a right on Trail 261 to get back to the car.

Post-Hike Cheer

My two favorite places to go after a hike are the Raven Cafe or Park Place Liquor and Deli.



Frontier Days & Rodeos

ARTS, CRAFTS AND BUCKING BRONCOS

Prescott celebrates the Old West in late May during the Western Art Show & Sale at Courthouse Plaza. Hosted by the Western-themed Phippen Museum and marking its 50th anniversary in 2024, it features more than 100 acclaimed Western artists. Busting broncos in Prescott since 1888, the World’s Oldest Rodeo includes a parade and an arts and crafts fair during the Frontier Days celebration the week before July 4. The Cowgirl Up! exhibit and sale at the Desert Caballeros Museum in Wickenburg in late March and early April is a terrific tribute to an eclectic array of Western women artists. If you don’t stop, it takes 90 minutes to drive to Prescott from Sedona via Hwy 89A.

WHERE TO EAT IN COTTONWOOD

Merkin Vineyards Osteria

Excellent osteria complements 100% Arizonan wines with top-notch Arizona produce and housemade pasta. $

Bocce Pizzeria

The oven burns wood, the mozzarella’s stretched in-house and the flour is imported. $$

Nic’s Italian Steak & Crab House

Old Chicago vibe with dark, intimate booths – and this joint in Cottonwood gets it right. $$$


BEST HOTELS IN PRESCOTT

Motor Lodge

Snazzy bungalows form a welcoming horseshoe around the driveway at this revamped 1936 motor court. $$

Hotel St Michael

Gargoyles, ghosts and a 1925 elevator keep things refreshingly offbeat at this Victorian-era hotel on Whiskey Row. $$

Hotel Vendome

This dapper inn, dating from 1917, blends up-to-date style with period touches. Ask about the ghost (Abby) in room 16. $$

Grand Highland Hotel

The art deco and art nouveau decor is inviting at this 12-room Whiskey Row Hotel. $$$



Jerome’s Mining Past

MINE SHAFT THRILLS AND MINING HISTORY

Standing on the glass platform at Audrey Shaft Headframe Park will have you pondering your own mortality. The see-thru platform covers a 1918 mining shaft, and its inky black tunnel plunges 1900ft, which is longer than the Empire State Building by 650ft. Step on the glass if you dare. The park is an exciting introduction to Jerome, the longtime home of the fertile United Verde Mine and the copper-rich Little Daisy Mine. Next door, Jerome State Historic Park preserves the 1916 mansion of eccentric mining mogul Jimmy ‘Rawhide’ Douglas, who developed the Little Daisy Mine. Exhibits offer insight into the town’s mining heyday. Don’t miss the cool 3D model of Jerome and the mining tunnels running below it. The video about the town is also worth watching before you explore the museum. The museum is a 45-minute drive from Sedona.

Stroll Courthouse Plaza in Prescott

SALOONS, GALLERIES AND GIFT SHOPS

Art, history, booze and good eats collide in the century-old buildings surrounding the Yavapai County Courthouse, which anchors an elm-shaded plaza in the heart of Prescott. Prescott is 90 minutes south of Sedona by car via Hwy 89A.


Montezuma St, west of the Plaza, was the infamous Whiskey Row, where 40 drinking establishments supplied suds to rough-hewn cowboys and miners. In 1900 a devastating fire destroyed 25 saloons, five hotels and the red-light district, although several early buildings remain. Many are still bars to this day, mixed in with boutiques, galleries and restaurants.

Standout galleries include Van Gogh’s Ear, where you can snap up metal art, fine woodwork and handmade leather shoes by nationally known artists, and Arts Prescott Gallery, a collective of 24 local artists. Up the block, push through the swinging doors at the Palace Saloon. Rebuilt in 1901, it displays a museum’s worth of Old West photographs and artifacts. A scene from the 1972 Steve McQueen movie Junior Bonner was filmed here, and a mural honoring the film covers an inside wall.

Buildings east and south of the plaza escaped the fire. Recently revamped, the three-story Burmister Building is now a bustling downtown hub, home to a snazzy gift shop as well as Superstition Meadery and the County Seat restaurant. Cortez St runs along the east side of the plaza and is a hive of antique and collectible stores – visit Ogg’s Hogan, with its excellent selection of Native American crafts and jewelry, mostly from Arizona tribes.

Free guided walking tours begin at 10am Friday to Sunday from May through October at the Chamber of Commerce Visitor Information Center (117 W Goodwin St) across the street from the courthouse.
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Yavapai County Courthouse | Pictor Pictures/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT IN PRESCOTT

Farm Provisions

Gourmet options at this farm-to-table favorite include deep-fried deviled eggs and smoked chili tacos with cilantro aioli. $

Raven Cafe

Mostly organic menu offers sandwiches, burgers, salads and ‘big plates,’ plus lots of vegetarian options. $$

The Local

Southwestern fare is the focus at this cafe, and the fantastic breakfasts are served all day. $


BEST DUDE RANCHES IN WICKENBURG

Flying E Ranch

Sitting on 20,000 acres in the Hassayampa Valley, the ranch is a hit with families. Rooms are Western-themed and rates include activities and three family-style meals daily.

Rancho de Los Caballeros

This sprawling upscale ranch with resort-style activities feels more Dallas than Bonanza. Stylish, cozy rooms with Native American rugs and handcrafted furniture.

Kay El Bar

A dude ranch since 1918, this smaller property can hold 25 guests. Rides offered twice-daily every day except Sunday, when the horses get an afternoon off.



Old West Museums

COWBOYS AND COPPER MINES

Prescott activist and historian Sharlot Hall traveled to Washington, DC, in 1924 to represent Arizona in the Electoral College. Her attire was a copper mesh overcoat provided by a local mine. Today it hangs in the lobby of the Sharlot Hall Museum – and there’s a good chance the docent won’t let you enter the main exhibit hall until you stop to admire its beauty with due reverence. The museum is in Prescott, which is about a 90-minute drive south of Sedona.

It’s one of the many intriguing artifacts at Prescott’s chief museum, which highlights the town’s period as territorial capital (1863–67). The most interesting of the nine buildings is the 1864 Governor’s Mansion, a log cabin where Hall lived in the attic until her death. It’s filled with memorabilia, from guns and opium pipes to letters.

Sixty miles south of Prescott in Wickenburg, stroll into the early 1900s at the Desert Caballeros Western Museum, where recreated street scenes lead to an old-time saloon, the post office and the general store. Hopi kachina dolls, colorful Arizona minerals and eye-catching art by Western artists Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran and Frederic Remington are also highlights.

WHERE TO DRINK IN PRESCOTT

Palace Saloon

The Earp brothers drank with Doc Holliday at the huge Brunswick Bar at this Whiskey Row icon.

Matt’s Saloon

This honky-tonk palace is Prescott’s kickiest two-stepping place. Live music Friday and Saturday nights.

Superstition Meadery

Mead and cider tastings in atmospheric basement digs. The Blueberry Spaceship Box cider is addictive.

Lakes & Granite Dells

HIKING, BIKING AND VOLCANIC ROCKS

There are five lakes within a short drive of Prescott. The dazzling Lynx Lake offers fishing, hiking and camping. The most scenic lake is Watson Lake, where the eerily eroded rock piles of the Granite Dells are reflected in the crystalline stillness. About 5 miles north of town, off Hwy 89, the city-run Watson Lake Park is great for boating, picnicking and bouldering. The 6-mile multiuse Peavine National Recreation Trail leads into the Granite Dells, with views of Watson Lake. The trailhead is on Sundog Ranch Rd ($3 parking). All of the lakes are within an hour-and-a-half’s drive from Sedona.
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PRESCOTT: NATURAL ATTRACTIONS

Prescott sits at an elevation of 5200ft in the middle of the Prescott National Forest, a 1.2-million-acre playground stocked with mountains, lakes and ponderosa pines. While Prescott’s historic downtown and quality museums are a major draw, the surrounding country is, if anything, even more magnetic.

The granite boulders of the Granite Dells rise to the north, while in the west the landmark Thumb Butte sticks out like the tall kid in your third-grade class photo. To the south, the pine-draped Bradshaw Mountains form part of the Prescott National Forest.

The Prescott National Forest Office, located three blocks south of Courthouse Plaza on S Cortez St, has information about local hikes, picnic areas and campgrounds.




Getting Around

The easiest and most convenient way to explore the mountain towns clustered south of Sedona is by car. For the quickest access to any one town, follow I-17 north from Phoenix. From I-17, take Hwy 69 west to Prescott or Hwy 260 west to reach Cottonwood. But the most scenic and interesting route is via Hwys 89 and 89A north from Wickenburg to Sedona. This drive passes through forested mountains and swings past dude ranches, mining towns, art galleries and stylish wineries along the way.






FLAGSTAFF
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Perched between the Grand Canyon and Sedona on the edge of the Colorado Plateau, Flagstaff is a mountain town with many charms, from its pedestrian-friendly historic downtown, marked by eclectic vernacular architecture, to its vast network of interconnecting hiking and biking trails crisscrossing the country’s largest ponderosa pine forest. Route 66, which rolls through the center of town, and railroad history also figure firmly in the city’s identity.

Locals skew more toward granola than gunslinger, with Northern Arizona University (NAU) giving Flag its college-town flavor. Cycling culture flourishes too, and bright murals modernize downtown’s Old West facade. Throw in a healthy appreciation for craft beer, freshly roasted coffee beans and outdoor socializing and you have the makings of the perfect northern Arizonan escape. Best of all? The easygoing friendliness of locals, who all seem willing to take an extra moment for an upbeat chat. Grand Canyon National Park is 80 miles north.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Lowell Observatory

SIGHTS

2Museum of Northern Arizona

3Riordan Mansion

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

4Flagstaff Station Market Cafe

5Macy’s




TOP TIP

Start your visit at the Flagstaff Visitor Center, one of the best information hubs in the state. Pick up itineraries for themed walking tours, purchase Red Rock recreational passes, request trail summaries and peruse a vast collection of local and regional brochures. Popular restaurants, breweries and shops are nearby.





STROLLING PAST RAILROADS & ROUTE 66
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Exploring downtown Flagstaff is a completely agreeable experience – just don’t get hit by a passing train. Daily, more than 100 of them whizz past the 1 Flagstaff Visitor Center, which shares space with Amtrak inside a Tudor Revival station house. The visitor center is a stop on several self-guided tours, which include itineraries for Route 66, Black history and ghost hunting. For details about the city’s 40 murals, pick up the Flagstaff Public Art Map.

Across San Francisco St, the bronze 2 Gandy Dancer statue depicts a hardworking railroad man. Cross Route 66 and stroll into the compact downtown, where its Old West heritage looms large. Pop into the 3 Artists’ Gallery for locally made art, jewelry and ceramics. A neon sign towers over the 4 Hotel Monte Vista, which opened in 1927. Past guests include John Wayne, Clark Gable and Humphrey Bogart. The Phantom Bell Boy is one of several resident ghosts – ask for the hotel’s printed list of ghosts at the front desk.

Built in 1888 by the Babbitt family on the northwest corner of Aspen Ave and San Francisco Street, the sandstone 5 Babbitt Building was the first two-story structure in town. A long-running department store, it now houses an outdoor gear and apparel shop. In summer, 6 Heritage Square is a hub for festivals and live music.

Home to three separate bars, the 1900 7 Weatherford Hotel is the coolest building in town. Two icons of the west, artist Thomas Moran and author Zane Grey, are former guests. A 6ft-tall pinecone drops here on New Year’s Eve. Open since 1917, the 8 Orpheum hosts live music, films and community events. Re-cross Route 66 and return to the visitor center.




Gaze at the Cosmos

A GALACTIC ADVENTURE AT LOWELL OBSERVATORY

The evening walk from the visitor center to the Giovale Open Deck Observatory and its six state-of-the-art telescopes may be short, but it kicks off an informative trip through the universe at the Lowell Observatory . Perched atop Mars Hill just west of downtown, this national historic landmark – famous for first discovering Pluto in 1930 – was built by Percival Lawrence in 1894. During the day, you can take a guided tour, attend a science talk, gaze through a solar telescope or step inside one of the eye-catching telescope domes, where you can get an up-close look at the observatory’s most famous telescopes.

The observatory is open until 10pm every day except Tuesday, when it closes at 5pm. Admission is good all day, so you can tour the grounds early and then return at night. Fun fact: the six telescopes on the observation deck don’t move, but the building that shelters them glides back and forth on rollers. At night the building rolls back, exposing the telescopes – and amateur astronomers – to a jaw-dropping view of the night sky.
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DARK SKIES

Flagstaff became an official Dark Sky City in 2001 – the very first community in the world to earn this designation from the International Dark-Sky Association. Cherished by astronomers for its dark and cloud-free night skies, and home to Lowell Observatory and the US Naval Observatory Flagstaff Station, the city has worked hard to implement outdoor lighting policies that keep the night sky free of light pollution, which diminishes the visibility of stars, planets and the Milky Way. Apparently the neon sign above the Hotel Monte Vista didn’t get the memo.

For information about star parties and celebrations visit flagstaffdarkskies.org.



WHERE TO STAY IN FLAGSTAFF

High Country Motor Lodge

Revamped motor court with hip restaurant offers retro cool at reasonable prices. $

Motel Dubeau

Built in 1929, Flagstaff’s first motel has cozy, well-run accommodations close to restaurants and breweries. $

Little America

Sprawling property with spacious Southwest-style rooms. $$


Museum of Northern Arizona

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURE

 

One of the most compelling exhibits at this small but excellent museum is its collection of yucca sandals, all woven and worn 2000 years ago by inhabitants – young and old – of the Colorado Plateau. This prehistoric footwear doesn’t look all that different from the sandals and flip flops worn by families today.

Housed in a Craftsman-style stone building, the museum spotlights regional Native American archaeology, history and culture, as well as geology, biology and the arts. Tribal representatives from ten regional tribes worked with museum curators to select items displayed in the Native Peoples of the Colorado Plateau ethnological exhibit, where you’ll see baskets, pottery, jewelry and even a skateboard. Video messages from tribal members enhance the experience. On the way to the Grand Canyon, the museum makes a wonderful introduction to the human and natural history of the region.


BEST PLACES TO DRINK CRAFT BEER

Dark Sky Brewing

Brews are deliciously experimental at DSB, also beloved for its food and beer garden. Two downtown locations.

Mother Road Brewing Company

Popular patio beside Route 66. Be careful, the tasty Tower Station IPA packs a buzzy punch.

Historic Brewing Co Barrel & Bottle House

Twenty beers on tap – sip inside or on the patio. There’s also a cocktail space. Patio is dog friendly.

Beaver Street Brewing

Open since 1993, Flagstaff’s first brewpub draws lively crowds. Full restaurant too.

Hops on Birch

Thirty-four rotating beers on tap, friendly local-crowd vibe, and dogs are welcome.



Riordan Mansion State Historic Park

ARTS AND CRAFTS ACHITECTURE

 

Family dynamics will come to mind while touring the Craftsman-style mansion that anchors this compact state park. Having made a fortune from their Arizona Lumber Company, brothers Michael and Timothy Riordan built this sprawling duplex for their families in 1904. The building was the brainchild of architect Charles Whittlesey, who also designed 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 arts and crafts.
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WHERE TO CAMP IN FLAGSTAFF

Flagstaff KOA

Big, ponderosa-shaded campground northeast of downtown with access to Mt Elden Trails. $

Fort Tuthill County Park

Recreation-focused county park in the forest between Flagstaff and Oak Creek Canyon, with cabins and yurts too. $

Canyon Vista Campground

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

A Night at the Museum Club

ROUTE 66 ROADHOUSE

The Museum Club is an enormous log cabin perched beside Route 66. Squinting at the entrance – which is framed by a giant wishbone – is de rigueur when driving through the city. But squinting is insufficient. To appreciate fully the kitschy appeal of this country-music roadhouse, sometimes called the Zoo, you’ve got to step inside. Here you’ll find a large wooden dance floor, animal mounts and a sumptuous elixir-filled mahogany bar. Stick around for the band to fully immerse in the fun.

In 1931 the building housed a taxidermy museum, hence the name. The music kicked off in 1936. Check the Facebook page for the schedule.

Coffee at Macy’s

PEOPLE-WATCHING AND CAFFEINE

A cross-section of locals and tourists flows through Macy’s, a scruffy coffee shop where the house-roasted java has kept the city abuzz for more than 40 years. Settle in at one of the sidewalk tables – if they’re not all not taken – to catch snippets of gossip, nibble on a scone and absorb the groovy – yep, that adjective still works – vibe. Inside, the chalkboard menu touts Macy’s many vegetarian and vegan sandwiches and salads, while the well-worn wooden floors are a testament to decades of loyal patronage. Pastries are sold here too. Opens at 6am daily.


FUTS & THE FLAGSTAFF LOOP TRAIL

Scores of hiking and biking trails are easily accessed in and around Flagstaff. About 56 miles of multiuse trails crisscross the city as part of the Flagstaff Urban Trail System (FUTS; flagstaff.az.gov); trail maps are available online or at the visitor center. The Flagstaff Loop Trail is a 44-mile multiuse trail that surrounds the city. Cyclists can link from FUTS (pronounced ‘foots’) to the Flagstaff Loop Trail, which also connects to trails in the surrounding national forests and to the 800-mile Arizona Trail. Terrain varies across the network. For the inside track on the local biking scene, stop by super-friendly Absolute Bikes.



Hit the Slopes in Arizona

FOUR SEASON FUN

You can ski in Arizona, the land of saguaros and prickly pears? Yep! Just make your way to the Arizona Snowbowl, a ski resort on the western slope of Mt Humphreys 14 miles northwest of downtown. Eight lifts service 55 ski runs between 9200ft and 11,500ft (mid-Nov–Apr; 9am–4pm).

From June through mid-October, a scenic gondola whisks riders to 11,500ft, where families can play disc golf, climb a rock wall, try summer tubing and enjoy desert and mountain views. Burgers and sandwiches are on the menu at Agassiz Restaurant.

Hikers head to Mt Humphreys for the trails and their high-elevation views. The Aspen Nature Loop Trail unfurls for 2.5 miles, passing wildflowers, meadows, forests thick with aspen, spruce and pine, and lofty views of volcanic fields. The nearby Kachina Trail meanders for five miles through forest, meadows, and canyons. Both trails can be reached from the parking lot at the base of the ski area.

WHERE TO HIKE IN FLAGSTAFF

Elden Lookout Trail

Six-mile round-trip hike climbs 2300ft to the summit of Mt Elden, a lava dome.

Fatman’s Loop

Moderate 2-mile loop with volcanic rock formations, city views, varied trees, and one tight squeeze.

Kachina Trail

Aspens glow a luminous yellow in fall along this forest-and-meadows, 10-mile trail on Mt Humphreys.

Explore Snowy Trails

SKI, SNOWSHOE AND HIKE

Thirty-five miles of groomed Nordic trails ribbon through the forest at the Arizona Nordic Village, a lovely and welcoming place to commune with nature in winter. Separate multiuse trails accommodate snowshoers, snow bikers and pets. Cross-country ski and snowshoe rentals available. Trails are open for hiking and biking in warmer months.

Small backcountry yurts are available for overnight stays year-round – you’ll ski, snowshoe or hike to reach them. And how’s this for magical? Each backcountry yurt occupies its own private location in the woods two to three miles from the lodge. A few larger yurts are just a mile from the lodge and sit in a pretty meadow with views of Kendrick Peak. All yurts come with a battery-operated lantern, a woodstove and sleeping pads. Fifteen miles north of Flagstaff, this is a great spot for dark sky viewing.

Stop by Flagstaff Station Market Cafe for fresh-roasted coffee and delicious soups and sandwiches on your return to downtown.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN FLAGSTAFF

Pizzicletta

Gourmet toppings are heaped on wood-fired pizzas. $$

Proper Meats + Provisions

Local butcher piles its sensational sandwiches high with housemade meats. $$

MartAnne’s

Immerse yourself in messy Mexican fare beneath divey Day of the Dead decor. $

Karma Sushi Bar

Delicious sushi, yes. But the tonkotsu ramen is legendary. On Route 66 downtown. $$

Tinderbox Kitchen

Casual sophistication. Chef-driven fare. A fine night out. Pre-dinner, sip cocktails outdoors at the Annex Cocktail Lounge. $$$

Diablo Burger

Locally focused gourmet-burger joint slings hefty patties on English-muffin buns. Delicious fries. $$




Getting Around

Packed tight with hotels and just 80 miles from the South Rim of Grand Canyon National Park, Flagstaff is a popular overnight stop for drivers headed to the national park. Downtown Flagstaff is compact and easy to navigate by foot. Street parking costs $1 per hour (9am–5pm Sun–Thu, 9am–8pm Fri & Sat). Amtrak’s Southwest Chief pulls in three times weekly, and the downtown station is close to several hotels and numerous restaurants and breweries.






Beyond Flagstaff
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Williams is the starting point for train rides to Grand Canyon National Park while national forests and high desert landscapes hold trails and cliff dwellings.


Train buffs, Route 66 fans and vacationers bound for the Grand Canyon converge in Williams, a quirky but inviting small town that knows why everybody’s there – so it keeps its focus on tourism. Quiet by day, Williams comes to life in the evening when the Grand Canyon Railway train returns from the South Rim. Route 66 passes through the historic district.

The Kaibab and Coconino National Forests are adventure hubs famed for their trails and scenic backdrops, which include ponderosa pines, the San Francisco Peaks, volcanic plains and striking views from the Mogollon Rim. Ancient cliff dwellings dot the landscape, providing a fascinating glimpse into the past.


TOP TIP

For printed trail summaries for the national forests, stop by the Flagstaff USFS Ranger Station or the Williams visitor center.
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BEST OFFBEAT HOTELS IN WILLIAMS

Canyon Motel & RV Park

Former Grand Canyon Railway coach-cars and two railroad cabooses are fun options for train enthusiasts. 1939 flagstone cottages have been upgraded and renovated. $

Red Garter Inn

Four restored rooms in an 1897 bordello-turned-B&B overlooking the train tracks. $$$

Grand Canyon Hotel

Claiming to be the oldest hotel in Arizona, this rambling European-style hotel first received guests in 1891. $$$




Riding the Grand Canyon Railway

COWBOYS, MUSIC AND THE CANYON

A Wild West shoot-out at the Williams Depot kicks off the daily train journey to the South Rim of the Grand Canyon. It’s a 2¼-hour scenic ride through prairie and ponderosas to Grand Canyon Village, with onboard musical entertainment – fiddlers, guitar players and accordion maestros – strolling up and down the aisle. Passenger Service Attendants share facts about the canyon. Old West bandits and mischief makers along the route keep younger kids peering out the windows.

The Grand Canyon Railway first carried passengers to the South Rim in 1901. If you’re only visiting the rim for the day, the train is a fun and hassle-free way to travel. Once there, you can explore by foot, shuttle or tour bus, and arrive back in Williams at 5:45pm. Trains depart at 9:30am daily (8:30am-4:45 pm Nov & Dec).

After your trip, you can explore downtown Williams by foot, taking in the shops, restaurants and car-centric scene on Route 66. Williams is a 40-minute drive from Flagstaff on I-40W.
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WHERE TO CAMP IN WILLIAMS

Kaibab Lake Campground

Large campsites in ponderosa shade with fire rings and picnic tables north of Williams. No hookups. $

Circle Pines KOA

Bikes, a pool, sauna and mini-golf amid 27 acres of ponderosa pines northeast of Williams. $

Dispersed Camping

Free camping is allowed in Kaibab and Coconino National Forests. Check USFS webpages for rules and maps. $


Wild Rides in Williams

ZIPLINE AND MOUNTAIN COASTER

Sleepy? Williams? Not anymore. The Route 66 Zipline now whizzes over the town’s main parking lot – a very fun distraction on a lazy summer evening. Riders swoop, dip and corkscrew through the pines high above the downtown on mini-coasters at the brand new Canyon Coaster Adventure Park. You can also slide down a hill on inner tubes year round – on slick pads in the summer and on the snow in winter (10am–4pm Mon-Thu, to 6pm Fri & Sat). It’s a 40-minute drive to Williams from Flagstaff.

Animal Spotting

BEARS, BEARS, BEARS

You’ll create your own adventure while driving through Bearizona – just be sure to stick to the road and drive slowly as you cruise through the ponderosa pines. Home to roaming gray wolves, bison, bighorn sheep and, yes, black bears, this 160-acre safari park just east of Williams is a member of the Zoological Association of America, and the animals reside in their natural habitat.

Be sure to step out of your car to wander the small zoo dubbed Fort Bearizona. Here, under Ponderosa shade, you can see tiny cubs sidle up the trees and playful otter brothers cavort in the water, plus porcupines, badgers and a handful of other small indigenous animals. Bearizona is a 30-minute drive from Flagstaff.


CLIFF DWELLINGS IN ARIZONA

Indigenous cultures, which included the Hohokam, Sinaguan, Mogollon and Ancestral Puebloans, flourished in northeastern Arizona between 100 and 1400 CE. Their cliff dwellings, irrigation canals and petroglyphs stretch from the Phoenix area north into the Navajo Nation. While archaeologists and historians can only guess why these cultures moved on from their elaborate settlements, it is thought that climate variation played a huge part. The descendants of these ancient peoples occupy their lands and the region to this day.



Walnut Canyon National Monument

CLIFF DWELLINGS AND CANYON VIEWS

Warning signs will have you convinced that you’re going to perish while climbing back to the visitor center on the Island Trail, a 1-mile partial loop that drops to 800-year-old Sinaguan cliff dwellings set in the nearly vertical walls of a small limestone butte in a beautiful forested canyon. But if you avoid the heat of midday and bring water, the 185ft climb (on 273 steps) is doable for reasonably fit travelers. Just take it slow. This worthwhile hike passes 25 rooms built under the natural overhangs of the curvaceous butte.

The shorter Rim Trail, which is mostly wheelchair accessible, affords several views of the cliff dwellings from across the canyon. Walnut Canyon is a 20-minute drive from downtown Flagstaff.

WHERE TO DRINK IN WILLIAMS

Grand Canyon Wine Co

A friendly spot to sip excellent wines sourced from local grapes.

Grand Canyon Brewing + Distillery

Cavernous watering hole on the outskirts of downtown with craft spirits, 16 taps and pub fare.

World Famous Sultana Bar

Divey downtown bar and Prohibition-era speakeasy that opened its doors in 1912.


Wupatki & Sunset Crater National Monuments

ANCIENT PUEBLOS AND VOLCANIC TRAILS

As you turn off US 89 to enter Wupatki National Monument, pull over beside the information kiosk. There’s a mood on this windswept plain that’s both appealing and unsettling, especially if you’ve arrived on a blustery afternoon with clouds looming behind the San Francisco Peaks. From here, the 36-mile scenic Loop Road unfurls through two national monuments: Wupatki and the adjacent Sunset Crater Volcano. One entry fee ($25 per vehicle) covers both parks.

The soil across this vast landscape was briefly enriched by the eruption of Sunset Crater sometime around 1064 CE, which lured the ancestors of the Hopi, Zuni and others to the region. By 1180 it was home to roughly 100 people, and 2000 more peppered the immediate area. By 1250, however, the inhabitants had moved on.

About 2700 of their structures lie within Wupatki, though only a few are open to the public. Lomaki Pueblo borders a small box canyon, while Citadel Pueblo offers a 360-degee hilltop view of the volcanic fields. A self-guided tour of the largest dwelling, Wupatki Pueblo, begins behind the visitor center.

The Loop Road continues south through the scrubby high desert, eventually entering Sunset Crater National Monument. The cinder cone that erupted here spewed ash across 800 sq miles, spawning the Kana-A lava flow. Now the 8029ft Sunset Crater is quiet. Short trails wind through the Bonito lava flow (formed c 1180) and up Lenox Crater (7024ft).

The Loop Road connects with US 89 at the entrance to Wupatki (26 miles north of Flagstaff) and at Sunset Crater Volcano (12 miles north of Flagstaff). From downtown Flagstaff, it takes 35 minutes to drive to the Sunset Crater visitor center and 55 minutes to drive to the Wupatki visitor center. Bonito Campground is currently closed due to damage from the Tunnel Fire in 2022.


BACKCOUNTRY HIKES TO PUEBLOS & PETROGLYPHS

On weekends in April and October, rangers in Wupatki National Monument lead visitors on a 20-mile round-trip overnight backpacking tour ($75; supply your own food and gear) of Crack-in-Rock Pueblo and nearby petroglyphs, normally off-limits to the public. Chosen by lottery, only 12 people may join each tour. Call the visitor center for applications, which can be submitted beginning in February (for April trips) and August (for October trips).

For a shorter backcountry experience, join a guided Discovery Hike on Saturdays, November through March. These hikes also lead to pueblos and petroglyphs, but are no longer than 4 miles.




Getting Around

Williams is 33 miles west of Flagstaff via I-40 and is most conveniently reached by car. Amtrak’s Southwest Chief no longer stops in Williams, but Amtrak travelers wishing to board the Grand Canyon Railway, which travels between Williams and the South Rim, can board a Thruway bus at the Flagstaff Depot and ride it to Williams. Walnut Canyon, Wupatki and Sunset Crater Volcano National Monuments are all within thirty miles of Flagstaff and are best reached by car.






GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK
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The Grand Canyon lives up to the hype: its immensity, its grandeur, its beauty and its very age all scream for superlatives. At about two billion years old, the layer of Vishnu Schist at the bottom of the canyon is some of the oldest exposed rock on the planet. It was exposed by the Colorado River, which continues to carve its way 277 miles through the canyon – as it has for the past 6 million years.

At Grand Canyon National Park, you can descend into the canyon depths, stroll the rim or relax at an outcrop at either the North and South Rims. Though views from both rims are equally stunning, the South Rim boasts many more official and dramatic overlooks. One of the most beautiful, however, is the view that whispers from the Grand Canyon Lodge’s patio on the canyon’s quieter north side.

A 215-mile drive, or a strenuous day hike, connects the two rims.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mather Point

SIGHTS

2Angels Window

3Buckey O’Neill Cabin

4Hermit’s Rest

5Mary Colter’s Lookout Studio

6Point Imperial

7Toroweap Overlook

8Verkamp’s Visitor Center

9Yavapai Geology Museum

ACTIVITIES

10Bright Angel Bikes

11Bright Angel Trailhead

12North Kaibab Trailhead

13Shoshone Point

14Widforss Trailhead

SLEEPING

15El Tovar

16Grand Canyon Lodge

17North Rim Campground

18Phantom Ranch

SHOPPING

19Hopi House




TOP TIP

The park is an International Dark Sky Park, meaning evening light pollution is minimal and stargazing is superb. Night Skies programming is extensive; check the calendar for ranger talks on both rims. Bring a flashlight to dinner at the North Rim – the walk to your room is dark!



Mather Point & Grand Canyon Visitor Center

CANYON VIEW AND PARK INFORMATION

 

If you’re a first-time visitor, there’s one requirement: after entering from the South Rim, park your car at the Grand Canyon Visitor Center, then dash to Mather Point to gaze upon the canyon in all its glory. It’s a time-honored tradition and one you’ll likely never forget. After that first mad glimpse, however, it’s worth spending a few minutes at the visitor center itself. On the visitor center plaza, bulletin boards and kiosks display information about ranger programs, the weather and tours. You’ll also find helpful trail summaries. Inside is a ranger-staffed information desk, a lecture hall and a theater screening Grand Canyon: A Journey of Wonder, a 20-minute introduction to the park’s geology, history, and plant and animal life. The visitor center is also a stop on several shuttle routes.


BEST OVERLOOKS

Mohave Point

For a look at the river and three rapids, plus multiple viewing spots.

Hopi Point

Magnificent east–west views, making it an excellent choice for dawn and dusk.

Lipan Point

Creeks, palisades, rapids and sunrises.

Moran Point

River views and excellent panorama of the canyon’s geologic history.

Yaki Point

A favorite spot to watch the sunrise warm the canyon’s features.



Hike into the Canyon from the South Rim

BRIGHT ANGEL AND SOUTH KAIBAB TRAILS

As you’ll quickly discover, the Bright Angel Trail is spectacularly scenic as it makes a 7.8-mile descent to the Colorado River. Though steep, long stretches wind down without precarious drops along the edge, making this an excellent choice for families. Day hikers should turn around at one of the two rest houses (3- or 6-mile round trip) or hit the trail at dawn for longer hikes to Indian Garden and Plateau Point (9.2- and 12.2-mile round trip).

The South Kaibab Trail combines stunning scenery and unobstructed 360-degree views. Steep, rough and wholly exposed, this ridgeline descent plummets 4470ft along 6.4 miles to the Colorado River. It is 0.9 miles to Ooh Aah Point, a popular marked turnaround, but if you continue just a few minutes’ more you’ll find a fantastic wide and flat stone outcrop — a perfect spot to relax.

WHERE TO SLEEP ON THE SOUTH RIM

El Tovar

 

Public spaces in this wooden lodge ooze old-world national-park glamor, but room aesthetics vary in appeal. $$$

Bright Angel Lodge

Simple lodge rooms and rustic cabins on the canyon edge are excellent budget accommodations. $

Kachina & Thunderbird Lodges

On the canyon rim, with institutional exteriors but modern and comfortable interiors. $$$

Maswik Lodge

A quarter-mile from the rim, this complex has 250 rooms set among ponderosa pines. $$

Yavapai Lodge

Sixteen motel-style buildings in the piñon and juniper forest sit about a mile from the rim. Some rooms have air-con. $$

Phantom Ranch

 

Hike, raft or ride a mule to the cabins and dorms at this historic lodge with a fun communal vibe. $$

Historic Sights on the Rim Trail

EARLY DAYS OF PARK TOURISM

A stroll along the Rim Trail through the Grand Canyon Village Historic District is an easy introduction to the history, geology and beauty of the park. Begin at Verkamp’s Visitor Center, where John G Verkamp opened the Mission-style Verkamp’s Curios in 1905. His ancestors ran it for more than 100 years. A beautiful stone building designed by architect Mary Colter, the adjacent Hopi House has sold high-quality Native American jewelry, basketwork and pottery since its 1905 opening. The structure was built by the Hopi, inspired by traditional dwellings on their reservation. Built in 1905 as a railroad hotel, the elegant El Tovar next door looks much as it did when it opened.

The Fred Harvey History Room, inside the Bright Angel Lodge, displays photos and souvenirs from the early-20th-century Grand Canyon tourist industry. Perched near the canyon’s edge, the Buckey O’Neill Cabin is likely the oldest structure on the South Rim. Like Mary Colter’s other canyon buildings, Lookout Studio was modeled after stone dwellings of the Southwest Pueblo people. Ellsworth and Emery Kolb built a small photography studio on the edge of the rim in 1905. It was expanded and today holds a bookstore and a museum.


GETTING STARTED AT THE SOUTH RIM

Admission to Grand Canyon National Park is $35 per vehicle, $30 per single motorcycle and $20 per individual arriving by foot, bicycle, bus, trail or raft, and is valid for seven days at both rims. Individuals aged 15 years or younger enter free; bus and train passengers may pay a lesser fee or have it included in the tour price. From the South Entrance, it’s 5 miles to the Grand Canyon Visitor Center, the primary informational hub.

Transportation desks at Bright Angel, Maswik and Yavapai Lodges book bus tours. The Bright Angel desk also assists with Phantom Ranch and mule ride reservations. The Backcountry Information Center supplies maps and backcountry permits.



Yavapai Point & Geology Museum

ROCK LAYERS AND TRAIL OF TIME

 

Views don’t get much better than those unfolding beyond the plate-glass windows of this stone building, where panels explain the formations below. Behind you, displays highlight the canyon’s multilayered geologic history. From here, walk west along the Trail of Time about 1.5 miles to the Grand Canyon Village Historic District. The trail traces the history of the canyon’s formation – each meter equals 1 million years of geologic history.

Cycling the South Rim

EASY PEDAL TO BIG VIEWS

The Orange Route to Yaki Point looks fairly low-drama from the trail map they hand you at Bright Angel Bicycles . And with piñons, picnic tables, and mule sightings along your path, this 7-mile loop is a quite pleasant way to experience the canyon rim. But no one warns you about the overlooks. Spectacular, yes. But railings? Nope. Don’t try popping a wheelie here!

The Orange Route is one of three routes, mostly along paved park greenways, recommended by Bright Angel Bicycles, which provides bicycles, helmets and maps with their rentals. E-bikes and guided tours are also available. The adjacent cafe sells picnic sandwiches. Pick up your bike beside the Grand Canyon Visitor Center at the South Rim. Reservations recommended.


HISTORY OF THE BRIGHT ANGEL TRAIL

The pathway known today as the Bright Angel Trail has been in continuous use for thousands of years. The Havasupai tribe used the trail to access present-day Indian Garden, 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.



A Grand Evening at El Tovar

ELEGANCE AND PRICKLY PEAR MARGARITAS

The lobby is infused with a sense of adventure at El Tovar. Adorned with moose and elk trophy mounts (some reportedly hunted by Teddy Roosevelt), reproduction Remington bronzes, and Craftsman-style furniture, the space evokes a classic Western feel. Built in 1905 as a railroad hotel, El Tovar was designed by Charles Whittlesey as a blend of Swiss chalet and the more rustic style that would define national-park lodges in the 1920s. With its unusual spires and dark-wood beams rising behind the Rim Trail, this hotel remains a grande dame of national park lodges. Wide, inviting porches are a comfortable place to relax and the bench swing on the side porch is a fine spot to watch the action along the canyon rim. Must do: a prickly pear margarita in the bar followed by dinner in the dining room.

Rafting the Grand Canyon

WILD RAPIDS AND CANYON HIKES

As you push off from Lees Ferry and float toward the soaring red walls of Marble Canyon, the sense of anticipation is something you won’t soon forget. Expect more than 160 sets of rapids, camping under the stars, a float down the turquoise waters of the Little Colorado, hikes into mysterious slot canyons and a sense of camaraderie born from shared adventure – and no outside communications. Yep, a week-long rafting trip on the Colorado River is a worthy bucket list adventure, and one that is totally doable by the average traveler. Consider the following before booking a trip: the number of days you want to be on the river, where you want to begin and end, and the type of boat – dory, oar-powered raft, paddle-steered raft or a motorized pontoon raft. The latter are the only ones that can travel the canyon’s 277-mile course in a week. The national park has approved 15 commercial outfitters (nps.gov/grca).

WHERE TO SLEEP ON THE NORTH RIM

Grand Canyon Lodge

 

Guest rooms are not in the lodge itself, they are in log cabins and two small motel-style buildings nearby. $$

Havasupai Gardens

Formerly Indian Gardens, this backcountry campground on the Bright Angel Trail borders a cottonwood-lined creek. $

Cottonwood Campground

About 7 miles down the North Kaibab Trail, this backcountry campground is a beautiful spot. $


SOUTH RIM SHUTTLES

Free shuttle buses ply three routes along the South Rim. During the hour before sunrise and after sunset, shuttles run every half-hour; from early morning until sunset, they run every 15 minutes. There is no shuttle service along most of the 25-mile Desert View Dr from Grand Canyon Village east to Desert View. The Tusayan Route runs every 20 minutes from 8am to 9:45pm. The Hikers’ Express is an early morning bus to the South Kaibab Trailhead.

The park map shows color-coded routes.

Hermits Rest Route (Red) March 1 to November 30

Hikers’ Express Shuttle Year-round

Kaibab/Rim Route (Orange) Year-round

Tusayan Route (Purple) March 1 to September 30

Village Route (Blue) Year-round
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Exploring Hermit Road

HIKE, BIKE AND SHUTTLE

 

You can shake the crowds, or at least some of them, along Hermit Road. Dotted with nine incredible canyon overlooks and roughly paralleling the rim, this 7-mile span stretches west from Grand Canyon Village Historic District to Hermits Rest. Designed by Mary Colter in 1913, the low-slung stone building is the South Rim’s westernmost scenic overlook. It houses a small gift shop and a walk-up window, with snacks, and there are restrooms. The road is accessible year-round by bike, bus tour and hiking the Rim Trail. Private vehicles can drive it December through February only. From March 1 through November 30, a shuttle services all overlooks. One of the best ways to experience Hermit Road is by bike; rent one at Bright Angel Bicycles. You can also hike between shuttle stops via the Rim Trail.

WHERE TO CAMP IN GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK

Mather Campground

South Rim’s primary camp-ground has shaded and well-dispersed sites in ponderosa forest, 1 mile from the rim. $

East Rim Campground

Fifty first-come-first-served sites in the piñon-juniper 25 miles east of Grand Canyon Village and near the rim. $

North Rim Campground

 

National park campground offers shaded sites on level ground among the ponderosas. $


AN OVERNIGHT AT PHANTOM RANCH

Hiking to Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the canyon and spending the night in one of the cabins or hiker dorms is incredibly rewarding. Meals at the Phantom Ranch canteen are served family-style and the sense of camaraderie shared with fellow adventurers over dinner is a uniquely positive experience.

Phantom Ranch cabin and dorm accommodations are secured through lottery only. Submissions are accepted the first through the 25th days of the 15th month prior to the desired hike. Go to grandcanyonlodges.com/lodging/lottery for details.

Note that Phantom Ranch and the adjacent Bright Angel Campground are currently open with reduced capacity and limited services due to a park service infrastructure rehabilitation project that will impact operations at Phantom Ranch through 2023 and into 2024.



Desert View Drive & the East Entrance

CANYON VIEWS AND HISTORIC BUILDINGS

Desert View Drive starts just east of the visitor center and winds through the juniper and desert shrub 25 miles to the Desert View Watchtower and the East Entrance. Pullouts at six developed canyon overlooks offer spectacular views, but the road itself offers only sporadic canyon peaks.

The best places to stretch your legs are the 1-mile walk to Shoshone Point and a dip below the rim at Grandview Point; only experienced hikers, however, should hike more than 10 or 15 minutes down. There are several picnic areas along the drive. The temporarily closed Tusayan Pueblo & Museum, scheduled to reopen in 2023, showcases an Ancestral Puebloan village. A few miles east you’ll find a market, a trading post, a first-come first-served seasonal campground, a ranger desk and 24-hour gas at Desert View. There’s also a popular ice cream and coffee shop. The upper levels of the striking Mary Colter–designed Desert Watchtower are closed for renovations, with no set reopening date. The town of Cameron is another 35 miles east via Hwy 64 through the Navajo Nation.
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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. $$$

Bright Angel Bicycles & Cafe

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

Arizona Steakhouse

Steaks, fish and tacos for dinner, burgers and sandwiches for lunch. Beside the rim, with a focus on AZ ingredients. $$

Fred Harvey Burger

Enjoy views of the canyon while savoring a double-bacon cheeseburger and other American dishes. $$

Maswik Food Court

Step up to one of the food stations for a quick, cafeteria-style meal, with a deli, a grill and hot entrees. $

Phantom Ranch

Hike into the canyon’s basement for hearty breakfasts and dinners at communal tables. Reserve ahead. $$


Mule Rides: North & South Rim

EPIC VIEWS AND PRIVATE CABINS

For more than a hundred years visitors have clip-clopped to the bottom of the Grand Canyon by mule on the Bright Angel Trail from the South Rim – a bumpy, 10-mile trip serving up big views and sore legs. Riders spend one or two nights at Phantom Ranch, which sits just north of the Colorado River, then they saddle up for an 8-mile ascent on the South Kaibab Trail. All meals are included in the ticket price. Visitgrandcanyonlodges.com for more information, but plan to make your reservation 15 months in advance. Note that infrastructure repair work on the Bright Angel Trail will limit the availability of trips in 2023 and possibly beyond. Two-hour mule trips to scenic vistas along the South Rim are also available.

Family-run Canyon Trail Rides offers one- and three-hour trips on the North Rim. The one-hour ride travels through the forest to an overlook. The three-hour trip includes a journey into the canyon on the North Kaibab Trail, with a turnaround at Supai Tunnel and an excursion to Uncle Jim’s Point via the Ken Patrick Trail. Although the North Kaibab ride doesn’t reach the Colorado River, it does give you a taste of life below the rim. Rides on the North Rim are available mid-May through mid-October.


WHY I LOVE THE GRAND CANYON
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Amy C Balfour, Lonely Planet writer

The collision of beauty and adventure is what draws me back to the Grand Canyon year after year. While exploring, I never know what astounding view is just around the bend: a multihued canyon wall with a billion-year-old story? A rocky creek draped by green cottonwoods? Or a wild rapid ready to douse me with the cold waters of the Colorado? The grand scale of the place is unrivaled and hard to comprehend. Teddy Roosevelt admired ‘the sublimity, the great loneliness and the beauty of the canyon.’ A sentiment I totally understand.



Grand Canyon Lodge

NORTH RIM HUB AND HISTORY

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 will likely be your favorite memory of the North Rim.

Made of wood, stone, and glass, the lodge is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and it looks much as it did when it was completed in 1937. Notable features include a 50ft-high sunroom, a spacious rimside dining room and panoramic canyon views. For beer and 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, the tiny Deli in the Pines and the North Rim Visitor Center. Guest rooms are not in the lodge itself; most are in log cabins nearby.


Trails near Grand Canyon Lodge

INSPIRING MORNING STROLLS

You can hop onto two pretty trails from Grand Canyon Lodge. The short Bright Angel Point Trail begins at the back porch and follows a knife-edge ridge dividing The Transept and Roaring Springs Canyon. It ends at an overlook with unfettered views of mesas, buttes, spires and side canyons. The Transept Trail is a dirt path with moderate inclines following the forested rim above the Transept, a pretty side canyon. The trail connects with the North Rim Campground after two miles. The complimentary Hikers’ Shuttle takes early birds from the Lodge to the North Kaibab Trailhead at 5:30am and 6am. Sign up 24 hours in advance at the lodge’s front desk. Note that there is no service back to the lodge, but it’s only a couple of miles down the road.


BEST TRAILS IN GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK

North Kaibab Trail

 

North Rim hike into the canyon gives a great introduction to the impressive canyon landscape.

Bright Angel Trail

The inner-canyon super-highway, this trail is popular for good reason: the cottonwood-tree-shaded, watery oasis of Indian Garden.

Rim Trail

Hop on and off the Hermits Rest shuttle along this rim-hugging trail that escapes the crowds while staying close to civilization.

Hermit Trail

A less crowded South Rim trail with expansive views and two tiny water sources.

Widforss Trail

A shaded trail passes through ponderosa pines on its way to several fine views and a great overlook.



North Rim Scenic Drive: Cape Royal Road

PONDEROSAS, PICNICS AND BIG VIEWS

Your payoff after driving Cape Royal Road is the chance to stand upon Angels Window, a natural arch that juts into the canyon, dropping dramatically on three sides. A place for prayers and Instagram photos – and the drive itself is a scenic must-do for any North Rim visitor.

Descending gradually from the Grand Canyon Lodge at 8200ft to 7865ft at Cape Royal, the Cape Royal Rd ribbons scenically for 15 miles through evergreens and ponderosas. Easy and paved, it passes overlooks, picnic tables and an Ancestral Puebloan site – where you might catch a Native American flute player welcoming the day with song. At the end of the drive, a .6-mile paved path, lined with piñon, cliffrose and interpretive signs, leads to the arch and to Cape Royal Point, arguably the best view from this side of the canyon.

North Rim Campground

WOODSY SITES AND BRILLIANT SUNRISES

There’s a spot just a few steps beyond the last of the tent sites that is ready-made for watching the rising sun illuminate the Grand Canyon, which beckons just ahead. You don’t need anything except your jacket and a cup of just-brewed coffee. Mother Nature provides the seating and the view. Operated by the park service and overlooking Transept Canyon, this idyllic campground offers shaded sites on level ground among the ponderosas. Sites 11, 14, 15, 16 and 18 and tent sites 5, 6, 11 and 12 are closest to the edge and the big views. You can – and should – make reservations online up to six months in advance.

WHERE TO EAT ON THE NORTH RIM

Grand Canyon Lodge Dining Room

Solid (if unexceptional) breakfasts, lunches and dinners. The view is the thing. $$

Deli in the Pines

Salads and sandwiches to pack for a picnic, as well as pizza and soft-serve ice cream. Elk chili is the winner. $

Roughrider Saloon

Step up to the counter for pastries and breakfast burritos in the morning; slices of pizza are sold in the evening. $

Wandering the Widforss Trail

FANTASTIC NORTH RIM DAY HIKE

Glimpses of the Grand Canyon pull you forward on the Widforss Trail, a 10-mile out-and-back that meanders through shady forests of mixed conifer, old growth ponderosa pine and quaking aspen, punctuated by carpets of lupine. Tall trees offer shade, fallen limbs provide pleasant spots to relax, and you likely won’t see more than a few people along the way. The trail ends at a tranquil overlook – walk left to a flat rock for a picnic with a canyon view. Note that there are excellent canyon views within the first couple of miles, so you can turn around if you’re short on time. This is a particularly pretty hike in late September or early October when the leaves are golden.


GETTING STARTED AT THE NORTH RIM

The North Rim Entrance Gate, 31 miles south of Jacob Lake, does not accept cash; only credit and debit cards. 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 pass is valid for seven days no matter where you pay – and the South Rim does accept cash. It’s another 13 miles to the visitor center and Grand Canyon Lodge. Full services are available on the North Rim from mid-May through mid-October. From December 1 to May 14, North Rim roads are closed to all vehicles.



Toroweap Overlook & Tuweep

ROUGH ROAD AND A TERRIFYING VIEW

 

While not the biggest, or highest, Toroweap is perhaps the most dramatic viewpoint in the canyon – you’re literally on the edge of a 3000ft drop. Wholly immersing in the raw desert landscape of the surrounding Tuweep is also an adventure: there’s no visitor center, no grocery stores, no gas stations, no phone service, no water, and not much of a road – it’s 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. This journey takes planning and a visit currently requires a reservation. Check out nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/tuweep.htm.

WHERE TO DRINK AT GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK

El Tovar Lounge

Cozy bar on the South Rim known for its prickly pear margaritas and sunsets – all best enjoyed from the veranda.

Grand Canyon Lodge Patio

On the North Rim, order a beer or cocktail at the Roughrider Saloon, then get comfy on the stone patio for the sunset.

South Rim Pubs & Patios

Views may be lacking but the beer is cold at the pubs at Bright Angel and Maswik Lodges and the patio at Yavapal Lodge.

Detour: Point Imperial

DETOUR TO MARBLE CANYON VIEWS

 

The highest viewpoint in Grand Canyon National Park (8819ft) takes in the entirety of Marble Canyon as it cuts northeastward into the Painted Desert beneath the imposing Vermilion Cliffs. Directly below, Nankoweap drainage seems impossible to access, but once 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.
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MORE TIPS FOR THE GRAND CANYON

• Avoid the temptation to run from overlook to overlook, snapping photos, looking for that perfect view and determined to see them all. A few hours sitting on a rock, the sun on your face and miles of layered canyon expanding in panorama around you just may be the perfect canyon experience.

• The canyon is best appreciated slowly, with patience, humility and respect.

• Never hike to the river and back in one day.

• Bring a cooler and snacks. Park food is notoriously bad and expensive.

• Stay hydrated; dehydration and altitude sickness can ruin a canyon visit.

• Spend at least three nights in the park, and let the park reveal itself slowly.




Getting Around

Grand Canyon Village is very congested from March through September. Several massive parking lots sit at the Visitor Center Complex, but it is easier and more pleasant to try to find a spot in one of the smaller lots by El Tovar (look behind Verkamp’s too), Bright Angel Lodge, and Yavapai Point and Geology Museum. If you do drive into the Village and can’t find parking near the rim, park at the Backcountry Information Center, Shrine of the Ages or Market Plaza. Free shuttles ply five different routes.

Cars are not allowed on the road to the South Kaibab Trailhead and Yaki Point and, from March through November, cars are not allowed on Hermit Rd.

There is a garage with emergency repair and tow services. The Desert View Chevron Service Station is the only gas station on the South Rim, but gas stations in Tusayan are about 7 miles south of Grand Canyon Village.

Hwy 67 is the only road accessing the North Rim. It closes December 1st and re-opens in mid-May. Although the North Rim is only 11 miles from the South Rim as the crow flies, it is a 215-mile, four-to-five-hour drive between the North Rim and Grand Canyon Village. There is one gas station in the park on the North Rim, and it is located near the campground. You can also fill up in Jacob Lake or on Route 67 at the North Rim Country Store.






Beyond Grand Canyon National Park
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Within a half-day’s drive of the national park, you’ll find an extraordinary collection of natural and manmade attractions.


The western fringes of the Grand Canyon hold a memorable collection of worthy distractions, from the blue-green waters of Havasu Falls to the lofty terrors of the Skywalk. North of The Big Ditch, the visual appeal is more prehistoric, with giant California condors soaring high overhead – hold tight to your chihuahua – and ancient red cliffs smashing into your sightlines. Natural and manmade attractions jostle for attention near Page and Glen Canyon, a region home to the Glen Canyon Dam and Lake Powell as well as Antelope Canyon and Horseshoe Bend. You can ponder the meaning of it all from a luxurious base camp in Valle, a dark-sky destination filling fast with glamping resorts that have stargazers in mind.


TOP TIP

Don’t overload your day. Two-lane roads connect many attractions and it’s likely your itinerary will be affected by slow vehicles and unexpected finds.
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NORTH COYOTE BUTTES & THE WAVE

Photographers flock to North Coyote Buttes for photos of the Wave in Paria Canyon-Vermilion Cliff Wilderness Area along the Utah–Arizona state line, but scoring a permit though the lottery takes careful planning.



Grand Canyon West

PEER THROUGH A GLASS SKYWALK

Views of the Grand Canyon and the Colorado River are fantastic from the unfortunately named Guano Point at Grand Canyon West, a commercialized section of the Grand Canyon that is managed by the Hualapai Nation. Another highlight is the Skywalk, a glass platform perched 4000ft above the canyon floor. The only way to visit, however, is to purchase a package tour on a hop-on, hop-off shuttle. Also be aware that Grand Canyon West is not part of Grand Canyon National Park, which is a four-hour drive east. But it is a convenient, if pricy, place to see the canyon if you’re staying in Las Vegas. Helicopter tours and one-day white-water rafting trips (from the Hualapai Lodge in Peach Springs) are also offered.


WORTH A TRIP: PIPE SPRING NATIONAL MONUMENT

A vital source of water for desert flora and fauna, the Ancestral Puebloan people, the Paiute Indians and the Mormons who followed them into this stark, stunning country, Pipe Springs 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.



WHERE TO CAMP IN THE ARIZONA STRIP

Lees Ferry Campground

On a small hill with views of towering crimson rocks and the river, it’s a strikingly pretty spot to camp. $

Jacob Lake Campground

Sites scattered among ponderosa pines 44 miles north of the Grand Canyon North Rim. $

Demotte Campground

On Hwy 67, about 6 miles north of the North Rim entrance, sites are perched on the edge of a meadow full of wildlife. $


Hike to Havasu Falls

SWIMMING HOLES AND BLUE-GREEN WATERFALLS

The blue-green waterfalls of Havasu Canyon are among the Grand Canyon region’s greatest treasures. Tucked in a hidden valley, the five stunning, spring-fed 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 deposits give the water its otherworldly hue.

The Havasupai Reservation is located south of the Colorado River and four hours west of Grand Canyon National Park’s South Rim, off Route 66. From Hualapai Hilltop, a demanding trail leads to Supai (8 miles) and the waterfalls and campground (10 miles). Access requires a permit, overnight reservations (havasupaireservation.com) and planning well in advance – 2023 is booked solid with trips rescheduled after COVID-19 closures.

Horseshoe Bend: Hike or Paddle

SHEER CLIFFS FROM ABOVE AND BELOW

‘Whoa!’ is a common exclamation at Horseshoe Bend, and calling the view dramatic is a wild understatement – the overlook sits on sheer cliffs that drop 1000ft to the river below as it carves a perfect horseshoe through the Navajo sandstone. Stay away from the edge at all times, as there are very few guardrails. The trailhead is south of Page off Hwy 89, just past Mile 545. It’s a 1.2-mile round-trip walk (car/motorcycle $10/5) from the parking lot. From either the North or the South Rim, Horseshoe Bend is about a 2½-hour drive.

You can also kayak the Colorado River through Horseshoe Bend and admire its soaring grandeur from below. Visit kayakhorsehoebend.com or kayakthecolorado.com for rental and shuttle information.
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Horseshoe Bend | Daniel Viñé Garcia/Getty images ©


PAGE–LAKE POWELL HUB INFORMATION CENTER

For tourist information about activities across the entire region – Page, Lake Powell, Glen Canyon and Canyon Country – stop by this helpful visitor center, which is run by the chamber of commerce in downtown Page. Staff can help you book tours, and they distribute numerous brochures for adventure outfitters and watersport rental companies. Trail summary handouts are also available. Designated a Wave Permit Location in 2022, the office is a helpful resource for those planning to hike to the Wave, with orientation sessions offered pre-hike (48 S Lake Powell Blvd; pagelakepowell.com; 8am-5pm daily).



Antelope Canyon

BRILLIANT PHOTOS AND A SLOT CANYON STROLL

Unearthly in its beauty, Antelope Canyon is possibly the most famous slot canyon in the world. Wind and water have carved the sandstone into an astonishingly sensuous temple of nature where light and shadow play hide and seek.

It’s divided into two sections: Upper and Lower. Both are located on the Navajo Nation near Page and open by tour only. 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’).

Less than a quarter-mile long, the more accessible Upper Canyon shares a symphony of shapes and textures that are a photographer’s dream. Lighting conditions are best around mid-morning between April and September. Tours can feel like a cattle call, but the uniqueness of the experience makes a visit worthwhile. Visit navajonationparks.org for a list of guiding companies. Most trips depart from Page, which is a 2½-hour drive from both the North and South Rims of Grand Canyon National Park.

WHERE TO EAT IN PAGE

Ranch House Grille

Simple breakfast place, but the food is good, the portions huge and the service fast. $

State 48 Tavern

Happening place with a happening menu, from pear-and-gorgonzola burgers to kimchi BBQ fries. $$

BirdHouse

If you dare, order your fried chicken very hot at this ‘elevated’ fast food joint with craft beer. $


BEST HIKES IN PAGE

Rim Trail

This 10-mile multiuse trail circumnavigates the town and offers views of the desert and Lake Powell.

Hanging Garden

A 1.2-mile out-and-back 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.

The Chains

Continue past Hanging Garden Trailhead to a scramble on slickrock formations behind the dam.

Glen Canyon Dam Overlook

At the end of Overlook Dr, a short-but-steep trail drops to an expansive view of the dam.
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Glen Canyon Dam Overlook | HannaTor/Shutterstock ©

Arizona Strip: Marble Canyon to Jacob Lake

CONDORS, RAFTERS AND VERMILION CLIFFS

Wedged between the Grand Canyon and Utah, the Arizona Strip is one of the state’s most remote and sparsely populated regions. Larger than Vermont, this 14,000-sq-mile landscape is crossed by only one major road – Hwy 89A, also dubbed the Vermilion Cliffs Scenic Road.

Driving west, cross the Colorado River at Marble Canyon then pull over to explore the Navajo Bridge Interpretive Center and walk across the historic bridge. Look up – California condors are often spotted overhead – and look down, too, to possibly catch a view of rafting groups who’ve left nearby Lees Ferry on the start of their river journey through the Grand Canyon. The site of a historic ferry crossing and part of the Glen Canyon Recreation Area, Lees Ferry is a pretty place to hike and explore. From the North Rim, it takes about an hour and 45 minutes to drive to Marble Canyon. It takes about 2¼ hours to drive there from the South Rim.

Hwy 89A then gets sandwiched by the crimson-hued Vermilion Cliffs to the north and House Rock Valley to the south. Stop for lunch on the breezy porch at Cliff Dwellers Lodge & Restaurant at the base of enormous cliffs. The owners run on-site Lees Ferry Anglers, and this place is ground zero for fly-fishing enthusiasts. Continue west, then turn right on House Rock Rd to scan for condors at the condor release site two miles ahead. Desert scrub gives way to piñon and juniper as the highway climbs the Kaibab Plateau to enter the Kaibab National Forest. At Jacob Lake, it meets with Hwy 67 to the Grand Canyon North Rim.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN TUSAYAN

7 Mile Lodge

Friendly and basic motel that is well-prepared for walk-ins; try them if you need a last-minute room. $

Red Feather Lodge

Rooms in two buildings as well as laundry facilities and an outdoor pool. Renovated in 2019. $$

Best Western Grand Squire Inn

Spread over multiple buildings, this swanky modern hotel offers 318 rooms. $$$


Jacob Lake Inn

COOKIES AT A CROSSROADS

Don’t choose your cookie too quickly at Jacob Lake Inn. Tucked at the junction of US 89A and Hwy 67, this minor landmark is a popular stop for travelers driving to the North Rim. Home to a restaurant, overnight cabins, gas pumps, an ice cream counter and a gift shop selling wares inspired or created by local tribes, it is most famously known for its cookies, which fill three sides of a glass showcase beside the register. They’re all good, but it’s the unexpected flavors that shine, particularly the Lemon Zucchini and the Cookie in a Cloud, a cakey cookie topped with marshmallow and chocolate. The inn is a 55-minute drive from Grand Canyon Lodge at the North Rim. It is a three-hour drive from the South Rim.

If you’re staying overnight or hiking, walk over to the Kaibab Plateau Visitor Center, which has a small museum and bookstore, and maps for the region’s many trails. They can also give you more details about dispersed camping in the forest. A trailhead for the state-crossing Arizona Trail is a short drive east.

Glen Canyon National Recreation Area

JET SKIS AND BEACH CAMPING

Created by the construction of Glen Canyon Dam in 1963 and part of the Glen Canyon National Recreation Area ($30 per car; nps.gov/glca), Lake Powell is the country’s second-largest artificial reservoir. Straddling the Utah–Arizona border, the once enormous lake is now at record-low levels due to an ongoing regional megadrought. At the Carl Hayden Visitor Center you can learn more about the dam, which generates power for up to 5.8 million homes and businesses across seven states.

For lake cruises and watersport rentals, head to Wahweap Marina and the Stateline boat ramp and floating marina at Lake Powell Resort. Be sure to check the park website to confirm which ramps and water services are available before setting out. Due to the low water levels, many ramps are periodically closed. You can camp near the water at Wahweap RV & Campground or on the beach at Lone Rock Beach. The visitor center is 2½ hours from both the North and the South Rims.


DARK SKY GLAMPING IN VALLE

Two luxury glamping resorts have opened in Valle, which is known for its dark skies and excellent stargazing. Twinkling white lights, communal firepits and complimentary s’mores keep the vibe magical on the patio at Under Canvas Grand Canyon, while wood stoves keep things toasty inside the swank canvas tents, which are tucked in the surrounding piñon and juniper forest. Guests sleep in sky domes – each with a telescope and roll-back sky roof – at the nearby Clear Sky Resort. Snag a Pac-Man-themed dome if you can. Valle is 30 miles south of Grand Canyon Village.




Getting Around

Unless you join a guided sightseeing tour, you will need a car to explore the Arizona Strip. Highway 89A cuts through the region, rolling west from Marble Canyon to Jacob Lake and Fredonia, where it heads north into Utah, while Hwy 389 branches west to Colorado City. To reach the North Rim, follow Hwy 67 south from Jacob Lake for 44 miles to Grand Canyon Lodge. You will also need a car to reach the towns of Tusayan and Valle near the South Rim entrance to Grand Canyon National Park. There is no public transportation in Page.






MONUMENT VALLEY & CANYON DE CHELLY
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‘May I walk in beauty’ is the final line of a famous Diné (Navajo) prayer. Beauty comes in countless forms on the vast Navajo Nation in northeastern Arizona, but Monument Valley’s majestic array of rugged buttes and Canyon de Chelly’s awe-inspiring cliffs must be its most sensational.

Before the land became part of the reservation, Monument Valley was home to Ancestral Puebloans, who migrated from the site some 700 years ago. When the Navajo arrived after 1400 CE, they called it ‘Valley Between the Rocks.’ Monument Valley straddles the Arizona–Utah border and is traversed by Hwy 163.

Canyon de Chelly National Monument, 100 miles to the southeast, is on private Navajo land but is run by the national park service. The canyon has been inhabited for 5000 years, and shelters prehistoric petroglyphs alongside the 1000-year-old cliff dwellings of Ancestral Puebloans. Today about 40 Navajo families raise animals and grow crops in the fertile valley here.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Spider Rock

SIGHTS

2Canyon de Chelly

3Goulding’s Lodge

4Hubbell Trading Post

5Navajo Cultural Center

INFORMATION

6Monument Valley Tribal Park Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Allow at least 1½ hours for the drive around the unpaved and rutted Monument Valley Loop Road. It’s usually doable in your own vehicle (not RV or motorcycles), but expect a dusty, bumpy 17 miles – and low-riding cars should navigate very carefully.



Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park

DRIVE BELOW SANDSTONE MONOLITHS

From a distance, the rugged sandstone formations of Monument Valley look like the ramparts of a prehistoric fortress, a huddled collection of red and gold defenses protecting ancient secrets. But as you approach, individual buttes and craggy formations break from the pack, drawing you closer with sun-reflected beauty and unusual shapes.

Up close they’re hypnotic, an alluring mix of familiar and elusive. Yes, we’ve seen them in the John Ford Westerns, but the big screen doesn’t capture the changing patterns of light, the imposing height, or the strangeness of the angles and forms. You’ll see the most striking formations from the rough 17-mile dirt road that loops through the park. Most were named for what they look like: the Mittens, Three Sisters, and Elephant Butte. Navajo vendors sell trinkets and jewelry at roadside overlooks.

There’s also a restaurant, gift shop, small museum and the View Hotel. National Park passes are not accepted for admission into the Navajo-run park.
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Goulding’s

HISTORIC TRADING POST AND MUSEUM

 

Harry Goulding and his wife Leone (better known as ‘Mike’) established a trading post near Monument Valley in 1925. In the ensuing years, Goulding convinced director John Ford to film his Westerns in the butte-dotted valley. Today Goulding’s is home to a lodge and restaurant, a campground, and a free museum inside the old trading post. Step inside to see a replica of the store, a room dedicated to the movies shot here, the couple’s upstairs living quarters, and a collection of black-and-white photos of Navajos and the surrounding landscape.


NAVAJO CODE TALKERS

WWII prompted the first large exodus of Native Americans from the reservations, when they joined the US war effort. The most famous were the Navajo code talkers – 420 US marines who used a code based on their language for vital messages in the Pacific Theater. Navajo is a notoriously complex Athabascan language, and Japan never broke the code. Code talkers were considered essential to US victory.

You’ll find code talker exhibits at the Burger King in Kayenta and the Explore Navajo Interactive Museum in Tuba City.



Canyon de Chelly Rim Drives

SPIDER ROCK AND CANYON VIEWS

 

The silence is strangely invigorating as you gaze down at Spider Rock, a 800ft bifurcated sandstone spire guarding the place where Canyon de Chelly meets Monument Canyon. It’s easy to see why this is a sacred spot for the Navajo, who say that Spider Woman, a Navajo goddess, lives atop the rock. The overlook is the fifth and final stop on the 16-mile South Rim Drive, which runs along the main canyon and shares dramatic vistas.

For the most part, North Rim Drive follows a side canyon called Canyon del Muerto, which has four overlooks. At the first, Antelope House Overlook, a short walk ends at 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.

Park admission is free.

WHERE TO STAY IN MONUMENT VALLEY

View Hotel, Cabins & Campground

No matter where you sleep, Monument Valley is your dramatic backdrop. $$

Goulding’s Monument Valley

Modern lodge rooms, tiny cabins and small but pretty campsites a few miles from Monument Valley. $-$$

Monument Valley KOA Journey

Enjoy proximity to the park, dark skies primed for stargazing and horseback tours. $


GUIDED TOURS

Guides at Monument Valley shower you with details about the reservation, movie trivia and whatever else comes to mind. They can also take you into the backcountry. Navajo guides set up kiosks in the parking lot at the visitor center. They 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. To reserve in advance, check out the list of guides on the tribal park’s website (navajonationparks.org). Rates average $70 for a two-hour motorized trip.

The Wildcat Trail, which you can hike without a guide, is a 3.8-mile loop trail around the West Mitten formation.



Tour Canyon de Chelly with a Navajo Guide

PETROGLYPHS, COTTONWOODS AND STORIES

As your mud-spattered Jeep bounces past the mouth of Canyon de Chelly, heading deeper into the valley, the canyon’s sandstone walls soar ever higher, narrowing your views of the sky. But the view ahead grows lush, filling with crops, livestock, and cottonwood trees, all hugging a growing stream. Petroglyphs and cliff dwellings here are portals to the past while hogans and fences give a nod to the vibrant present. Commentary from your Navajo guide brings context and connection to this breathtaking tableau.

Check the park website (nps.gov/cach) or stop by the visitor center for a list of tour guides.

Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site

HISTORIC TRADING POST AND STORE

 

Widely respected merchant John Lorenzo Hubbell established this trading post in 1878 to supply Navajos returning from Fort Sumner with dry goods and groceries. Now run by the National Park Service, the flat-roofed, sandstone-and-mortar store still sells food, souvenirs and local crafts (including kachina dolls, blankets and stunning ceramics), and retains its original fittings right down to the squeaky floorboards. Navajo women often give weaving demonstrations inside the visitor center, which also has informative displays about regional history. Hubbell himself was an avid collector of Indian textiles, as you’ll discover on a tour of his house. The site is in Ganado, 40 miles south of Canyon de Chelly.

WHERE TO STAY IN CANYON DE CHELLY

Thunderbird Lodge

This ranch-style hotel with modern rooms is the only lodging in the park. Offers canyon tours. $

Best Western

Two-story motel in Chinle with indoor pool and restaurant. $

Spider Rock Campground

Peaceful Navajo-run campground surrounded by piñon and juniper trees. $


Navajo Cultural Center in Kayenta

NAVAJO HISTORY AND HOGANS

 

For a quick introduction to Navajo history and culture, stop at this small, low-key museum tucked between the Burger King and Hampton Inn in Kayenta. Displays showcase Navajo arts, from jewelry to dancing, and history, with special emphasis on WWII, including details about soldiers from Kayenta. You’ll also find a small display of WWII uniforms and weaponry. A collection of medicinal plants includes descriptions of the ailments they treat.

Outside, you can check out hogans and a Navajo shade house, which is a flat-roofed summer dwelling and field ramada, with a roof made of poles or cinder bark. The entrance to a hogan always faces east, so the first thing a family sees is the rising sun.
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BUYING NATIVE AMERICAN ART

Native American art nearly always contains ceremonial purpose and religious significance; the patterns and symbols are woven with spiritual meaning that provides an intimate window into the Southwest’s indigenous peoples. Purchasing directly from the artists has a direct and positive impact on tribal economies. Try annual art markets, which can draw hundreds of artists. The Santa Fe Indian Market celebrated its 100th anniversary in August 2022.

Trading posts are another good spot. In Arizona, browse Navajo art at the Hubbell, Tuba City and Cameron Trading Posts. Art is also sold at many of New Mexico’s pueblos. Also try museum gift shops, including the Heard Museum in Phoenix and the Museum of Northern Arizona in Flagstaff.




Getting Around

Driving your own car is the best way to reach Monument Valley and Canyon de Chelly. The two parks are within the Navajo Nation and about 100 miles from each other via two-lane highways and roads. Within each park, guided tours are required for backcountry exploring. Monument Valley straddles the Arizona-Utah border and is 124 miles northeast of Cameron.






Beyond Monument Valley & Canyon de Chelly
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You’ll spend long stretches driving through a stark but compelling landscape of arid, undulating hills as you journey between destinations.


At 27,000 sq miles, the Navajo Nation is the country’s largest reservation, spilling over into Utah and New Mexico. Tuba City is the largest Navajo Nation community; to the southeast is the village of Moenkopi, a small Hopi island surrounded by Navajo land. The tribal capital, Window Rock, sits near the New Mexico border.

Scattered across the valleys and tops of three rocky mesas are the 12 villages of the Hopi. The reservation – at the heart of the ancestral Hopi territory, though only containing a fraction of it – is a 2532-sq-mile island floating in the Navajo Nation. 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.


TOP TIP

Sketching, videotaping, photography and audio recording are not permitted in the Hopi Nation. No alcohol is served or allowed on Hopi and Navajo lands.
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Navajo National Monument

SOLITUDE, CLIFF DWELLINGS AND STARGAZING

Two sublimely well-preserved cliff dwellings anchor this serene national monument, which sits in a remote corner of the Navajo Nation between Monument Valley and Tuba City. Betatakin, which translates as ‘ledge house,’ is reached on a strenuous, ranger-led hike (5 miles round trip; late May–early Sep) that currently departs from the visitor center at 6am MDT on Saturdays and Sundays. Note that the tour does not actually enter the ruins. For a distant glimpse of Betatakin, follow the easy Sandal Trail about half a mile from the visitor center. The trail to the astonishingly beautiful Keet Seel, which requires reservations and a 17-mile round-trip hike, is currently closed. For excellent stargazing, pitch camp at the free, first-come-first served Sunset View Campground.

Since the monument is remote, call ahead to confirm the status of hikes and the campground. The park is a one-hour drive from Monument Valley.

Explore Navajo Interactive Museum

NAVAJO HISTORY AND CULTURE

A perfect precursor to exploring the Navajo Nation, this museum in Tuba City will deepen your understanding of the land, its people and their traditions. As you journey into and around a traditional Navajo hogan (home), 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 your entry fee is next door’s small exhibition about the Navajo Code Talkers. The museum is open Monday to Friday, March through November. The Tuba Trading Post is on-site, and you can dig into Navajo tacos and frybread at Hogan Family Restaurant nearby.


KNOW THE TIME ZONE

Arizona is on Mountain Time (seven hours behind GMT). It is the only Western state not to observe daylight saving time from spring to fall. The exception is the Navajo Nation, which – in keeping with those parts of the reservation located in Utah and New Mexico – does observe daylight saving time. Confusingly, the small Hopi Nation, which it surrounds, follows Arizona. The varying time zones come into play in Page and Monument Valley, which straddle the Arizona/Utah state line, during Daylight Savings Time. Many hotels have two clocks on the wall, so you’ll know what the times are. Keep the discrepancy in mind when scheduling tours in the region or your hotel check-in.



Window Rock

SOARING ARCH, HISTORY AND CULTURE

The best time to visit this small community near Gallup is early September during the Navajo Nation Fair, a week-long blowout with rodeos, the Miss Navajo Nation pageant, song and dance, horticulture shows, horse races and a frybread contest. Also of interest is the town’s namesake rock, a nearly circular arch high up on a red sandstone cliff in the northern part of town; at its base is the Navajo Veterans Memorial Park. The nearby Navajo Nation Museum, dedicated exclusively to the history and culture of the Nation, is a hub of the community, and run with passion and deep knowledge.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND MONUMENT VALLEY

Moenkopi Legacy Inn & Suites

Top-choice hotel built in a stylized version of traditional Hopi village architecture. $$

NavajoLand Hotel

Short walk from the Explore Navajo Interactive Museum and the Hogan Restaurant. $

Quality Inn Navajo Nation Capital

Rooms are comfortable and decorated in a Southwestern motif in Window Rock. $



ANTELOPE CANYON

A few miles east of Page on the Navajo Nation, Antelope Canyon is possibly the most famous slot canyon in the world and a hot spot for mesmerizing photographs. Open by tour only.
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Hopi Nation

CULTURAL CENTER AND VILLAGE TOUR

The twelve Hopi villages are scattered across and below three mesas, called First, Second and Third Mesa. Because of their isolated location, the Hopi have received less outside influence than other tribes and have limited tourist facilities. Aside from ancient Walpi on First Mesa and a few stops on the Hopi Arts Trail, villages don’t hold much intrinsic appeal for visitors. But a tour with a knowledgeable guide can open the door to the people, their history and their traditions, which still thrive today.

You can also visit the Hopi Cultural Center on the western flank of the Second Mesa. The small Hopi Museum here displays historical photographs, baskets, pottery and other craft items. It’s a good introduction to the traditions of the ‘Peaceful Ones.’ Reservations are essential for the small hotel, especially in summer. The restaurant serves Hopi dishes such as noqkwivi (lamb and hominy stew) and blue-corn frybread plus American fare. Call before heading to the museum, which was closed for renovations in early 2023.


VISITING THE HOPI NATION

Plan ahead before visiting the Hopi villages. You cannot explore beyond the highway or the Hopi Arts Trail without a guide. First Mesa is home to three villages, including the dramatic Walpi, which dates back to 900 CE and clings like an aerie onto the mesa’s narrow edge. The Hopi Cultural Center is located on Second Mesa. Call ahead to confirm that the museum and restaurant are open. For village tours, reserve beforehand with a guide listed on the experiencehopi.com website or call the First Mesa Consolidated Visitor Center (928-737-2670) in Polacca to confirm the timing and availability of Walpi tours.




Getting Around

You will need a car to explore the Navajo Nation, which sprawls across northeastern Arizona, and the Hopi Nation. Gas stations are scarce. Public transportation is provided by the Navajo Transit System, but services are geared towards local, not tourist, needs.






TUCSON
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A college town with many stories to tell, Tucson (too-sawn) is one of the most culturally invigorating places in the Southwest. Set in a flat valley hemmed in by snaggletoothed mountains and swaths of saguaro, Arizona’s second-largest city smoothly blends Native American, Spanish, Mexican and Anglo traditions. Distinct neighborhoods and 19th-century buildings give a rich sense of community and history not found in more modern, sprawling Phoenix. The eclectic shops, affordable restaurants, whimsical murals and fun-loving dive bars don’t let you forget that Tucson is a college town at heart, home turf to the 50,000-strong University of Arizona (UA).

Although colorful historic buildings, great bars and restaurants, and quirky shops are half of Tucson’s charm, the other half lies outside of town. With the beautiful Saguaro National Park, the rugged Santa Catalina Mountains and the world-class Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum, you won’t regret exploring beyond the city limits. Luminous sunsets are another Tucson specialty.
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TOP TIP

In new digs in the Pima County Historic Courthouse downtown, the Southern Arizona Heritage and Visitor Center provides an engaging introduction to the historic and natural riches of the region. You’ll find interactive adventure portals for trip planning and storytelling gateways covering culture, food, and nature, plus a theater and gallery.



Getting Wild at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum

DESERT DWELLERS AND A CACTUS GARDEN

 

The big cats are active in the morning and the kangaroo rats at night. But you know who’s active at all times at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum? The docents, who share fascinating facts – sometimes with animals on hand – about regional wildlife. The Tracks and Scat booth are surprisingly fascinating.

Home to cacti, coyotes and palm-sized hummingbirds, this 98-acre ode to the Sonoran Desert is one part zoo, one part botanical garden and one part museum – a trifecta that’ll entertain young and old alike. Desert denizens, from precocious coatis to snuffling javelinas, inhabit natural enclosures indoors and out, and the grounds are thick with desert plants. There are also walk-through aviaries, a mineral exhibit, a half-mile desert trail and an underground exhibit showcasing beavers and otters. The Tucson District of Saguaro National Park is about three miles northwest and the saguaro-filled Gilbert Ray Campground is just down the road.


SAGUAROS

Saguaros (sah-wah-ros) are icons of the American Southwest, and an entire cactus army of these majestic, ribbed sentinels is protected in Saguaro National Park. Saguaros grow slowly, taking about 15 years to reach a foot in height, 50 years to reach 7ft, and almost a century before they begin to take on their typical many-armed appearance. In April the cacti begin blossoming with lovely white blooms – Arizona’s state flower. By June and July, the flowers give way to ripe red fruit that local Native Americans use for food. It is illegal to damage or remove saguaros. They only grow in the Sonoran Desert.



West Tucson Sunsets

BROWN MOUNTAIN AND GATES PASS

 

You have a couple of great options for watching the sunset in west Tucson. The Brown Mountain Trail climbs past saguaros, cholla and other desert vegetation to sweeping ridgeline views of the Tucson Mountains, the Tohono O’odham Reservation, the Santa Rosa Mountains and the Aguire Valley. This view is awash in luminous color at sunset. If you don’t want to hike, drive to the Gates Pass Scenic Overlook on West Gates Pass Rd for a splendid, expansive sunset view of the saguaro-dotted mountain pass.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN TUCSON

Hacienda del Sol

Relaxing refuge has artist-designed Southwest-style rooms and teems with unique touches. $$$

Arizona Inn

Historic and aristocratic touches, mature gardens and old-Arizona grace provide a respite from city life. $$$

Aloft

Catering to tech-minded, style-conscious travelers; there’s an on-site bar. $$$


Saguaro National Park – East

SCENIC LOOP AND HORSEBACK RIDES

Pedaling past saguaros as the rising sun illuminates the mountains is an experience bordering on sublime – smooth pavement, clear skies and the dangerous thought that life is, perhaps, good. Yep, the 8-mile Cactus Forest Loop Drive in the Rincon Mountain District is special, and its beauty is open to drivers and cyclists alike. The scrubby desert scenery here also evokes the Old West. To embrace the John Wayne vibe, saddle up for a horseback ride with family-run Houston’s Horseback Riding.

Hikers pressed for time can follow the 1-mile round-trip Freeman Homestead Trail to a grove of massive saguaros. For a full-fledged desert adventure with high-elevation views, head out on the steep and rocky Tanque Verde Ridge Trail, which climbs to the summit of Tanque Verde Peak and back in 18 miles ($8 backcountry camping permit required for overnight use). The visitor center has information about day hikes, horseback riding and backcountry camping.

Saguaro National Park – West

PETROGLYPHS AND 40 MILES OF TRAILS

West of town, the Tucson Mountain District has its own Red Hills Visitor Center . The Bajada Loop Drive is a 5-mile, graded dirt road through cactus forest that begins 1.5 miles north of the visitor center. Two easy and rewarding hikes on the loop are the 0.8-mile Valley View Overlook (awesome at sunset) and the half-mile Signal Hill Trail to ancient petroglyphs. The 7-mile King Canyon/Gould High Loop is a more strenuous trek. The 0.5-mile informative Desert Discovery Trail, which is 1 mile northwest of the visitor center, is wheelchair accessible. Distances for all four hikes are round-trip.


SAGUARO NATIONAL PARK: GETTING STARTED

The park is divided into east and west units, separated by 30 miles and Tucson itself. Both sections – the Rincon Mountain District in the east and Tucson Mountain District in the west – are filled with trails and desert flora. The larger section is the Rincon Mountain District, about 15 miles east of downtown. Each section distributes its own unique hiking guide. These free guides have maps and trail summaries. The busy season is from November through March, when temperatures range from the high 50s to mid-70s (seven-day pass per vehicle/motorcycle/bicycle $25/20/15).



Mt Lemmon Highway

SKY ISLAND EXPLORING

Generations of Tucsonians have escaped the summer heat by driving up Mt Lemmon in the Catalina Mountains. You can follow their tracks on the very picturesque Mt Lemmon Scenic Byway (also called the Catalina Highway Scenic Drive), which meanders 27 miles from saguaro-dappled desert to pine-covered forest near the summit (9157ft), passing through ecosystems as distinct as those found in Mexico and Canada. Allow at least three hours for the round trip and watch for cyclists.


Of the vista points, Babad Do’ag, Windy Point and Aspen are the most rewarding. In lofty Summerhaven, everybody stops for cookies and ice cream at the Mt Lemmon Cookie Cabin . Nearby, the Marshall Gulch/Aspen Loop Trail is a recommended 4-mile hike through ponderosas, aspens and firs. Mt Lemmon Ski Valley is the southernmost ski area in the USA. With snow levels rather unpredictable, it’s more about the novelty of riding slopes with views of Mexico than having a world-class alpine experience. Further up the mountain, you can attend an evening SkyNights StarGazing Program at 9157ft at the Mt Lemmon SkyCenter Observatory . Reserve a spot at least one week in advance.

After your return to the base of the mountain, swing over to the DeGrazia Gallery in the Sun Museum, which celebrates the work of Ettore ‘Ted’ DeGrazia. His paintings trace historical events and native cultures in the Southwest.

WHERE TO EAT IN TUCSON

Beyond Bread

Daily breads and a mouthwatering array of sandwiches. Several locations. $

Hub Restaurant and Ice Creamery

Upscale comfort food served in exposed-brick digs, plus a walk-up ice-cream stand. $$

Maynard’s

Regionally sourced and seasonal American fare in the Historic Depot downtown. $$
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Mt Lemmon Highway | Dennis Swena/Shutterstock ©


MT LEMMON: NEED TO KNOW

There is no cost for the drive or for stopping at the vista points, but to explore the forest you must get the Coronado Recreation Pass ($8). Buy it online, at trailside kiosks or at the Palisades Visitor Center (milepost 19.6). For an audio tour explaining the science behind the sights you’ll see along the 27-mile drive, download the free Mt Lemmon Science Tour app on you smartphone (visittucson.og). Several campsites line the drive, with overnight rates ranging from $20 to $26. Call the Pima County Sheriff’s Road Conditions hotline at 520-547-7510 for road conditions.



Spend a Night at the Hotel Congress

CONVIVIAL DOWNTOWN HUB

 

Loud, busy, and proud of its bad boy past, the 100-year-old Hotel Congress is also very fun. Perhaps Tucson’s most famous hotel, this is where infamous bank robber John Dillinger and his gang were captured during their 1934 stay. Beautifully restored, this charismatic place feels very modern, despite period furnishings such as rotary phones and wooden radios (no TVs).

There’s a popular cafe and bar on-site as well as Club Congress, where the eclectic musical lineup features the finest local and regional talent. The Tap Room Bar has been open since 1919. The hotel also anchors the ever-burgeoning Congress Street District, now connected to 4th Ave and the University of Arizona by streetcar. The district is a vibrant mash-up of old and new, home to the Rialto and Fox Tucson theaters, numerous breweries and restaurants, and the Historic Depot, a train terminal since 1860 and a current stop for Amtrak.

WHERE TO EAT IN TUCSON

Tito & Pep

A mid-20th-century-modern throwback in mid-town featuring chef-driven fare hot off the mesquite-fired grill. $$

Guadalajara Original Grill

A festive Mexican spot where they bring the salsa fresh to your table. $$

Time Market

Gourmet grocery near the university with delicious pastries, fancy sandwiches and wood-fired pizzas. $

Classic Eats in Tucson

CARNE SECA, HOTDOGS AND MARGARITAS

Tucked in a rambling downtown hacienda, the buzzing El Charro Café celebrated its centennial in 2022. Overseen by chef-owner Carlotta Flores, it’s famous for the carne seca, sundried lean beef that’s been reconstituted, shredded and grilled with green chile and onions. The fabulous margaritas pack a burro-stunning punch. Tucson’s signature dish is the Sonoran dog, a bacon-wrapped hotdog layered with tomatillo salsa, pinto beans, shredded cheese, mayo ketchup, mustard, chopped tomatoes and onions. Dig into one at an outpost of El Guero Canelo.


UNESCO CITY OF GASTRONOMY

Tucson was the first city in the US to be designated a UNESCO City of Gastronomy – and not just due to its diverse and vibrant culinary scene. The designation likely stems from the region’s agricultural roots, which date back 4000 years and reflect both Mexican and Native American influences. The city protects and celebrates this heritage today. To learn more about regional seeds, visit one of the city’s heirloom farmers markets. Native Seeds/SEARCH conserves heirloom seeds from across the Southwest. To learn more or to make a purchase, visit their website or their booth at the Heirloom Farmers Market, held the first and third Sunday of the month at Rillito Park (4502 N 1st Ave; heirloomfm.org).



Gems Take the Spotlight

A NEW MUSEUM AND A GEM SHOW

Minerals and rocks not your thing? The stunning collection of gems, minerals and fossils – and currently a moon rock – at the new Alfie Norville Gem & Mineral Museum will change your mind. The wonder begins in the Mineral Evolution Gallery, which spotlights the Earth’s 60 or so original minerals and their transformation into the 5,600 minerals known today. In the Arizona Gallery, an illuminated map shares the maze-like machinations of the wildly productive Bisbee Copper Mine, while the adjacent wall recreates a mining tunnel dotted with colorful minerals. If you like your minerals ornamental, sparkly and rare, step into the Treasury in the Gemstone Gallery for a final display of high-carat dazzle. The museum is located in the Historic Pima County Courthouse downtown.

Die-hard rockhounds should visit the museum during the Tucson Gem & Mineral Show. Held the second full weekend in February, this is the largest gem and mineral show in the world. An estimated 250 retail dealers who trade in minerals, crafts and fossils take over the Tucson Convention Center.
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Alfie Norville Gem & Mineral Museum, Tucson | Cheri Alguire/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT BREAKFAST IN TUCSON

Baja Cafe

Wow, yum. The Coyote Benedict with green chiles and jalapeno bacon is delicious. Two locations. $

Bisbee Breakfast Club

 

Order an Uncle Ronnie Swanson: two eggs, meat and a shot of Lagavulin malt whisky ($30). $

Cup Cafe

Serves a Creole dish with andouille sausage, eggs, potatoes, buttermilk biscuits and gravy. In Hotel Congress. $




KICKING BACK ON 4TH AVENUE

[image: jpg]

Owned by 2020 James Beard Award semifinalist Maia Mazon, 1 Boca Tacos y Tequila is either the best place or the worst place to begin a ramble along 4th Avenue and its buzzy collection of restaurants, bars and indie shops. The tacos created inside this divey taco-and-tequila joint are stuffed with gourmet fillings, served with handmade chips and perfected by wildly appealing salsas. Leaving is hard.

Linking historic downtown and the University of Arizona, 4th Ave is a disappearing breed: a rough-around-the-edges, alt-flavored strip with no chain stores or restaurants (except for Dairy Queen). The stretch between 9th St and University Blvd is the epicenter of the action.

Step inside 2 Antigone Books, a great indie bookstore with a fun, girl-power focus. Nearby are the tiki-themed charms of 3 The Hut – you’ll know this college bar when you see it and yes, order a fishbowl. For cowboy boots, or a flapper dress for your next Halloween party, pop into the 4 Tucson Thrift Shop for new and vintage clothes as well as costumes. Continuing toward downtown, you’ll pass the 5 Tucson Portrait Project, a wonderful public art project composed of thousands of locals’ portraits, all displayed in the underpass.

The monochromatic facade of the 6 Boxyard, a mini-village of repurposed box cars filled with eateries and watering holes, pulls you in for a closer look. Pop in on the fun at the slightly grungy but hugely popular 7 Che’s, known for cheap beer, a huge wraparound bar and live music on Saturday nights. Flavorful ciders are the draw at the welcoming but less raucous 8 Bawker Bawker. Grab sandwiches and organic fare at 9 Food Conspiracy Coop. End with a juicy burger at 10 Lindy’s on 4th. Mmm.




Riding & Walking the Loop

CITYWIDE MULTIUSE TRAIL

Anyone who wants to cruise the city on two wheels or take a convenient walk can try out the Loop, a 137-mile network of paved multiuse paths that connects parks, entertainment venues, outdoor artwork and shopping centers (pima.gov/theloop). Nearly 90% of Tucson’s metro area citizens live within minutes of the trail, and you’ll find restrooms and water fountains at most trailheads. There are bike rental shops across the city, including Pedego Tucson for electric bikes. TUGO is the city’s bike share program.
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The Loop | Charles T. Peden/Shutterstock ©


BEST BOUTIQUE HOTELS IN TUCSON

Hotel McCoy

Emblazoned with murals and inspirational quotes, and welcoming guests with genuine friendliness, this is our local favorite. Enjoy local craft beer at night and an oatmeal bar in the morning. $$

Graduate Hotel

A retro desert scene sets a mid-century vibe at this soaring newcomer with snappy decor and a rooftop bar serving up big views of Tucson’s natural beauty. $$$

Downtown Clifton

Colors pop and the Golden Age of road trips returns at this vintage number – a revamped 1948 motor court – downtown. Lounge serves local and regional craft beer. $$



Sabino Canyon Recreation Area

RIPARIAN BEAUTY AND WILDLIFE SIGHTINGS

 

Hikers, you’ve hit the jackpot at Sabino Canyon, a lush, pretty and shaded mini-gorge in the Santa Catalina Mountains. Instead of trudging into the gorge and retracing your steps, hop on a shuttle (adult/child $15/8), which will carry you past nine stops as it climbs 3.7 miles on car-free Sabino Canyon Rd. You can listen to the narrated tour for a bit, then hop off and hike back to the visitor center on riparian and ridge-top trails. Trams depart hourly. It’s nicest in the afternoon when the sun plays hide and seek against the canyon walls. You will need a Coronado Recreation Pass ($8). The canyon is family friendly and very popular on weekends.

WHERE TO DRINK A MARGARITA IN TUCSON

El Charro Café

The fabulous margaritas are also potent.

Guadalajara Original Grill

The frozen Bandera margarita is stacked with three colorful layers to resemble the Mexican flag!

BOCA Tacos

They serve ’em by the carafe, and at happy hour house margaritas are under $7.


Lining up for Barrio Bread

HEIRLOOM GRAINS AND JAMES BEARD KUDOS

You won’t find many lines holding things up in egalitarian Tucson – with one exception. Bread lovers queue early for the artisanal loaves at Barrio Bread (9am-1pm Tue-Sat). Baker Don Guerra sources his breads from southern Arizonan heirloom grains and leavens them with sourdough cultures. His goal? To preserve the region’s agricultural heritage and kickstart a broader movement for organic, locally sourced baking. For a photo and a regionally evocative morning repast, tear into a Heritage loaf with a saguaro stenciled on its crust. Guerra won the James Beard Award for Outstanding Baker in 2022.

History, Culture & Shopping

EXPLORING HISTORIC NEIGHBORHOODS

The Tucson Museum of Art is part of the low-key Presidio Historic District and embraces the site of the community’s original Spanish fort and upmarket ‘Snob Hollow.’ This is one of the oldest continually inhabited places in North America: the Spanish Presidio de San Augustín del Tucson dates back to 1775, but the fort itself was built over a Hohokam site that has been dated to between 700 and 900 CE. The original fort is completely gone, although there’s a short reconstructed section at the corner of Church Ave and Washington St. The district teems with adobe townhouses and restored 19th-century mansions. Old Town Artisans is the place for Mexican and Southwestern art and crafts. The district is bounded by W 6th St, W Alameda St, N Stone Ave and Granada Ave.

The compact Barrio Histórico District was an important business district in the late 19th century. Today it’s home to funky shops and galleries in brightly painted adobe houses. Look for El Tiradito, a ‘wishing shrine’ with a tale of passion and murder behind it. The barrio is bordered by I-10, Stone Ave, and Cushing and 17th Sts.


BEST UNIQUE MUSEUMS IN TUCSON

Mini Time Machine Museum of Miniatures

This delightful museum presents dioramas that are fantastical, historical and plain intriguing.

Pima Air & Space Museum

An SR-71 Blackbird spy plane and a massive B-52 bomber are among the stars of this extraordinary private aircraft museum.

Center for Creative Photography

On the University of Arizona campus, it’s known for its ever-changing, high-caliber exhibits. Administers the archives of Ansel Adams.

Arizona State Museum

Learn the history and culture of regional Native American tribes at the oldest and largest anthropology museum in the Southwest.



A Maze of Murals

PUBLIC ART RESTORES THE SOUL

Is that a jackalope on a bike? A goddess wearing a crown of agave? Please, show me more. Tucson’s mural game is strong, with soaring pieces of vibrant wall art reflecting the city’s irrepressible spirit. Favorites include Epic Rides (534 N. Stone Ave), Mayahuel (Goddess of Agave) (440 N 7th Ave) and Greetings from Tucson (406 N 6th Ave). Visit muralmap.tucsonaz.gov for a more complete list and a map.


Getting Around

The Ronstadt Transit Center on Congress Street downtown is the main hub for Sun Tran public buses, which serve the entire metro area. Currently no fare is required and rides are free, a perk that began during the pandemic and may be maintained. Rides are also free on the SunLink streetcar line, which travels between Congress Street, 4th Ave and the University of Arizona.






Beyond Tucson
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The Sonoran desert is a vast region marked by long dusty highways linking sky islands, bird-watching hot spots and pretty wineries.


The Mountain Empire, home to Patagonia, Sonoita and Elgin, is one of the shiniest gems in Arizona. In a valley by the town of Patagonia are long vistas of lush, windswept upland grassland, dark, knobby forest mountains and a crinkle of slow streams. The valleys occupy a special microclimate that is amenable to wine grapes. They also harbor cowboys, artists and an amazing array of migratory birds. Just west, the old and new collide along I-19 in the Sonoran Desert, where a Cold War Titan missile rests just a short drive miles from centuries-old missions. Stargazing is top notch across Southern Arizona, where nighttime skies, free of light pollution, put on a sparkling show after the sun goes down.


TOP TIP

Bird-watchers take note, the peak migratory seasons are April and May, and late August through September.
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Wildlife in the Sonoran desert | Logan Bush/Shutterstock ©


TUBAC LUMINARIA NIGHTS

In early December the streets of Tubac light up during Luminaria Nights, a Mexican-influenced Christmas tradition. Check the town’s website (tubacaz.com) for exact dates. Tubac is a slightly sterile arts and shopping village by day, but the lights bring a little magic. It is 45 miles south of Tucson.




Mission San Xavier del Bac

HISTORIC SPANISH MISSION

The dazzling white towers of this mission rise from the desert 8 miles south of Tucson – a mesmerizing structure that brings an otherworldly glow to the scrubby landscape surrounding it. Nicknamed ‘White Dove of the Desert,’ the original mission was founded by Jesuit missionary Father Eusebio Kino in 1700, but was mostly destroyed in the Pima uprising of 1751. It is a 15-minute drive south from downtown Tucson.

Its successor was rebuilt in the late 1700s in a harmonious blend of Moorish, Byzantine and Mexican Renaissance styles. Carefully restored in the 1990s with the help of experts from the Vatican and still religiously active, it’s one of the best-preserved and most beautiful Spanish missions in the country. Due to ongoing Covid restrictions, the museum here is closed, and tours are not currently offered. The church, however, is open 9am–4pm daily. From I-19, take exit 92.
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Mission San Xavier del Bac | Thomas Barrat/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO CAMP BEYOND TUCSON

Patagonia Lake State Park

Lakeside camping with tent, RV and boat-in sites and cabins. $

Twin Peaks Campground

In Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, this is about as remote as it gets. $

Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge

Free primitive sites in a desert wetland favored by migratory birds. $


Titan Missile Museum

REVISIT THE COLD WAR

Tours at this original Titan II missile site are fascinating, but also unnerving. Here, a crew stood ready 24/7 to launch a nuclear warhead within seconds of receiving a presidential order. The Titan II was the first liquid-propelled intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) that could be fired from below ground and could reach its target – up to halfway around the world – in 30 minutes or less. The 45-minute tours descend 35ft via steps to the control room where you experience a simulated launch before seeing the actual (deactivated) 103ft-tall missile. Reservations are essential. The museum is a 30-minute, 24-mile drive south of Tucson, off I-19, exit 69.

Explore Biosphere 2

SCI-FI SETTING AND FUTURISTIC MISSION

You’ll get a glimpse of life as a ‘biospherian’ while touring the glass domes and pyramids comprising Biosphere 2, which rises like a sci-fi movie set from its perch in the foothills of the Santa Catalina Mountains. Built to be completely sealed off from Biosphere 1 (the earth), Biosphere 2 contains six ecosystems: ocean, mangrove, rainforest, savannah, desert and city. In 1991 eight biospherians were sealed inside for a two-year tour of duty, from which they emerged thinner but in fair shape. Tours take in their apartments, farm area and kitchen, the million-gallon ‘tropical ocean’ and the ‘technosphere’ that made it all possible.

Although this experiment was ostensibly a prototype for self-sustaining space colonies, the privately funded endeavor was controversial. Criticism came after the dome leaked gasses and was opened to allow a biospherian to emerge for medical treatment. The site is now a University of Arizona–run earth-science research institute. You’ll download an app and don headphones for the 75-minute self-guided tour. Biosphere 2 is near Oracle, a 45-minute, 30-mile drive north of Tucson.


KITT PEAK NATIONAL OBSERVATORY

Dark, clear desert skies are the raison d’être for the Kitt Peak National Observatory, the world’s largest collection of optical telescopes. Two radio telescopes and 22 optical telescopes sit atop a spectacular 6875ft-high mountaintop, offering stunning views across southern Arizona. Unfortunately, the Contreras Fire in July 2022 damaged the road that climbs to the observatory, and the site is closed to the public while repairs are made. Tours have been suspended. Check the website to confirm the facility has reopened before driving out there – Kitt Peak is about 1¼ hours west of Tucson.



Picacho Peak State Park

HIKING AND CIVIL WAR HISTORY

The westernmost battle of the American Civil War was fought near this distinctive peak (3374ft) in 1862: a small band of Confederate Arizona Rangers killed three Union cavalrymen. The battle is reenacted every March. The visitor center at this pretty state park acts as a jump-off point for trails onto the mountain. Spring, when the wildflowers are in bloom, is particularly appealing. By car, the park is 45 minutes northwest of Tucson.

WHERE TO TASTE WINE BEYOND TUCSON

Callaghan Vineyards

Has traditionally been one of the most highly regarded wineries in the state.

Dos Cabezas Wineworks

Rustically pretty and well-regarded family-run operation near the crossroads of Hwys 82 and 83.

Flying Leap Vineyards

Small batch wines, an inviting tasting room and a gorgeous view of distant sky islands.


PATAGONIA: BEST SPOTS FOR BIRDING

Dedicated birders flock to Patagonia for migratory birds in the mountains and riparian corridors. The Patagonia-Sonoita Creek Preserve shelters seven distinct vegetative ecosystems and more than 300 species of birds, including rarities from Mexico.

Birders should also stop by the Paton Center for Hummingbirds, which is on the way to the preserve. The famed Roadside Rest Area is in a scenic canyon 4.2 miles southwest of Patagonia. A simple-looking pullout beside Hwy 82, it also happens to be one of the most famous birding spots in the state. This is a relatively reliable place to catch the rare rose-throated becard, as well as the more common canyon wren. Careful, though, as cars may pull over to park.



An Afternoon at Arizona Hops & Vines

SIPPING WINE IN SONOITA AND ELGIN

Arizona Hops & Vines, we like you. Whimsical murals on the walls. Rolling grasslands on the horizon. And a funky outdoor space with firepits and white lights ready-made for enjoying the easy-sipping wines – and the free Cheetos. This welcoming place in Sonoita, owned by two sisters, encapsulates what’s best about the Sonoita-Elgin wine region, the first in Arizona to earn the American Viticultural Area (AVA) designation. This beautiful, sun-kissed hill country is home to about 20 wineries and a growing assortment of breweries, cideries and distilleries. Stop by the Meading Room next door for a flight of meads and ciders, and the same awesome views.

In Elgin, Flying Leap Vineyards, known for its small batch wines, inviting tasting room and gorgeous view of distant sky islands, is also a delightful place to sip vino.

Worth a Trip: Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument

UNIQUE CACTI AND DESERT SOLITUDE

Need a break from humanity? Then Organ Pipe is your answer – especially in spring when wild flowers, big, blue open skies and mild temperatures make for a pleasant setting. A giant columnar cactus, the organ pipe differs from saguaros in that its arms radiate from its base. They are prevalent in Mexico but rare north of the border. Home to 28 species of cacti and a wide variety of fauna, the park has hiking trails, scenic drives and two campgrounds. Note that summers can be insufferably hot, bringing monsoon rains between July and September. By car, the park is 145 miles southwest of Tucson via Hwy 86 and the drive takes about 2½hours.

Madera Canyon

HAVEN FOR MIGRATING BIRDS

The red scrub of the Arizona desert gives way to rolling folds of pale green woodland and river canyon country on the drive up Madera Canyon Rd, which snakes up into the Santa Rita Mountains and the Coronado National Forest. In Madera Canyon Recreation Area ($8), a large network of easy-to-difficult trails can be accessed, as well as some of the best birdwatching in the state – it’s a popular resting spot for migrating birds. There are some pretty picnic areas scattered under the trees at high elevations. Several trails can be accessed from Mt Wrightson Picnic Area. Around since the 1930s, the Santa Rita Lodge is popular with bird-watchers. Madera Canyon is about 25 miles south of Tucson. It takes about 50 minutes to get there by car.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND TUCSON

Wisdom’s Cafe

In Tumacacori, this institution has lured ’em in since 1944 with enchiladas, quesadillas and ‘fruit burros.’ $$

Gathering Grounds Cafe

The breakfast bowl comes with green chili, cheddar and two eggs atop grilled potatoes. In Patagonia. $

The Cafe

This breezy Sonoita cafe serves salads, sandwiches and burgers at lunch, with steak and pasta at dinner. $$


FOR STARGAZING FANS

As an alternative to the Nightly Observing Program at Kitt Peak National Observatory, sign up for a SkyNights Stargazing Program at the Mt Lemmon SkyCenter.



Patagonia Lake State Park

BREEZY LAKESIDE BASE CAMP

A brilliant blue blip dolloped into the mountains, 2.5-mile-long Patagonia Lake was formed by the damming of Sonoita Creek. About 7 miles southwest of Patagonia, the lake is open year-round. The air is cooler here at 3750ft above sea level and buffeted by lake and mountain breezes, making this a good spot for camping, picnicking, walking, bird-watching, fishing, boating and swimming. The park’s campground makes a fine base for exploring the region. The park is a 90-minute drive from Tucson.
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Kitt Peak National Observatory | Joseph Sohm/Shutterstock ©


BEST STARGAZING SPOTS BEYOND TUCSON

Oracle State Park

Look for the Milky Way at this certified Dark Sky Park north of the city.

Kartchner Caverns State Park

Explore the caverns by day, the cosmos at night.

Tumacácori National Historical Park

Ruins of a Spanish mission are a haunting backdrop for Starry Night events.

Catalina State Park

Pitch your tent then scan for constellations at a Star Party.

Kitt Peak National Observatory

The picnic area draws amateur astronomers, a good option if the Nightly Observing Program is full.




Getting Around

Tucson has bus and air links to Phoenix and cities outside the state, but most parts of southern Arizona require having your own wheels. Hwy 10 runs east–west from New Mexico to California.






BISBEE & TOMBSTONE
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Bisbee isn’t exactly pretty. Wedged between the steep walls of Tombstone Canyon, its roads are tight and twisty, the buildings fragile, and there’s a monstrous open-pit mine at the east end of town. But look closer. Old Bisbee, built during the city’s heady mining days, buzzes with innovative galleries, splendid restaurants and charming hotels. As for the citizens, well, you’ll soon discover a quirky joie-de-vivre that amps up the charisma.

How did nearby Tombstone come to be? In 1877, silver prospector Ed Schieffelin braved the dangers of Apache attack in the region and struck it rich. He’d been told the only rock he’d find out here would be his own tombstone, and the name stuck. Most boomtowns went bust, but Tombstone declared itself ‘Too Tough to Die.’ Tourism became the new silver, and Tombstone didn’t even have to reconstruct its past – by 1962 the entire town was a National Historic Landmark.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Epitaph Museum

SIGHTS

see 4Artemizia Foundation

2Bird Cage Theatre

see 4Bisbee Mining & Historical Museum

3OK Corral

4Queen Mine

5Tombstone Cemetery

EATING

6Bisbee Breakfast Club




TOP TIP

Many shops and restaurants in Bisbee are closed Monday through Wednesday. For the best experience, time your visit for the end of the week or the weekend.




Great Bisbee Stair Climb

DOWNTOWN RACE COURSE

Mules carried cargo up and down the hillsides surrounding Bisbee during its early years as a mining camp. During the Depression, the Works Progress Administration built 3000 concrete steps along these trails. Today, runners converge in mid-October to run the Bisbee 1000: The Great Stair Climb, a 4.5-mile course that navigates more than 1000 of these steps.
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Bisbee | Ingrid Curry/Shutterstock ©


BISBEE’S THRIVING ART SCENE

Displaying an exuberant collection of found art, the Broadway Stairs Art Gallery is a must-do distraction in Brewery Gulch. Overlooking the alley beside the Parlor (a tattoo shop), this outdoor collection of thrift store finds is a community improvement project – meaning anyone can contribute. Kenny Stewart, the magician behind the Seance Room, kickstarted the project in 2018. But if you miss the Broadway Stairs, don’t worry. Downtown is home to the Bisbee Arts & Culture District, where murals, galleries, museums and craft-minded shops are plentiful. Bisbee is also a regional hot spot for live music. For art and music events, visit discoverbisbee.com.



Copper Mining in Bisbee

MINING MUSEUM AND MINE TOUR

Bisbee built its fortune on ore discovered in the surrounding Mule Mountains. In their 19th- and 20th-century heyday, the underground and open-pit mines here coughed up copper in astounding proportions, generating more than $6 billion worth of metals. Bisbee began converting to a tourist destination as the mines fizzled in the 1970s.

You’ll don a hard hat and a safety vest during the pre-trip orientation at the Queen Mine south of downtown. In the early 20th century, this was the most productive mine in Arizona, famous for producing particularly deep-shaded turquoise rocks known as Bisbee Blue. Today, visitors ride 1500ft into the mountain on a subterranean mine train. It’s fun (unless you’re claustrophobic), informative and kid friendly.

Located in the 1897 former headquarters of the Copper Queen Consolidated Mining Company, the Bisbee Mining & Historical Museum traces the town’s past, the changing face of mining and the many uses of copper. You even get to ‘drive’ a shovel with a dipper larger than most living rooms.

WHERE TO STAY IN BISBEE & TOMBSTONE

Shady Dell

Vintage Airstreams feature mid-century decor at this retro-minded trailer park. A top choice. $

Letson Loft

Urban sophistication meets Victorian quaintness at this eight-room boutique inn in a restored 1888 building. $$

Larian Motel

Cute retro rooms named for local historical figures; close to the downtown action. $



OLD BISBEE WALKING TOUR
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From 1 Bisbee Coffee Company, where you might hear a sidewalk busker crooning ‘Here Comes the Sun,’ Main Street climbs gently uphill through the historic and artistic center of the city, eventually becoming Tombstone Canyon. Look left for the building fronted by soaring three-story arches. That’s the 2 Copper Queen Library, the first library in Arizona. Drop off postcards at the ground-floor post office, then climb to the second and third floors for the library.

Ahead, galleries and boutiques line the sidewalks. The 3 Bisbee Restoration Museum doubles as the city’s attic, displaying donated artifacts. As you walk, pop into narrow alleyways for the city’s famous steps and its wild murals. Even wilder is the world-class avant-garde art displayed at the 4 Artemizia Foundation, an international contemporary art museum (tours by appointment) showcasing the collection of Sloane Bouchever. Punk rock meets Old West at the 5 Bisbee Grand Saloon, which is anchored by a bar salvaged from Tombstone’s Pony Saloon, open in the 1880s. Live music most nights.

Cast in concrete and covered with a layer of copper, the 6 Copper Man statue (aka the Iron Man) was a New Deal project commissioned in the 1930s. It honors the city’s copper miners. Retrace your steps, then continue to the 7 Bisbee Mining & Historical Museum to explore. Turn left after the museum to reach Brewery Gulch, where thrift-store art hangs on an alley wall at the 8 Broadway Stairs Art Gallery and libations flow at ever-busy 9 St Elmos, which opened its doors in 1902. Old Bisbee Brewing Company is across the street. For more history, including stories about Bisbee’s spectral inhabitants, join the Old Bisbee Ghost Tour.




FOR ROCK HOUNDS

The new Alfie Norville Gem & Mineral Museum in Tucson shares a multi-level map of the Bisbee Copper Mine and the reproduction of a copper-mine cave studded with colorful minerals.



Artemizia Foundation

CONTEMPORARY WORKS, GRAFFITI AND STREET ART

 

Wait a minute. What’s going on here? A contemporary museum featuring works by Picasso, de Kooning, Banksy, Annie Leibovitz, Judy Chicago, Kusama and Kara Walker in the middle of downtown Bisbee? Yep, the brainchild and passion project of artist and philanthropist Sloane Bouchever, the Artemizia Foundation’s museum is home to an extraordinary collection of pieces by a global array of modern masters, which includes an equal ratio male and female artists. Visits are by a 60-minute tour ($10) only. Book ahead online.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN BISBEE

Cafe Roka

Sensuously lit grown-up spot serving innovative and satisfying American cuisine since 1992. $$

Cafe Cornucopia

The green-chili quiche is dependably delicious at this welcoming order-at-the-counter lunch spot. Delicious soups and sandwiches too. $

Bisbee Breakfast Club

Exposed brick, pressed-tin ceiling and reliably hearty and satisfying breakfasts. $

Screaming Banshee

Wood-fired pizzas served beneath punk-rock-meets-Mardi-Gras decor. $$



Lowell & the Lavender Pit

AMERICANA AND AN OPEN PIT MINE

After finishing your huevos rancheros at the Bisbee Breakfast Club, take a moment to stroll the adjacent Erie Street. Lined with vintage cars and pickup trucks, as well as storefronts from an earlier era, the street is an eerily accurate model of a mid-century downtown. A former mining community southeast of Bisbee, Lowell was mostly consumed by the adjacent Lavender Pit mine. Today, this short strip of Americana – mostly abandoned – gives a nostalgic nod to the 1950s. It is maintained by local volunteers with the Lowell Americana Project. Just north on Hwy 80, look for the not-so-truthful ‘Scenic View’ sign. It’s pointing toward the Lavender Pit, an immense stair-stepped gash in the ground that produced about 600,000 tons of copper between 1950 and 1974.

WHERE TO DRINK IN TOMBSTONE

Big Nose Kate’s Saloon

With Wild West character galore, Doc Holliday’s girlfriend’s bar is a fun place to grab a burger and a beer.

Crystal Palace Saloon

They say there are bullet holes in the ceiling and blood stains on the floor in this lively saloon, a watering hole since 1879.

Tombstone Brewing

Step inside Tombstone’s only brewery – with an outpost in North Phoenix – famed for its IPAs.

Walk the Dusty Streets of Tombstone

OK CORRAL AND OLD WEST MUSEUMS

Like death and taxes, the daily reenactment of the gunfight at the OK Corral is a sure thing. You’ll know it’s about to begin when the Earp brothers and Doc Holiday begin their silent swagger down Allen Street. The performance continues inside the corral, which is the heart of both historic and touristic Tombstone. Here you’ll see models of the gunfighters and other exhibits, including CS Fly’s photography studio and a re-created ‘crib,’ the kind of room where local prostitutes would service up to 80 men daily for as little as 25¢ each.

From here, plank sidewalks and dusty streets are portals to the Old West, with wooden storefronts and a horse-drawn stagecoach setting the scene. It’s hokey, but also fun, and it’s easy to imagine cowboys, gunslingers and miners roaming the streets.

Ahead, you’ll pass the garish Big Nose Kate’s, a saloon named for – and once owned by – Doc Holliday’s girlfriend. Turn left at 5th Street and continue to the Tombstone Epitaph Museum, which spotlights an 1880s Tombstone newspaper. According to the paper’s first editor, it was named Epitaph because that’s what every Tombstone should have. The nearby Bird Cage Theatre was a one-stop sin-o-rama, with onstage shows as well as a saloon, dance hall, gambling parlor and a home for ‘negotiable affections.’ Today, with its dusty bric-a-brac, illicit history and ghost tours, it’s ground zero for kitschy deliciousness – a place for which road trips are made.


GUNFIGHT AT THE OK CORRAL

Tombstone is the town of the infamous 1881 shoot-out at the OK Corral, when Wyatt Earp, his brothers Virgil and Morgan and their friend Doc Holliday gunned down outlaws Billy Clanton and Tom and Frank McLaury, who belonged to a loose association of rustlers and thieves called the Cowboys.

On the day of the shoot-out, they had come to Tombstone and were in apparent violation of the law requiring them to check their weapons. The ensuing gunfight only lasted about 30 seconds but so caught people’s imaginations it not only made it into the history books, but also onto the silver screen – many times. Watch the 1993 flick Tombstone, starring Kurt Russell and Val Kilmer, to get you in the mood.



Boothill Graveyard

LIFE AND DEATH IN TOMBSTONE

The epitaphs tell you everything you need to know about living – and dying – in Tombstone in the late 1800s. ‘Murdered.’ ‘Shot.’ ‘Suicide.’ These epitaphs spotlight the violence of the place, where life was hard and often short. The graves of Billy Clanton and Tom and Frank McLaury, all killed at the shoot-out at the OK Corral, are in Row 2. Some headstones are twistedly poetic: the oft-quoted epitaph for Lester Moore, a Wells Fargo agent, may be the most famous: ‘Here lies Lester Moore, Four slugs from a .44, No Les, no More.’ Jewish citizens were buried in a separate section, marked by a memorial.


Getting Around

Tombstone is 75 miles southwest of Tucson via the I-10 and Hay 80. Bisbee is another 25 miles south of Tombstone – and only about 10 miles north of the Mexican border. There is no public transportation into Tombstone or Bisbee from Tucson, and they are both best reached by car. Their downtown historic districts are easily explored by foot. The Bisbee Bus runs from Old Bisbee to suburbs in and around Bisbee (fare $1 per ride; Mon–Sat).






Beyond Bisbee & Tombstone
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The Chihuahuan Desert and Chiricahua Mountains are well-suited for road trips, filled with wild geologic formations and legends of Apache warriors.


Long, dusty highways slide past desert grasslands and steep mountain ranges in the southeastern fringes of Arizona, where the landscape played – and still plays – an important role in the story of the West. This region was the epicenter of the 25-year-long Apache Wars, which ended in 1886 with the surrender of Geronimo to US troops. Today, illegal border crossings are the hot issue, with more than 250,000 encounters between border agents and migrants in the Border Patrol’s Tucson Sector in the 2021–22 fiscal year.

The stark beauty of the region remains constant, however, from rock spires at Chiricahua National Monument to soda-straw stalactites at Kartchner Caverns State Park. The historic landscape along the trail to Fort Bowie is thought-provoking.


TOP TIP

Confirm opening times and make necessary reservations ahead of your visit to these parks and campgrounds, which are fairly remote.




APACHE CONFLICTS

For decades, US forces pushed west across the continent, killing or forcibly moving tribes of Native Americans who were in their way. The last serious conflicts were between US troops and the Apache, partly because raiding was the essential path to manhood for the tribe. US forces and settlers moving into Apache land became obvious targets for the raids that were part of the Apache way of life. This continued under the leadership of Mangas Coloradas, Cochise, Victorio and Geronimo.

Geronimo surrendered in 1886 after he was promised that he and the Apache would be imprisoned for two years, then allowed to return to their homeland. As with many promises made during those years, this one was broken.



Chiricahua National Monument

VOLCANIC ROCKS AND APACHE HISTORY

From the viewing area at Massai Point, the rhyolite rock pinnacles at this remote national monument resemble a goblin army, a vast force ready to march down the mountain and do battle for their goblin king. Up close, these formations will surprise you with their striking individuality, from their fantastical shapes to their wild balancing acts. This rugged yet whimsical wonderland, covering 12,000 acres across a desert sky island in the Chiricahua Mountains, is one of Arizona’s most unique and evocative landscapes. Rain and wind have chiseled volcanic rocks into fluted pinnacles, natural bridges, balancing boulders and soaring spires. The remoteness made Chiricahua (cheery-cow-wha) a favorite hiding place of Apache warrior Cochise and his men. Today, the same quality attracts birds and wildlife, including bobcats, bears, deer, coatis and javelinas. The park is a two-hour drive from Tucson.

Past the entrance, the paved Bonita Canyon Scenic Drive climbs 8 miles to Massai Point at 6870ft, passing several scenic pullouts and trailheads. Hiking trails range from easy, flat, 0.2-mile loops to strenuous 7-mile climbs. If you’re short on time, hike the Echo Canyon Trail at least half a mile to the Grottoes, an amazing ‘cathedral’ of giant boulders where you can lie still and enjoy the wind-caressed silence. The most striking formations cluster in the Heart of Rocks, reached via several linking trails on a 7.3-mile round-trip hike. A free hiker shuttle runs from Faraway Ranch and Bonito Campground to Echo Canyon and Massai Point trailheads (Sep–May). Reserve ahead.
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Chiricahua National Monument | AZCat/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO CAMP

Bonito Canyon Campground

Twenty-five woodsy sites with restrooms near the Chiricahua National Monument visitor center. $

Sycamore Campground

Camp beneath sycamores and oaks in this small national forest campground in the Chiricahua Mountains. $

Kartchner Caverns Campground

State park campground with 60 tent and RV sites with hookups. Cabins available too. $

Hike into the Past at Fort Bowie

HISTORIC HIKE AND FORT RUINS

Somewhere between the abandoned stagecoach stop and the sun-bleached cemetery, it hits you: this hike is a little unsettling. Why? Because the 3-mile round-trip hike to Fort Bowie (boo-ey) is the closest you’ll come to time travel in the Southwest. The fort was established in 1862 in response to raids by the Chiricahua Apache, and the interpretive trail through this lonely place passes violent skirmish sites.

As you walk, you can easily imagine Apache warriors watching your every move from hiding places on the rocky hills that flank the trail. To flip the picture, the trail loops you back to the parking lot along the ridge of one of those very hills, offering the Apache perspective of the activity below. In the 1880s and 1890s, that activity would have been pioneers and soldiers invading your turf.

The fort is in ruins, but the adjacent visitor center (8:30am-4pm) shares artifacts from the site. The location of the fort was strategic – close to the regionally important Apache Spring, which borders the trail.

The trailhead is at the parking lot on Apache Pass R and is a two-hour drive from Tucson.
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BEST PLACES FOR SOLITUDE BEYOND BISBEE & TOMBSTONE

Ramsey Canyon Preserve

A lush valley at a scenic junction of mountain ranges and deserts, this preserve, managed by the Nature Conservancy, is famous throughout the birding world as a place to spot hummingbirds. Peak viewing time is April through September.

San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area

Trails meander along a 40-mile stretch of the San Pedro River abundant with wildlife. The Fairbank Historic Townsite, 10 miles west of Tombstone along the river, is a well-preserved ghost town marked by its silence.



Kartchner Caverns State Park

FRAGILE FORMATIONS AND KUBLA KHAN

The focus is on education at this state park, a wondrous collection of spires, shields, pipes, columns, soda straws and other ethereal formations that was five million years in the making. Two tours are available, both about 90 minutes long and equally impressive. Tours often sell out, so make reservations early, online or by phone. The caverns are in Benson, about an hour southeast of Tucson by car.


Getting Around

You will need a car to explore the remote Chiricahua Mountains and desert grasslands near Bisbee and Tombstone. Chiricahua National Monument is about 70 miles from both Bisbee and Tombstone.






KINGMAN & ROUTE 66
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Delgadillo’s Snow Cap encapsulates everything cool about Route 66. There’s personal interaction – did the guy behind the counter just squirt me with fake mustard? It’s old-fashioned – why yes, I will get a malt. And it draws a diverse sampling of humanity, from a busload of bleary-eyed tourists to a pack of tough-looking biker dudes. All linked by the simple joy of a roadside ice-cream cone.

Among Route 66 aficionados, Kingman is known as the main hub of the longest uninterrupted stretch of the historic highway, running from Topock to Seligman. Among its early 20th-century buildings is the former Methodist church at 5th and Spring Streets where Clark Gable and Carole Lombard eloped in 1939. Outside interest in Kingman has kept the town vital. Inviting restaurants and fun watering holes hug Beale St downtown, and a few classic motels have been preserved on the Mother Road.
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TOP TIP

Route 66 barrels through town as Andy Devine Ave. It runs parallel to the up-and-coming Beale St. Supermarkets, gas stations and other businesses line up along northbound Stockton Hill Rd, which is also the road to take for Grand Canyon West.
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Nostalgic Stay in Kingman

HUB FOR ROUTE 66 ADVENTURES

The best attractions along Route 66 are eye-catching and enormous, and the drive-thru Route 66 sign at the Kingman Visitor Center is no exception. Park your ride beneath the sign, then ask a kind-hearted stranger to take your photo. The visitor center, tucked inside the 1907 Powerhouse, stocks the requisite free brochures, but the big draw is the engaging Route 66 Museum, which shares an informative historical overview of travel along the Mother Road. From here, it’s a short drive to Beale Street, the axis of the historic downtown. Lined with restaurants and watering holes, this wide street is a fun place to wander. After sunset, cruise Route 66 and immerse in its neon glory. The next morning, breakfast is served with a side of kitsch at Mr D’z Route 66 Diner, a roadside vision in turquoise and 1950s nostalgia. The Brews and Brats Octoberfest in October, with grilled bratwurst, sauerkraut, German pretzels and craft beer, supports the Kingman Route 66 Rotary Club.


ROUTE 66, UNINTERRUPTED

North of Kingman, Route 66 arcs north away from the I-40 for 115 dusty miles through the high desert. It merges with I-40 near Seligman then reappears briefly as Main Street in Williams. Cell service is unreliable and gas stations are rare, so make sure you have a spare tire and enough fuel. The road is not heavily travelled, and you’ll likely find that your car is the only vehicle on the road for miles at a time. The total distance to Williams is 130 miles.



WHERE TO DRINK IN KINGMAN

Diana’s Cellar Door

This downtown wine bar serves more than 120 wines and dozens of beers, with live music and trivia nights.

Rickety Cricket

Creative beer selections – we’re looking at you HopTart – plus pizza, wings and mac and cheese.

Liquid Bistro & Coffee Shop

Mid-century cool, but no kitsch, at this low-key coffee shop in distinctive turquoise-and-white digs.


Route 66: Peach Springs to Ash Fork

SPOOKY CAVERNS AND PRANKS IN SELIGMAN

After a rainy spell, you might see wildflowers in bloom as you roll east from Peach Springs through scrub-dotted hills. Nine miles from Peach Springs, a plaster dinosaur marks your arrival at Grand Canyon Caverns. An elevator here drops 21 stories into limestone caverns and the skeletal remains of a prehistoric ground sloth. The on-site restaurant is nice but the coolest option is lunch in the depths of the cavern! The complex also has a campground and a motel.

Look out for red-and-white Burma Shave signs on the 23 miles of road slicing through the rolling hills to Seligman, the inspiration for Radiator Springs in Pixar’s Cars. This roadside village embraces its Route 66 heritage with verve thanks to the Delgadillo brothers, who for decades were the historic road’s biggest boosters. Angel Delgadillo retired from Angel’s Barbershop in 2022 at age 95 – but his barber’s chair is still there. Poke around the old barbershop, which doubles as a museum, for souvenirs. Angel’s madcap brother Juan, who died in 2004, ruled prankishly supreme over the nearby Delgadillo’s Snow Cap – a Route 66 institution still serving burgers and ice cream. Beware the fake mustard bottle! For a full-service meal, try the German and American dishes at Westside Lilo’s Cafe.

From Seligman, exit onto I-40 or continue on Route 66 for another 17 miles to the I-40 exit at Ash Fork. One of the last sets of Burma Shave signs reads: Passing cars/When you can’t see/May get you a glimpse/Of eternity.


KEEPING CLASSY IN OATMAN

There’s a dusty, crusty charm to Oatman, framed by dry, rugged hills about 30 miles southwest of Kingman via Route 66. Named for Olive Oatman, a westward pioneer captured by Indians and eventually released in the area, this ramshackle hillside town had a brief heyday in the wake of a 1915 gold strike.

Since the ore ran dry in 1942, it has reinvented itself as an unapologetic Wild West tourist trap, complete with staged gunfights 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. You can buy hay squares in town to feed them. The town is also known for its July 4 sidewalk egg fry – watch ’em sizzle!




HUALAPAI RESERVATION & GRAND CANYON WEST

In Peach Springs, stop by the Hualapai Office of Tourism at the Hualapai Lodge for information about one-day rafting trips on the Grand Canyon with Hualapai River Runners and to learn more about Grand Canyon West. Diamond Creek restaurant adjoins the lodge.




Getting Around

At the junction of I-40, Hwy 93 and Route 66, Kingman is a travel hub thick with gas stations, hotels and motels, and fast food restaurants. Amtrak’s Southwest Chief stops in Kingman daily, in both directions, on its run between Los Angeles and Chicago. The station is on Route 66 about a half mile from the Kingman Visitor Center. There’s a waiting room, but it’s not a full station, so buy your ticket ahead of time.






Beyond Kingman & Route 66
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Powering south from the Hoover Dam between California and western Arizona, the Colorado River is a sunny hub for watersports and wildlife watching.


For years Lake Havasu City had two claims to fame: London Bridge and college spring-break crowds. And while these two icons still draw crowds, residents here are living their best lives while doing a lot of other stuff: sampling suds at local breweries, scuba diving for lost treasures, fishing for bass, cliff jumping into rock-lined coves and even hitting the world-class Tinnell Skatepark. And trust us, don’t even get a local started about their awesome hot-air-balloon festival.

From Lake Havasu, drive 35 miles south to the Parker Strip. Anchored by the river-hugging town of Parker, it’s a convenient place to explore the region’s unique riparian parks and preserves. The town hosts the massive Parker Tube Float every June.


TOP TIP

London Bridge Historic Walking Tour departs from the visitor information center in the English Village beside the bridge. Guided and self-guided options available.
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Hot air balloons over London Bridge | Angel McNall Photography/Shutterstock ©


ALES & TRAILS

Craft breweries and hiking trails are emerging as top draws in Lake Havasu, confirming that the lake isn’t the only place for fantastic outdoor fun. The city is home to five breweries and a slew of good hiking trails. Its new Ales & Trails Passport campaign is drawing attention to both: download the mobile passport, check in at a trail, get your passport ‘stamped’ at one of the breweries or taprooms, then sip your way to drink discounts and a mug. Trail descriptions can be found in the electronic passport.




London Bridge Isn’t Falling Down

HISTORIC BRIDGE AND LAKEFRONT BEACH

You know the nursery rhyme about London Bridge – that bridge in London? Well, it isn’t in London anymore. In the 1960s developer Robert McCulloch needed a gimmick to drum up attention for the planned community of Lake Havasu City. London Bridge came up for sale, and he snapped it up for $2.46 million. It was broken into 10,276 slabs and reassembled in the Arizona desert. The first car rolled across in 1971. It remains a vital part of the community. After the death of Queen Elizabeth II in 2022, it was illuminated in a royal purple. Lake Havasu City is a one-hour drive south from Kingman.

London Bridge Beach, a sandy strip against Bridgewater Channel, has eucalyptus and palm trees, playgrounds, ramadas and a fenced dog park. It also offers a pretty, palm-framed view of the lake and distant peaks.

Lake Havasu Watersports

SKI, PADDLE AND DIVE

Formed in 1938 by the construction of Parker Dam, the 19,000-acre lake is a recreational hub along the border of Arizona and California. You can ride the Havasu Landing Ferry, take a boat tour, ride a jet ski, paddle a kayak and helm your own boat. An easy place to start is Bridgewater Channel, a no-wake waterway flanking London Bridge. Scuba divers here look for sunken boats and scan for treasures – jewelry, sunglasses, cameras – accidentally dropped in the lake, while daredevils cliff-jump into the lake at Copper Canyon. Just be aware that the higher the launchpad, the higher the likelihood of injury. For pontoon boat rentals, try Havasu Adventure Company, which will launch and retrieve their boats. Nautical Watersports Center rents paddleboards, kayaks and jet skis right on the beach. Check out a full list of rental companies at golakehavasu.com/water-based. Lake Havasu is an hour south of Kingman by car.

Float Above the Lake

BALLOON RIDES AND NIGHT GLOWS

Colorful hot air balloons soar skyward over Lake Havasu during the morning mass ascensions at the Lake Havasu Balloon Festival and Fair in January. Held at Windsor Beach at Lake Havasu State Park, this annual party kicks off with tethered balloon rides and continues for four days, drawing crowds with morning and evening mass ascensions, night glows, untethered rides, live music and food vendors. More than 70 balloons participate. A festival highlight is the ‘Splash & Dash’ – when a balloon dips its basket into the water before lifting off to float high above the city.

WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER IN LAKE HAVASU CITY

College Street Brewhouse & Pub

Try the flagship Big Blue Van, infused with blueberry and vanilla. Great food too.

Barley Brothers

Overlooking London Bridge, this busy gastropub opened in 1997. Six taps plus wood-fired pizzas.

Mudshark Brewery & Public House

Solar-powered since 2011, this lakeside spot serves year-round brews, seasonals and pizzas.

Parker Dam & the Colorado River

JET SKIS AND A RIVER WALK

There’s a juxtaposition of beauty and adrenaline at Buckskin Mountain State Park, which is tucked along a mountain-flanked bend in the Colorado River about 40 miles south of Lake Havasu City. The view of the sparkling blue surface of the river nourishes the soul but the whine of jet skis and the roar of motorboats are a blast of fuel-powered modernity that looks downright fun. It’s disconcerting, but also representative of this man-made dam-and-lake region. Campers who want to be close to the river can opt for a covered waterside cabana at the park campground.

You can soak up more tranquil river views from the interpretive trail at the Bill Williams National Wildlife Refuge, where the Bill Williams River meets Lake Havasu. The refuge helps protect the unique transition zone between the Mojave and Sonoran Desert ecosystems.

Feeling brave? Drive your car over the narrow Parker Dam, the world’s deepest dam. It created Lake Havasu in 1938.

The state park, wildlife refuge and the dam are all about a 90-minute drive from Kingman.
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GREEN WATERS OF EMERALD COVE

The Colorado River sparkles an immersive and striking shade of green at Emerald Cove south of the Hoover Dam – but its luminous glow can only be seen by paddlers with a sense of adventure and the time for a half-day trip. The eye-catching emerald sheen typically occurs on sunny days in the afternoon, when the angle of the sunlight hits the sediment that covers the walls of Black Canyon beneath the surface of the Colorado River.

The cove is located downriver from the Hoover Dam. Reaching it requires an easy-to-moderate 2-mile paddle upstream from Willow Beach, about an hour drive northwest of Kingman via Hwy 93. Rent a kayak at the Willow Beach Marina for a self-guided trip or join a guided tour with a regional outfitter.




Getting Around

Parker is about 100 miles south of Kingman via I-40 and Hwy 95. It is best reached by car.






PETRIFIED FOREST NATIONAL PARK & ROUTE 66
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Driving into Petrified Forest National Park from its south entrance feels like a journey into the land that time forgot. Sunbaked trails. Crimson badlands. Ancient petroglyphs. Tufts of scrubby grass blowing on a desolate plain. And swaths of gigantic logs so old they’ve morphed into crystallized rocks. The only thing missing is the T. rex.

Eastern Arizona, which sprawls across the Colorado Plateau and its windswept High Desert, feels timeless. The most dominant feature on the landscape is the Burlington Northern–Santa Fe Railroad freights that run alongside the I-40. But the landscape holds treasures. Ancient artifacts and structures within the sacred Hopi ancestral homeland just north are protected at Homolovi State Park, while the historic Route 66 follows the interstate, splitting off on occasion to dip into small towns and swing past a few very memorable sights – we’re looking at you, Meteor Crater!
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Petrified Forest National Park

SIGHTS

2Blue Mesa

3Kachina Point

4Meteor Crater

5Newspaper Rock

6Puerco Pueblo

7Standin’ on the Corner Park




TOP TIP

At Petrified Forest National Park, start at the more interesting south entrance, which has the highest concentration of petrified wood.




Scenic Drive: Petrified Forest National Park

CRYSTALLIZED LOGS, PETROGLYPHS AND BADLANDS

The 28-mile scenic drive through the park has more than a dozen pullouts with interpretive signs and short trails. Several trails near the southern entrance provide the best access for close-ups of the petrified logs: the 1.6-mile Long Logs Trail, the 0.4-mile Giant Logs Trail (with the park’s largest log behind the Rainbow Forest Museum), the 0.75-mile Crystal Forest Loop, and the Jasper Forest lookout.

A highlight in the center section is a 3-mile loop drive to Blue Mesa, where you’ll be treated to 360-degree views of spectacular badlands, log falls and logs balancing atop hills with the leathery texture of elephant skin. The 0.9-mile Blue Mesa Trail leads scenically into the badlands. Nearby, at the bottom of a ravine, hundreds of petroglyphs are splashed across Newspaper Rock like some prehistoric bulletin board. You’ll find more petroglyphs and Ancestral Puebloan ruins at Puerco Pueblo .

North of the I-40 lies a Route 66 interpretive marker and an especially brilliant section of the Painted Desert. Nature puts on a kaleidoscopic show here at sunset: the most mesmerizing views are from Kachina Point behind the historic Painted Desert Inn. Kachina Point is also the trailhead for wilderness camping and hiking. The Painted Desert is a beautiful place to camp. A free permit is required. Pick one up at the Painted Desert Visitor Center at the north entrance before 4:30pm.

Videos describing how the logs were fossilized run regularly at the Painted Desert Visitor Center and at the Rainbow Forest Museum near the south entrance. Both visitor centers have park exhibits, maps and gift shops.


PETRIFIED FOREST NATIONAL PARK: GETTING STARTED

Straddling the I-40, the park has an entrance at exit 311 off I-40 in the north, and another off Hwy 180 in the south. A 28-mile, paved scenic road links the two. Note, however, that the south entrance has the highest concentration of petrified wood and is the most interesting part of this park. This means you can’t simply pull over for a quick look if you’re traveling along I-40.

Admission is $25 per vehicle, $20 per motorcycle and $15 for those entering by bicycle or on foot.



Standing on the Corner in Winslow

EAGLES TRIBUTE AND A DELICIOUS MEAL

Thanks to the lyrics of the Eagles’ catchy ’70s tune ‘Take It Easy,’ tiny Winslow is now a road-trip hot spot. In the small Standin’ on the Corner Park on Route 66 you can pose with a life-size bronze statue of a hitchhiker backed by a charmingly hokey trompe l’oeil mural of that famous girl – my Lord! – in the song’s famous flatbed Ford. Above, a painted eagle keeps an eye on the action.

After you snap your photo, head to the La Posada hotel. An impressively restored 1929 hacienda designed by star architect du jour Mary Colter, this was the last great railroad hotel built for the Fred Harvey Company along the Santa Fe Railroad. Elaborate tilework, glass-and-tin chandeliers, Navajo rugs, eye-catching artworks and other details accentuate its Western-style elegance. They all go surprisingly well with the splashy canvases of Tina Mion, one of the three preservation-minded artists who bought the rundown place in 1997. Rooms are named for illustrious former guests including Albert Einstein, Gary Cooper and Diane Keaton. At the acclaimed Turquoise Room, the hotel’s in-house restaurant, the innovative and consistently delicious dishes have a neo-Southwestern flair. Even if you’re not staying at the hotel, stop by for an assuredly delicious meal. Amtrak’s Southwest Chief also stops at the hotel.

For information and historic exhibits, stop by the visitor center, which is tucked inside the renovated Lorenzo Hubbell Trading Post five blocks west of Standin’ on the Corner Park.
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WHERE TO SLEEP IN EASTERN ARIZONA

Homolovi State Park Campground

Electricity, water and showers near the Homolovi ruins. Reserve online or by phone. $

Wigwam Motel

Each room at this 1937 motel on Route 66 in Holbrook is a self-contained concrete tipi. $

La Posada

An impressively restored 1930s hacienda in Winslow with period-styled rooms named for illustrious former guests. $$


WHAT IS A PETRIFIED LOG?

The Painted Desert at Petrified Forest National Park is strewn with fossilized logs predating the dinosaurs. The ‘trees’ are fragmented, fossilized 225-million-year-old logs scattered over a vast area of semidesert grassland. Many are huge – up to 6ft in diameter – and at least one spans a ravine to form a natural bridge. The trees arrived via major floods, only to be buried beneath silica-rich volcanic ash before they could decompose. Groundwater dissolved the silica, carried it through the logs and crystallized it into solid, sparkly quartz mashed up with iron, carbon, manganese and other minerals. Uplift and erosion eventually exposed the logs.



WHERE TO HIKE IN EASTERN ARIZONA

Blue Mesa Trail

One-mile loop passes the badland hills and petrified wood in Petrified Forest National Park.

Long Logs Loop

Ribbons through a large collection of petrified logs in the national park. Wheelchair-accessible the first half mile.

Homolovi II Trail

Paved 0.5-mile trail to a 14th-century pueblo in Homolovi State Park.


Peer into Meteor Crater

IMPACT SITE AND ROUTE 66 ATTRACTION

Be careful. While peering into the massive hole in the ground off the I-40 at exit 223, you might start thinking about the meaning of it all. What is the likelihood of another hit? What was the point of Don’t Look Up? Maybe I should take that trip to Bali. Nearly a mile across and 600ft deep, the crater was formed by a fiery meteor that screamed into the atmosphere about 50,000 years ago, when giant sloths lived in these parts. Lookout points dot the crater’s edge (but no hiking to the bottom) and the visitor center is fun and informative. The crater is 40 miles east of Flagstaff.

Route 66: Williams to Holbrook

MOTOR COURTS, A METEOR AND A FLATBED FORD

Williams isn’t in eastern Arizona, but it deserves a shout-out as the last Route 66 town bypassed by the I-40, which was completed in 1984. Fortunately for road-trippers, downtown Williams looks much as it did in the Mother Road’s 1940s heyday, with small shops, restaurants, bars and motor courts lining the route. From here, Route 66 reconnects and overlaps with the I-40 across much of eastern Arizona, with independent stretches making several noteworthy appearances.

In Flagstaff, a cultured college town with an Old West heart, pull into the visitor center at the Historic Flagstaff Depot for a self-guided audio walking tour of Mother Road–related sights. East of the downtown you’ll pass the Museum Club, a cabin-like roadhouse known for its live music and taxidermy. The next must-see is Meteor Crater, where an enormous meteorite slammed into the Earth 50,000 years ago.

In the ‘Take it Easy’ town of Winslow, a statue and a mural commemorate the famous Eagles song. Just north, short hikes lead to petroglyphs and partly excavated Hopi and Ancestral Puebloan sites at Homolovi State Park. A rusty antique car and interpretive signage mark the location of an abandoned section of Route 66 in Petrified Forest National Park, also home to an extensive collection of fossilized, 225-million-year-old logs. Finish Arizona in kitschy style with a snooze in a concrete tipi at the Wigwam Motel in Holbrook.
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HOMOLOVI STATE PARK

A grasslands park beside the Little Colorado River, Homolovi protects artifacts and structures within the sacred Hopi homeland. Short hikes lead to petroglyphs and partly excavated ancient Native American sites. The trail to the Homolovi II ruins is paved and wheelchair accessible. Before the area was converted into a park in 1993, bold thieves used backhoes to remove artifacts.

There’s a campground with electric hookups, water and showers near the ruins. The park is three miles northeast of Winslow via Hwy 87.




Getting Around

The I-40 runs east from central Arizona to Winslow, Holbrook and eventually New Mexico, while Hwys 87, 160, 191 and 264 crisscross the vast Navajo Nation (and the smaller Hopi Nation it enfolds) to the north. You’ll generally need your own wheels, although Amtrak links Flagstaff with Winslow – at the La Posada Hotel – on the Southwest Chief route.







NEW MEXICO

[image: ]

WONDERFULLY WEIRD

Spice things up with a trip to the Land of Enchantment, where painters, mud-brick houses and UFO sightings combine to make one quirky state.
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Let’s put it out there: New Mexico might be the US’s weirdest state. Psychedelic sunsets cast shadows over otherwordly desert landscapes studded with humungous hoodoos and maroon mesas while bubbling hot springs and cave cities lurk beneath. The US’s fifth largest state with the 16th smallest population, New Mexico is home to the most famous alleged UFO sighting, haunted hotels, chile-smothered delicacies and irresistible adobe houses. It’s no wonder so many artists have been drawn here.

Traveling in New Mexico is a journey through time and space. It’s home to 1000-year-old indigenous dwellings and some of the longest continuously inhabited communities in the US. It’s where the atomic bomb was first dropped and the Space Race began. It’s where Smokey the Bear was born and Wild West outlaw Billy the Kid got his reputation. Open the fridge door at Meow Wolf and enter a multiverse.

New Mexico doesn’t have a single standout city or site – Santa Fe, Taos, Albuquerque and its three national parks all top the list. The best way to visit is with a road trip along scenic drives like Route 66, where neon signs and dry shrubs transform into timber forests and you can wander alone through ghost towns and petroglyphs. Plan your trip to New Mexico sooner rather than later because who knows how long this so-called Land of Enchantment will hold onto its wonderful weirdness.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ALBUQUERQUE

An underrated big city.

SANTA FE

Artists, museums, shopping and mountains.

TAOS

Artists and ski bums.

FOUR CORNERS

Indigenous culture and otherworldly rocks.

ROSWELL

UFOs and Carlsbad Caverns.

LAS CRUCES

Border city near White Sands.




Find Your Way

New Mexico is a big state with few people. We picked six destinations across New Mexico that are both worth visiting and great bases for road trips to the surrounding wilderness.
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Plan Your Time

It can take time to explore the ‘land of mañana,’ if not only because most sites close before 4pm. Shorter trips will center on Santa Fe, Albuquerque and their surroundings.
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A Perfect Day in Santa Fe

• Make like a trail merchant or a 20th-century artist and beeline for Santa Fe. It’s like one big museum with all the adobe architecture. Have a breakfast burrito at Tia Sophia’s before checking out artwork from New Mexico’s beloved adopted daughter at the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum. See the miraculous staircase at the Loretto Chapel and the cutting-edge pieces at the IAIA Museum of Contemporary Native Arts before hitting the shops. Need a snack? Have a Frito pie at Five & Dime General Store, then crawl into another universe at Meow Wolf. Finish the day with a sumptuous dinner at Sazón and then a nightcap at Tonic.




3 Days Through the Heart of New Mexico

• Spend the day in Albuquerque exploring Old Town, learning about Indigenous history at the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center and riding the Sandia Peak Tramway before having a cocktail behind the fridge at Founders Speakeasy. The next morning, grab bizcochitos from Golden Crown Panaderia and drive east on old Route 66, up the Turquoise Trail to Madrid for lunch at The Hollar. Spend the rest of the day in Santa Fe and don’t you dare skip Meow Wolf. The next morning, take the High Road to Taos and visit the artsy community before getting blissfully lost in its surrounding forest.




If You Have More Time

• Drive south from Albuquerque and check in to bird city at Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge before continuing south to the hippie hot springs at Truth or Consequences. Continue south to Hatch for a green chile burger and to Mesilla (part of Las Cruces) to tour its cute adobe houses. From there, head east to White Sands National Park and slide down the crystal-colored sand on a sled before driving east over the Lincoln National Forest to Carlsbad Caverns National Park. Next, head north to hang out with the little green men at Roswell before returning to Albuquerque.



Seasonal Highlights

Autumn is the best time to visit New Mexico due to harvest festivals and neon yellow aspens, but there’s something to do any month of the year.

JANUARY

Tackle the steep runs at Taos Ski Valley or have a cozy winter retreat at another ski town like Red River or Ruidoso.
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JUNE

Warmer temperatures in northern New Mexico are perfect for wildflower-laden hikes and rafting around Taos.
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JULY

Get the scoop on little green men at Roswell’s UFO Festival and play with clay at Silver City’s Clay Festival.
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SEPTEMBER

Burn your glooms at the foot of Zozobra at Santa Fe Fiesta and feast on chiles at Hatch Chile Fest.
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OCTOBER

Neon aspen leaves, mild temperatures and so many festivals, including Albuquerque’s Balloon Fiesta.
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NOVEMBER

Celebrate Día de los Muertos at the start of the month before welcoming the sandhill cranes at Festival of the Cranes in Bosque del Apache.
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DECEMBER

New Mexico goes all out for shopping season and at Christmas Eve Farolito Walk in Santa Fe, when hundreds light small paper lanterns.
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ALBUQUERQUE
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Defined by marvelous sunrises over mountain peaks, New Mexico’s largest city is often skipped by travelers on their way to Santa Fe – Walter White from Breaking Bad didn’t exactly boost the city’s rep. But Burqueños will tell you that something exciting is happening here, and unlike the city’s prized Balloon Fiesta, they aren’t full of hot air. With just half a million people, Albuquerque has an everybody-knows-everybody vibe with the amenities of a big city, plus ideal weather: 310 days of sun and four mild seasons. Around every corner is a revamped adobe building (that’s probably haunted), a hip cafe or brewery with an art gallery, or a burrito joint exuding red and green chile. And within 10 minutes you can be in the mountains, hiking past petroglyphs or riding the world’s second-longest aerial tramway. It’s probably too soon to call Albuquerque America’s next hip city – it remains surprisingly affordable – but it could be very soon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Indian Pueblo Cultural Center

SIGHTS

2Albuquerque Museum

3Big Jim Farms

4Casa Rondeña

5DH Lescombes Winery & Bistro

6Explora Science Center

7Los Poblanos

8Los Ranchos

9National Hispanic Cultural Center

10New Mexico Museum of Natural History & Science

11Old Town

12Petroglyph National Monument

13Rio Grande Nature Center State Park

14Sheehan Winery

EATING

15El Paisa Taqueria

16Indian Pueblo Kitchen

SHOPPING

17Breaking Bad Store ABQ




TOP TIP

Much of the city’s main sites are on or near Central Ave, which is formerly Rte 66. Central passes west from the foot of the Sandia Mountains through Nob Hill, the University of New Mexico, downtown and Old Town, before crossing the Rio Grande.




SKY HIGH

While Albuquerque might be flat, it’s one of the tallest US cities at 5000ft above sea level. Remember the elevation and take time to acclimatize before any strenuous activities – even just walking around. Watch for signs of altitude sickness (symptoms include headaches, dizziness and shortness of breath). And go easy on the booze, as the increased elevation can hit hard and without warning.



World’s Largest Balloon Festival

ONE FOR THE BUCKET LIST

What started at a shopping mall in 1972 has ballooned, quite literally, into one of America’s largest festivals attracting nearly one million people to Balloon Fiesta Park on the northern edge of Albuquerque city limits for nine days every first week of October. Standing beneath so many balloons is a surreal experience; the 2022 fest reported a record 648.

You arrive at the grounds before sunrise and are ushered into parking lots (shuttles can get you to the grounds and an app tracks where you parked). Then you’re greeted by dozens of vendors offering everything from loaded ribbon fries to hot coffee (La Luz is the tastiest) and, of course, breakfast burritos. At dawn, referees in striped uniforms clear the hordes as balloons are laid out flat before being launched one by one. There are your typical (yet still attractive) multi-colored balloons, but also wild shapes like a macaw with a peg leg and Smokey the Bear, the pride of New Mexico. Besides sunrise flights, events throughout the day include drone shows, chainsaw exhibitions, a sunset flight and fireworks.


Riding in a balloon is typically reserved for local crews, though Rainbow Ryders offers a handful of visitor spots. You’ll have a better chance of booking sunrise flights throughout the year.

Balloon Fiesta Park is also home to the Anderson-Abruzzo Albuquerque International Balloon Museum, which details the history of hot-air balloon flights dating back to 1783 with interactive exhibits and games for kids.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ALBUQUERQUE

Sandia Peak

Basic Route 66 Motel rebuilt in 2000 with decent, affordable rooms. $

Monterey Motel

Revived Route 66 motel close to Old Town with Tempur-Pedic mattresses, color-changing pool and a bar. $

Hotel Parq Central

Haunted former children’s psych hospital in a striking building and views from the rooftop lounge. $$


WHY I LOVE ALBUQUERQUE
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Joel Balsam, Lonely Planet writer

How many cities in America have progressive people and mild year-round weather, yet are still affordable? Albuquerque might stand alone. I didn’t expect to love Albuquerque as much as I did when I first visited, but I couldn’t resist its haunted hotels, chile-in-everything devotion, funky bars (one is behind a freezer door!) and welcoming citizens who are understandably conflicted about sharing their excitement for their city (Texans and Californians might be listening). Like its balloons, Albuquerque is taking off (no, I will not stop the balloon references!) and I can’t wait to see what this underdog’s future has in store.



Wander the Haunted Old Town

LOOK OUT FOR GHOSTS

Once a homeland for the Tiwa people starting around 1250, Alburquerque (yes, it originally had an extra ‘r’ after the Spanish town) was overtaken by Spain in the 1680 Pueblo Revolt, and in 1706, 15 Spanish families settled here in the Old Town. The neighborhood’s plaza and San Felipe de Neri Church (look out for the Virgin de Guadalupe carved inside a tree trunk outside the church) were the hub of daily life and a major rest stop for those passing through – outlaw Billy the Kid allegedly frequented a brothel or two. But in 1880, the railroad arrived downtown and Old Town was no longer Albuquerque’s hub. The plaza graciously remained, though as a touristy area lined with tchotchke souvenir shops, street vendors and weekly drive-bys from bikers and vintage car owners revving their engines. Those all remain, but Old Town is starting to evolve, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, with quality shops promoting New Mexican artisans hoping to revamp the historic core. Check out precious items at shops like Luna & Luz, taste chile wine at Noisy Water Winery and have lunch at Church Street Cafe.

Old Town is even better at night when the ghosts come out. There have been sightings of a red-headed woman on the balcony above the Covered Wagon gift shop, and a woman in a wedding dress on the stairs of an empty storefront on the east side of the plaza. And couples, beware of the hatchet-wielding lady – she’s a jealous one. To learn all about Old Town’s haunted history, book a tour with #AbqTours located in a square atop a church burial ground (of course). The nightly lantern-lit walking tours will take you to the top haunted sites and down back alleys. Guides are animated and the recordings of ghost sounds are bound to give you the willies. Public ghost tours are also a great way to learn about Old Town’s history in general.
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WHERE TO STAY IN ALBUQUERQUE

Painted Lady

Former 19th-century brothel transformed into a bed and brew (beer) and backyard trolley taproom. $$

Hotel Chaco

Modern Pueblo-style boutique hotel beautifully decorated with precious art and a great rooftop bar. $$$

Hotel Albuquerque

Andalucian-themed hotel first built in the 1970s, with weekend Flamenco shows. $$$


I LIVE HERE: WHAT IS A PUEBLO?
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Jon Ghahate, Museum Cultural Educator at the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center, explains the word ‘Pueblo’ and its implications. @indianpueblo

‘Pueblo’ is a term that was utilized by the Spanish to describe the Indigenous sedentary agrarian communities they encountered during the 16th century who were living along what we now refer to as the Rio Grande. Despite Spanish colonial feudal rule for more than two centuries, today’s Pueblo communities sustain their cultures through their ceremonies, history and, most importantly, their distinct languages.

Other neighboring Indigenous groups, such as the Navajo and Apache, aren’t considered Pueblo peoples as they were still somewhat seasonally migratory at the time.



Learn About Pueblo Culture

A CRASH COURSE

North of the I-40 on 12th St was the site of one of America’s first ‘Indian’ schools, where Indigenous children were forcibly assimilated and punished for speaking their language or practicing their culture. The land has since been reclaimed by 19 of New Mexico’s Pueblo tribes and transformed into the fascinating Indian Pueblo Cultural Center. Learn about the knowledge of agriculture and the stars that allowed thousands of Indigenous groups to thrive in the Southwest through artifacts, interactive videos and exhibits. The building itself is particularly striking, as it’s shaped in a ‘D,’ as in many Pueblos, to promote community cooperation. Guided tours are offered at noon on Thursdays and Fridays and dance performances are hosted on weekends or daily throughout the Balloon Fiesta.

The center is also home to one of Albuquerque’s best places to try New Mexican cuisine, Indian Pueblo Kitchen, which does frybread tacos and red or green chile-smothered enchiladas alongside the Three Sisters (corn, beans and squash).


At the end of April, Albuquerque hosts North America’s biggest powwow, Gathering of Nations, which attracts over 500 tribes from across the Americas and beyond. All are welcome.

BEST NON-NEW MEXICAN FOOD IN ALBUQUERQUE

Dog House Drive-in

Institution doing foot-long chile cheese dogs, grilled cheese and fries delivered to your vehicle. $

Sawmill Market

Modern food court with everything from churros to Vietnamese noodle bowls, craft beer and cocktails. $$

Antiquity Restaurant

Classy steakhouse with bowtie-wearing servers and vintage, cubby-like seating. $$$


BEST NEW MEXICAN FOOD IN ALBUQUERQUE

Duran’s Pharmacy

A former soda counter in the back of a 1942 pharmacy doing freshly rolled tortillas and great chile. $

Los Compadres

Route 66 spot with a huge menu (and lineup) and classics like saucy carne adovada. $

Cocina Azul

Try the combo plate: tamale, fried chile relleno, enchiladas and the house-specialty brisket. $

Sadie’s

Gigantic portions. Seriously, do not tackle the large nachos on your own. $

Frontier

University mainstay since 1971 doing burritos, burgers, posole, chile stew and cinnamon buns. $



Taste New Mexican Food

CHILE LAND USA

The food you’ll see everywhere in New Mexico is not the same as what you’ll find south of the border or even in Texas. It has its own distinct flavors, influenced by Pueblo and other Indigenous groups, Spain, Mexico and Hispanic or Mexican Americans.

The dominant ingredient in New Mexican food is chile (spelled like the country, not the meat stew), a spicy bell pepper infused into everything from chocolate to wine, though you’ll find it most often as a sauce. Red or green? That’s a question you’ll often hear in New Mexico, prompting you to choose your type of chile sauce. Green chiles ripen first and tend to be spicier. Undecided? Ask for Christmas, which means half and half. Vegetarians beware that chile sauces are usually made with pork.

In terms of popular dishes, try enchiladas – one or several rolled corn tortillas, sometimes fried, stuffed with beans and meat and smothered in chile sauce, then sprinkled with grated cheese. Breakfast burritos are iconic, too. They’re large flour tortillas stuffed with eggs, potatoes, bacon, ham or sausage and with chile sauce either inside and/or on top. Sopaipillas are packets of fried dough that can be served stuffed with meat, veggies and cheese or as a side with honey to drizzle on top. Carne adovada is chunks of marinated pork in chile sauce. You’ll also find green chile burgers, chile stew and posole, a soup made from hominy.

After you’ve sampled enough New Mexican food, try the Mexican food at El Paisa Taqueria and compare the difference.


VISIT A PUEBLO

Seeing a Pueblo is the best way to learn about New Mexico’s Pueblo culture (and to shop). Acoma, a Pueblo on top of a mesa, and Zuni, which is known for its impressive fidgets, are within a few hours west.



Museum Crawl

ADVENTURE THROUGH TIME

Many of New Mexico’s best museums are within walking distance of Old Town. Albuquerque Museum has the unenviable task of trying to make sense of this complicated city’s history, but it takes a good stab at it with a diverse range of paintings and portraits, war memorabilia, photography and the story behind New Mexican inventions like Altair, the first commercially successful personal computer.


The New Mexico Museum of Natural History is a spirited museum that details millions of years of geological and dinosaur history, from volcanoes to dinosaurs to today’s challenges with climate change. Watch paleontologists dust off recently discovered fossils, walk through a recreated volcano or wink at the moving Bistahieversor in the center (its skull fossil is elsewhere in the museum). IMAX-style documentaries at the Dynathestee and shows at the Planetarium cost extra.

‘Touch everything, look at everything’ is the motto at Explora Science Center . Largely dedicated to kids and teens – though it’s fun for adults, too – this interactive museum shows how gravity, gears, sound, light and, yes, hot-air balloons work with DIY experiments.

The National Hispanic Cultural Center has a wonderful display of folk art, and temporary exhibits from across the Spanish-speaking world and hosts concerts as well. Don’t miss the intricate fresco in the dome of the Torreón painted by New Mexico’s Frederico Vigil.

A New Mexico Culture Pass ($30) gets you into the Hispanic and Natural History museums and other sites around the state. Purchase one at either state museum.


You can also find a very different sort of nature museum in Albuquerque. Hiding in an Old Town shop is probably the world’s only International Rattlesnake Museum. The small museum is filled with rattlesnake rescues, venomous spiders and every kind of snake paraphernalia you can imagine, from posters to drinks to statues. Owner Bob Myers, a former Florida educator who said ‘teaching was dangerous so I decided to get into rattlesnakes,’ opened the museum in 1990, and is a wealth of knowledge and stories. Ask him about his trip to the hospital thanks to a wild black widow spider.
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WHERE TO EAT VEGETARIAN FOOD IN ALBUQUERQUE

Slate Street Cafe

Downtown brunch cafe on a quiet street with good vegetarian options. $

Annapurna’s

Local chain serving Indian and health food including curries, sandwiches and flavorful teas. $

Vegos

Meatless jackfruit burritos, seitan chipotle ‘mayo’ and enchiladas made with love by a passionate local couple. $


WALTER & JESSE’S CITY

The widely popular AMC TV show Breaking Bad was a gift and a curse for Albuquerque. It highlighted the city’s crime while also making it a destination for fans who appreciate the show. Around the city are several sites from the show, including Jesse Pinkman’s house on 322 16th Street SW, Los Pollos Hermanos (Twisters) at 4257 Isleta Blvd SW and controversial bronze statues of Walter White and Jesse inside the Albuquerque Convention Center. You can do a self-guided tour or book a tour with Breaking Bad RV Tours.

Fans should also stop into the Old Town’s Breaking Bad Store ABQ . It’s jam-packed with paraphernalia including books, candles and shirts, as well as a recreated Pollos Hermanos room with a video hosted by Gus Fring.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN ALBUQUERQUE

Cutbow Coffee

Amiable owner and great coffee roasted in a German-style drum.

Zendo

Hip downtown cafe with lattes, a beer garden and food pop-ups.

Remedy

Coffee, sweet and savory pastries and a bright patio just outside of Old Town.


PROHIBITION IN THE PRESENT

In 1917, three years before the federal government imposed Prohibition, New Mexicans voted in favor of banning alcohol. But the restrictions did little to stop saloons from slinging moonshine, and the tradition of secret drinking establishments, speakeasies, is alive and well in Albuquerque today.

At Founders Speakeasy, enter the convenience store and tell the clerk the password (find it in the description on its Instagram page). The clerk will take you through the refrigerator door, down some stairs and into a low-lit bar with hip cocktails, like the banana-bread old fashioned.

Book ahead at Vernon’s Speakeasy for a Prohibition-style steak dinner, cocktails and live piano in Los Ranchos. You’ll have to say a password to get past the smack-talking doorman.
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Petroglyphs & River Rides

OFF-GRID WITHIN MINUTES

As Albuquerque grew in the 20th century, it risked encroaching on the eastern mountains, which have been cherished as a spiritual site by Pueblo peoples for centuries. Approximately 40 years ago, the area was protected as the Petroglyph National Monument, a great spot for hiking shrub- and cactus-lined trails. As the park ranger will probably tell you, ‘You’re going to see some petroglyphs today,’ as the walking trails are dotted with some 800 petroglyphs, which take the shape of spirals, dragonflies, faces and more. You’ll have to drive five to 20 minutes to get to the trails but they’re free; save for a dollar or two for the parking fee at Boca Negra Canyon – the most frequented section and easiest place to spot petroglyphs. Hikes range from 1 to 2 miles and take up to two hours.

Five minutes north of Old Town brings you out of cell phone reception (so don’t expect to be able to call an Uber) and into the wilderness at Rio Grande State Park. It’s home to 300 species of birds, pollinators and jumping spiders viewable from the visitor center windows or in the plant gardens. The nature center is a great place to park and then take a bike along the Paseo del Bosque, an 18-mile trail along the Rio Grande from Alameda past Tingley Beach to Rio Bravo. Many hotels rent bikes, but it’s also a beautiful walk when not too hot.

WHERE TO EAT BAKED GOODS IN ALBUQUERQUE

Los Ranchos Bakery

Pastries like green chile cheddar biscuits made with local ingredients and an art gallery.

Golden Crown Panaderia

Best place to try New Mexico’s beloved (vegan) bizcochitos and blue-corn pizza.

Burque Bakehouse

Window for coffee and surprising baked goods like a double lime curd and prickly pear cruffin.

Nuclear New Mexico

WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

During WWII the US government launched a secret operation that ultimately helped the Allies win the war – though it did come at a tremendous cost. The Manhattan Project in Los Alamos, north of Albuquerque, accomplished a feat of science that led to the creation of the atomic bomb, which was dropped on Japan in August 1945, killing an estimated 135,000 to 215,000 people.

Explore the history that led up to the bomb as well as a recreation of the Los Alamos Laboratory at the National Museum of Nuclear Science & History southeast of the city. The massive museum is filled with tons of information, war memorabilia, antique missiles and military planes including a B-29, the same model that dropped the bomb on Hiroshima. There’s also an intriguing exhibit about nuclear power today. Retired military personnel serve as docents. Set aside a few hours if you plan to read and see everything.


TRINITY SITE

On 16 July 1945, a mushroom cloud rose over the Jornada del Muerto desert about 100 miles south of Albuquerque. Code-named Trinity after a John Donne poem, the government-led operation was the first detonation of a nuclear weapon and, depending on who you ask, the moment aliens became curious about Earth. The Trinity Site within White Sands Missile Range is closed to visitors, except for twice a year on the first Saturday of April and October. Visits are free and must be reserved well in advance as soon as they become available. At Trinity, you can take a quarter-mile walk to ground zero, where an obelisk marks the spot where the bomb hit.




LOS ALAMOS

Visit Los Alamos, the once-secret town where the atomic bomb was developed, about 100 miles from Albuquerque. The Bradbury Science Museum tells the whole, fascinating story.



Chile Picking & Ranch Life

HEAD TO THE RANCH

A few minutes drive north of the I-40 is Los Ranchos, an affluent neighborhood sprinkled with adobe houses and the city’s few remaining farms.

At Big Jim Farms, co-owner Chantelle Wagner’s family has been growing crops in this area for more than a century. She says that while most New Mexicans love their chiles, the experience of growing and picking them is being lost. ‘It’s really special to see people out there enjoying it and also just being outside and together and connecting with the land,’ she said. During harvest from late August to mid-October, you can pick your own heaping baskets of chiles (they freeze well when deseeded and can be used for a sauce) or learn how to tie up your own ristra, strung-up chiles hung to try (courses are $40). You can also pick sunflowers ($5 for sheers plus up to $15 for a bouquet).

For a more luxurious taste of ranch life, Los Poblanos Historic Inn & Organic Farm on a pre-statehood farm has 46 lavish rooms and a spa in a hacienda designed by the man credited with modern adobe architecture, John Gaw Meem, in the 1930s. Non-guests can still visit to see blooming lavender in June and July, stop in for high tea at La Quinta or dine at field-to-fork restaurant Campo – try the mole amarillo or birria braised lamb.

LIVE ENTERTAINMENT IN ALBUQUERQUE

Tablo Flamenco

Friday and Saturday flamenco shows come with dinner, and the Sunday matinee with tapas.

KiMo Theatre

Restored Route 66 theatre first opened in 1927 showing live concerts, plays, ballet and films.

Launchpad

Live music venue specializing in punk, rock and metal concerts.


I LIVE HERE: OUTSIDE IN ALBUQUERQUE
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Chantelle Wagner, the co-owner of Big Jim Farms, cherishes Albuquerque soil so much she farms chiles barefoot. She shares her favorite places to enjoy nature in Albuquerque. @bigjimfarms

Hiking

If you only have a short amount of time, hiking in the Sandias is pretty easy. I like to go on the Sandia Peak Tramway where I can overlook the whole city.

River Walks

I really like going on walks to the river along the Bosque trail, especially in the fall. The trees turn yellow and it’s a whole magical forest. I also like to get in the water and a lot of people kayak down the river in the summer.

Getting a Drink

Hotel Chaco has a bar on the roof with a great view over the city. It’s right beside the Sawmill food court, so you can go after dinner.



New Mexico, Wine State

GROWING WINE SCENE

In 1884 New Mexico was the fifth-largest producer of wine in the US, producing almost one million gallons annually. But after Prohibition in the 1920s, wine production slowed and the state was looked down upon for its overly sweet varietals. In the last decade or so, however, New Mexican vintners have made drier wines and a growing crop of young entrepreneurs in Albuquerque are bringing the buzz.

North of the city, Casa Rondeña specializes in old-world, Iberian-style wines (New Mexico has a similar terroir to Spain) and has a lovely back terrace where you can do tastings.

Gruet Winery, located in a castle-like building off the highway, is New Mexico’s most well-known winery and specializes in méthode champenoise sparkling wines. Charcuterie boards are as festive as the wines and can be enjoyed beside the massive vats.

Noisy Water out of Ruidoso has a fun tasting room in a beautiful 19th-century former shop conveniently located in Old Town. Over 70 wines are available, including a spicy green chile wine.

Around the corner, Sheehan Winery started as a backyard brewery doing monthly tastings in the South Valley, and now all of its featured wines have won gold at state competitions.

If you want a meal with your tasting, DH Lescombes Winery & Bistro out of Deming is your best bet.

WHERE TO DRINK IN ALBUQUERQUE

Sister

Laid-back downtown bar with arcade machines, live music, seasonal cocktails and murals painted by locals.

Copper Lounge

Revived dive turned cocktail and tequila bar. Signature drinks are ‘bands’ and classics are ‘covers.’

Vintage 423

The closest thing to a dance party outside of downtown in a north-end strip mall.
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Sandia Peak Tramway | amygdala_imagery/getty images ©


Scale the Sandias

THE VIEW UP THERE

As the tram swung side to side 10,000ft above Albuquerque, Sandia Peak Tramway guide and resident jokester Brendan Kuncel cracks a joke to cut the nervousness: ‘Cut me some slack is a weird phrase when you’re up in a tram,’ he says. The US’ longest aerial tram climbs 2.7 miles up to the summit of the Sandia Mountains at 10,378ft, with epic views over the city at any time, though Albuquerque’s always-spectacular sunsets are particularly brilliant. Look out for as many as 200 bird species and down into the two canyons, Echo and Big Canyon. ‘I think it’s "grand" but that was taken – so here’s Big Canyon,’ Kuncel says. Once at the top, there are a few hikes you can do and a sub-par restaurant, but the best part is looking over the edge and snapping photos. Be sure to pack a jacket as it’s 15°F to 30°F cooler at the top.

Those up for a workout can hike La Luz trail, which is 9.7 miles from the base or 6.2 miles from the entrance to the tram, then tram down.


BEST BREWERIES IN ALBUQUERQUE

Bow & Arrow

The first Indigenous-woman-owned brewery in the US is more than a great story with great brews and a marvelous hall.

Marble

New Mexico’s most popular craft brewery transforms into a wild party with live music on weekends.

La Cumbre

Two-floor brewery with a gold-medal-winning IPA and 17 beers on tap.

Thirsty Eye

Art-filled tasting room with cool seasonal flavors like vanilla lavender berry and bizcochito.

Santa Fe Brewery

Brews and cocktails you can take around a shipping-container food hall and arcade.




Getting Around

Albuquerque International Sunport is New Mexico’s only international airport. You can take the ABQ RIDE 50 bus into town from the lower level at the west end of the shuttle island. City buses also travel east and west on Central, close to the main sites in Old Town, Downtown and Nob Hill. Renting a car is helpful if you plan to go further afield, and roads in the city are wide and easy to navigate with plenty of parking spots.

The Rail Runner Express train is a great way to get to Santa Fe, stopping at towns and Pueblos along the way. Groome Transportation runs 13 daily round-trip shuttles from the Albuquerque Sunport to Santa Fe.






Beyond Albuquerque
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You’ll need a car to explore beyond Albuquerque, but it’s worth the drive, especially if you plan to hike in the national monuments or reserves.


Drive in any direction from Albuquerque and you’ll enter a time warp. To the west, find Indigenous Pueblos, which are some of the oldest continuously inhabited towns in the US, great hiking and remnants of the world’s most iconic highway: Route 66. To the east, ghost towns on the Turquoise Trail and a retro court motel are precious reminders of New Mexico’s booming past. And to the north and south, find a major migratory bird sanctuary and a hot springs town peacefully stuck in time.


TOP TIP

Most businesses and sites in sleepy New Mexico close at 4pm or earlier. And dinner restaurants close as early as 5:30pm.
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Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge | Joe Y Jiang/Shutterstock ©


Route 66 Scenic Drive

GET YOUR KICKS ON ROUTE 66

Constructed in 1926, America’s most storied and sung-about highway once stretched from Chicago, Illinois to Santa Monica, California. Neon-lit motels, saloons, trading posts and restaurants once fueled and comforted travelers joyriding along the way. But Route 66 is no longer where to go to get your kicks, to use a line from the frequently covered Bobby Troup song. Multi-lane I-40, paved in 1957, diverted traffic from Route 66, forcing most businesses to shutter. Now, formerly lit neon signs entice travelers to piles of rubble or boarded-up buildings.

Yet there are still sites to be seen and Route 66 remains a popular drive, especially among bikers and international visitors. In Albuquerque, Central Ave is the old Route 66 and has remnants of the past including the De Anza Motor Lodge. Driving west, Route 66 ends on the south side of the I-40, so cross over at Atrisco Vista. Soon, you’ll be driving alongside red mesas and Laguna Pueblo, Grants, a former mining town, and Gallup, with its abundance of Navajo art and murals, before hitting the Arizona border. To the east, Santa Rosa and Tucumcari are still proud of their Route 66 history, with gift shops and the Route 66 Auto Museum, which has dozens of shiny classics like a 1929 Mercedes Gazelle and a ‘68 Corvette.

Santa Fe’s Cerillos Rd and Old Santa Fe Trail were also part of Route 66 up until 1937. If taking the Santa Fe detour, the drive along Route 104 southeast to Tucumcari has spectacular cliffside views.
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A RETRO METRO WORTH THE STOP

From Albuquerque, cruise Route 66 east for 175 miles (234 miles if taking the pre-1937 Santa Fe detour) and pull in for the night at Blue Swallow Motel, one of America’s best-kept retro motels. With its flickering neon sign, 100% refrigerated air, Rat Pack music and classic ’50s car parked out front, staying here feels like you’ve taken a time machine to the mid-century. Successive owners have graciously left its ’40s furniture and style, and it’s clean. ‘The sink, tiles, cracks – that’s all vintage to the hotel,’ says Rob Federico, who bought the motel with his wife Dawn in 2020. ‘This place just has some good juju to it,’ adds Dawn. ‘Everyone who owned it loved it.’ Plop in a chair and chat with fellow travelers about what Route 66 must have been like in its heyday.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Ancient Way RV Campground

Friendly cafe and campground between El Morro and El Malpais with two cabins. $

Cimarron Rose

Comfortable Hwy 53 B&B with Southwestern-style suites and perennial gardens that attract birds and butterflies. $$

El Rancho Hotel

Iconic Route 66 hotel in Gallup that hosted Hollywood stars like John Wayne and Katherine Hepburn. $$


NATIVE RESPECT

Most of New Mexico’s 19 Pueblos are not tourist attractions, but rather communities where people live and which offer little for visitors outside of festival feast weekends. Those that do welcome visitors usually charge admission fees or offer paid tours within opening hours, and either forbid photography or charge additional fees; always check before you take any pictures or videos. Do not enter homes uninvited nor climb into kivas (underground ceremonial chambers). If you find any pottery shards or precious stones, leave them where they are. If you happen to be invited into someone’s home, which does happen, it’s considered impolite to say no, and try to eat something even if you’re not hungry.



Visit Albuquerque Area Pueblos

CULTURE AND ART

Pueblo culture in New Mexico isn’t just something to read about in textbooks. It’s very alive today and best experienced with a visit to one of the Pueblo communities within driving distance of Albuquerque. About 150 miles from the big city, or 35 miles from Gallup, red dust-covered Zuni Pueblo is a fascinating example of a thriving modern Pueblo. Local guides offer several tours, including the hour-long Middle Village Tour, which discusses the Pueblo’s history and migration story. The three-hour Hawikku Tour takes guests to the archeological remains at Zuni’s ancestral village. Be sure to do some shopping at the many stores in town ,as Zuni is renowned for its fetishes (small stone jewelry) and kachina doll faces.

Within an hour’s drive from Albuquerque, Acoma Pueblo, known as Sky City, is unlike any other Pueblo: it’s seated atop a 330ft-tall mesa. The village comprises several dozen adobe homes and a large red church that peers over the stark golden landscape. Today few people live atop the mesa (the lack of electricity or modern toilets is a deterrent), but the village has a rich history that stretches back thousands of years and is one of the longest continuously inhabited communities in the US. Acoma was closed to tours during research due to COVID-19, with no reopening date. If closed, you should still be able to buy Acoma’s wonderful pottery and see a virtual tour at the visitor center (Fri–Sun).

Other Albuquerque area Pueblos, including Isleta, Sandia, San Felipe and Kewa, were closed during research due to COVID-19, though they don’t tend to encourage visitors anyway, except on feast days.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Inn at Halona

Eight-room Indigenous-run B&B in Zuni with vibrant fabrics that feels like someone’s home. $

Elaine’s B&B

Turquoise Trail B&B in a mountain lodge built in 1879, now run by Elaine’s granddaughter. $$

Cañon del Rio

This adobe-style day spa with epic mountain views is the nicest place to stay in Jemez Springs. $$


BEST BASIC CAMPSITES BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

El Morro National Monument Campground

Primitive sites outside El Morro National Monument. No reservations necessary. [image: ]

Joe Skeen Campground

Ten first-come, first-serve sites outside El Malpais National Monument. [image: ]

Ancient Way RV Campground

Friendly cafe, campground, RV park and cabins close to El Morro and El Malpais. $

Jemez Falls Camground

Fifty-two basic campsites and RV parking (up to 40ft). No dumping. $

Cuervo Mountain RV Park

Basic RV park on land owned by the same family for 400 years. $



Beer & Bales in Corrales

DRINK BEER, DO GOOD

‘Drink beer, do good’ is a provocative slogan, but Ex Novo Brewery in Corrales, an artsy town just north of Albuquerque above the Rio Grande, backs it up. Originally started in Portland, founder and Corrales native Joel Gregory launched with the mission of donating 100% of net profits to social causes. Now back home, Gregory is continuing that mission as an LLC, donating profits to local causes like $1 per pint to Albuquerque soccer club New Mexico United’s Somos Unidos Foundation. Thankfully, Ex Novo is more than a do-gooder – it backs up its philanthropy with great beer served out of its taproom (16 beers on draft) and spacious beer garden (10 taps). The food truck in the parking lot slings grass-fed burgers, bratwurst and a peanut butter, bacon, banana and hot jelly sandwich that’s a savory-sweet delight.

Outside the brewery, the town of Corrales is worth a stroll, with galleries, shops, adobe buildings and creatives roaming around – it’s like an up-and-coming Taos for the Albuquerque area. The Old San Ysidro Church, built in 1868, is free to visit, and Casa San Ysidro Museum has a recreated weaving studio and traditional kitchen.

If you’re around for the last weekend of September, the town shuts down for Corrales Harvest Festival, with tractors and hay-wagon rides along the main street.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Laguna Burger

Not sure how ‘world famous’ the burgers at this gas station in Laguna Pueblo are, but they are good. $

Highway 4 Cafe and Bakery

Try a breakfast burrito with elk sausage, a bison burger or eclairs at this homey Jemez cafe. $

Jerry’s Cafe

Quintessential New Mexican food in Gallup off Route 66, complete with a neon sign and great green chile. $



TURQUOISE TRAIL SCENIC DRIVE
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Turquoise was mined on the east side of the Sandia Mountains at least as far back as 700 CE, and the area has also produced gold, silver, zinc, lead and coal, leading to several bustling communities that quickly became ghost towns when the raw materials grew scarce. In the last few decades, however, the Turquoise Trail has been repopulated by artists, and the National Scenic Byway is the best way to get to Santa Fe.

From Albuquerque, drive north after Tijeras to San Antonio and make a left up to 1 Sandia Peak where you’ll find 15 miles of hiking trails year-round, ski lifts in winter and the 2 Sandia Peak Tramway for a 2.7-mile trip down to Albuquerque and back. Return to Hwy 14 and stop at 3 Tinkertown, a 22-room smaller-than-life folk-art museum of thousands of tiny miniatures and quirky antiques from artist Ross J Ward. Drop a quarter to read your fortune or see a country-music band composed of dolls. Press buttons to move hand-carved miniatures in a recreated Western town.

Northbound, continue up to 4 Madrid (pronounced maa-drid), a company coal-mining town in the 1920s and ’30s that was abandoned after WWII. Two decades later, tie-dyed wanderers bought up cheap lots and now the town is a thriving arts community, with a strip of quirky boutiques easily accessible on foot. Next, turn into 5 Los Cerillos, a turquoise mining town that once had 21 saloons and was considered for the capital of New Mexico, but now it’s a few dirt roads and one saloon, Black Bird. Stop in Casa Grande Trading Post, a museum, shop and petting zoo with turquoise mined and cut by the owners. Finally, stop for a photo at the odd rock formation 6 Garden of the Gods before making your way up to Santa Fe on old Route 66.




TAOS’ FEAST DAY

Guests are welcome to Taos for its San Geronimo Feast Day in the fall, which involves ceremonial runs, pole climb and artisans from Pueblos across the state.



Petroglyphs, Caves & Lava Flows

TWO UNDERRATED NATIONAL MONUMENTS

For centuries, travelers have left their mark on the soft volcanic rock in El Morro National Monument, a 200ft mesa located 120 miles west of Albuquerque. Entry is free and it’s fascinating to stroll the half-mile Inscription Trail, which lines the base past 2000 drawings by Pueblo people, as well as by Spanish conquistadors and Anglo soldiers. The trail leads up a short switchback to mount the mesa, where you’ll feel like Neil Armstrong hopping from rock to rock on the moon-like landscape. The top of the mesa is also home to an ancient Pueblo with 18 excavated rooms and two kivas inhabited by today’s Zuni people from 1275 to 1400.

Nearby, the 114,000-acre El Malpais National Monument, also free, is a vast park that was home to oozing red lava between 3900 and 60,000 years ago, making it one of the world’s youngest lava flows. Walk along jet-black volcanic rock on the mile-long Lava Falls Trail or drive the Sandstone Bluffs Overlook loop, where you can see kīpukas (rock islands surrounded by lava flows) and crows gliding effortlessly along the cliff’s edge. El Malpais is also home to several cave tubes; caving permits are free and you can get one at the visitor center.

[image: jpg]

El Morro National Monument | Jonathan Manjeot/Shutterstock ©


BEST GHOST TOWNS

Chloride

Named after the high-grade silver ore found here, this town once had eight saloons.

Mogollon

A steep mountain pass takes you to this former mining town that looks cut from a Western.

Los Cerillos

Dirt roads and the 1880s Black Bird Saloon remain in this Turquoise Trail town

Colfax

Constructed due to a nearby coal mine, this town is little more than a tavern today.

Shakespeare

Former resting stop for outlaws like Billy the Kid, now privately owned. Daily tours cost $10.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

La Cita

Amiable Tucumcari New Mexican restaurant. Try the carne adovada, marinated in-house. $

Silver Moon Cafe

Trademark Route 66 New Mexican food and shop in Santa Rosa first opened in 1959. Vegan options available. $

The Hollar

Cordon Bleu Chef Joshua Novak brings delicious fried green tomatoes and buffalo burgers to Madrid. $$
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Casa Grande Trading Post, Turquoise Trail | Nick Fox/Shutterstock ©


SUPPORT A WOLF RESCUE

Two hours from Albuquerque, the non-profit Wild Spirit Wolf Sanctuary has been protecting wolves and other rare canines for more than two decades. Walk up to the fence and gawk at playful canines like Kiara, a 10-year-old wolf-dog mix, and see plenty of other wolf dogs, wolves, coyotes, foxes and dingos – most of which were rescued from the pet trade.

Entry is free and informative guided tours at 12pm and 3pm Thursday to Sunday are included. You can also book specialty tours where you get to see the other animals that aren’t on the tour (some are too traumatized for constant visits), feed them, or make enrichment toys like cardboard boxes with treats that the canines love to shred.



Sacred Peak & Underground Mine

MAKE A PIT STOP IN GRANTS

Sleepy Grants, nearly 80 miles west of Albuquerque, is a worthwhile stop along Route 66. Towering above town is 11,301ft Mt Taylor, also known as Tsoodził (Turquoise Bead Mountain), a sacred peak that marks the traditional southern boundary of Navajo territory. The mountain is home to hiking trails and campsites, and the tree-studded landscape is a stark difference from the desert below. It’s also fun to drive to the summit, though the road gets rockier and rockier the higher you get, so a 4WD is recommended unless you want to hike part of it. At the top, La Mosca Lookout has beautiful 360-degree vistas.

For the brave, Mt Taylor holds a Quadrathlon every winter. Starting from Grants, competitors bike for 13 miles, run for 5 miles, ski for 2 miles and mount the summit with 1 mile of snowshoeing.

Back in Grants, step into an elevator and drop down into a cold, creepy replica mine shaft at the New Mexico Mining Museum. You’ll see how the metal that’s critical for nuclear reactors was mined from the 1950s until the late ’90s, including how air was ventilated and how they used dynamite. The mine was eventually closed because many miners got cancer and other diseases from radiation exposure, but don’t worry, this is just a replica. Red buttons on the wall activate stories from former miners. Be sure to ignore the false information about ‘clean coal’ – there’s no such thing.

WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Ancient Way Cafe

Coffee, all-day breakfast, deli and tasty pastries like piñon pie in an RV park near El Morro.

Java Junction

Madrid grab-and-go coffee shop with Illy espresso and ice cubes made out of coffee.

Gallup Coffee

A cafe in stylish digs with coffee roasted in-house and house-made syrups.

Soak in Natural Hot Springs

BATHE LIKE IT’S 1876

Sixty miles northwest of Albuquerque, along a striking drive lined by towering, once-volcanic monoliths, you’ll find the tiny town of Jemez Springs that feels refreshingly stuck in the past. Perhaps the lack of cell reception kept this mountain town from modernity, but regardless, it remains a wonderful place to relax thanks to its mineral hot springs piped in from 800ft underground.

At the municipality-owned Jemez Springs Bath House, bathe in the piping-hot 154°F to 186°F (68°C to 86°C) water in a bathtub, just as they did back in 1876 when it first opened. The bath, which requires cold water to bear, is deeply relaxing, though the minerals haven’t reacted well to the porcelain and gray pipes added in a 2019 renovation, making the setting admittedly unsightly. Baths are for 25 or 50 minutes and you have the option of being wrapped in essential oil-scented towels. Massages are also available.

For a plein-air hot-spring experience, Spence Hot Springs just off the highway are an easy quarter-mile hike from the parking lot, though the water is better described as warm than hot. The water is much hotter at the San Antonio Hot Springs up the road, and the views from the springs are wonderful year-round, but you’ll have to hike for 10 miles to get there, or drive for 4 miles on a rough dirt road and then hike for a mile. A 4WD is necessary.


BEST PIT STOPS BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Coronado Historic Site

Pueblo history 101 with excavated and recreated Pueblo dwellings and 17 murals recovered from a kiva.

Salinas Pueblo National Monument

Ruins of a high-walled mission and convent built in 1626 and abandoned in 1678.

Mesalands Community College Dinosaur Museum

Tucumcari museum allegedly hosting the world’s largest collection of life-sized bronze fossil replicas.

Santa Rosa Blue Hole

Dunk in an 80ft deep pool that’s a refreshing 6°F. Swimming is free, but you’ll need a permit to dive.



Stop for a Slice in Pie Town

YES, THAT’S REALLY THE NAME

Decades of trading routes, mining booms and technological transitions (ie the rise and fall of the railroad) have left ghost towns across New Mexico. One such town is Pie Town, a stop along a cattle path that ran from Western Arizona through New Mexico. The town got its name in the 1920s when a Texas miner named Clyde Norman opened up a bakery selling homemade apple pies after his search for gold was unsuccessful.

Today Pie Town is little more than its two pie shops, Pie-O-Neer Pies and Pie Town Ohana Cafe. The former bakes a mouthwatering array of pies, such as apple with Hatch green chile, berry crumble and the seasonal pumpkin crunch with caramel and ginger snaps. Pies sell out daily. The cafe is also great for lunch, with quiches, green chile stew, hot corn bread and a lovable small-town atmosphere. Don’t expect to eat and run, as service can be slow.

Pie Town holds a Pie Festival on the second Saturday of September.

WHERE TO SHOP BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Ancestral Rich Treasures of Zuni (ARTZ)

Zuni co-op showcasing non-traditional and traditional work from young Pueblo artists.

Turquoise Village

Former raw material shop for Zuni artisans with a great collection of animal fetishes and jewelry.

Richardson’s

Navajo trading post in Gallup passed down from generation to generation.


BEST RETRO ROUTE 66 MOTELS

Blue Swallow Court

Lovingly preserved 1939 court motel in Tucumcari with retro cars and music to boot. $

El Rancho Hotel

Gallup base for Hollywood Western stars and productions in a beautiful wooden building. $

El Vado Motel

White stucco walls center around a pool and plaza in this revived Albuquerque motel. $$

Silver Saddle Motel

Santa Fe motel redesigned with a bohemian vibe and new furniture. $$

El Rey Court

Former 1936 Santa Fe auto court restored into a hip 85-room motel. Popular for weddings. $$



Birds of the Bosque

GEESE, CRANES, RAPTORS AND EAGLES

Just under 100 miles south of Albuquerque off I-25 is the state’s best place for bird-watching, Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge. Renowned by wildlife photographers the world over, the reserve is the overwintering site for over 100,000 migratory birds, including 30,000 snow geese and 15,000 sandhill cranes, as well as raptors and bald eagles. The best time to visit is during the Festival of the Cranes in November, which celebrates the sandhill cranes with photography workshops, guided hikes and sunset strolls.

Twelve hikes in the reserve range from 30-minute jaunts to the five-hour Chupadera hike, which has panoramic views and a variety of desert plants, reptiles and birds. You can also drive two 7-mile scenic drives for a taste of the reserve. They circle the refuge, passing hiking trails and viewing platforms. Pick up binoculars and audio tours for either ‘summer’ (May–October) or ‘winter’ (October–April) from the Nature Store connected to the visitor center.

Dishes & Bolts

BIZARRE NEW MEXICO

About 127 miles southwest of Albuquerque, 27 huge 240-ton antenna dishes sprout from the high plains, comprising the National Radio Astronomy Observatory’s Very Large Array Radio Telescope. Together they combine to form a very large eyeball peeking into the outer edges of the universe that curious travelers can visit on a walking tour (Thursday–Sunday). It would take a 422ft-wide satellite dish to provide the same resolution that this Y-shaped configuration of 82ft-wide antennas offers the observatory.

Sure, the giant scope may reveal the relativistic electron movement in the heavens and allow geophysicists to wonder at the wobble of the earth on its axis, but what does it tell the rest of us? Well, without them, Jodie Foster never could have flashed forward into our future (or was it her past?) in the movie Contact, which was filmed here. The radio waves collected by these enormous dishes have improved our understanding of the complex phenomena that make up the surface of the sun. They have given us a gander at the internal heating source deep within the interiors of several planets sharing our orbit. And they provide us with just enough information to turn our concepts of time and space inside out, as we extrapolate the existence of varieties of matter that, sans satellites, might only exist in our imaginations as we spin through space on the head of this peculiar little blue-green globe.

Nearby in the high plains around Quemado, 125 miles from Albuquerque, gleams The Lightning Field, an art installation created by Walter de Maria in 1977. Four hundred polished steel poles stand in a giant grid; each stainless rod is about 20ft tall, but the precise lengths vary so the tips are all level with each other. During summer monsoons, the poles seem to draw lightning out of hovering thunderheads. The effect is truly electrifying. You can only visit if you stay overnight (May–November) in the simple on-site cabin, with only six visitors allowed per night. Reservations are required far in advance.

WHERE TO DRINK BEYOND ALBUQUERQUE

Junkyard Brewing

Brewery in an active Grants junkyard with hoods for tabletops and a damn-good Piston Colada wit.

Los Ojos

Jemez saloon in a century-old barn, with a fireplace to warm up patrons year-round.

Mine Shaft Tavern

‘Madrid’s living room’: bar, music venue and town museum with pub food like fish and chips.

[image: jpg]

Very Large Array | EFDN/Shutterstock ©


FRED HEADS

In the late 19th century, London-born Fred Harvey built an empire with his chain of restaurants and hotels alongside the railroad in a dozen US states, including New Mexico. Known as Harvey Houses, the accommodations were lavish in their time, and those that remain continue to be celebrated by ‘Fred Heads’ and Fred-curious alike.

The Harvey House Museum in the tiny town of Belen celebrates the entrepreneur and the iconic Harvey Girls, who were transported to work at the establishments in exchange for $17.50 a month, free room and board, clean uniforms and tips. Aside from the Harvey House in Belen, others in New Mexico include The Castaneda Hotel in Las Vegas, La Fonda in Santa Fe, and the visitor center at the Puye Cliff Dwellings.




Getting Around

It is unfortunately not possible to get to the areas surrounding Albuquerque without your own vehicle. Driving from the city is straightforward thanks to major highways like the I-40 and I-25, which have clear signage – ie Las Cruces is south, Santa Rosa is east and Gallup will take you west. Most side roads are well maintained and a 4WD isn’t necessary.






SANTA FE


[image: jpg]

For centuries, this town in what’s now central New Mexico has been a trading hub. First, among Indigenous groups living in nearby Pueblos. Later, as a stop on El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, the Santa Fe Trail, and Route 66. Today the New Mexican capital remains a place for trading and shopping thanks to its abundance of artists who first moved to the city in the 1920s, attracted by the small city’s psychedelic skies and proximity to nature in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.

Santa Fe is the most popular destination in New Mexico and can, admittedly, feel touristy at moments, especially in the Plaza, as well as pricey. But it’s still the most thrilling place to visit in New Mexico. Peruse its wonderful museums, eat at its exquisite restaurants – some of which claim to have inspired modern New Mexican cuisine – and play in the unimitable Meow Wolf.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Canyon Road

2Casa Vieja

3El Rancho de las Golondrinas

4Georgia O’Keeffe Museum

5Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA)

6La Cieneguilla Petroglyphs

7Loretto Chapel

8Meow Wolf

9Museum of Contemporary Native Arts

see 17Museum of Indian Arts & Culture

see 17Museum of International Folk Art

see 17Museum of Spanish Colonial Art

10New Mexico Museum of Art

11Palace of the Governors & New Mexico History Museum

12San Miguel Mission

13Santa Fe Railyard Arts District

14Sky Railway

15St Francis Cathedral

16The Plaza

17Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

18Ojo Santa Fe Spa Resort

19Santa Fe School of Cooking

20Ski Santa Fe

21Ten Thousand Waves

EATING

22Izanami Restaurant

ENTERTAINMENT

23El Flamenco

24Jean Cocteau Cinema

25Lensic Performing Arts Center

26Santa Fe Opera

27Santa Fe Playhouse

SHOPPING

28Santa Fe Farmers Market




TOP TIP

Downtown Santa Fe is easily accessible on foot. Parking can be difficult to find, though, and costly. If you do have a car, leave it at the state visitor center on Paseo de Paralta and Old Santa Fe Trail. Parking there is free, even overnight.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA FE

Santa Fe International Hostel

Rare cheap accommodation in Santa Fe, but guests must do daily chores. Two-night minimum. $

Hotel Santa Fe

Picuris Pueblo–owned hacienda-style hotel and spa with big, clean rooms and Pueblo art. $$$

Inn of the Five Graces

Each room is a work of art with one-of-a-kind furniture from the Middle East and Asia. $$$


PUEBLO REVIVAL ARCHITECTURE

Most buildings in downtown Santa Fe are eye-catching examples of Pueblo Revival, an architectural style first deployed in the late 1800s and popularized in the 1920s and ’30s. The brown stucco buildings draw inspiration from adobe mud-brick Pueblos and Spanish Missions with rounded corners and flat roofs. John Gaw Meem, a Brazilian architect, designed 150 buildings in and around Santa Fe in this style, including the 1929 remodeling of La Fonda Hotel, Museum of International Folk Art and Cristo Rey Church on Canyon Rd. In 1947 Meem helped develop the city’s first master plan, which enshrined building codes to make sure Santa Fe architecture looks the way it does today.



Plaza & Churches

SELF-GUIDED WALKING TOUR

Santa Fe is easily walkable and peppered with memorable sites. Start from the Plaza, which has stood as the heart of the city for 400 years and has been a key point on various trade routes. Today this grassy square is a hub for food vendors, artisans and tourists wandering from museum to margarita.

The nearby St Francis Cathedral looks more suited to Europe than the Wild West, but the Hispanic altarpiece and folk art inside make it clearly New Mexican. A connected side chapel holds a Madonna statue, known as La Conquistadora, that was taken into exile following the Pueblo Revolt and returned in 1692.

Next, check out the Loretto Chapel, the first Gothic-style building west of the Mississippi. The chapel was built by French and Italian architects in 1878, but its unsupported wooden staircase is what draws the crowds. St Joseph’s Miraculous Staircase spirals upwards without center or side supports, defying engineering logic. An audio explanation plays in the church on a loop, making it a not-so-great place to pray in peace.

Up Old Santa Fe Trail, San Miguel Mission is considered the oldest Catholic Church in the US. It was erected on top of a Pueblo from 1610 onwards by and for Tlaxcalan Indigenous people who arrived from Mexico with Spanish settlers. Much of the original building was destroyed in the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, but it was rebuilt in 1710.

Next to that, check out Casa Vieja, considered the oldest house in the US. This two-room adobe building is said to date back to 1646, though it has been altered many times since then.

Georgia O’Keeffe’s Art

SEE HER LARGEST COLLECTION

Georgia O’Keeffe might not have been born in New Mexico, but she was the state’s most cherished adopted daughter. Born in Wisconsin and classically trained as a painter in Chicago and New York, Georgia O’Keeffe was always uncomfortable with traditional European style. For four years after finishing school, she did not paint, and instead taught drawing and did graphic design. After studying with painter Arthur Wesley Dow, O’Keeffe began to develop her own style. She drew abstract shapes with charcoal, representing dreams and visions, and eventually returned to oils and watercolors. These first works caught the eye of her future husband and patron, photographer Alfred Stieglitz, in 1916, and in 1929, O’Keeffe made her first visit to New Mexico, where she did a painting of the San Francisco de Asis Church in Taos. The church had been painted before, but never in this way: only a fragment of the mission wall, contrasted against the blue sky.

As O’Keeffe spent more time in New Mexico, landscapes and fields of blue permeated her work. During desert treks at Ghost Ranch, she collected the smooth white bones of animals, subjects she placed against that sky in some of her most identifiable pieces. Telltale scrub marks and bristle impressions reveal how O’Keeffe blended and mixed her vibrant colors on the canvas itself – you’d never know that from photographs, which convey a false, airbrush-like smoothness.

You can experience her work firsthand at Santa Fe’s Georgia O’Keeffe Museum. The memorable white adobe museum features 150 of O’Keeffe’s oil paintings, as well as her personal property and photos of her at age 90, nine years before she died in 1986. A 45-minute audio tour is available on smartphones. Book a time slot in advance.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA FE

Silver Saddle Motel

1958 Route 66 motel revived in 2022 with a hip California vibe and sleek modern bathrooms. $

El Rey Court

Revived 1936 auto court with 85 stylish rooms, saltwater pool and bar with live music every Wednesday. $$

La Fonda

Former end to Santa Fe Trail, then a Harvey House designed by John Gaw Meem, and now a luxury hotel. $$$


WALK IN O’KEEFFE’S FOOTSTEPS

Georgia O’Keeffe spent much of her time in New Mexico on a gorgeous dude ranch north of Abiquiu. Today Ghost Ranch has plenty to do for visitors, including hiking and courses. You can also tour O’Keeffe’s Abiquiu home and library.




BEST NEW MEXICAN FOOD IN SANTA FE

Five & Dime General Store

Try a Frito pie – chile, beans, beef, onions and cheese in a bag of Fritos. $

Tia Sophia’s

The first to put breakfast burritos on a menu and to offer Christmas sauces. $

La Choza

Local favorite, often with a lineup, offering blue corn versions of the specialties and cocktails. $$

Cafe Pasqual’s

Cozy space with New Mexico classics and dishes that lean south of the border. $$

Coyote Cafe

Credited with putting upscale Southwest cuisine on the culinary map. $$$



Museum Hop

NEW MEXICO’S BEST ART MUSEUMS

For a city of its size, Santa Fe punches way above its weight. Not only is its small downtown core still filled with colonial-era adobe homes and churches, but it also has world-class museums and art galleries.


Palace of the Governors on the Plaza is the oldest public building in the US, having started out as home to New Mexico’s first Spanish governor in 1610. You can walk its halls and visit the adjoining New Mexico History Museum, which touches on major events in the state’s history, from early Indigenous and Hispanic artwork through to the Santa Fe Trail, the rise and fall of the railroad, battles over statehood and participation in the World Wars. The three-story museum is detailed, though light on artifacts.

Built in 1917 and a prime early example of Santa Fe’s Pueblo Revival architecture, the New Mexico Museum of Art has spent a century collecting and displaying works by regional artists. A treasure trove of works by the great names who put New Mexico on the cultural map, from the Taos Society of Artists to Georgia O’Keeffe, it’s also a lovely building in which to stroll around, with a cool garden courtyard. It has constantly changing temporary exhibitions.

The IAIA Museum of Contemporary Native Arts (MoCNA) across from the St Francis Cathedral showcases cutting-edge artwork by Indigenous artists in temporary exhibits that extend beyond the traditional pottery and jewelry you’ll see at shops around town. Think fashion and multimedia. Pieces don’t shy away from the revolutionary.

The New Mexico Culture Pass ($30) covers entry into all three museums.

WHERE TO EAT IN SANTA FE

Counter Culture

Affordable Baca favorite with hearty salads, sandwiches, breakfasts and cinnamon rolls. Great for working. $

Jambo Cafe

James Beard–nominated chef Ahmed Obo does flavorful African and Caribbean fusion in a west-end strip mall. $$

Horno

Try the squid ink capellini at this upscale street food restaurant a block from the Plaza. $$


SANTA FE CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS TO KNOW

Virgil Ortiz

Internationally acclaimed Pueblo artist known for his otherworldly sci-fi pottery, designs and costumes.

Patricia Michaels

Native American fashion designer that grew up in Santa Fe. She appeared twice on Project Runway.

Bruce Nauman

Influential multimedia artist with five decades of memorable art. His home and studio are nearby.

Amelia Bauer

Santa Fe–born contemporary artist that makes objects like ruins and carefully staged photographs.

Alvin Gill Tapia

Brightly colored O’Keeffe-esque paintings enhanced with gold and silver leaf.



WHERE TO EAT IN SANTA FE

Mille

French cafe open ‘till 3pm with quiches, crepes and a patio and live music Wednesday and Sunday. $$

Paper Dosa

South Indian curries, massive dosa pancakes, uttapam pancakes and great staff. $$

Sazón

Mexican Chef Fernando Olea’s delicious, surprising creations put a grin on every patron’s face. $$$


Meow Wolf

CRAWL INTO ANOTHER DIMENSION

In 2008 a few dozen artists formed a collective that came to be known in Santa Fe for its prank installations and warehouse parties. Then, Game of Thrones author and Santa Fe resident George RR Martin bought the collective an abandoned bowling alley to do with what they wished, and an expanded group of 135 artists created something so marvelous, so extraordinary that it can’t be described in any other way than by its name: Meow Wolf.

Enter The House of Eternal Return, first opened in 2016, and investigate what happened to a California family who have disappeared. Skim through the children’s diaries for information and QR codes that help you crack codes. Fiddle through their closets and bedrooms. Crawl into the washing machine and walk into the fridge – wait, what? When you do, you’ll enter a vast multiverse with vibrant interactive exhibits like the Glowquarium, a forest of neon trees with an astronaut. See if you can find out what happened to the family, but also just enjoy playing in another dimension. In a world where we are often asked to watch art, it is wonderful to see all ages participating and playing.

Tickets start at $42 for non-residents. Book time slots in advance, and leave time for a quirky drink at the Float Cafe & Bar and to peruse the gift shop. Meow Wolf also hosts live concerts.
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BEST SANTA FE COURSES

Liquid Light Glass

Create a glass heart, flowers, paperweight or whatever you want at a glass-blowing course in Elodie Holmes’ precious workshop.

Wise Fool

Kids and adults can learn circus arts like trapezing and juggling.

Santa Fe School of Cooking

Excellent cooking school with classes, demonstrations and food tours.



Light Up the Night

FAROLITOS AND ZOZOBRA

On the night before Christmas, Santa Fe is an ethereal spectacle. A thousand adobe buildings glow warm yellow in the lights of the thousands of farolitos – candles nestled in greased brown paper bags – set up along its streets, entranceways and even the roofs of its homes and shops. Walking down gallery-lined Canyon Rd on Christmas Eve is a unique Santa Fe experience. There’s something overwhelmingly elegant about it, the look of miles of glowing pathways of tiny candles, the way the night sky meets softly lit windows filled with fine art. The farolitos, prancing horses and bells clickity-clacking along the narrow street are meant to evoke memories of early Santa Feans who led their burros up the ‘Road of the Canyon’ to gather firewood in mountain forests. Dress warmly and arrive early – say, by 6pm – if you want to beat the crowds. Warm up by popping into a gallery for a cup of spiced cider and a quick peruse.

On the Friday before Labor Day in Fort Marcy Park, Santa Fe invites a giant 50ft-tall effigy called Zozobra, aka ‘Old Man Gloom,’ and then burns him to the ground. Originally a celebration of Spanish reconquest following the 1680 Pueblo Revolt, 10-day Santa Fe Fiesta started to include Zozobra in 1924 when artist William Howard Shuster made one for a private party. The burning of Zozobra attracts 70,000 people and includes food, concerts and fire dancers – the effigy’s arch nemeses. The week of the Fiesta, write down your worries from the previous year – divorce papers, a house that’s been paid off, etc – and drop them in ‘gloom boxes’ found across the city. Bring written worries to the ‘gloom tent’ before 8pm on the day of the event, where they get burned alongside Zozobra.


AREA 15

Since the Meow Wolf House of Eternal Return opened in 2016, the phenomenon has expanded to include new interactive exhibitions in Denver and Las Vegas. See what mysteries are in store at Vegas’ Area 15.



BEST BOOKSTORES IN SANTA FE

Collected Works

Independent bookstore first opened in 1978 – Cormac McCarthy’s favorite.

Garcia Street Books

Four-decade-old shop with a community vibe. Great collection of local authors, kids books and cookbooks.

Travel Bug

Travel books, hiking maps, some gear and coffee and, since the pandemic, craft beer.


MORE SANTA FE FESTS

Currents

Two weeks of cutting-edge video art installations, animation and new media performances. Every June.

Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival

World-class virtuosos grace Santa Fe for a month every summer between July and August.

Wine & Chile Fiesta

Five days of food and wine tastings at 60 participating restaurants and 90 wineries every September.

Santa Fe International Film Festival

Five-day film festival for international and independent cinema brings out the stars in October.



Four Museums on a Hill

HISPANIC, INDIGENOUS AND FOLK ART

Four of Santa Fe’s best museums stand side by side on Museum Hill, 2 miles southwest of the Plaza.

The Museum of International Folk Art has temporary installations of quirky art in a building designed by iconic architect John Gaw Meem. Its huge main gallery displays tiny doll scenes, masks and clothes from more than 100 different countries donated by collector Alexander Girard. Pick up a book at the door for more information, as the displays aren’t marked.

The Museum of Indian Arts & Culture traces the origins and history of the various Indigenous peoples of the Southwest. Its permanent ‘Here, Now and Always’ exhibition features video and audio interviews describing Indigenous artisan work, building techniques and language. And there’s usually a superb collection of ceramics, modern and ancient, in temporary exhibits.

The first gallery of the Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian hosts temporary exhibits of Indigenous art from across North America, while the permanent exhibit traces the history of Indigenous jewelry with over 800 pieces dating back centuries. The gift store, a former Navajo trading post, sells museum-quality crafts.

Finally, the Museum of Spanish Colonial Art celebrates the long history of Hispanic culture in New Mexico with religious and domestic art, such as tin traded on the Santa Fe Trail, paintings of saints, embroidery and carved statues. The museum doubles as a demonstration of John Gaw Meem’s architecture and includes one of his blueprints.

ART SHOPS IN SANTA FE

Shiprock

Best collection of late 19th-century Navajo rugs. Find it upstairs on the Plaza.

Blue Rain Gallery

Impressive contemporary art gallery featuring work from Billy Shank, Preston Singleterry, Jim Vogel and more.

Manitou

A mix of modern and traditional landscape art from 60 artists, mostly from the Southwest.
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Catch a Show

SO MUCH TO SEE

Santa Fe isn’t just home to painters and authors. It’s also a terrific place to see performing arts.

The Santa Fe Opera, just outside of town, may be the belle of the ball. The theater is a marvel, with 360-degree views of sandstone wilderness crowned with sunsets and moonrises, while at center stage the world’s finest talent performs magnificent performances.

Non-profit Lensic Performing Arts Center hosts 250 shows a year, including touring productions in a beautifully renovated 1931 vaudeville movie house.

El Flamenco holds dinner performances of the traditional Spanish art form, and actually was founded in Madrid in 1998 before moving to the US a dozen years later. Spellbinding performances will likely have you ready to sign up for their drop-in classes.

The century-old Santa Fe Playhouse, the oldest playhouse west of the Mississippi, does avant-garde and traditional theater and musical comedy, typically with evening programs and a Sunday matinee. Fun fact: the playhouse’s architect, John Gaw Meem, acted in at least one play here.


Jean Cocteau Cinema closed its doors in 2006 but was bought and reopened by George RR Martin in 2013. The Cocteau is now once more programming art-house and new-release movies, with Martin’s reputation helping to draw in writers and performers for special events.


BEST TOURS IN SANTA FE

Santa Fe Mountain Adventures

Enthusiastic company offering customized hiking, biking, winter sports and 4WD tours across New Mexico.

A Well-Born Guide/Have PhD, Will Travel

Stefanie Beninato, an informative local historian with a knack for good storytelling, offers lively themed walks around Santa Fe.

Loretto Line

Cruise around Santa Fe in an open-sided tram and learn about its history and culture from experienced guides.

New Wave Rafting Co

Doing half-day, full-day and multiday trips through the Racecourse, Rio Grande, Taos Box and Rio Chama since 1980.

Stables at Bishop’s Lodge

A resort east of town offering themed trail rides, including 15-minute kids introductory rides.



WHERE TO FIND CAFES IN SANTA FE

Cake’s

Cozy cafe with an enthusiastic owner. Try the dark chocolate cinnamon vanilla lavender latte.

Ohori’s

The original owner was taught by legendary craft roaster Alfred Peet in Berkeley. Mainly for takeout.

35 Degrees

Beans from all over the world roasted in-house. Find it on the 2nd floor of a mall off the Plaza.


1680 PUEBLO REVOLT

When Spanish conquistadors arrived in what’s now New Mexico in 1540, they had two missions: find gold and convert Indigenous populations to Christianity. For more than a century, Spaniards punished Pueblo groups for practicing their traditions and destroyed their holy kivas. When holy man and war captain Po’Pay was tortured, enough was enough.

Po’Pay managed to unite Pueblo tribes in an unprecedented revolt against the Spanish in 1680 that drove out the colonizers for 12 years. The 1680 Pueblo Revolt was the only successful Indigenous uprising against a colonizing power in North America and is credited with helping to ensure the survival of Pueblo cultural traditions, lands, languages, religions and sovereignty today.



Take a Cooking Class

COOK LIKE A NEW MEXICAN

So, you’ve eaten plenty of breakfast burritos, enchiladas and gallons of green chile. Now learn how to make New Mexican food at home with a cooking class. Family-run Santa Fe School of Cooking has been teaching New Mexican cuisine for more than three decades and offers a number of different kinds of classes in a beautiful space west of the Plaza.

The most popular classes are demos led by one of seven local chefs, including James Beard Award–winning chef Lois Ellen Frank, who teaches how to make indigenous cuisine like trout baked in clay or lamb chile relleno, all while you learn the history of the dishes. There are also hands-on classes limited to 16 participants where you get to make dishes like tamales, tacos and red or green chile. Private classes are also available.

On Fridays, the cooking school leads restaurant tours where you walk around town and meet with top chefs who give a presentation, and enjoy tastings of their dishes and drinks. Participating restaurants include Sazón, Palace Prime, Gruet, La Plazuela and Horno.

On occasion the cooking school transforms into Dave’s Jazz Bistro, where guests are treated to live jazz along with a fine-dining experience.

CLOTHING SHOPS IN SANTA FE

Pampered Maiden

Women’s multi-generational fashion from hats to clothing to accessories, featuring lots of local designers.

Kowboyz

Secondhand shop selling everything you need to cowboy up, from boots to vests and ponchos.

Double Take

Huge, fun thrift shop with cowboy boots, jewelry, furniture, hats and consignment.

Follow the Margarita Trail

HAVE A DRINK, EARN A PRIZE

Pick up a Margarita Trail booklet or download the app and do the ultimate booze crawl in Santa Fe. Nearly 50 restaurants and bars offer jazzed-up margaritas that are $1-off if you have the booklet. Drinks include the Meowgarita (reposado tequila, cointreau, agave, fresh lime juice and butterfly pea flower tea topped with a puffy colorful cloud) at Meow Wolf, Cowgirl’s Cadillac Margarita (Dulce Vida tequila, Grand Marnier, sweet and sour mix, and lime and orange juice) and Anasazi’s Sandia y Pepino Margarita (Mi Campo tequila, agave, watermelon and cucumber juice and a tajin lime salt rim).

Get a stamp at each bar to win prizes, including a T-shirt (five stamps). Conservatively, you can only earn two stamps per day.

Ski, Hike & Bike

WITHIN 30 MINUTES FROM SANTA FE

Just 16 miles from town, Ski Santa Fe in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains boasts the same dry powder as its more famous cousin, Taos Ski Valley, though not quite as much, with a higher base elevation (10,350ft). It includes seven lifts and 86 runs, and caters to both families and expert skiers who come for the glades and steep moguls. North Central Regional District offers free buses to the top, stopping along trailheads en route up the mountain.

Trails here range from all-day adventures to short strolls with refreshing vistas. From the ski basin parking lot, Raven’s Ridge cuts east along the Upper Winsor Trail after the first steep mile of switchbacks to follow the Pecos Wilderness boundary high above the tree line to the top of Lake Peak (12,409ft). It’s a strenuous hike at a substantial elevation, though no trail has better views. Loop back by hiking down the ski slopes to complete a round trip of about 6 miles.

Aspen Vista, the premier path for immersing yourself in the magical bright-yellow fall foliage, lives up to its name. You can even smell the tannin-rich aspen in the air. The first mile or so is easy, gaining little elevation and following an old dirt road. It gets a little more difficult the further you go; just turn back when you’ve had enough. The trailhead is at about 10,000ft along the road to the ski basin; it’s marked ‘Trail No 150.’ Mountain bikers love this trail, too.
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SANTA FE AUTHORS TO KNOW

Cormac McCarthy

Sometimes considered America’s best living author. He wrote Blood Meridian and released two novels in 2022.

George RR Martin

Author of the Song of Ice and Fire and local angel investor for the arts.

Pamela Christie

Author of historical mysteries set in colonial Santa Fe.

Rebecca Roanhorse

Arkansas-born Marvel comic contributor and author of short stories and sci-fi novels featuring Navajo characters.

Michael McGarrity

Former deputy sheriff of Santa Fe County, now New Mexican author of historical crime novels set in the state.



BEST BARS IN SANTA FE

Matador

The local dive bar. Great place to socialize with travelers and the only establishment open late. Cash only.

Tonic

Low-lit cocktail bar with quality creations like a spicy-yet-soothing Cactus Coke.

Cowgirl

Sprawling west-side country bar with 24 beers on tap, ‘cowktails,’ barbecue, live music and happy hour.

Relax at the Spa

GET SOME R&R

Forty or so years ago, the founder of Ten Thousand Waves was living in a van, as one does in Santa Fe, and curious about showers. He went to Japan and learned that showers are more communal than they are in the US – and so he started a Japanese-style spa.

What started as a small bathhouse, eight outdoor hot tubs and a massage room back in 1981 is today a gorgeous, Zen-style spa, in the foothills just west of Santa Fe off Hide Park Rd, that books up weeks, if not months, in advance. Hot tub sessions are 1½ hours and treatments include facials and deep-tissue Shiatsu massages you’ll feel for days.

Ten Thousand Waves also has 16 luxurious rooms, ranging from $300–$600 per night, as well as an exquisite Japanese tapas-style restaurant, Izanami .

West of town, Ojo Santa Fe is located on hot springs frequented by Indigenous people for thousands of years. The spa has five private pools, two of which are enriched with magnesium, and two in private casitas where you can drink Champagne with up to four friends. The spa’s setting is monastery-like in its tranquility, and you can stay the night in comfortable rooms starting at $300 per night. Puppies on the property are from the Española Humane Society and are available for adoption.


I LIVE HERE: SANTA FE’S BEST BAKERIES
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Gail Ray Walker, therapist and bakery enthusiast, reveals her favorite spots.

Sage

When I want to go out with anybody, I go to Sage. The pastries are to die for and the breads are wonderful.

Dolina’s

Slovakian baker Annamaria Brezna makes incredible coffee cake, banana cream pie and cookies. The problem is getting a table.

Clafoutis

An amazing success story. It’s owned by a French family and they have the best croissants in town, as well as pastries and 12 kinds of quiche.

Chocolate Maven

Beautiful birthday cakes. Really good bizcochitos and gluten-free options.

Kakawa Chocolate House

Be careful: you will overdose on the intensity of the chocolate here; the ice creams are amazing too.



George RR Martin’s Railway

RIDE HISTORIC RAILS

Raise a martini glass to Santa Fe’s candy-colored sunsets aboard Sky Railway, an 18-mile tourist train from Santa Fe south to the town of Lamy. The train originally started running in the 1880s, but went out of business in 2012. Thankfully, author George RR Martin, who also kickstarted Meow Wolf and saved the Jean Cocteau Cinema, saved the day by putting his name and money behind the train, turning it into a swanky, unique activity since its first ride in December 2021. Train cars are painted by Santa Fe muralist Joerael Numina and look like a dragon or a wolf, as in Martin’s Game of Thrones universe.


Take a two-hour Sunset Serenade ride with a cocktail and live jazz music, along with cabaret shows. Or, ride beneath the stars or on a flamenco-themed trip. Seasonal rides include trips for Christmas, New Year’s and Halloween. Most trips leave from Santa Fe’s Railyard, but some trips from Lamy, which is closer to Albuquerque, are also available.

BEST BREWERIES IN SANTA FE

Santa Fe

Three locations in Santa Fe: a warehouse with live music, velvet-walled bar downtown and cozy tap house.

Second Street

Big taproom and patio, perfect for a drink before or after Meow Wolf.

Rowley Farmhouse Ales

Small taproom with 26 beers specializing in sours and saisons. Dogs allowed and encouraged on patio.

Spanish Paraje & Petroglyphs

WALK EL CAMINO REAL

During colonial rule, Spain created a network of major trade routes branching from the colonial capital to transport people and goods like silver across the empire. The most northern route, El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro (The Royal Route of the Interior) was blazed atop a historic Indigenous trade route starting in 1598 and stretched from Mexico City to Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo north of Santa Fe. It is the earliest Euro-American trade route in the US. Along the way, parajes (campsites) fueled travelers with goods and a place to rest. The first paraje, El Rancho de las Golondrinas (The Ranch of the Swallows), just west of Santa Fe, is now a 200-acre living museum that showcases Hispanic life during the 18th and 19th century. Museum staff are dressed in period clothing, and there’s a molasses mill to visit, as well as demonstrations of bread baking in a traditional adobe oven. It also hosts festivals such as the Wine Festival (July) and Renaissance Fair (September). The museum is closed from November to March and can have erratic hours at other times. Check the website for updated hours.

Up Paseo Real road, walk along a portion of El Camino Real at Cieneguilla to see ancient petroglyphs. The 2.7-mile trail is challenging at parts, involving some scrambling up loose boulders, and is not well marked, but there are some cool Keresan petroglyphs if you can spot them, including images of the flute-playing god Kokopelli.
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SANTA FE FARMERS MARKET

Every Tuesday and Saturday from May to November, the smell of roasting chiles and aromatic New Mexican produce like jujubes (they taste a bit like an apple) fill the air at the Railyard. Organizers of Santa Fe Farmers Market are strict about local – vendors are subject to routine checks to ensure that all goods are locally grown and produced. Tuesday morning tours at 9am introduce up to 10 guests to farmers to learn about their products and to do yummy tastings. Indoors, there’s a cafe.



BEST DISTILLERIES IN SANTA FE

Tumbleroot

Big patio and indoor venue with liquor and beer flights, bands and comedy.

Altar Spirits

Railyard distillery that makes its own barley-based vodka and gin infused with juniper, sage, lavender and piñon.

Santa Fe Spirits

Tasty cocktails like the ‘white chocolate macadamia cookie’ and whiskey flights. Two Santa Fe locations.

An Out-of-Town Tewa Museum

A SNAPSHOT OF PUEBLO CULTURE

Fifteen minutes north of Santa Fe off Hwy 285, the small Poeh Museum run by the Pojoaque Pueblo details the history of Tewa-speaking people with a 1600ft exhibit showing what life was like before Spanish arrival. The museum also has over 100 Tewa pots and a tower with unique sculptures you won’t find anywhere else. The museum is worth a visit to learn about Pueblo culture, especially if many of these communities are closed to visitors, as they were during research.
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CANNABIS

As of March 2022, cannabis is legal in New Mexico and dispensaries are everywhere – there are around 20 in Santa Fe alone. But if you wish to buy and partake, there are rules to follow. First off, you must be over 21 years old to consume cannabis products, and cannot possess more than 2oz of flower, 16g of extract and 800mg of edibles. Critically, it is illegal to consume cannabis in any public space, including on the sidewalk, in parks, or in any business other than one with a specific license. Also, like drinking, driving under the influence of cannabis will get you a DUI – a first offense is punishable with up to 90 days in jail, up to a $500 fine, or both.




Getting Around

Santa Fe only has a regional airport. International visitors without a car will need to fly to Albuquerque and take a shuttle with Groome Transportation or the Rail Runner Express train.

Downtown is very walkable and public transportation is available with Santa Fe Trails ($1), which has buses that go from the Plaza to Museum Hill or Cerillos Road. Driving in Santa Fe is much more complex than in Albuquerque due to its aging, winding roads.






Beyond Santa Fe
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Santa Fe’s surrounds showcase pivotal moments in the state’s fascinating history from cave dwellings to inventing the atom bomb.


Santa Fe will keep you tied up for a few days of shopping and museum visits, but leave time to explore the many sites around the capital. From Pueblo ruins and cave dwellings to impressive Hispanic and Benedictine adobe churches to a Wild West boomtown frequented by the baddest bandits, you’ll find some of New Mexico’s most intriguing sites and scenic drives in every direction. Don’t miss the once-secret town where the US military made the first atomic bomb, and pack your hiking shoes to explore a dormant super volcano as well as rainbow-colored canyons in Georgia O’Keeffe country. If you have more time, hop aboard the Chama Express for a gorgeous railway trip across the border to Colorado.


TOP TIP

All sites are within two hours drive from Santa Fe and very doable as a day trip from the city.
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GEORGIA O’KEEFFE MUSEUM

The Georgia O’Keeffe Museum in Santa Fe is a place you won’t soon forget, with 150 of the artist’s oil paintings.




O’KEEFFE HOUSE

Reserve ahead for an hour-long tour through Georgia O’Keeffe’s house in Abiquiu, where she lived from 1949 to 1984. A guide will walk you through the rooms, her garden, art studio, library and the kitchen, which remains just as she left it. The house itself dates back to 1744 but was renovated to become an adobe Pueblo Revival hacienda. Reserve on the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum website. You can alternatively reserve a more in-depth 1½-hour behind-the-scenes tour limited to six people a day.

The O’Keeffe Welcome Center next to the Abiquiu Inn has a gift shop and some of her personal effects.




Lose Yourself in Ghost Ranch

HIKE IN GEORGIA O’KEEFFE’S FOOTSTEPS

Having lived, painted and worked as an art teacher in the big cities of New York and Chicago, painter Georgia O’Keeffe didn’t expect to fall in love with a dude ranch 60 miles northwest of Santa Fe. But fall in love she did. ‘Something that’s in the air, it’s just different,’ said O’Keeffe about Ghost Ranch. ‘The sky is different. The wind is different. I shouldn’t say a lot about this because I might get people interested and I don’t want them interested.’

Sorry O’Keeffe, but we’re interested. The iconic painter lived on this 21,000-acre expanse of desert and colorful bluffs for 50 years and painted more than 100 paintings on these grounds. Visit Ghost Ranch to see if you can find where she made her paintings (guided tours can steer you in the right direction).

The most popular reason to visit Ghost Ranch is for its spectacular hikes, especially the 3-mile climb up to Chimney Rock, an enormous pillar that breaks off from the mesa top with breathtaking views. There’s also horseback riding, massages, sound baths in a yurt, art workshops and a couple of OK museums. Campgrounds, both for RVs and tents, as well as cabins and dorm rooms are available if you want to stay the night.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND SANTA FE

Plaza Hotel

Haunted Las Vegas hotel and saloon. The staircase was featured in No Country for Old Men. $

Casa Escondida

Listen to birds chirp on the patio of this lovely rural B&B a mile north of Chimayó. $$

Bishop’s Lodge

Huge 250-acre resort 10 minutes from Santa Fe with a chapel, horse stables, trails and pools. $$$

Hotel Castaneda

Former Las Vegas Harvey House where Teddy Roosevelt welcomed the Rough Riders volunteer cavalry. $

Canyon Inn

Los Alamos guesthouse in a single-family home offering nightly (three-night minimum) and extended stays. $

Abiquiu Inn

Thirty-two rooms spread over a large compound in the artist community Georgia O’Keeffe called home. $$

Benedictine Monastery & Scenic Railway

SPECTACULAR VIEWS

About 75 miles north of Santa Fe along one-lane Hwy 151 (the turnoff is just after Ghost Ranch) is breathtaking Chama Canyon, which feels like it was carved in the moments after creation. The Rio Chama slashes through the lush Carson National Forest, with stark cliffs, prancing bunnies and birds soaring overhead. The canyon is home to several beautiful hikes and is a stop on the Continental Divide Trail from Mexico to Canada. Fitting for its diety-sculpted landscape, Chama Canyon is also home to the Monastery of Christ in the Desert, a Benedictine church and community for 22 monks and pilgrims. Anyone can visit the adobe monastery found 13 miles into Hwy 151, which was designed by architect George Nakashima in 1964. The wooden door is particularly extravagant.

Across from the monastery, you can stay in the Monastery Guesthouse, meant for silent prayer retreats – the lack of cell service helps with the solitude. Rooms range from single monastic rooms to shared doubles with two twin beds overlooking the river. Three meals are included.

Forty-five miles north of Ghost Ranch, head to the town of Chama and hop aboard the Cumbres & Toltec Scenic Railroad, the longest and highest narrow-gauge steam railroad in the US, which runs for 64 miles to Antonito, CO, from July to October. The beautiful trip rides high over the 10,000ft Cumbres Pass, through mountains, canyons and high desert. Try and plan your trip for September or October when the aspens are a-shimmer with golden leaves.


SANTA CLARA POTTERY

Pottery from Santa Clara and San Ildefonso Pueblos is some of the best known in the Southwest. Usually red or jet black, both types are made from natural clay left to rest overnight then shaped into a ball and flattened into a disk. Long strips of clay are coiled around the base and hand-formed into a pot shape. The pot is smoothed out with rounded pieces of gourd and put in a fire. Interestingly, the black color results from a technique of reducing oxygen during firing and using cow or horse manure to smother it.



High Road to Taos Scenic Drive

TAKE THE HIGH ROAD

Leave Santa Fe northbound and watch shrubby desert transform into lush forest on the High Road to Taos. The windy road zigzags up past artsy villages and adobe homes, 18th- and 19th- century churches and truly spectacular views. The scenic drive is worth doing on its own, but there are plenty of worthwhile stops along the way.

Shortly after leaving Santa Fe, turn into the Hispanic village of Chimayó, which was founded in 1598 on a Pueblo that had been abandoned 200 years prior and holds major significance for Catholics. El Santuario de Chimayó was built in 1816 overtop a spot of ‘holy dirt’ said to be miraculous and to hold curative powers. You’ll likely find someone scooping the dirt into a bag to take home to loved ones; photos of children are posted in chapels around the plaza. During Holy Week, some 30,000 pilgrims walk to Chimayó from Santa Fe in the largest Catholic pilgrimage in the US.

Up the road, turn off into Truchas, an 18th-century Spanish town with century-old adobe buildings and a couple of galleries. In Peñasco, the Peñasco Theatre bills itself as the area’s only solar-powered hand-built adobe theater, and we aren’t going to argue. The theatre hosts live performances and summer youth workshops. Continue northbound by making a U-turn at Hwy 518 to the most forested part of the road to Taos.

The last two weekends in September are a great tie to drive the route, as The High Road Art Tour prompts artists to open their gallery doors.


FRED HEADS

Learn about the iconic railway businessman Fred Harvey at the New Mexico History Museum in Santa Fe and at the Harvey House Museum in Belen.




CHIMAYÓ WEAVING

Weaving is, quite literally, woven into the fabric of the town of Chimayó. A necessity in the early days of Spanish occupation, good quality weaving is rare to find these days – it’s just so time-consuming! But there are several weavers that do it the old-fashioned way and sell it in town. Find intricate rugs of all sizes, from doormats and living-room statement pieces to scarves, vests and jackets.

Chimayó Museum tells the history of the Ortega family, a weaving family who owned the building the museum is located in. The museum also explains the town’s rebellion against Mexico in 1837 and has heirloom rugs. Entrance is by donation.



Cave Dwellings & Petroglyphs

HISTORICAL FINDS AMONG THE CLIFFS

Ancestors of Navajo and current Pueblo people lived, made pottery, traded tools and grew vegetables in this 33,000-acre area now run by the National Park Service. Some 3000 settlements have been discovered in Bandelier National Monument, which was named after the Swiss-born anthropologist who studied the area in the 1880s, including cave dwellings nestled into peach-colored cliff walls.

You can visit some of the cave dwellings, just 400 yards from the visitor center, by climbing ladders on the 1.4-mile Pueblo Loop Trail. There are also remains of adobe-brick buildings and petroglyphs on the cliff face. If you’re up for a bigger day of hiking, Bandelier is 70% wilderness with 70 miles of backcountry trails. Get a backcountry permit at the visitor center.

Frustratingly, getting to Bandelier requires plenty of patience. Lack of parking means visitors are obligated to park at the White Rock Visitor Center 30 minutes away and take a free shuttle bus to the monument. Shuttles come every 20 or 30 minutes and are rarely large enough to fit the lineup, so expect to wait at least an hour.

Three miles from White Rock, Tsankawi Prehistoric Sites is absolutely worth doing before or after your visit to Bandelier. The 1.5-mile loop trail takes you up the Mars-colored volcanic rocks, up a ladder if you wish, to cave rooms and petroglyphs made in the 1400s by the Tewa-speaking ancestors of today’s San Ildefonso Pueblo. Tsankawi is free and takes about 30 minutes to complete.

Less visited and arguably a better, more informative experience than Bandelier is Puye Cliff Dwellings located in Santa Clara Pueblo, a 45-minute drive from Santa Fe. From the visitor center, a former Harvey House, Pueblo guides take you to the top of the mesa to see strikingly intact adobe-brick ruins that were home to between 1500 and 3500 people starting from the year 900. Homes were two or three stories tall and didn’t have doorways to protect against invaders (they used ladders to get in). Then, walk down the mountain along an ancient trail (or take a shuttle) to see cliff dwellings and petroglyphs. Guided tours are mandatory and last from 30 minutes to two hours, depending on where you go.
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WHERE TO EAT BEYOND SANTA FE

Socorro’s Restaurant

Ranchera singer Socorro Herrera ensures her customers are well-fed with stuffed sopaipillas and tacos. $

El Parasol

New Mexican chain in and around Santa Fe with great red chile–stuffed breakfast burritos. $

Sugar Nymphs Bistro

Gourmet brunch, lunch and pizza made with local produce beside the Peñasco Theatre. $$

Blue Window Bistro

Quality restaurant and bar in downtown Los Alamos with steaks, burgers, enchiladas and more. $$

Rancho de Chimayó

Chef Florence Jaramillo won a James Beard award for her classic New Mexican food in Chimayó. $$

Tesuque Village Market

New Mexican favorites with an attached liquor store market and cake shop in Tesuque. $$


ECHO AMPHITHEATER

Just north of the Hwy 151 turnoff, Echo Amphitheater is another piece of geography seemingly carved by a higher power. Years of water cascading over sandstone has created a giant curved pocket in the rock wall, with strange red vertical stripes running down the middle. Legend has it that the lines are blood stains after a group of Navajo murdered a family of white settlers. A later killing of Navajo by settlers added to the blood.

But while the legends are untrue according to the Forest Service, the amphitheater is worth a quick stop. Walk the short trail to the cliff face, take a deep breath and belt out a big ‘helloo!’ The echo in the amphitheater is quick yet powerful.



Where the Atomic Bomb Was Born

THE MANHATTAN PROJECT

In 1942 amid WWII, Franklin D Roosevelt called on Lieutenant General Leslie Richard Groves Jr and physicist J Robert Oppenheimer to assemble a secret lab to develop a weapon unlike the world had ever seen. Having been sent to New Mexico at 18 to recover from colitis, Oppenheimer loved the state and chose the town of Los Alamos in the largely uninhabited forest-covered mountains 45 minutes from Santa Fe to set up the base, and the Manhattan Project was born. Over four years, the town ballooned from 1500 residents to 10,000, as the best brains the country had access to – including Jews fleeing Nazi Germany – moved in. The result was the world’s first atomic bomb detonation, dropped on July 16, 1945 at the Trinity Site in southern New Mexico. Nicknamed The Gadget, the plutonium bomb was the same design as Fat Man, which was dropped on Nagasaki, Japan, three weeks later. Along with the uranium bomb, Little Boy, dropped a few days earlier on Hiroshima, the nuclear bombs designed by the Manhattan Project killed an estimated 135,000 to 215,000 people.

Despite being one of the wealthiest towns in the US, there isn’t much to see in Los Alamos except the excellent Bradbury Science Museum, which is worth making the trip for. Learn about the history and people behind the Manhattan Project, see a replica of the bomb dropped on Nagasaki and learn about the government research that continues today, including nanoscience, sustainable technology and prevention of infectious diseases.

Elsewhere in Los Alamos, you can do a self-guided walking tour past the John Gaw Meem–designed Fuller Lodge, the free Los Alamos History Museum that focuses on homesteading and the former ranch school, as well as Oppenheimer’s House and other wartime buildings.

If you drive west out of town, you’ll have to flash your ID to get through a checkpoint and promise not to turn into any of the research labs – an experience in itself!
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OPPENHEIMER’S DOWNFALL

A complex character fit for Hollywood, J Robert Oppenheimer was born in New York in 1904. After his visit to New Mexico as a teen, he studied at Harvard, Cambridge and Göttingen in Germany before being selected as the physicist in charge of the Manhattan Project.

After the bombs were dropped on Japan in 1945, Oppenheimer opposed the further development of nuclear weapons, including the hydrogen bomb. FBI Director J Edgar Hoover began to investigate Oppenheimer for links to the Communist Party, and while none were found, he was stripped of his security clearance in 1954 during the Red Scare. Once considered a patriotic hero, Oppenheimer was dismissed for opposing the arms race. The US went on to do more than 1000 nuclear tests until 1992.

Oppenheimer, a film written and directed by Christopher Nolan, will be released in mid-2023.



WHERE TO DRINK BEYOND SANTA FE

Bathtub Row Brewing Co-op

Los Alamos is ‘a nice little drinking town with a science problem,’ says owner Doug Osborn.

Blue Heron Española

A rare place to hang out in sleepy Española, a town 30 minutes north of Santa Fe.

The Skillet

Funky Las Vegas resto-bar with wild margarita flavors and food creations like mac and cheese burritos.

Ancient Supervolcano

HIKING AND FISHING

At Valles Caldera National Preserve, 50 miles from Santa Fe on the outskirts of Los Alamos, you can hike in the valleys and atop rock domes created by a supervolcano that erupted 1.25 million years ago. The prehistoric eruption was 500 times the strength of the one at Washington’s Mt St Helens in 1980, and caused pumice and ash to be launched into the atmosphere, landing across the Southwest and as far as Kansas. Today the national preserve covers 89,000 acres of wilderness, with great chances of spotting elk or New Mexico’s huge deer. There are miles of hiking trails and mountain-biking trails in summer and snowshoeing and cross-country skiing trails in winter.

The East Fork Trail is a nice and easy hike that meanders along the river gorge. From the Las Conchas Trailhead, follow the river and cross back and forth over a few bridges to stay on the trail for a couple of miles. Return the way you came to complete the 3.16-mile out and back.

Valles Caldera is also a destination for fishing and fly-fishing, with ample rainbow and cutthroat trout as well as German brown fish. Get your flies, maps, gear and game licenses at Amanda’s Country Store.


CONTINENTAL DIVIDE TRAIL

Hundreds of thru-hikers brave the 3100-mile Continental Divide Trail every year, which is less popular though no less extraordinary than some of the US’s 11 other National Scenic Trails, including the Appalachian and Pacific Crest Trails.

For many, the trail begins on the US border with Chihuahua in Mexico and winds all the way to Alberta, Canada. It takes hikers six months if they can muster 17 miles a day.

In New Mexico, the trail stretches 820 miles from the southwestern desert up through Silver City and the Gila National Forest to Grants, around the Jemez Mountains and up to the Chama Wilderness, before hitting the Colorado Rockies.

Don’t have six months to spare? The CDT can also be hiked in shorter segments.



Pueblo Ruins

A ONCE-THRIVING COMMUNITY

Six hundred years ago, Pecos Pueblo was a thriving community of 2000 people, known throughout the region. When the Spanish arrived, it became a common target, both militarily and with the weapon of the cross, and the first church was built here in 1625. Forty-five years later, the church was destroyed in the Pueblo Revolt and the Spanish were sent packing. Pecos Pueblo continued for another century and a half and the final 17 inhabitants moved to Jemez Pueblo to be with fellow Towa speakers in 1838.

Today Pecos National Historical Park, a 30-minute drive from Santa Fe, is home to well-kept ruins and a vast expanse above beautiful terrain. The main 1.25-mile trail includes excavated ruins, a kiva you can climb into via a ladder, a church and convento built in 1717. If with kids, ask about the junior ranger program and get a free workbook with activities to learn about the park and earn a badge. Another option is the South Pastor Loop, a 2-mile nature walk along the river.

The area is packed with beautiful views of the wide open space and Sangre de Cristo Mountains. From higher elevations you might be able to spot elk or mule deer, and the occasional roadrunner is seen sprinting around.

From the visitor center, ask for a gate code and directions to Glorieta Pass, where a Civil War battle sometimes referred to as the Gettysburg of the West took place.

WHERE TO SHOP BEYOND SANTA FE

Ortega’s Weaving

Chimayó must-visit for weaved rugs, vests and coats, plus a small museum out back.

Centinela Traditional Arts

High Road to Taos weaving shop selling rugs, shawls, toys, jackets, vests and bags since 1982.

FrankieAnnTiques

FrankieAnn and her husband collect and sell antiques in their clean Las Vegas plaza shop.


TENT ROCKS

Forty miles west of Santa Fe, or 50 miles from Albuquerque, Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument is a bizarre, otherworldly place to hike. Volcanic ash from eruptions in the Jemez Mountains six or seven million years ago caused trippy rock tipis that look like mini-mountain versions of Jawas, those desert-dwelling hooded characters with guns in Star Wars. From the parking lot, you can hike the 1.2-mile Cave Loop Trail (about two hours), or do a 3-mile climb through a slot canyon up to panoramic views and back.

Tent Rocks was closed during research due to prolonged pandemic shutdowns, so be sure to check if it it’s open before making the drive.



Sin City, Hot Springs & a Castle

IT’S ALL IN LAS VEGAS

Yes, New Mexico has its own Las Vegas, and it was a city of sin well before the one in Nevada got its first slot machine. First established in 1835, Las Vegas was a boomtown along the Santa Fe Trail and later the railroad, attracting businesspeople and bandits like Billy the Kid and infamous gambler Doc Holliday. ‘This was a rowdy, rowdy town back then,’ said Sean Williams, who has worked at Las Vegas’ haunted Plaza Hotel for 14 years. ‘The willow that they hung people from is right in front of the police station right there.’ Today the town is a shell of its former self, but it’s worth soaking in its Wild West vibe and stopping in the cafes and shops on Bridge St and around the plaza.

Ten minutes up Hwy 65 and Forest Rd 263, park on the side of the road and take a dip in the lithium-enriched Montezuma Hot Springs. Unlike many hot springs, the top pool, known as the Lobster Pot, is scalding, and cascading pools are more moderate. Afterwards, jump in Gallinas Creek to cool off.

From the springs, look up the hill and see Montezuma Castle, a former Harvey House that’s now a residence for 300 international high-school-age students at the United World College. You’re not supposed to go inside the extravagant castle so as not to disturb the students, but you can pick up a pass from security in the parking lot and enter the Dwan Light Sanctuary. Opened in 1996 as a place for students to take a yoga or meditation break, the one-room building has reflective windows that channel vibrant colors on the surface. Grab a yoga mat or a cushion and press pause on the stresses of daily life.
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WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE BEYOND SANTA FE

Cafe Sierra Negra

Coffee and baked goods in Abiquiu along with healthy farm-fresh meals like spinach crepes.

Stella’s cafe

Hip Las Vegas cafe with red chile mocha, horchata lattes and ice cream.

Daniel’s Cafe

Low-key Los Alamos cafe with coffee, ice cream and basic sandwiches.


CALF CANYON/HERMITS PEAK FIRE

In April 2022, the US Forest Service ignited a prescribed forest fire in the Santa Fe National Forest to thin out pine woodlands and mitigate the risk of future burns expected after years of drought influenced by climate change. According to the Forest Service, 99.84% of these burns go as planned. The Calf Canyon/Hermits Peak fire was in the 0.16%.

Not one but two simultaneous prescribed burns got out of hand, merging together and leading to the destruction of 350,000 acres throughout the summer. It was the state’s largest forest fire ever; hundreds of homes were destroyed and thousands were left displaced. One silver lining is that Las Vegas was spared as the fire couldn’t get over the mountain that overlooks the town.



A 19th-Century Military Fort

LARGEST BASE FOR 500 MILES

Look around this vast expanse of shrubby desert east of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains and you won’t see much. But between 1821 and 1880, this area was a busy crossing point for merchants, adventurers and soldiers, as part of the 900-mile Santa Fe Trail from the current state capital northeast to Franklin, Missouri. To protect the route and the area’s inhabitants, the army set up military garrisons, including Fort Union 95 miles east of Santa Fe where the trail split in two. For forty years (though it was constructed three times), this military installation was pivotal for the US’ New Mexican Territory during the Civil War, as well as for the brutal campaign that forced Pueblo Indians to stay on reserves. By the late 1800s, it was the largest US military base for 500 miles from California to Kansas.

Today Fort Union National Monument is a square of building ruins you can tour on a 1.6-mile flat loop trail. Structural remains include the stone prison used for holding deserters, drunkards, burglars and brawlers, the old bowling alley, and chimneys from the captain’s quarters. Free tours are offered twice daily.

On the third weekend of June, Fort Union hosts a cultural reenactment with guest speakers, and stargazing parties are offered from Memorial Day to Labor Day as the park is an official Dark Sky Preserve.
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WHERE TO CAMP BEYOND SANTA FE

Rio Chama Campground

Nineteen-site free campground in Chama Canyon, each site with a picnic table and firepit.

Juniper

Stay in this Bandelier campground 40 minutes from the visitor center to avoid the shuttle bus nightmare.

Rancheros de Santa Fe

RV campground 20 minutes from Santa Fe with a pool and theatre room for kids.


NEW MEXICO’S ROLE IN THE CIVIL WAR

When the Civil War began in 1861, New Mexico had only been a US territory for a dozen years – fighting for the far-off government in Washington after being occupied by Spain and Mexico for so long wasn’t a top priority. But New Mexico ended up joining the Union rather than the Confederates because they wanted to keep Texans off their land.

In late 1861, 3500 local recruits joined up and mustered in Fort Union. They were quickly sent off to their first fight, the Battle of Valverde, just south of Socorro. New Mexican forces lost, and the Confederates ended up taking both Albuquerque and Santa Fe, but the occupation was brief as pro-slavery forces were driven out by the summer of 1862.




Getting Around

North Central Regional Transit offers free buses to Taos, Española, Los Alamos and northern Pueblos including Tesuque, Santa Clara and San Ildefonso. Otherwise, a car is your best bet.






TAOS
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A magical spot even by the standards of this Land of Enchantment, Taos is a beautiful town in northern New Mexico surrounded by 12,300ft snowcapped peaks that hit a sage-speckled plateau before plummeting 800ft into the Rio Grande Gorge. One of the longest continuously inhabited communities in the US thanks to Taos Pueblo, Taos went on to become a trading post on the Santa Fe Trail and later an attraction for early-20th-century artist transplants from New York and California who came to visit and couldn’t leave after witnessing the sapphire blue skies and paint-stroke sunsets. Many of these artists’ work is inspired by the same landscapes anyone can see today when exploring this gorgeous area.

Today the majority of Taos’ 6500 inhabitants are artists and probably self-declared weirdos who love the outdoors. Come to feel the vibe in one of the US’s preeminent artsy towns and for New Mexico’s best skiing, white-water rafting and fly-fishing.
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SIGHTS

1Blumenschein Home & Museum

2Harwood Museum of Art

3Millicent Rogers Museum

4Rio Grande Gorge Bridge

5Taos Art Museum at Fechin House

6Taos Plaza

7Taos Pueblo

EATING

8Chokola

SHOPPING

9El Rincon Trading Post

10Parsons Gallery of the West

11Robert L Parsons Fine Art

12Wilder Nightingale Fine Art

INFORMATION

13Earthships Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Arroyo Seco, 10 minutes north of town on the way to Taos Ski Valley, has a fun ski bum vibe with an enticing density of great cafes and restaurants. Visit or stay the night, and be sure to grab an ice cream at Taos Cow.
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Living History in Taos Pueblo

PUEBLO CULTURE THRIVES

One of the oldest continuously inhabited communities in the US and both a Unesco World Heritage Site and US National Historic Landmark, Taos Pueblo is an extraordinary place to see New Mexican Pueblo culture thriving in the present day. Three miles northeast of Taos Plaza, the Pueblo’s multi-story mud and straw adobe apartments stand tall and proud under the backdrop of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, as they’ve done for 1000 years. Full-time tribal members living in the Pueblo, which number around 150, continue to speak their Tiwa language, make wonderful art and use their seven ceremonial kivas (underground ceremonial chambers). No running water or electricity helps maintain the traditional way of life.

Taos Pueblo welcomes visitors for guided tours. Visitors are taught about Pueblo ways of life, adobe architecture and history, including the 1680 Pueblo Revolt that tossed out the Spanish. You can also visit Taos Pueblo’s unique San Geronimo Church, which highlights Mary rather than Jesus at the pulpit. Look out for homes with signs that invite visitors in to shop for local pottery and art – many of these shops are residences of the artisans themselves. Taos Pueblo is closed from the end of January to the third week of March.

In the second week of July, Taos Pueblo hosts its annual powwow with dances and workshops open to the public. On 30 September, the Pueblo opens early in the morning for San Geronimo Day, a festival filled with vibrant cultural traditions and Indigenous art from across the Southwest. The morning kicks off with a traditional foot race, as men painted in black and white sprint past the Pueblo homes to the cheers of women shaking colorful shawls. In the afternoon, these men crowd around a tall wooden pole and attempt to climb to the top to pull down the harvest bounty. Throughout the day, vendors from Pueblos like Zuni, Acoma and Jemez sell a dizzying array of beautiful Indigenous art from turquoise jewelry to pottery and canvas art. Photos and recording equipment are strictly prohibited on the day of the festival.
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PUEBLO CELEBRATIONS IN NEW MEXICO

San Ildefonso Feast Day

January 23 festival with traditional dances, including the deer and comanche dance and the Pueblo’s famous pottery.

Easter

Various Pueblos celebrate Easter, including Nambé, which does a bow and arrow dance.

Jemez Red Rocks Arts & Crafts Show

Memorial Day weekend in Jemez Pueblo features an arts and crafts show and powwow.

Pueblo Revolt Anniversary

The Picuris Pueblo celebrates the 1680 Pueblo Revolt with a ceremonial foot race, pole climb and dances.

Christmas

Most Pueblos celebrate Christmas Eve and Day with dancing and torchlight processions.



WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA FE

El Pueblo Lodge

1920s motor lodge renovated and expanded over the years. It has a pool. $$

Doña Luz Inn

Each of the nine rooms in this joyful B&B is a work of art. $$

El Monte Sagrado

Eleven-acre luxury resort and spa 3 miles from Taos with adobe-style rooms and decor. $$$


MORE SPANISH HISTORY

Hispanic history abounds in New Mexico. Visit the Hispanic Culture Museum in Albuquerque, the Museum of Spanish Colonial Art and El Rancho de las Golondrinas in Santa Fe, and Mesilla just outside Las Cruces.




HISPANIC HISTORY

Built in 1804 as a homestead, the fortress-like Martinez Hacienda, 2 miles southwest of Taos Plaza, served as a family home and a trading post for merchants traveling north from Mexico City on the Camino Real. The hacienda’s 21 rooms portray early 19th-century Hispanic life with furniture from the period, a blacksmith workshop and two courtyards.

While your head has been transported to that period, check out San Francisco de Asis Church close to the junction with the High Road to Taos south of town. This iconic 1815 adobe church sorta looks like the Sphinx; it was memorialized in Georgia O’Keeffe’s paintings, as well as Ansel Adams’ photos.



Taos Gallery Crawl

SMALL TOWN, LOTS OF MUSEUMS

Taos might be tiny, but thanks to the artists and collectors who’ve passed through this mountain town, it’s teeming with art galleries and museums, many of which are within walking distance of the Plaza.

At the Millicent Rogers Museum, see the private collection of a fashion icon, oil heiress and philanthropist who loved Hispanic folk art and Native American jewelry. Rogers really had a great eye, with extravagant pottery, weaved rugs and religious statues on display in a surprisingly large museum.


Founded in 1923, the Harwood Museum of Art in a very spacious mid-19th-century adobe compound showcases the paintings, drawings, prints, Hispanic carvings and photographs of Taos and Northern New Mexican artists. The 2000-piece permanent collection includes paintings from Taos Society of Artists (TAS) painters, and there’s an exhibit dedicated to abstract expressionist painter Agnes Martin, as well as works from indigenous and contemporary artists.

Don’t visit the Taos Art Museum & Fechin Institute for the art on the walls – though there are a few paintings by members of the TAS. Instead, visit for the gorgeous woodcarvings made by the artist who built the building. Russian artist Nicolai Fechin built this home and studio in just six years from 1927 to 1933, and carved unbelievable wood beams and doors that are just magnificent.

The Blumenschein Home & Museum is dedicated to TAS founding member Ernest L Blumenschein. He lived in this adobe residence, which dates back to 1797, with his wife and daughter, Mary and Helen Greene. There are works from the three artists on display, and their furniture and kitchen appliances are on display to give an idea of a Taos artist’s life in the 1920s.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SKI VALLEY

SnowMansion Adventure Lodge & Hostel

Lodge-style hostel with a fun vibe, piano and pool table in Arroyo Seco. $

Cottam’s Lodge

Four studios that can fit up to six guests. Located 1.5 miles from the main lift. $

Snakedance Condominiums

Giant condo complex steps from the lifts with in-room kitchens, spa services and a restaurant. $

Shop Hop & Chocolate

WANDER TAOS PLAZA

Taos centers on its Plaza, which started to fill up with adobe homes in 1796. Sure, the Plaza has a few too many souvenir knickknack shops, but it’s worth popping into galleries in the area to see, and buy, museum-quality art.

The Robert L Parsons Fine Art gallery on Bent St sells works from Taos Society of Artist painters, and its sister Parsons Gallery of the West on Kit Carson Rd features 20 different artists, mostly from Taos, in a beautiful hacienda built in 1803. Across the road, Wilder Nightingale Fine Art has been selling an eclectic collection of contemporary Taos art for more than 30 years from its huge gallery. For Indigenous art and jewelry, pop into the dusty museum-like El Rincon Trading Post, which has been open since 1909 and hasn’t changed much.

When you need a pick-me-up from all that shopping, head to Chokola, a bean-to-bar chocolate tasting room in the Plaza. Sit on the patio and watch Taos’ wonderful weirdos walk by while tasting six kinds of mousse and drinking chocolate or ice cream or cakes or bars or bonbons – you get the picture. While you buzz on a chocolate high, live without regrets: Chokola’s chocolate is fair trade and organic.


TAOS SOCIETY OF ARTISTS

In 1893 Ohio-born artist Joseph Henry Sharp arrived in Taos to paint the Pueblo for publication and fell in love with the area. He moved in and started spreading the word to contemporary artists including Lucy Harwood, Ernest Blumenschein, Bert Phillips, Oscar Berninghaus, Eanger Irving Couse and Herbert Dunton. Along with Juan Mirabol from Taos Pueblo, these seven paintbrush-wielding transplants formed the Taos Society of Artists (TAS).

TSA artists’ styles were as diverse and experimental as the many philosophies of painting that defined the first half of the 20th century, but are often characterized by the frequent presence of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains as well as the people and buildings of Taos Pueblo. Find examples of their work across galleries in Taos.



WHERE TO EAT IN TAOS

La Cueva Cafe

Probably Taos’ most popular restaurant, serving New Mexican classics from breakfast to close at 8pm. $

ACEQ

Pronounced ah-sec, this Arroyo Seco hot spot has great food and is Guy Fieri–approved. $$

The Love Apple

Romantic candlelit restaurant in a 19th-century chapel serving seasonal fare and funky wines. Cash only. $$


Test Drive an Earthship

FOR A MORE SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

A mile and a half west of the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge outside Taos, find a community of bizarre structures seemingly dropped here from another planet. The brainchild of architect Mike Reynolds, Earthships Biotecture is a community of sustainable buildings that harness the natural biology of our planet. The walls are made from old car tires packed with earth, which along with recycled glass bottles and aluminum cans, as well as a tropical forest of plants inside, help to ensure the temperature is never above 68°F (20°C) or below 65°F (18°C). Earthships are off-grid, meaning they use solar power for electricity and recycle the few drops of rain that fall here in the desert. The goal of the project is not just to show that environmentally friendly architecture is possible here around Taos, but that it can be done anywhere. Since the project began a few decades ago, Earthship communities have popped up in dozens of countries, including Canada, Bolivia and Sierra Leone.

Visit the Earthships Visitor Center for an informative self-guided or guided tour (daily at 3pm). But the best way to understand the impact of this fascinating, hopeful project is to test-drive an Earthship yourself by staying the night. Earthship Rentals invites you and up to eight of your friends or family to stay the night in one of the compound’s vessels. Staying here is way more boutique-chic than you might expect, with all the comforts (wi-fi, TV, fridge etc) and refreshing aromas of tropical plants.
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KIT CARSON

These days, the name Kit Carson is as loaded as the frontiersman’s shotgun. Born Christopher Houston Carson, the mountain man, guide, trapper, soldier and scout was one of the most significant figures of US westward expansion in the 19th century. To some, that makes him a hero. To others, a tyrant and one who subjugated Indigenous people.

A park that once bore his name in Albuquerque was renamed in 2021, but Carson hasn’t been totally washed from history. In Taos, where he lived and died, a main road and park continue to bear his name, as does the cemetery where he’s buried. In Taos, Kit Carson Home & Museum, where he lived for 25 years, tells the frontiersman’s story.



Gawk at the Gorge

AMERICA’S 7TH HIGHEST BRIDGE

Ten miles west of Taos, the impressive steel Rio Grande Gorge Bridge is 565ft above the river, making it one of the tallest bridges in the US. A popular spot for selfies and wedding photos, the best views of the bridge, from the ground anyway, are along the Rio Gorge West Trail. From the visitor parking lot, the mostly flat 4-mile out-and-back trail takes about 75 minutes to complete and has plenty of opportunities for photos of the river and the bridge. Be sure to keep an eye out for big-horned sheep. Before or after your hike, check out the vendors in the parking lot selling a variety of Indigenous art and jewelry. The informal outdoor mall feels like a modern-day version of how trading used to work back in the heyday of New Mexican trading.


If you’re looking for more hikes, the 242,000-acre Rio Grande del Norte National Monument – stretching from Pilar, 20 miles south of Taos, to the Colorado state line – has plenty.

VEGETARIAN-FRIENDLY CAFES IN TAOS

Plant Base Cafe

Smoothies, savory bowls, coffee and wi-fi across from the Plaza. $

Manzanita Market

Farm-to-fork Plaza cafe with fresh vegan and gluten-free options, tea blends and ice cream. $

The Wake & Take

Plant-based breakfast and lunch, including smoothies and warm savory bowls in Arroyo Seco. $

Ski the Slopes

A FOUR-LETTER WORD FOR STEEP

Taos may be an artists’ haven, but it’s also decisively a ski town, with the mountain 40 minutes from downtown being the most popular winter attraction. Peaking at 12,481ft, Taos Ski Valley is New Mexico’s best mountain for skiing and snowboarding, with everything from beginner runs to steep declines on the international competition circuit. Taos Ski Valley expects about 300in a year, and the snow tends to be bone dry.

Come summertime, the mountain is great for high-elevation hikes, especially the 4.2-mile out-and-back Williams Lake Trail. Starting from a parking lot 2 miles above the main lift, the excellent hike follows blue markers up and up to a high-altitude lake at 11,040ft.


There are a bunch of lodges and condos at the base of the main lift, but the best vibe, and food, is found on the drive up at Arroyo Seco, 10 minutes north of Taos.


MARTINI TREES

As the legend goes, in 1959, a middle-aged skier from St Louis, Missouri, was a great technical rider but got nervous when the light wasn’t perfect. So ski instructor Ernie Blake had a bright idea. He sent his son down to fetch a martini with olives (made by the boy’s mother) and bring it to the anxious skier. The nervous skier took a sip and despite the cloudy weather ‘skied like an angel,’ Blake said in a Ski Valley YouTube video. For years, Blake carried on the tradition by hiding martinis in glass Spanish porrón pitchers alongside the runs. Today, ski crews continue to hide drinks in the trees, as well as cannabis, shrooms and the occasional bra.



WHERE TO DRINK IN TAOS

Taos Mesa Brewing

Nineteen beers on tap with flights and excellent wood-fired pizza.

Adobe Bar

Taos Inn bar with live music, margaritas and nachos. The courtyard is centered on Taos’ old main well.

The Lounge by Rolling Still Distillery

Try a flight of locally made organic craft spirits like red or green chile vodka.


I LIVE HERE: OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES AROUND TAOS
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Taos artist and rafting guide Miguel Graham reveals the best local spots to get outside. @migz108

Hike in Hondo Canyon

Find staurolite crystals all over the ground up here. The whole ground sparkles.

Camping in Pilar

Go camping in the Orilla Verde Recreation Area down in Pilar – it’s beautiful.

Rafting

Go rafting in the Rift Valley and Taos Box canyon where you’ll see big-horned sheep.

Hot-air balloon rides

You can go hot-air ballooning over the Gorge Bridge at sunrise with Rio Grande Balloons.

Ski in Taos Valley

Taos is a four-letter word for ‘steep’ and averages 300in of snow a year.
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Rafting on the Rio Grande near Pilar | Mike Schrengohst/Shutterstock ©

Rafting & Fly-Fishing

TACKLE THE RIVERS AROUND TAOS

From April through October, sections of the Rio Grande near Taos are the best places in New Mexico to go white-water rafting. Guides lead trips into the turbulent Taos Box north of town, which has lots of Class IV and sometimes Class V rapids. Boats do tend to flip, and the remoteness of this area makes it extra scary – and thrilling. If Taos Box intimidates you, the Racecourse and Lower Gorge downriver near Pilar are popular family-friendly spots with gentler waves.

You can book half-, full- or multiday rafting trips with Far Flung Adventures, which has been in the business since 1976 and has permits from the Forest Service and local tribes. Rock climbing, horseback riding and fly-fishing tours are also available.

Speaking of fly-fishing, Taos is a great place to swing for trout, small-mouth bass and northern pike year-round thanks to long summers and short winters, and mountain springs that regulate water temperature. Head over to Taos Fly Shop to get your gear or maps and to book a wade (on foot) or float (from a boat) tour. Tours visit dozens of hot fishing spots around Taos and the Enchanted Circle, including the Red and Cimarron Rivers. Since there are lots of small streams, fishing with a lighter rod is recommended.

WHERE TO FIND GEAR IN TAOS

Taos Fly Shop

Helpful full-service fly-fishing shop and outfitter offering gear, maps and tours.

Cottam’s Ski Shop

Rent or buy ski gear as well as mountain bikes, with another location at the Taos Ski Valley.

Bootdoctors

Ski shop atop Taos Ski Valley specializing in ski boots and demos open year-round.

Trek with Llovable Llamas

CUTE MOTIVATION

Love hiking but hate lugging around a backpack? Around Taos, you don’t have to, thanks to ‘llovable’ llamas. For more than 25 years, Leah and Stuart Wilde of Wild Earth Llama Adventures have been leading unique treks to the sweetest spots in the Sangres. Day trips, which are especially motivating for kids, head to the Rio Grande Gorge and include a guide that whips up a healthy gourmet lunch (carried by the trusty llamas). Overnight excursions are more challenging and go to places like Wheeler Peak and Valle Vidal or to the Rio Grande del Norte National Monument. There’s no office, so book ahead and meet at the trailhead. Day hikes start at $175, while multiday treks start at $550.

Visit a Writer’s Ranch

WHERE DH LAWRENCE MADE HIS NEW MEXICO HOME

British poet and novelist David Herbert Lawrence might have only spent two years (1924–26) on the 160-acre ranch north of Taos which he owned with his wife Frieda, but it was enough to declare that New Mexico ‘changed me forever.’ Fans of the author of such classics as Lady Chatterly’s Lover can visit DH Lawrence Ranch, 20 miles from Taos, now administered by the University of New Mexico. If you manage to make the narrow window during which it’s open (9:30am–3:30pm Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday), you can visit the famous Lawrence Tree painted by Georgia O’Keeffe, the cabin Dorothy Brett stayed in when Lawrence invited her to start a utopian society and the 19th-century homesteader’s cabin where the writer worked on St Mawr, David and The Plumed Serpent.


BEST MOUNTAIN BIKE TRAILS AROUND TAOS

Taos Ski Valley and Angel Fire

Ride the lifts and zoom down the mountain.

Rift Valley

Mostly flat, winding single-track trail suitable for intermediate cyclists and fun for advanced riders.

South Boundary

Twenty-eight-mile ride considered one of the nation’s best mountain-bike trails. Experienced cyclists only.

West Rim

Easy 9-mile trail in Rio Grande del Norte with great views of the Rio Grande Gorge.

Devisadero

Steep and difficult trail with plenty of rocks. Watch out for rattlesnakes.




Getting Around

Taos has a small regional airport and Taos Air offers complimentary ground shuttles to downtown and the ski resort. Once downtown, most of Taos’ shops, restaurants and museums are within walking distance. Or, you can hop on a free North Central Regional Transit District bus that runs along the main drag. These free buses run to/from Santa Fe. While few in number, Taos does have Uber drivers.






Beyond Taos
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Find hot springs, haunted hotels and prehistoric footprints in the vast wilderness around Taos.


The areas around Taos up to the Colorado border and east to Texas are mostly unpopulated wilderness, with plenty more elk than humans. That makes for great exploring country, whether you’re driving past massive mountain peaks, hiking into a dormant volcano or fishing in a freshwater lake. At times, this area can feel prehistoric, and that’s because it is, as groundbreaking discoveries in northeastern New Mexico have pushed forward our knowledge of how long humans have been on the continent. West of town is all about relaxation, with New Mexico’s most popular mineral hot springs and its best rural destination for winery hopping.


TOP TIP

Driving to or from the Texas border between Springer and Clayton is mind-numbingly boring, flat desert, so get those podcasts ready.
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Entrance to Ojo Caliente Mineral Springs Resort & Spa | PhotoTrippingAmerica/Shutterstock ©


Heal Body & Soul in Ojo Caliente

NEW MEXICO’S BEST HOT SPRINGS

Since at least as far back as Pueblo P’osi, an Indigenous community that lived on land beneath today’s town of Ojo Caliente (hot eye) from the 14th to 16th century, these hot springs 40 miles from Taos and 50 miles from Santa Fe have been a place of healing. Spanish soaked here shortly after their arrival in the 1500s and a resort opened in 1868, enticing merchants from the Santa Fe Trail to soothe their aching muscles.

One of the first natural health resorts in the US, Ojo Caliente Mineral Springs Resort & Spa remains one of the most talked about attractions in New Mexico, with 13 pools, steam rooms and saunas. Some 100,000 gallons pump to the surface daily from deep underground, pushing up soothing minerals reputed to treat different illnesses. Lithia is said to help with depression. Arsenic is for arthritis, ulcers and other skin conditions. Iron is for the blood and immune system while the soda pool is aimed at digestion. Cycle between the different pools and then exfoliate your skin by taking a mud bath and baking in the sun.

A day at the springs starts at $45 and you can add on massages and other treatments. Many stay the night at Ojo Caliente’s beautiful hotel, with everything from camping and basic rooms to suites with kiva fireplaces and private soaking tubs, as well as New Mexican–style cottages.


CURANDEROS

Have you been admiring someone too much? You might have a case of mal de ojo, which left untreated can lead to bad luck or even death. Throughout the Southwest and Latin America, some choose to cure emotional ailments like ‘evil eye’ as well as some physical issues by visiting curanderos.

Based in oral tradition, these healers use herbs, plants and spiritual ceremonies to treat their clients, some of whom turn to alternative medicine because they can’t afford healthcare or are unable to communicate with doctors in English.

There are many different types of curanderos with different strategies. Some lean on Catholic traditions for their spiritual remedies, while others use hallucinogenic plants for treatment.



Low Road Wine Crawl

WINERY HOP NEAR DIXON

Southwest of town along what’s known as the Low Road to Taos is a wine lover’s dream, with several terrific wineries around the town of Dixon.

At Vivác Winery, taste their specialty old-world-style dry reds in a flight on a lovely balcony overlooking the vines. The winery, which opened its tasting room in 2003, can turn lively during Friday karaoke nights and seasonal parties.

In the quaint, artsy town of Dixon, where fertile volcanic soil has attracted farmers and hippies alike, La Chiripada Winery first opened its tasting room more than four decades ago and grows some of its grapes right there in the parking lot (though most come from Deming). Free tastings (yep, you read that right) include top sellers like their award-winning Rio Menudo merlot. The owners are confident that you’ll like what you try so much you’ll want to take a bottle home.

Black Mesa Winery past Embudo might be the only place in the world where you can you drink a glass of pinot grigio or prickly pear cider while walking through a trail of ancient petroglyphs. The winery has a beautiful patio and the trail behind it, with its own meditative rock labyrinth, is a quarter mile.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND TAOS

Zuly’s

Beloved Dixon spot with smokey red chile over enchiladas, plus coffee and ice cream. $

Wildcat’s Den

Nearly 50-year-old Questa diner. Try the 1/3lb Bobcat Burger (add green chile) and a cherry Sprite. $

Shotgun Willie’s

Red River restaurant oozing with character, known for its slow-cooked smoked brisket and fried catfish. $


GAS GLORY

As you drive through Embudo, your eye will inevitably be caught by the array of ancient gas pumps and Route 66 paraphernalia outside Classical Gas Museum. Over half an acre, there are antiques on wheels and a tin man made out of oil cans, but what’s inside is even better. Open only on weekends, this fun little roadside museum has a dazzling array of historic neon signs, put together as a true labor of love by retiree Johnnie Meier.



Enchanted Circle Scenic Drive

RING AROUND THE MOUNTAIN

Probably the prettiest drive in this Land of Enchantment, the aptly named Enchanted Circle scenic byway circles Wheeler Peak along Hwys 522, 38 and 64 for 83 miles. Along the way are crystalline lakes, pine forests draped with feldspar, alpine highlands, windswept meadows and old-timey ski towns that feel like Colorado 20 or 30 years ago.

Leaving from Taos to the north, you’ll hit the Hispanic town of Questa, whose name is a typo – it was originally called ‘cuesta,’ Spanish for cliff or large hill. Questa’s adobe St Anthony’s Church was built in 1842 but collapsed in 2008. Fortunately, locals put in 49,000 volunteer hours to revive it, and it was reconsecrated in 2016. Northeast of town, Latir Peak Wilderness has sweet but intense multiday backpacking trails that ascend 12,708ft up the mountain.


Once a wild gold-mining boomtown in the 19th and 20th centuries with saloons and brothels, Red River is now a family-friendly ski town. German-style wooden lodges mix with an Old West theme along the main drag, which is lined with pleasant though touristy shops. On summer Saturdays at 4pm outside Frye’s Trading Post, catch the cowboy shoot-out reenactment – it’s a Red River tradition since 1950.

The western part of the trail flattens out and mountain runoff accumulates in Eagle Nest Lake State Park, a 2400-acre lake that’s filled with pike and motorboats every summer. Come winter, there’s ice fishing on the lake, and elk outnumber residents of the neighboring town by five to one.

Angel Fire looks like time-share condo land, but it’s a popular ski hill with mostly blue and green runs and plenty of lodges.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND TAOS

Texas Reds Steakhouse

Red River favorite doing surf and turf on red-checker tables. Dinner only. $$$

Wild Horse

Clayton classic serving chile relleno burritos, tacos, tamales, steak and seafood. $

Mikuna Grill

Peruvian resto-bar in Angel Fire, specializing in ceviche, anticuchos (made with rib-eye) and shrimp stew. $$$


LUXE WILDERNESS

A hundred miles northeast of Taos, Vermejo Ted Turner Reserve, owned by the billionaire philanthropist and founder of CNN, covers 550,000 acres of forests, meadows and mesas. Millions have been spent to conserve the area’s biodiversity, which includes herds of elk and bison as well as black bears, raptors and mountain lions. There are 19 fishable lakes, 30 miles of streams and activities like horseback riding, hunting and wellness retreats. Meals, snacks and on-site activities are included in a night’s stay. As far as accommodation goes, it’s as luxe as it gets, ranging from guest rooms starting at $1400 to cottages and entire mansions with a private chef starting at $18,000 per night.



Hike Into a Volcano & Dinosaur Tracks

HISTORY IN THESE ROCKS

Ever walked into the cinder cone of a dormant volcano? At Capulin Volcano National Monument, 130 miles from Taos, you can. The almost perfectly shaped volcano erupted 60,000 years ago, launching volcanic bombs and spreading lava 16 miles around. In the parking lot up the 2-mile spiraling road, you can walk 0.2 miles into the volcano’s vent. If you do, it’s hard not to get a tinge of irrational worry it’ll suddenly erupt again. After all, Capulin Mountain is similar in size and morphology to Mexico’s Parícutin volcano, which erupted in 1943. But don’t worry, it’s extinct.

You can also hike the Crate Rim Trail loop, which climbs to 8182ft. It has sweeping views over the Raton Clayton Volcanic Field and a bench on the wrong side of a lightning bolt. Look out for remnants of other volcanoes, including Sierra Grande, the largest in the area. At the base of the volcano, Boca Trail (2 miles) and Lava Flow Trail (1 mile) cross hardened lava flows. Entrance is $20, unless you have a National Park Pass.

An hour southeast towards the Texas border, Clayton Lake State Park began in 1955 with the construction of a dam to create a fishing lake and bird refuge. Today the park has campsites and is popular for boating and fishing for largemouth bass, but the dam had a much bigger impact. Much, much bigger. Removing three layers of rock for the dam revealed over 500 tracks from eight species of dinosaurs that roamed here 100 million years ago. It’s considered the most significant dinosaur track site in the Southwest. The trail from the parking lot is easy and well marked, and the tracks are an exciting detour for dinosaur lovers.
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Capulin Volcano National Monument | IrinaK/Shutterstock ©


LAND OF THE GIANTS

See more about dinosaurs at the New Mexico Museum of Natural History in Albuquerque. It has awesome exhibitions including a moving Bistahieversor.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND TAOS

Copper King Lodge

Old-school ski-in-and-out motel with 25 units, many of which back onto Red River. $

Elk Horn Lodge

Decent two-bedroom condo rentals with a homey restaurant downstairs. Can fit up to eight guests. $$

St James Hotel

1872 hotel with tall, royal beds, antique furniture and a saloon with a bloody history. $$


FOLSOM MAN

The town of Folsom was once a thriving town with a railroad station. But a flood in 1908 caused most of its citizens to flee, and for the most part, they never came back. After the flood, cowboy and former slave George McJunkin spotted some strange bones and kept them. When people finally believed McJunkin’s story nearly 20 years later, the area was excavated and it turned out these bones came from long-extinct bison that had been killed with stone arrowheads in the Pleistocene period.

The discovery helped disprove the theory that humans had only been in North America for 4000 years. Rather, these humans, known as Folsom Man, had been in the Americas for nearly 11,000 years, though recent discoveries have found activity 9000 years earlier.



Haunted Hotels

PURE WILD WEST NOSTALGIA

In the 19th century, New Mexico was a wild and lawless place. Gun-toting bandits like Billy the Kid, Black Jack Ketchum and the Dalton Brothers would steal, gamble and drink anywhere and everywhere, with brawls starting in saloons poured into the streets. One of the most infamous saloons was located in the town of Cimarron, 55 miles from Taos, in what is today the St James Hotel. Between 1873 and 1880, this saloon saw 19 gunfights and at least 26 dead cowboys. Stop in for a drink and a game of pool, or stay the night in one of its historic Victorian rooms. But be warned: the hotel is haunted. Room 18 was where Thomas James Wright was killed after supposedly winning the hotel in a game of poker – and he isn’t pleased about it.

Hotel Eklund, 12 miles from the Texas border in Clayton, has a similarly fascinating Wild West history. Built in 1892 as a mercantile, saloon and gambling room, the building was bought by Carl Eklund who expanded it into a boutique hotel designed to be the finest between Denver and Fort Worth. It’s hard not to picture people in waistcoats eating dinner in the elegant dining room, which has been remodeled with booths made from the old room headboards. Upstairs, the rooms have classic mahogany furniture and two sinks. Aim for rooms with a balcony that face the 1916 Luna Theater. If you’re looking for a spook, Rooms 307 and 308 are supposedly haunted.
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Getting Around

There’s no way around Taos without a vehicle. Save for the ski towns, the area is light on accommodation, so a campervan or RV is ideal. If traveling that way, you can stay at breweries like Colfax Tavern and plenty more around New Mexico by signing up for Harvest Hosts, a social platform that allows you to car/RV camp outside countryside farms and bars for a membership fee. If you do, be sure to buy a drink or food wherever you stay.






FOUR CORNERS
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You can’t be faulted if you think you’ve landed on Mars or a strange planet from your favorite science fiction novel. This vast desert landscape in New Mexico’s northwest is full of bizarre rocks that reach into the sky. Often when you look around, you’ll feel like you’re the only person alive. But this area isn’t uninhabited; people have passed through here for more than a thousand years, and it’s home to the Navajo Nation. Their ancestors left behind brick structures in tune with the sun, moon and stars, which have fuelled many mysteries about human history in North America.

Getting here takes several hours from any major city and there isn’t an ideal place to base yourself. Farmington is probably your best bet, but it’s mostly filled with chain hotels and fast food. You’ll have to drive long distances and possibly camp, but exploring this otherworldly landscape is absolutely worth it.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chaco Culture National Historical Park

SIGHTS

2Ah-Shi-Sle-Pah Wilderness

3Aztec Ruins National Monument

4Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness Area

5Chaco Canyon

6Chetro Ketl

7Farmington

8Four Corners Monument

9Pueblo Bonitovv

10Salmon Ruins Museum

11Shiprock

12Una Vida




TOP TIP

From Santa Fe or Taos, take Hwy 96 to the Four Corners Region. This breathtaking scenic drive takes you past Georgia O’Keeffe country, the Chama Valley, along the Tusas Mountains and furrowed cliffs of Brazos Canyon before reaching maroon hills and finally landing in Cuba, where you can fuel up before Chaco.



New Mexico’s Most Important Pueblo Ruins

SO MANY UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

It sure isn’t easy to get to, but Chaco Culture National Historical Park is one of New Mexico’s most amazing sights. Dating back to 850, the structures in this isolated desert of valleys and dark-brown mesas were a gathering point for the ancestors of today’s Pueblo people. According to some, Chaco was ruled by a gambler from the south who enslaved Pueblo people and forced them to create the adobe buildings we see today before he was outwitted and driven away. Whether you believe that story or not, these ruins are certainly a wonder to behold.

Drive the 9-mile Canyon Loop Drive to excavated complexes that housed hundreds. Pueblo Bonito’s 600 rooms and 40 kivas over a 0.73-mile loop make the most popular trail. Next, it’s the petroglyph-lined trail to Chetro Ketl, another great house, and 0.5-mile walk from the visitor center to the Una Vida great house, which has a rare L shape. Other trails lead to ruins at Pueblo del Arroyo and Casa Rinconada, which overlooks two huge kivas. It’s fascinating to see how building styles developed over this 300-year period and to ponder what these ancients did, and what drove them away.

The roads to the national park frequently get washed out by rain and can be impassable even on good days, so check ahead if the roads are accessible. Coming from the northeast at Hwy 550 (the ranger-suggestion direction), it’s 16 miles on unpaved country roads. There’s no fuel or food at the park, so come prepared. Camping is available at Gallo Campground, a mile east of the visitor center.


A CULTURAL CELEBRATION

For more than 110 years, hundreds have gathered in the remote town of Shiprock for Northern Navajo Fair. Over four days, the fair is a vibrant celebration of New Mexico’s Indigenous cultures, particularly Navajo but also Pueblo. There’s traditional dancing, a powwow, a rodeo and a Miss Northern Navajo pageant. The fair is also known as one of the best places, and times, to buy handmade arts and crafts from artisanal vendors. Every morning throughout the festival, you’ll hear the Yei Bei Cheii chant, which honors the gods who created the Navajo people.




ZUNI PUEBLO

Looking for precious turquoise jewellery? Zuni Pueblo has terrific Indigenous-owned shops.



WHERE TO STAY IN FOUR CORNERS

Tico Time River Resort RV Park

RV resort close to the Colorado border with a beach, ziplining and summer music festivals. $

Step Back Inn

Friendly Victorian-themed inn in Aztec with five rooms and 17 apartments for long-term guests. $

Kokopelli’s Cave

In a sandstone cave 70ft deep inside an Ojo Alamo mountain outside Farmington. $$$


Hike on Another Planet

WELCOME TO MARS

If you want to feel like you’ve been dropped off on Mars without having to put on a spacesuit, these two parks are for you.

The Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness Area is a surreal fantasy land of zebra-striped mounds and hoodoos made of interbedded sandstone, shale, mudstone, coal and silt. Hiking here is pure, unadulterated freedom, especially when compared to national parks, which tend to be heavily restricted. Hike the 3-mile De-Na-Zin Section Trail from the parking lot (accessed via gravel and dirt roads off Hwy 550) and walk along the dried-out water channel for a mile before you get to the thick of the hoodoos and spires. Every angle is photo-worthy, and you can prance around at will – be sure to track your path so you don’t get lost. Longer hikes with more hoodoos are accessible from Hwy 371.

Lesser known, even to New Mexicans, the Ah-Shi-Sle-Pah Wilderness is a whole different kind of strange. Shortly after the parking lot (accessed via dirt roads 20 miles from Chaco Canyon), you’ll hit hundreds of happy-go-lucky rock shrooms and olive-colored hills. Hike up the hills or circumvent them on flat land – whatever you wish! The path is yours to uncover.


Overnight camping is permitted at either park – dawn and dusk are the most spectacular times – but you have to haul in all your water.
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Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness Area | Sean Pavone/Shutterstock ©


FINDING NAVAJO RUGS

Sure, galleries in cities and towns throughout New Mexico sell Navajo rugs, but why not have a little adventure and seek them out close to the homes of the finest weavers? Weavers in the Four Corners Region reject commercially produced wool and synthetic dyes, preferring the wool of their own sheep in its natural hues. They card white, brown, gray and black hairs together, blending the colors to the desired effect, then spin and weave the wool – tight – into mesmerizing geometric patterns.

Many of these world-class artisans sell their work at the Toadlena Trading Post as well as the monthly Crownpoint Navajo Rug Auction, though the latter was shut during research due to COVID-19. Check the website for dates before heading there.



WHERE TO EAT IN FOUR CORNERS

Chaco Grill

Cuba gas station restaurant to fuel up on affordable Mexican food and Navajo tacos. $

Si Señor

New Mexican family-friendly restaurant with a big menu and huge portions to match. $

Three Rivers Eatery & Brewhouse

Farmington brewpub and distillery serving pizza, burgers and green chile turkey stew. $$


PUEBLO BONITO

Named Pueblo Bonito (beautiful town) by Lt James Simpson during his 1849 expedition, this four-story great house was built over 300 years and provides clues to ancestral Pueblo ways of life. Planned ahead of time, these buildings were built with sandstone from nearby mesas and mud mortar before being plastered over – you wouldn’t have been able to see the stonework that you can today.

As you walk through the many rooms, you’ll have to duck under tiny doors – ancient humans were small. Look up to see wood beams cut in mountain forests 40–60 miles away and brought here via a 400-mile network of trails. Above you, corner windows might’ve been astronomical markers as sunlight passes through at sunrise during the winter solstice.



Sacred Rock & Quadripoint

WHERE THE SOUTHWEST CONVERGES

Forty miles from Farmington and 11 miles from the town of the same name, a massive volcanic plug juts nearly 2000ft above the high-desert plain. Shiprock, which probably formed following an eruption 30 million years ago, holds special significance for the Navajo, who call it tsé bitʼaʼí (winged rock). The Anglo name derives from its supposed resemblance to a 19th-century clipper ship. Climbing Shiprock, or getting within 3 miles of it, is strictly prohibited due to its spiritual significance for the Navajo, but you can snap good photos from rough dirt roads off either Hwy 64 or Hwy 491 (which, when known as Hwy 666, had a starring role in Natural Born Killers).


Another much newer monument is found at the quadripoint where Arizona, Utah, Colorado and New Mexico meet. The Four Corners Monument is the only point in the US where four states converge, and the spot is marked with a point and cement display on the ground. Aside from being a selfie spot, the monument has a Navajo vendor market. To get there, you’ll have to go through either Arizona or Colorado from New Mexico – the western route is lined with bizarre black mounds. Beware: opening hours change with the seasons; it closes at 5:45pm in the fall, and 4:45pm in the winter. Don’t expect Google Maps to be updated.

WHERE TO DRINK IN FARMINGTON

Encore

Farmington art shop, coffee and baked goods in an adobe house.

Artifacts Gallery

Farmington’s prettiest cafe and art gallery is in a lumber storage building downtown.

Rambler

Farmington taproom from the Native women behind Albuquerque’s Bow & Arrow, with 10 beers on draft.

Ancient Rest Stops

THE ROAD TO CHACO

Fifteen miles west of Farmington, ancient Indigenous groups traveling to and from Chaco Canyon 1100 years ago would stop at the erroneously named Aztec Ruins National Monument (it has nothing to do with Aztecs) to stay the night and fill their bellies. In just three years, 400 rooms as tall as three stories and a great kiva were built along with roofs that are still intact – they weigh as much 95 tons. These carefully restored ruins are maintained by the park service and are free to visit. The visitor center, which has an informative exhibit, is right in front of the ruins, and the half-mile trail takes you in and around the ancient ruins, which were inhabited from 900 to 1290 before being mysteriously abandoned. It’s a worthwhile quick visit if you’re in the area, especially if you can’t make it to Chaco.

Indigenous groups also stopped by what’s now called the Salmon Ruins Museum just off Hwy 64 11 miles from Farmington. The 11th-century Pueblo ruins run by the county feature adobe rooms that were abandoned and resettled by refugees from Mesa Verde, then abandoned again before 1300. There’s also a rickety Hispanic homestead from 1877, petroglyphs and recreated displays of indigenous structures like a tipi.
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Aztec Ruins National Monument | Jonathan Manjeot/Shutterstock ©


BOOZE IN THE BASIN

Grapevines alongside an oil drilling pump isn’t something you see every day, but hey, it’s New Mexico and the wine here is quite good. Thirty miles from Farmington, Wines of the San Juan is a beautiful high-desert winery beneath gargantuan mountains. They do tastings in their driftwood and antler-filled garden, and host events.

In Farmington, check out the latest project from the inspiring owners of Bow & Arrow, the first and only Native-woman-owned brewery in the US. The Rambler taproom isn’t nearly as impressive as the Albuquerque brewery – it’s in a strip mall east of the city – but the beer is great and so are the chats at the bar.




CHAMA RAILWAY & MONASTERY

Keep driving east on Hwy 64 and you’ll get to Chama, where there’s a scenic railway to Colorado and a Benedictine monastery in a canyon.




Getting Around

Farmington’s airport doesn’t do commercial flights, so you’ll have to drive in from elsewhere. A 4WD vehicle is preferable, especially if you want to visit Chaco Canyon or one of the otherworldy rock parks.






ROSWELL
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A humble cattle-ranching town in Southeastern New Mexico founded in 1871 was transformed into arguably the state’s best-known place in July 1947, when a flying saucer supposedly crashed in the desert outside of town. Understandable questions about the government’s truthfulness in the thick of the Cold War slipped into kookiness, with locals capitalizing on UFO mania by selling little green man paraphernalia across town. Still, it’s hard not to be drawn to Roswell and it’s certainly a place to cross off your bucket list. There isn’t an abundance of things to do here once you’ve seen the UFO museum and gotten some fun joke gifts. Its art museums are absolutely worth popping into, though, and you should jump in a so-called bottomless lake to cool off from the inevitable heat. Otherwise, Roswell is a solid base for exploring Carlsbad Caverns and Lincoln National Forest.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1International UFO Museum & Research Center

2Roswell Museum & Art Center

SIGHTS

3Anderson Museum of Contemporary Art

4Roswell UFO Spacewalk

5Spaceport Roswell




TOP TIP

Don’t make too many UFO jokes around New Mexicans. There’s a good chance they’ve seen something in the sky that they can’t explain. Despite its small population, New Mexico often ranks near the top when it comes to UFO sightings compared to other states.
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Welcome to Roswell sign | Cheri Alguire/Shutterstock ©


BEST BARS IN ROSWELL

Pecos Winery

Classy bistro, winery and bottle shop with a huge selection of New Mexican beers on tap.

Black Cock Brewery

Quirky brewery with a half pipe, board games, funky beer flavors and malt liquor.

Pepper’s

Happy hour specials on beer ($3) and margaritas ($4), and New Mexican food.




The Truth Is Out There...

PUT ON YOUR TIN HAT

In July 1947, two years after the first atomic bomb test in Trinity, 350 people say they witnessed an unidentified flying object crash in the desert outside Roswell. More than 75 years later, questions remain about the crash. Was it a flying saucer, as UFO fanatics believe? Or was it a weather balloon, as the US government argued? Or was it something else?

Put on a tin foil hat and investigate the answer at Roswell’s International UFO Museum & Research Center . The museum details accounts of the Roswell incident and what happened in the aftermath. It also shows how aliens have been portrayed in pop culture, argues that a Mayan sculpture carved 1500 years ago was actually an astronaut in a space station and has a creepy display of an alien abduction. It’s all kitsch (sorry, believers) but a must-do if in Roswell.

Continue your investigation around the corner at Spaceport Roswell, where you can put on VR glasses to experience what it might’ve been like to be on board the flying saucer that crashed outside Roswell, or join Neil Armstrong on the Apollo 11 mission to the Moon.

Across the street, walk beside aliens and try not to get abducted at Roswell UFO Spacewalk . Kids will love it, though the astronaut wriggling in a web might give them nightmares.

Back in the real world, show the world you’re in the know about UFOs by popping into the main souvenir shops on Main St. While you’re there, snap a photo of the green man holding up the Dunkin’ drive-thru sign and the McDonald’s shaped like a flying saucer.

WHERE TO EAT IN ROSWELL

Cowboy Cafe

Beloved by locals, this breakfast joint serves hearty New Mexican specialties and burgers. $

Martin’s Capitol Cafe

Adobe building with Moorish arches serving New Mexico classics like burritos and stuffed sopaipillas. $

Antigua

Mexican specialties like cochinita pibil, chile en nogada and steak, with a big tequila list. $$


FEDS FESS UP?

Following the Roswell UFO incident, the US government didn’t do a good job of quelling conspiracy theories. It fanned the flames by cordoning off the crash site, changing its story on several occasions and keeping documents classified. In June 2021, the government finally released a report on UFOs, stating it recorded 144 incidents, but the report didn’t answer much. It found no evidence UFO sightings were extraterrestrial, nor were they advanced Russian or Chinese technology, but it wouldn’t rule out those possibilities.

In 2022 the government upped the number of UFO incidents to 366, saying it could explain half, but that remains paltry to the number of sightings recorded annually. The government appears to be trying to calm the public, but will we ever know the truth?



Roswell’s Trippy Art

NOT JUST ALIEN ART

Yes, there’s more than just UFO shops in Roswell. The excellent Roswell Museum & Art Center has a mix of permanent and temporary exhibits, with curation that doesn’t ignore the reality of why many visit Roswell.

Its permanent collection includes Southwestern artwork from Peter Hurd and Henriette Wyeth, though its temporary exhibits tend to lean towards the vibrant and trippy. The permanent exhibit focuses on the impact of Robert H Goddard, who successfully tested a rocket in 1929. His work can be directly linked to the Apollo mission and other rocket launches. Goddard is also memorialized in the name of the museum’s Planetarium, which has star shows and multimedia presentations three times a day.

The Anderson Museum of Contemporary Art is also worth a visit. Its rotating exhibits showcase promising local talent.

Go Jump in a Lake

OASES IN THE DESERT

Southeastern New Mexico appears completely barren, but tucked beneath bluffs 16 miles east of Roswell is a group of small lagoons that make up Bottomless Lakes State Park. To get it out of the way right off the bat, the lakes aren’t bottomless. The name came from a cattle rancher who tossed a rock tied to a lasso into a lake and it didn’t hit the bottom. But they are deep. Lazy lagoon, which looks like it’s drying up, is actually 72ft deep, and Lea Lake drops 90ft.

Bottomless Lakes has a few short marked trails as well as campsites, but the biggest reason to visit is to jump in the lake on a hot day. Recent renovations around Figure Eight Lake added a volleyball court, picnic tables, bathrooms and showers for campers or day use.

Nearby Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge on the other side of Hwy 380, 15 minutes from Roswell, is also a good place to take a break from your ufological research. Its 6-mile loop drive features several overlooks of the lake, giving great views of migrating birds, such as sandhill cranes that swing through in October. The best views are at sunrise or sunset when orange light beams over the lake.
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Bottomless Lakes State Park | Trina Barnes/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN ROSWELL

Bottomless Lakes Campground

Waterfront campsites range from primitive to developed at Lea Lake. $

Roswell Inn

Rare independent motel updated in 2015, with bargain prices and continental breakfast. $

Home2 Suites by Hilton

Fresh four-floor Hilton with a pool, gym and buffet breakfast. Roswell’s nicest option. $$


I LIVE HERE: BEST SALOONS IN NEW MEXICO
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Melody Groves, author of Hoist a Cold One! Historic Bars of the Southwest, shares New Mexico’s best Old West saloons.

No Scum Allowed

Funky White Oaks bar in a building built in 1884, but the best part is the name.

Double Eagle

During the Civil War, Confederate officers used the back room of this Mesilla bar as a ballroom.

High Noon Saloon

Albuquerque Old Town saloon bar dating to 1785. It’s now a steakhouse and apparently haunted.

Buckhorn Saloon

This Pinos Altos saloon north of Silver City is old, as is the bar itself.

Los Ojos

This place in Jemez Springs is a hundred years old and cool, too. Stop for beer or food here.




Getting Around

Roswell Transit buses run up and down Main St daily, stopping 85 times. One-way tickets cost $0.35. Roswell’s Greyhound station has connections to Albuquerque and Grants, as well as out of state.






Beyond Roswell
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One of America’s most extraordinary national parks, Carlsbad Caverns, and the roots of Billy the Kid and Smokey the Bear.


The land around Roswell appears dry and desolate at first sight, but there is more to it than meets the eye. South of town in the hot, rugged Chihuahua Desert are some of the world’s most mind-bogglingly beautiful caves. To the west, Lincoln National Forest is the old stomping grounds of Billy the Kid, the Old West’s most iconic and mysterious outlaw, and Smokey the Bear, who was indeed a real bear for a period. The cool, forested peaks east of Roswell around Ruidoso and Cloudcroft are also ideal for cooling off from the sizzling desert, and for skiing.


TOP TIP

Drives are long here and the desert is scorching hot. Be sure to pack water and fuel up for before leaving Roswell.
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Entrance to Carlsbad Caverns | Doug Meek/Shutterstock ©


Enter an Underground Universe

ABSOLUTELY AMAZING

It might not be as well known as Yosemite or Yellowstone, but Carlsbad Caverns National Park is one of America’s most jaw-dropping sights. From a gaping hole in the Chihuahua Desert, 100 miles from Roswell, the gargantuan 30-mile-long cave descends into a universe of bizarre stalagmites and stalactites devoid of plant life and sunlight. For a century, Carlsbad Caverns has been lit up (more recently by a theatrical light specialist who worked on Broadway) with paths for the public to explore.

Reserve a time slot online more than 24 hours ahead (you will be turned away if you show up and it’s at capacity) and either descend 75 stories in an elevator or take a more enjoyable 1.25-mile subterranean walk that goes down and down (and down). Either way, you’ll find yourself in the aptly named Big Room, an underground limestone room larger than six football fields, where you’re free to walk another 1.25-mile loop trail. The rock formations formed over millions of years of water dripping from the surface are truly amazing – do the formations resemble anyone you know?

While Carlsbad is massive, consider this: it’s only one of 120 known caves within the park’s borders, and the largest, Lechuguilla, extends for more than 145 miles, dropping to a depth of 1604ft. Unfortunately, it’s only open to research and exploration teams.

Pick up an informative audio guide at the gift shop before descending into Carlsbad Caverns, and wear a sweatshirt: the temperature is 56°F year-round. The last entry is at 2:15pm.


BATS TAKE FLIGHT

Now this is a show you certainly won’t find at any theater. Every evening from May through October, watch as hundreds of Brazilian free-tailed bats pour out of Carlsbad Caverns to hunt for their dinner. The program is free and you don’t need reservations – seats at the Bat Flight Amphitheater are first-come, first-served. Before the show begins, a ranger will do a five-minute presentation to provide context.

Throughout the year, Bat Flight is reserved for sunset (check the website, as times change throughout the year), but on the third Saturday of July, it’s a tradition to watch the bats return to the cavern in the morning. Dawn of the Bats, as it’s called, is also free.



Billy the Kid Country

‘MOST DANGEROUS STREET IN AMERICA’

There are many who contest even the most basic information about the US’s most famous (or infamous) outlaw, but it is widely believed that Billy the Kid was born as William H Bonney in New York City in 1859. By the age of 15, he had lost both his parents and turned to a life of crime and murder in the Wild West. The outlaw got entangled in the Lincoln County War, which consumed what’s now southwestern New Mexico for a year starting in February 1878, leading to his death in 1881 – though there are questions about that, too.

The Lincoln County War started when Englishman John Henry Tunstall opened a mercantile that competed with a local monopoly propped up by politicians. Gunfire broke out, prompting US President Rutherford B Hayes to refer to Lincoln as ‘the most dangerous street in America.’ Billy the Kid was hired to defend Tunstall and ended up killing Sheriff William Brady. The Kid was thrown in jail (now the Lincoln Courthouse), but escaped, killing his two guards and going on the lam. Authorities caught up with Billy the Kid when he was visiting his girlfriend in Fort Sumner, and he was fatally shot by Sheriff Pat Garrett – that is, unless he colluded with his presumed assassin and lived to a ripe old age…somewhere.

An hour from Roswell, visit Lincoln, which looks much like it did during the county war. There are seven sites to see – buy a $7 ticket to see them all at the Lincoln Historical Site visitor center museum.

In Fort Sumner, 85 miles north of Roswell, check out the Billy the Kid Museum, which has one of his rifles and a photo of him playing croquet, as well as his gravesite.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ROSWELL

Carlsbad KOA Holiday

Family-friendly RV resort with a pool in summer, volleyball court and half a basketball court. $

Bonito Hollow RV Park

RV-only campground near Angus popular for its access to a river stocked with rainbow trout. $

Sitzmark Chalet Inn

Fairly priced wood Scandanavian-style lodge in Ruidoso with coffee and muffins for breakfast. $


THE KID’S LEGACY

More than 50 films have been made about Billy the Kid – why this guy? Many sympathize with Billy the Kid because he was orphaned at a young age and consider him a freedom fighter who defended the open market against corruption. It’s often pointed out that his gunshots were reserved for the Lincoln cartel and police – he never robbed a bank or stagecoach.

In 2010 New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson considered granting The Kid a posthumous pardon, as he’d been promised in 1878 if he gave testimony about the murder of Sheriff Brady (the Kid testified but was still sentenced to death). After much deliberation, Richardson decided against the pardon.



The Real Smokey the Bear

HE WAS A REAL BEAR

Alongside roadways and national forests across the US, you’ll see signs with a cap-wearing brown bear warning about the danger of forest fires, often with a dial showing that day’s level of risk. But did you know that Smokey the Bear was once a real bear found in Lincoln National Forest?

The first Smokey was a cartoon bear named after New York City Fire Chief ‘Smokey’ Joe Martin, who warned in 1944 about being careful with campfires and cigarettes so as not to cause forest fires. The US needed all the lumber it could get for the war effort. Six years later, a tiny five-pound orphaned bear was found clinging to a tree during a Lincoln Country Forest fire, and he took over as mascot. Originally called Hotfoot Teddy, later adopting the name Smokey, the bear was flown to the National Zoo in Washington, DC, where he became the mascot for forest fire prevention.

At Smokey Bear Historical Park, 12 miles west of Lincoln and 70 miles from Roswell, visit the grave where the real Smokey the Bear is buried. The park also has an exhibit where you can learn about how forest fires occur.

Hills & Horse Track

A BREATH OF FRESH AIR

Perched on the eastern slopes of Sierra Blanca Peak (11,981ft), Ruidoso is a mountain resort that’s as popular in summer as it is in winter, if not more so, as neighboring Texans and locals escape the summer heat. The main drag Sudderth Dr is lined with lodges, shops, a dizzying number of bars and some not-so-great restaurants. The big draw here is the Ruidoso Downs Race Track, but it’s also a playground for outdoor sports like skiing, fishing, hiking and mountain biking.

Ruidoso means noisy in Spanish, and while the town is anything but, the same can’t be said for the race track, which attracts a quarter-million spectators every summer for its high-stakes races from May until Labor Day. The last race of the season is the richest quarter-horse purse race in the world, hauling in $3 million.

Just outside Ruidoso, Ski Apache has five runs and 11 lifts, though there hasn’t been as much natural snow in recent years.

Year-round, Grindstone Lake has 14 miles of trails custom built for mountain biking, but hikers and horseback riders also share the trail. The 6.7-mile loop around the lake is a no-brainer for natural beauty and takes about two hours. Trails near Alto Lake and Bonita Lake are worthy alternatives and tend to have fewer people on the trails. Pop into Happy Hiker Ruidoso for details, driving directions and gear.

Options for drinks in the town include attractive taproom and wine cellar Noisy Water Winery, the Downshift Brewing Company (try the peanut butter cup porter), Lost Hiker Brewing Company near the race track and the dive bar where any night of drinking inevitably ends up – Quarters.


While in and around Ruidoso, be on the lookout for wild horses. No, they’re not escapees from the racetrack, but feral horses permitted to roam the mountains. Horses usually hang out around Ski Apache or the golf courses and even around the shops. If you see them, don’t get close or feed them.
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Grindstone Lake | Richard J Roberts/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ROSWELL

Annie’s Little Sure Shot

This itty bitty Lincoln cafe has treats baked by the owner and spicy chocolate Chimayocha coffee. $

Carniceria San Juan de los Lagos

Carlsbad hidden gem in a Mexican butchery. Al pastor tacos are spiced to perfection. $

Oso Grill

Allegedly New Mexico’s best green chile cheeseburger, found across from Smokey the Bear Historical Park. $

Village Buttery

Lunch-only Ruidoso restaurant with soups, quiche, salads, sandwiches and tasty baked goods. $

Cloudcroft Brewing Company

The fun bar at the base of Cloudcroft is also its best eatery, with great wood-fired pizzas and a live music stage. $

Adobe Rose

Happening Artesia restaurant with enchiladas, Dr Pepper braised lamb shank, live music and a guesthouse. $$


CASINOS IN NEW MEXICO

The demise of New Mexico’s many trail networks – El Camino Real, Santa Fe Trail and Route 66 among them – along with centuries of occupation was a major blow to New Mexico’s many Indigenous tribes, who would trade along these routes. Casinos became a major income driver for these communities, and you’ll find them dotted along major highways across the state.

Inn of the Mountain Gods on the Mescalero Apache Reservation, 7 miles south of Ruidoso, is among the most enticing. On the edge of Mescalero Lake, the hotel and casino has an 18-hole golf course, ziplining, a spa, 273 rooms, a taproom, a restaurant and a cafe, as well as plenty of casino games.




NEW MEXICO’S WILDEST FIRE

The story of Smokey the Bear is all the more prescient as record-breaking fires have hit New Mexico in recent years, including the Calf Canyon/Hermits Peak fire.




FORT STANTON

Sixty-eight miles west of Roswell, or 11 from Lincoln, is New Mexico’s best-preserved 19th-century fort. Built in 1855 to protect Anglo settlers from Mescalero Apaches, Fort Stanton went on to become a hospital during the tuberculosis epidemic and a German internment camp in WWII. The museum and bookstore has an informative video and knowledgeable staff that adorn vintage infantry attire.

The buildings, which you can walk through, look strange when compared to other New Mexican structures – they were initially adobe before being changed to fit eastern architectural style as part of manifest destiny.



Ski Town in the Clouds

OLD RAILWAY RETREAT

Nestled in the southern Lincoln Forest, 115 miles from Roswell on either Hwy 80 or Hwy 380, Cloudcroft makes a pleasant escape year-round. Like Ruidoso 46 miles to the north, it visibly looks like a ski town, with wooden lodges and mountain views. And you can, indeed, ski 25 runs at Ski Cloudcroft, which reaches a peak of 9000ft. But summer is Cloudcroft’s busiest period, offering refreshing respite from the desert heat, plus awesome hiking and biking. The town was so popular in Summer 2021 that breeze seekers set up their tents on the side of the road.

The most popular day hike is along the 1899 rail trestle that has been transformed into the Cloud Climbing Trestle Trail network. The Willie White/Wills Canyon Trails, which loop through open meadows, provide a good chance of seeing elk.

Many of the town’s amenities are dated, but The Lodge at Cloudcroft is the good kind of vintage. Originally constructed in 1899, the resort was a reprieve for railroad employees and loggers. The lodge also has a classy jazz restaurant and bar, Rebecca’s – the bar itself was owned by Al Capone in the 1970s.
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The Lodge at Cloudcroft | FiledIMAGE/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Carlsbad’s Greyhound station has buses to and from Las Cruces and El Paso, TX (but notably not Roswell). The Greyhound station in Ruidoso only has buses to El Paso. A regular car should be just fine as roads are well paved, unless you plan to go drive the backcountry around Ruidoso.






LAS CRUCES
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Las Cruces and her older and smaller sister city, Mesilla, sit in a broad desert basin beneath the striking eastern peaks of the Organ Mountains at the crossroads of two major highways, I-10 and I-25. There’s something special about the combination of bright white sunlight, glassy blue skies, flowering cacti, rippling red mountains and desert lowland landscape found here. Despite being New Mexico’s second-largest city, Las Cruces itself isn’t a major attraction, nor are there many ways for travelers to keep busy for more than a few days. But it’s worth stopping by to experience New Mexico’s most Hispanic/Latinx-influenced city (60% identify as such), and explore Mesilla’s cute adobe homes, dance to Latin music in a bar and hike the towering Organ Mountains. Just remember to bring your sunscreen and your water bottle. Las Cruces has 350 days of sun per year and averages 89°F in the summer – nearly 100°F in July.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mesilla

SIGHTS

2Branigan Cultural Center

3Las Cruces Museum of Art

4Museum of Nature & Science

5New Mexico Farm & Ranch Heritage Museum

6Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument

7Roadrunner Sculpture

8Zuhl Museum

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Downtown Blues Coffee

10Little Toad Creek Brewery & Distillery




TOP TIP

Now’s the time to pull out your high school Spanish. Las Cruces has a sizable Spanish-speaking population who may enjoy you sprinkling in an hola or a gracias every now and again, but you won’t have trouble being served in English either.



[image: jpg]

View over Las Cruces | VentureD/Shutterstock ©


’Cruce’ Down Main St

FEEL THE DOWNTOWN VIBE

Walk along Main St in Downtown Las Cruces on a Saturday morning and you’ll see this sleepy city come to life. From 8:30am to 1pm, vendors at the Farmers & Crafts Market show off their hauls of local pecans and Hatch chiles, while food trucks sling tacos and churros. Local artisans are here, too, selling pottery, jewelry, fun shirts and the like.

Businesses along the main drag are also worth popping into. Someone might be jamming at Downtown Blues Coffee, a cafe record store that also hosts poetry, comedy and jugglers on weekends and Wednesdays. And Little Toad Creek Brewery & Distillery from Silver City has a cool vibe – they do a mean Bloody Mary.

A few free museums along Main St won’t keep you long but are worth checking out. Las Cruces Museum of Art showcases rotating exhibits from local artists, and the connecting Museum of Nature & Science in a transformed bank building (you can tell by the safe) has live reptiles like a Gila monster, Pueblan milk snake and soft-shell turtle to show the link from the dinosaurs to today. Across the courtyard, Branigan Cultural Center in an old 1935 library building showcases the culture and history of Las Cruces.

WHERE TO STAY IN LAS CRUCES

Best Western

Prettier than your typical chain hotel. Adobe walls and Hispanic art at reception. $

Lundeen Inn of the Arts

Cozy, seven-room family-run alternative to chains. Also hosts a gallery with Southwestern art. $

Hotel Encanto

Tall former Hilton with Hispanic decor and an Olympic-sized pool. $$


I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO PARTY IN LAS CRUCES
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Las Cruces local Eugene Rosenbauer reveals where to have a drink in Las Cruces.

Dry Point Distillers

In Mesilla, they make their own whiskies and their own gin – and they’re really good.

Amador

Downtown, hit up Amador, which has a nice bar nightlife. It’s also by Rad Retrocade if you want something out of the normal.

Spotted Dog Brewery

If you want a good craft, true to the art, kind of beer, this is the best place to drink.

Amaro Winery

If you want to have a cigar and a glass of wine, go to Amaro.

Palacio Bar

Get up and dance with locals of all ages on a Friday night. You won’t regret it.



Las Cruces’ Very Old Town

MAJOR SPANISH TRADING POST

Technically its own distinct town, Mesilla, 4 miles south of downtown, is Las Cruces’ most historic neighborhood, and walking around here feels like being in 19th-century Mexico.

The town’s fascinating history began as a major stop on El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, the important trading route from Mexico City to Santa Fe that began when the Spanish arrived. On 16 November 1854, the Mexican flag was taken down in favor of the stars and stripes, turning Mesilla into a border town. Less than a decade later, Mesilla changed hands again – this time, becoming the capital of the Confederate Territory of Arizona after being overtaken by 300 Texas troops. After the Civil War ended, Mesilla returned to the Union and boomed with economic activity. The trial of outlaw Billy the Kid happened here in 1881. We might be talking about Las Cruces being a town within Mesilla if not for the 1881 decision to put a railway stop in the former rather than the latter. Mesilla declined after that, but didn’t disappear.

Today Mesilla is a beautifully preserved slice of history with cute adobe houses, souvenir shops, touristy-yet-worthwhile restaurants and a beautiful historic plaza with its 1855 San Albino Church. It’s a must-visit if you’re in the Las Cruces area.
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WHERE TO EAT IN LAS CRUCES

¡Andele!

Mesilla New Mexican restaurant with a salsa bar, homemade nachos and loaded hot dogs. $

La Nueva Casita Café

Bargain Mexican and New Mexican food, primarily for breakfast. Try the machaca scrambled eggs. $

Willow + Blaine

Classiest bistro in town for brunch, dinner and cocktails, with ingredients from their garden. $$$


CONFEDERATE CAPITAL

In July 1861, a small group of Confederate soldiers from Texas humiliated a Union force more than three times its size between Fort Fillmore (near Mesilla) and San Augustin Pass. Mesilla went on to briefly become the capital of the Confederate Territory of Arizona, but Confederate control only lasted five weeks before soldiers fled the city and, soon after, the state.

Twenty minutes from downtown Las Cruces, Fort Selden Historic Site was a Civil War–era fort that at its prime had about 1800 soldiers, including more than 400 African-Americans. There’s a detailed one-room exhibit inside, and outside there’s ruins of the fort, including its jail, bakery and barracks. Entry is $5, or free with a New Mexico Culture Pass.



Day at the Ranch

SUPRISINGLY FASCINATING HISTORY OF FARMING

While a museum dedicated to cattle ranching sounds, let’s be honest, a bit boring, the New Mexico Farm & Ranch Heritage Museum is far from it. In the main building (guarded by a great-horned owl in the rafters), the museum has great temporary and permanent exhibits that detail the history of farming in New Mexico, from indigenous flour-making techniques to Hispanic hornos to agricultural machinery.

Outside, walk or sign up for a free golf cart tour of historic agricultural equipment as well as livestock. See the evolution of crop-gathering machines, like how cereal grains seeds were separated from straw and how the land was fertilized with manure spreaders. ‘I have a different name for them: they’re called politicians,’ joked guide and army vet Jim ‘Mac’ McGuire. Learn the difference between a Rambouillet and Navajo Churro sheep – ‘Just like the churro, they just haven’t got cinnamon sugar on them,’ said McGuire – and why Angus cows are prized for their beef.

But the best part is the live demonstration of blacksmithing techniques that date back to the Iron Age. Watch as the red-hot iron heated in the coal fire is hammered and contorted. You’ll get a rat-tail hook to take home if you stay ‘till the end.

WHERE TO HAVE COFFEE IN LAS CRUCES

Spirit Winds

Popular with studying students; also has an excellent gift shop showcasing New Mexican artisans.

Grounded

Hip cafe with acai bowls, pizza, wine, beer, horchata overnight oats and plenty of plants.

Bean of Mesilla

Across from Mesilla with coffee roasted in-house from local producer Pichaco and big baked goods.

Climb Las Cruces’ Peaks

HIKES OVERLOOKING THE CITY

The rugged mountain peaks on the ridge that shields Las Cruces 10 miles east is a great place for hiking and camping, easily combined with a trip to White Sands National Park. The Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument was used for thousands of years as a residence for Indigenous people who camped in the mountains’ natural openings. Later it was used for silver mining and lead, and then as a sanitarium to attract eastern settlers to New Mexico during the manifest destiny plot.

From the BLM-operated visitor center, walk up the easy Dripping Springs Trail, which inclines steadily to the sanitarium. On the way, you’ll see the chicken coop mercantile where guests would arrive by stagecoach (and later cars) before getting to the beautiful dripping waterfall, which is surrounded by stunning lichen-streaked mountains.

Organ Mountains has a total of 48 miles of trails – try the 4.5-mile Pine Tree Trail loop for a challenging trek with great views over the city.

If you want to stay the night, Aguirre Springs Campground has 55 sites available on a first-come, first-served basis.
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ROADRUNNER

Overlooking Las Cruces from a rest stop off I-10, a 20ft-tall roadrunner perches atop a big fake rock, awaiting your photos. Recycled Roadrunner was designed by artist Olin Calk and stationed at the city dump in 1993 as a statement about ‘consumption, recycling and just looking at stuff we throw away.’

The bird was moved here in 2001 and decorated with new junk, but it deteriorated in 2011. Calk brought Recycled Roadrunner back home, where it hibernated as the city decided what to do. Three years later, the city invited the bird back, and it still stands by the rest stop, decorated with new old junk including electronics, sneakers and bike tires.




Getting Around

While Las Cruces doesn’t have an international airport, El Paso, Texas, 45 miles south, does, and it serves major US transport hubs. Las Cruces Shuttle Service offers nine trips to/from El Paso airport seven days per week. Las Cruces’ Greyhound station has buses to Albuquerque, Tucson, Phoenix, Los Angeles, Dallas and Houston. In town, Roadrunner Transit operates eight bus routes throughout the city. Fares are free until July 2023. Bus Route 4 runs from the Greyhound station to Mesilla.






Beyond Las Cruces
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Get wild in the wilderness of this high elevation desert and forest featuring White Sands, quirky towns and hot springs.


Set off into the desert around Las Cruces and you’ll see vast emptiness. But if you can bear long drives, southern New Mexico has wonderful, surprising sights. To the east, stroll a sea of sand in White Sands National Park and learn about the history of space exploration at Alamogordo. Northbound on I-25, feast on roasted green chiles in Hatch and chill out with transient hippies in Truth or Consequences. To the northwest, take a trip back to the Wild West mining boom in Silver City, Chloride and Mogollon before exploring Gila National Forest’s lush wilderness, where Mogollon people roamed 800 years ago. And wherever you are, don’t forget to look up – the stars are spectacular here.


TOP TIP

This area is light on quality hotels or restaurants, so consider camping and be sure you’re stocked with water and fuel before heading out.
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WHITE SANDS MISSILE RANGE

Look on Google Maps and you’ll see a large swath of southern New Mexico (it’s actually 2.2 million acres) grayed out. This forbidden government-controlled area is called White Sands Missile Range and has been used as a weapons testing site since 1945, when the atomic bomb was detonated at Trinity Site. The government continues to use the range to test weapons, though there hasn’t been a nuclear test since WWII.

Visit the White Sands Missile Range Museum, 26 miles from Las Cruces behind the Organ Mountains, to learn more about the world’s first atomic bomb detonation, as well as other missiles tested at the site. The museum was temporarily closed for renovations during research.




Sea of Glistening Dunes

GO PLAY

Fifty miles east of Las Cruces, New Mexico’s newest national park is like something out of a dream, and a highlight on any trip to the state. In White Sands National Park, ethereal snow-white dunes roll on as far as the eye can see, one gently merging with the next, for 275 sq miles, and yet this is nowhere near the ocean. The dunes are actually made from powdered gypsum crystals that blew over from the San Andres and Sacramento Mountains 4000 to 7000 years ago.

Walking the dunes is almost a spiritual experience, especially at sunrise or sunset when the sea of sand sparkles. From the visitor center, drive the 16-mile scenic loop and stop along the way to sink your toes in the sand (be careful as it can get hot!), and tumble down the dune or slide down on a sled – plastic saucers are sold at the visitor center gift shop for $20 and you can sell it back for $5 at day’s end, or save money and bring your own.

Escape the crowds by doing your best Timothée Chalamet in Dune impression and hike the Alkali Flat, a 5-mile round-trip backcountry trail through the heart of White Sands (be sure to follow the markers as it’s easy to get lost), or the simple 1-mile loop Dune Life Nature Trail. Don’t forget your sunglasses and sunscreen – you can get sunburn under your chin from the reflection.

Check the park website (not Google) for opening hours, as the park occasionally closes at very short notice during missile tests.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND LAS CRUCES

Desert Aire Hotel

Mid-century hotel painted by Apache artist Paul Vesey, with breakfast 15 minutes from White Sands. $

Lulu

Retro former Holiday Inn with turquoise appliances and standard motel comforts outside Silver City. $

Murray Hotel

Art-deco hotel in the heart of Silver City built in 1938 and renovated in 2012. $


GREEN CHILE PICKING

North of Albuquerque in Los Ranchos, you can go green chile picking with farmers who’ve been doing it for generations (only during the fall harvest season).




PETROGLYPHS

Twenty-seven miles north of Alamogordo on Hwy 54 and then 5 miles east on a signed road, Mogollon tribes drew over 21,000 petroglyphs into the rock at Three Rivers Petroglyph Site at least 600 years ago. It is the largest rock art site in the Southwest, and relatively easy to get to from the visitor center. Walk along the marked trail over a few stubby hills and you’ll quickly see the petroglyphs with vivid drawings of birds, animals and human figures. Along the way, there are great views of the Sacramento Mountains to the east – squint to see if you can spot the dunes at White Sands on the western horizon. There are a few basic campsites.



Birthplace of the Space Race

FROM STARGAZING TO THE MOON

The best thing to do in Alamogordo (sorry, Pistachioland), a dusty town at the base of Lincoln National Forest’s mountains an hour east of Las Cruces, is to visit the New Mexico Museum of Space History. Built like a space shuttle, this four-floor museum has interesting exhibits that take you from the history of indigenous awareness of the stars, through Robert H Goddard’s liquid fuel rocket test in 1926, to the atomic bomb and modern space tourism. The argument here is that New Mexico is the ‘birthplace of the Space Race.’ The exhibit showcasing spacesuits is especially cool, and Trekkies will love the ode to the show with a few props and collectibles. The adjoining New Horizons Dome Theater screens giant-screen 5K movies and has laser planetarium shows. But the real gem of the museum is the display of missiles outside, some of which were discarded after being tested, including Little Joe 2, which tested the Apollo launch escape system at the Missile Range from 1963–1966.
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WHERE TO STAY BEYOND LAS CRUCES

Palace Hotel

Historic inn first opened in 1890 on the post-flood Silver City strip. Rooms cost $2 back then. $

Casitas de Gila

Five cozy adobe casitas on 90 acres of wilderness outside Gila National Forest. $$

Sierra Grande

Upscale Southwest-style guesthouse in Truth or Consequences, with private hot springs and spa. $$$

Spice it Up

CHILE TOWN, USA

It doesn’t get more New Mexican than red and green chile – they even have the peppers on their license plates. But one particular type of chile holds particular gravitas: Hatch green chile. Across New Mexico, you’ll see and hear about Hatch green chile, which, to put it simply, means that it’s good. It also means it was grown in the Hatch Valley, 40 miles up I-25 from Las Cruces. Chiles in New Mexico date back to the arrival of conquistador Don Juan Onate in 1598, but the variety in Hatch has been the most sought after since at least 1971, when the town claims to have become the ‘chile capital of the world.’

Every Labor Day weekend, Hatch Chile Festival hosts capsicum lovers from near and far with a parade, carnival rides, food and craft vendors, live entertainment and a chile-eating contest. If the festival isn’t on, pop into Sparky’s Burgers for what might be the best green chile cheeseburger in the state, and virtually every store on the roads into Hatch sell chiles – as ristras, in powdered form, in burlap sacks and even in marmalade.


BORDER PATROL

Along I-25, some 22 or so miles north of Las Cruces, signs will tell you to slow down to pass through a US border checkpoint. These types of government checkpoints are common in the southern part of the state, being so close to the border, and you’re nearly guaranteed to see one if you’re driving.

If waved over, you’ll have to answer a few questions, or you might not have to do anything at all as a green light flashes you through. Always carry ID, including a valid tourist visa if you’re a foreign citizen, as well as car registration or the rental agreement. Be polite and allow them to search inside the trunk if they ask.



Hippies, Hot Springs & a Huge Lake

CHILL OUT, DUDE

Vying for the title of New Mexico’s quirkiest town (the competition is admittedly stiff) is Truth or Consequences (also called T or C), 75 miles north of Las Cruces. Formerly known as Hot Springs, the municipality changed its name in 1950 when the then-host of a radio show called Truth or Consequences promised to air the 10th-anniversary program in the town that changed its name to the title of the show. Yes, really.

Today Truth or Consequences has an artsy, transient, end-of-the-world vibe, like Joshua Tree 30 years ago. Its small downtown is packed with art galleries and eclectic gift shops – there’s even a coworking space — though not much in the way of reliable restaurants. But the main reason to come to Truth or Consequences is to soak in its hot springs. Most hotels and private dwellings have them – all they need to do is dig – but the best are at Riverbend Hot Springs. The 14-room hotel and spa has eight public baths overlooking the Rio Grande and private tubs. Reserve up to six months in advance.

Five miles from Truth or Consequences, Elephant Butte Reservoir is New Mexico’s biggest lake and the largest for 200 miles. It fills up every summer with campers, boaters and fishers looking for record-breaking walleye and bass, many of them coming from El Paso, Texas. There are plenty of campsites and RV parks here.

For more than a decade, Elephant Butte has been the subject of a dispute with Texas, which alleges that New Mexico pumped groundwater from the Rio Grande to create the lake, depriving Texas of its desperately needed water source. The case went to the Supreme Court and was in the process of being settled during research.
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WHERE TO EAT BEYOND LAS CRUCES

Our Country Kitchen

Very friendly greasy-spoon breakfast in Alamogordo that feels like eating in someone’s dining room. $

Adobe Springs

Best breakfast in Silver City – the burrito stuffed with hash browns is a winner. $

Grapevine Bistro

Solid pub food delivered across the street to Truth or Consequences Brewery or for takeout. $$


SPACEPORT AMERICA

Being a high-elevation desert, southern New Mexico is a great place to see the stars – and to launch spaceships. That was the impetus behind Virgin Galactic’s Spaceport America, the world’s first commercial spaceport and an active rocket-testing facility one hour north of Las Cruces.

While not open for pop-ins, you can visit by booking a private tour with Final Frontier Tours, which begins either at Las Cruces, Truth or Consequences, or the Spaceport itself. Inside the facility, you’ll visit mission control, speak with firefighters about potential crashes, ride the runway and test out the Multi-axis trainer (MAT), which prepares astronauts for 0 gravity.



Spooky Silver Mining Town

FASCINATING REVIVAL STORY

In its heyday in the 1880s, Chloride (named after the type of silver mined here) supported 3000 residents and nine saloons, though no church or jail – unruly bar patrons might be dipped in the horse trough and handcuffed to a tree until they sobered up. But from boomtown, this town, 115 miles from Las Cruces along scenic Hwy 52, went bust and was abandoned for most of the 20th century. That is, until Don and Dona Edmund took a wrong turn and fell in love with the ghost town. Over a couple of decades, the Wisconsin couple caringly renovated the old Pioneer Store, which had been abandoned for more than 70 years with all the stuff inside.

Today travelers come through Chloride to check out the store, which includes original items like a 6000-pound Mosler vault and a sealed bottle of Jim Beam whiskey that has almost completely evaporated. The Monte Cristo Saloon next door is now a co-op art shop with unique items you won’t find elsewhere, including quilts, goblets and cactus jelly. Stay the night, if you’re not too spoked, in Chloride’s first building, Harry Pye Cabin, which was built and finished shortly before the silver prospector was murdered in 1879.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND LAS CRUCES

Sparkys

Arguably New Mexico’s best green chile burger in the town of Hatch. Lunch only. $

Buckhorn Saloon

Pinos Altos restaurant, saloon and live music venue serving steak and seafood amid 1860s decor. $$

Los Arcos Steak & Lobster

Beloved no-frills steakhouse in Truth or Consequences first opened in 1970. $$$


Artsy Silver Mining Town

QUIRKY TO SAY THE LEAST

A former rough-and-tumble Old West mining hub, Silver City has an artsy and outdoorsy vibe, with a mix of sage artists and students attending Western New Mexico University. It’s like Santa Fe decades ago before it became so expensive (but without the adobe architecture). Things move slowly here, and residents will tell you that opening hours are just suggestions. Many people visit as a base before scaling Gila National Forest but it’s worth hanging around a day or two if you can.

Silver City Museum, in an 1881 miner’s home, details the town’s fascinating history, including how Main St was wiped out in a massive flood – it turns out that deforestation, grazing and building in a flood-prone zone isn’t a great idea. It also discusses the small tidbits we know about Billy the Kid’s childhood here.

Along the ‘new’ main thoroughfare, W Broadway St, check out the two historic hotels, Palace Hotel (1890) and Murray Hotel (1938), and explore the weird and wonderful antiques at Silver City Trading Co. If around on a weekend, have a coffee and a slice of pie in front of live music at Tranquilbuzz Coffee House. This village hub portrays Silver City better than words ever can.

A good time to visit is in July for Silver City’s Clay Festival, which features workshops and makers markets.


NEW MEXICO’S LONELIEST ROAD

The construction of interstates left many New Mexican highways in the lurch, left to decay like the towns that lined them. But Hwy 52, perhaps New Mexico’s loneliest road, is still paved and very much worth the trip. From Truth or Consequences (you’ll have to make a U-turn off I-25), the road quickly feels tranquil, with wide open skies, sweeping valleys and switchbacks in front of cliffs that look like pyramids smashed together. Chloride is a small detour, but if you take the road to the juncture with Hwy 60, you’ll eventually reach huge antenna dishes (each weighing 230 tons) at Very Large Array.



WHERE TO CAMP BEYOND LAS CRUCES

Cosmic Campground

Free campground for stargazing – it’s listed as one of just 16 official Dark Sky Sanctuaries worldwide.

Lower Scorpion Campground

Small campground close to the Gila Cliff Dwellings, with its own pictographs and Mogollon rooms.

Hot Springs Glamp Camp

Camp in a yurt, tiny camper or Styrofoam igloo in Truth or Consequences.


THE BIG DITCH

Big Ditch Park is a forested trail alongside a stream that cuts through the middle of Silver City, but it wasn’t always an urban park. In July 1895, rain poured down from the mountains and on the city itself, flooding businesses along Silver City’s bustling Main St. The city rebuilt and added a dam, but it was no match for another flood in 1903. Thus forth, Main St, which was now at least 35ft below grade level, was left for the water and the trees, becoming the Big Ditch. The main commercial hub was moved to W Broadway St.



Wilderness, Cave Dwellings & Hot Springs

IT DOESN’T GET MUCH WILDER

Gila National Forest (pronounced hee-la), covering 3.3 million acres over eight mountain ranges, is as wild as it gets in New Mexico. With scary seasonal storms, black bears, mountain lions and nearly 200 recently introduced gray wolves, it’s no wonder this was named the world’s first designated wilderness area in 1924.

The forest, at least two hours northwest of Las Cruces, depending on how deep you want to get, has miles upon miles of backcountry hiking trails and is popular among ambitious bikers prepared to tackle the five-day Tour of the Gila. But the biggest reason to visit is to see Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument, a group of 50 brick rooms in seven caves built by ancient Mogollon people 800 years ago. Located about two hours from Silver City at the end of a treacherous switchback road and up 616 steps, the caves are impressively intact and the views from up here (it’s 288ft to the caves) are staggering. It’s fun to climb through the rooms and gaze at the faded mural on the wall. Notice the T-shaped doorways, which are also seen at Chaco Canyon National Park.

Behind the visitor center, follow the middle fork of the Gila River for about half a mile to reach Lightfeather Hot Springs in the backcountry (you’ll get your feet wet, so wear suitable shoes). The water is a scalding 140°F at the source. There are also a few pools at Gila Hot Springs 3.5 miles before the dwellings.
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WHERE TO HAVE A BEER BEYOND LAS CRUCES

Tall Pines Beer & Wine Garden

Pink Alamogordo bar with a fun Astroturf beer garden, palm trees and games like Jenga.

Little Toad Creek Brewery & Distillery

Silver City bar known for canned mules in seven flavors including mango margarita.

Truth or Consequences Brewery

Village hangout serving some of New Mexico’s best beer with $15 flights.


CLIFF DWELLINGS

West of Santa Fe, cliff dwellings at Puye, Bandelier and Tsankawi are beautiful to behold, and you can even climb into some.



Mountain Ghost Town

BOOM TO BUST TO TOURISM

Pull off Hwy 180 before Alma and turn onto Hwy 159 for a steep and narrow cliff-hugging 2000ft climb up the mountain. On the other side, nestled between the great mountains of Gila National Forest, you’ll find Mogollon, a ghost town with nearly 100 Wild West–style wood and adobe buildings. And was this town ever wild. Reaching as many as 6000 miners during the silver boom of the late 1800s, Mogollon was infamous for its two red-light districts, five saloons and for attracting gamblers, stagecoach robbers and outlaws. Despite gunfights, floods and reduced interest in silver during WWI, mining in the area occurred as recently as 1970, though Mogollon has just a small number of seasonal residents today.

You can stay the night at Silver Creek Inn, a two-story adobe building built in 1885, and have breakfast or a burger at the Purple Onion. The town also has an art gallery, mining museum and antique store. Due to the difficulty of traversing the mountain road, Mogollon is only open from May to October.


CITY OF ROCKS

An hour and a half northwest of Las Cruces, City of Rocks State Park is a geological oddity breaching on goofy. Jutting out from the Chihuahua desert is a ‘city’ of large gray rock columns rising as high at 40ft – eroded leftovers from a volcanic eruption 35 million years ago. It’s really more like a village than a city, but let’s not get too technical here.

You can spend the night in one of 55 campsites nestled next to the rocks, or come for the day to hike or bike its 7.5 miles of trails. The Observation Point Trail east before the visitor center has the best photos overlooking the rocks.




Getting Around

You’ll need a car to explore beyond Las Cruces. Be prepared to drive long distances and be careful when driving at night, especially in or around Gila National Forest, as wild deer, boar and foxes can pop out of the woods in seconds.







UTAH
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A FREAK SHOW OF NATURE

Peculiar-shaped hoodoos and red-rock mesas meet slot canyons and pine-forested powder slopes – Utah is an outdoor adventure playground.
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Before indigenous peoples and pioneers, dinosaurs once roamed these lands – and remnants of all three groups collide in the 45th state. Utah’s countless weird geological formations have been shaped by millions of years of erosion, and its towns by both outlaws and deeply conservative religious settlers. More recently, progressive outdoorsy types have moved in, attracted by the state’s staggering all-season natural beauty and world-class climbing, hiking, canyoneering, biking and rafting opportunities. Sleepy western towns have become adventure bases, some with independent coffee shops and breweries, and are dotted around the state’s five mighty national parks: Arches, Canyonlands, Bryce Canyon, Capitol Reef and Zion. But don’t neglect Utah’s dozens of state parks – where equally unfathomable geology, with a side of solitude, can be found.

In the south, the desert terrain may seem strangely familiar – these eye-popping vistas have long been used as movie backdrops, from Westerns on the silver screen to blockbuster classics like Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade and Forrest Gump. In the north, skiers and snowboarders return year after year to ride Olympic legacy terrain. Meanwhile, at the base of the Wasatch Mountains, Salt Lake City is the epicenter of Mormon culture, and it’s not quite as it first seems. The city has one of the most diverse local councils in the US and neighborhoods dotted with Pride flags. A visit to Utah will surprise and astonish.

[image: jpg]

Salt Lake City | photo.ua/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MOAB

Adventure base camp.

ARCHES NATIONAL PARK

Copious rock arches.

CANYONLANDS NATIONAL PARK

Desert adventure playground.

CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL PARK

Monoliths and awesome hikes.


BRYCE CANYON NATIONAL PARK

Beguiling spires.

ZION NATIONAL PARK

Dramatic valley.

SALT LAKE CITY

The world’s Mormon capital.




Find Your Way

Utah spans 84,900 sq miles and is ranked the 11th largest state in the US. Much of it is extremely remote and many dirt roads require a 4WD vehicle. The main attractions can be reached by shuttle bus and a limited network of trains whisk people around the capital. Car is the easiest way to navigate between national and state parks.
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Plan Your Time

The roads between Utah’s epic natural sights can be as impressive as the destinations themselves; choose your itinerary wisely when journeying through these expansive untamed ancient lands.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Descend into the amphitheater of otherworldly sculptures on Bryce Canyon’s Peek-A-Boo Loop Trail. Stroll the switchbacks and hoodoos, taking in the peculiar bulbous lumps. Peer through natural arches at the Wall of Windows into the vast moonscape of a place and snap a picture in front of the iconic Thor’s Hammer. Pressed for time? Skip the walk for a 35-minute helicopter ride over the spires and soar above Rainbow Point, Natural Bridge and park waterfalls. Wait for dark to catch an astronomy ranger-led star program and view the thousands of stars above on a moonless night. Fill up on excellent regional cuisine, from bison burgers to local trout, at the Dining Room at The Lodge.




3 Days to Travel Around

• From Bryce Canyon, travel the Highway 12 Scenic Byway to Capitol Reef National Park through tantalizing canyon lands and grand plateaus. Catch a glimpse of the free-standing monoliths of Cathedral Valley, and climb up to Cohab Canyon to meander along vividly colored rocks. Fuel up with one of the famous cherry pies from Gifford Homestead. Get back on the road to Arches National Park for an ascent up to Delicate Arch for vast desert views. Book a tour of the Fiery Furnace and get lost in a maze of tight slot canyons, then join locals for a free bluegrass concert at Backyard Theater. Explore the Canyonland’s Needles District via 4WD, where challenging backcountry roads are riddled with surreal rock formations.




If You Have More Time

• Walk the old shop fronts of Ogden’s Historic 25th Street, once too wild for Al Capone. Grab a beer in Utah’s oldest continuously operating bar, the Shooting Star Saloon. Sleep overnight in the Compass Rose Lodge, with an observatory. Visit the Mormon epicenter of the world, Temple Square, in Salt Lake City, then catch a drag show at Why KiKi. Scuba dive in Homestead Crater’s hidden geothermal pool, before skiing Park City Mountain Resort’s iconic slopes. View a wall of dinosaur bones at the Quarry Exhibit Hall, before heading south to Dead Horse Point State Park, where Thelma and Louise drove off a cliff. Stop at Goblin Valley State Park for an otherworldly sea of rocks.



Seasonal Highlights

Most people visit the desert parks in spring and fall; summer can be too hot to hike, but you can always cool down at higher elevations. The northern mountains become a skiing paradise in winter.

JANUARY

Snow-covered peaks and the Sundance Film Festival attract movie stars, fans and skiers from all over the US and the world.
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FEBRUARY

Cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, archery and wildlife tracking with hoodoo views at the Bryce Canyon Winter Festival.
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MARCH

Bikers descend on Moab to tackle the unique trails along the Colorado River and Dead Horse Point State Park as part of the Skinny Tire Festival.
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MAY

Mild spring weather is the ideal time to hike, especially in southern Utah, when wildflowers appear.

[image: jpg]

Stephan Rapp/Shutterstock ©

JUNE

Salt Lake City erupts in rainbow colors and attracts more than 90,000 people for Utah Pride Festival, with a parade, parties and workshops.
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AUGUST

Things are heating up in southern Utah – snub the hikes for the Moab Music Festival and watch musicians perform in beautiful natural locations.
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OCTOBER

The landscape erupts into golden oranges and reds as fall sets in.
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MOAB
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Moab is a beacon for hikers, climbers, off-road drivers and mountain bikers, due to its proximity to vast BLM lands and two spectacular national parks – Canyonlands and Arches – plus the iconic Dead Horse Point State Park (where Thelma and Louise drove off a cliff in the Ridley Scott classic).

In the 1950s, miners hunting ‘radioactive gold’ uranium, created a labyrinth of backroads through the desert, now descended on by ATV enthusiasts and 4WD-ers from around the globe who come to zoom around the nearby dirt roads and peculiar rock formations. Still a relatively small place, Moab only has a population of around 5000, but swells in size from March to October when it acts as an adventure base camp to the nearby desert attractions. The center of town is full of amenities and easily walkable – with all the best restaurants, cafes, guest houses and bars in close proximity.
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SIGHTS

1Moab Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Cliffhanger Jeep Rental

3Dan Mick’s Jeep Tours

4Navtec Expeditions

5Redtail Air Adventures

ENTERTAINMENT

6Moab Backyard Theater

INFORMATION

7Moab Information Center




TOP TIP

Book accommodation at least six months in advance for the best deals. Although Moab has a high season, it’s popular year-round. Campers should always be able to find pitches with basic facilities at the many BLM campgrounds along the Colorado River/Rte 128. Get supplies from Moab’s nonprofit health-food store, Moonflower Community Cooperative.



Get on your Bike

SLICKROCK, SCENIC AND RED-DIRT RIDES

Moab is considered one of the best mountain biking destinations in the world, with diverse rides for all abilities. The challenging 9-mile Slickrock Bike Trail in the Sand Flats Recreation Area is one of the most popular mountain bike trails in the world, with 99% of the route on sandstone. The 100-mile-long Canyonland’s White Rim Trail is as atmospheric as drives come, packed with steep switchbacks and jaw-dropping canyon views. And, as the name suggests, the Whole Enchilada route covers every type of terrain the area offers, from an alpine pass descending 7000ft, to slick rock, paved track and red dirt over 34 miles of trails.


WHY I LOVE MOAB

Jade Bremner, Lonely Planet writer

Moab is one of those places where you can feel the energy. The vast surrounding desert is mostly still, yet the excitement is palpable – its residents and visitors are perpetually jacked up on adrenaline. Outdoor fanatics move to this adventure base to be near two grande dames of the National Park System, plus expansive BLM lands. Locals are a motley crew of city defectors and risk-takers, those who crave freedom and high-octane adventure as well as those who are restored by solitude and ignited by astounding views.



Get a Bird’s-Eye View

FREE-FALL, SOAR AND FLY OVERHEAD

Aerial views offer an entirely different perspective of the canyons, arches and peculiar formations of the area. Redtail Air Adventures, the only company permitted to fly aircraft directly above the national parks, offers killer views of Arches, Canyonlands, the La Sal Mountains and the Colorado River. Canyonlands Ballooning, meanwhile, is the more serene choice, with one-hour flights departing at sunset from Arches National Park and silently floating over the area and the Manti–La Sal Mountains. Or you could experience the thrill of free-falling by jumping out of a plane at 13,000ft with Skydive Moab – when your parachute is out, there is plenty of time to fully appreciate the views below.


Learn About the Landscape

GEOLOGY, ARCHAEOLOGY AND CULTURE

For a look into the history of the area, the Moab Museum runs regional exhibitions on everything from movement and migration to early settlers, indigenous communities and the land. From April to November, the Moab Information Center also runs talks by regional experts about the area’s places and people, wildlife, plants and dinosaurs. At the Moab Museum of Film & Western Heritage, in Red Cliffs Lodge, 15 miles north of town, visitors can view film memorabilia from the dozens of movies that have been shot in the area.

BEST EVENTS IN MOAB

Moab Folk Festival

This fun community event in November focuses on folk in all forms, contemporary to multicultural.

Skinny Tire Festival

Bikers descend on the area in March to tackle unique trails and miles of open desert roads.

Moab Music Festival

This August and September shindig brings world-class classical, jazz and Latin musicians to Moab.

Take in the Colorado River Scenic Byway

CURVING CANYON ROAD

Just moments from the center of Moab is a 44-mile drive along Hwy 128, which follows the Colorado River through grand red-rock formations and sagebrush. The road is dotted with BLM campgrounds and recreation areas, including the Big Bend Recreation Site, a beautiful spot for riverside picnics and bouldering. Around 17 miles into the route is the La Sal Mountain Loop Rd turnoff and one of the most recognizable desert towers in the world – Castleton Tower, a narrow 400ft sandstone spire standing on a 1000ft cone above Castle Valley. To the right is the Priests and Nuns Pinnacles formation; both are loved by climbers. Four miles on, the deep red rock of the Fisher Towers rises 900ft into the sky. At mile 31 you’ll find what’s left of Dewey Bridge, once the longest suspension bridge in Utah. Originally built in 1916, it was destroyed by a fire in 2008. The road (and views) continue up the snaking mountain road; continue on for as long as you wish or U-turn at one of the many pull-in places and head back to Moab.


BEST FOR BREAKFAST

Jailhouse Café

Classic diner fare in a former jailhouse setting. Wholegrain waffles, ginger pancakes, eggs Benedict and free-flow coffee. $

Love Muffin

Cozy cafe serving homemade granola bowls and plates of steaming huevos rancheros, plus all kinds of breakfast burritos, from feta to pork with kimchi. $

Moab Diner

Retro red and white booths and hearty, suitably named breakfasts for a day of adventuring – the Jeep Safari Special or Mountain Biker scrambled eggs. $

Red Rock Bakery & Cafe

Powered by solar energy, this place serves smoothies and home-baked, open-faced fresh bagels, such as salmon with cream cheese, tomato and capers. $

Doughbird

Get freshly made doughnuts early, when they’re still warm. Flavors include spiced apple cider, salted caramel and Nutella creme. $



Moab’s Backyard Theater

LIVE LOCAL MUSIC

The local gem that is the Backyard Theater holds free bluegrass and honky-tonk fusion music concerts in an rustic outdoor setting – a simple set up with a few dozen plastic chairs, a stage, friendly locals and seriously good musicians – on Wednesdays and Thursdays just a few steps off Main St. Look out for touring guest bands too.

Primitive Back Roads

4WD, ATV AND OFF-ROAD ADVENTURES

The primitive back roads around Moab have become a veritable playground for 4WD enthusiasts. The annual Jeep Safari Event takes place a week before Easter, when the place is overrun with off-roaders. Cliffhanger Jeep Rental hires out vehicles to those who want to explore the backcountry, and plenty of outfitters offer excursions. Dan Mick’s Jeep Tours visits 25 trails, including the popular Hells Revenge, traversing belly-floppingly steep slick rocks in a 4WD vehicle. Meanwhile Navtec Expeditions takes people into Canyonland’s Needles District, with 50 miles of challenging backcountry roads, riddled with narrow canyons and surreal rock formations, including columns and spires.

Roads are a mixed bag; some require lots of experience, others are easy – check your route before you set off. If you go four-wheeling, do so responsibly by staying on established roads. It can take a century to regenerate this fragile landscape after even a single tire track passes across it. Those with their own non-resident vehicles must get an off-highway permit from the Moab Visitor Center.
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Jeep Safari Event | Ogletree Photography/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN MOAB

BLM Hwy 128 Campgrounds

Along the Colorado River on Hwy 128 are 12 first come, first served shaded BLM campgrounds. $

Big Horn Lodge

Solid budget sleeping option with kitschy Southwestern-style decor plus a heated swimming pool. $

Sorrel River Ranch

For ultimate luxury, this lodge has plush but rustic cabins and is situated on 240 lush acres. $$$

Portal RV Resort

With the largest RV sites in Moab, plus showers, laundry, hot tub and pool, and a dog run. $

Red Cliffs Lodge

For self-catering, there are rooms with kitchenettes and dining tables; some overlook the Colorado River. $$$

Moab Rustic Inn

Within walking distance to the bars and restaurants, rooms have oak cabinets and built-in desks. $


BEST PLACES TO EAT

98 Center Moab

Low-key Vietnamese joint serving excellent pho and artisanal salads. Wash them down with a house speciality cocktail. $

Desert Bistro

Adventurous dining, from baked bacon-wrapped dates to local game and fish served at a white-tablecloth restaurant inside an old house. Great wine list, too. $$$

Milt’s Stop & Eat

Old-school burgers made with grass-fed beef. Sink them with a creamy shake, flavored with marshmallow, thin mint cookie or Graham cracker.

Sabaku Sushi

Overnight delivery from Hawaii means even decent sushi is an option, despite this hole-in-the-wall joint being thousands of miles from the sea. $$

Spitfire Smokehouse

Formerly a food truck, Spitfire’s tangy North Carolina–style barbecue now has permanent digs. It serves up pit-cooked brisket, pork ribs and smoked sausage. $



Riding the Rapids

THRILLING RIVER RAFTING

Rafting season runs from April to September, and there’s something for all abilities, whether you want white-knuckle rapids or a gentle meander along a canyon. Those with no experience or equipment should seek out the numerous rafting outfits in the center of Moab, such as OARS, which runs single or multiday combination hiking and rafting tours in Canyonlands National Park or Sheri Griffith River, with expeditions offering river trips of all tastes and lengths on the Colorado, Green and Yampa Rivers.

Experienced rafters should try Westwater Canyon, 52 miles northwest of Moab on the Colorado River, with its Class III and IV rapids (requires BLM permit). Ease into the Class I section from Dewey Bridge to Hittle Bottom (no permit required), then hit the Class I to II Hittle Bottom to Takeout Beach stretch, also named the Daily, with its small stretch of Class III rapids (no permit required). North of Moab are the legendary and intense Class V rapids at Cataract Canyon (NPS permit required).
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Rafts on the Colorado River near Cataract Canyon | Will Pedro/Shutterstock ©

Bowl After Hours

ENTERTAINMENT, RETRO AND GAMES

When the sun goes down, there’s little to do in Moab aside from eating and drinking, unless you head over to the kitsch Gravel Pit Lanes, where locals bowl into the wee hours, plus shoot ’em up at the arcades, play pool, sing karaoke and ride a mechanical bull. In the adjacent pub and grill, you can watch sports and fill up on fried grub. Look out for bowling tournaments with prize pots worth hundreds of dollars.



I LIVE HERE: GORGE ON THIS
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Mollie Bailey, manager at Moab Cliffs & Canyons, shares her favorite places to go canyoning around the Moab area. @moabcliffsandcanyons

Ephedra’s Grotto

Offers 3.5 miles of riparian corridor hiking, with rappels of over 2100ft.

Hypatia Canyon

A canyon with a little bit of everything: rappelling, swimming, stemming and hiking. Hypatia is a true adventure.

Chamisa Canyon

A very fun wet canyon with swimming holes – perfect for the summer heat.

Granary Canyon

Beautiful open canyon with rappels up to 200ft. A stunning full-day adventure.

Little Sinbad Canyon

Tight and twisting corridors are the hallmark of this canyon. There’s lots of water to work through and cool down in during the hot season.




Getting Around

Moab is 235 miles southeast of Salt Lake City. Most people drive here as it’s useful to have a car if you’re looking to explore the nearby desert. However, those who fly in via Canyonlands Field Airport, 16 miles north of town, can use on-demand bus and shuttle van services, including Porcupine Shuttle and the Roadrunner Shuttle, to get around. There are also car rental agencies at the airport.






Beyond Moab
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Atmospheric, sleepy western desert towns and quiet rock hikes abound beyond the high-octane adventure base.


Moab gets a lot of attention in Southeastern Utah due to its proximity to Canyonlands and Arches National Park, but there are other excellent jumping-off points for the main attractions as well. Staying in the lonely but atmospheric desert towns of Mexican Hat, Blanding and Green River not only reduces accommodation costs, but also puts you closer to the lesser-visited rocky attractions that showcase earth’s natural beauty in its rugged desert glory. Red rocks, hoodoos, ancient stone carvings, dinosaur relics and formations that look like goblins lie on the peripheries of Southeastern Utah’s main draws. Plus there’s that Goliath that is Monument Valley, which – although officially in Arizona – can be experienced at the border of the state.


TOP TIP

Public transport can be virtually non-existent. Make sure you have your own wheels to get the most out of this area.
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San Juan Inn | Manuela Durson/Shutterstock ©



SAN JUAN RIVER ADVENTURES

Float down the San Juan River on a boat or kayak with recommended outfitter Wild Expeditions, which runs combo excursions with Hummers and ATVs. Along with staggering natural landscapes, guides will show you rock art and little-visited Ancestral Puebloan cliff dwellings. For the adventurous, they have a few off-the-beaten-track slot canyons up their sleeves, like the narrow Fry Canyon – with its twisted walls, and a 60ft rappel in a deep water canyon – or Black Hole with 600ft walls, and a canyon so deep the bottom rarely gets sunlight; the latter is only for capable canyoneers, who can do long swims and technical down climbs.



Hike the Natural Bridges National Monument

ALTERNATIVE TO CROWDED ARCHES NATIONAL PARK

Like a more contained – but no less impressive – version of Arches National Park, the Natural Bridges National Monument, a 120-mile drive from Moab, has three classic natural bridges. Owachomo Bridge, the oldest, spans 180ft but is only 9ft thick. Kachina Bridge is the youngest and soars 204ft. Sipapu Bridge takes the crown as the longest in the area, at 268ft.

The park’s flat 9-mile Scenic Drive loop is ideal for photos and biking, but hiking here is also fabulous. The hike down to the Sipapu Bridge is only 0.6 miles but has a 500ft elevation change, and fun sections where you traverse a ledge and descend steep switchbacks, climb metal ladders and pass ancient dwellings. For more on the ancient civilizations who lived here, head to the Horsecollar Ruin trail, which skirts the cliff edge for 0.3 miles at an elevation of 6500ft to a dwelling overlook.


Don’t skip an overnight stay in the park (camping only). Due to its remoteness and zero light pollution, the stargazing is phenomenal – so much so that it’s been designated an International Dark Sky Park. Rangers do Night Sky Programs between Thursday and Sunday at 8pm, or you can look out for regular Star Parties held by amateur astronomers, with guest speakers and lots of telescopes for planet viewing.
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Natural Bridges National Monument | Sveta Imnadze/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND MOAB

Comb Ridge Eat & Drink

Hummus with house-roasted garlic, solid burgers and stacked sandwiches. Good pour coffee too. $

Swingin’ Steakhouse

Steak cooked in a no-frills joint on an open smoking swinging grill. Try the monster 18oz marbled rib eye. $$$

Twin Rocks Cafe

Creative brekkies like sourdough French toast with spiced peach compote and sweet peppered bacon. $$

Edge of the Cedars State Park

ANCIENT DWELLINGS

A short, paved interpretative trail goes through a reconstructed ancient village and the museum here is loaded with Ancestral Puebloan (Anasazi) pottery and other Native American items found in this very location in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Visitors can climb into a restored kiva, originally built c 1100.

Dinosaur Museum

DINO BONES AND MOVIE MEMORABILIA

Mummified remains, fossil replicas and life-sized dino sculptures – including a 10ft Deinonychus raptor and a 14ft giant feathered Therizinosaurus with a 20ft wingspan – will impress kids at the Dinosaur Museum in Blanding, while grown-ups will enjoy the collection of dinosaur-movie-related memorabilia, spanning early films of dinosaurs in the silent era like The Ghost of Slumber Mountain, as well as Godzilla, King Kong (with a display featuring the actual animation model used on screen) and modern Jurassic Park movies.


BEST PLACES TO STAY

Stone Lizard Lodge

Utah’s first motel has stylish rooms with big chunky wooden beds and Southwestern-style, homemade cinnamon rolls for breakfast. $$

Natural Bridges National Monument Campground

Sheltered sites on red sand with a little shade under scraggly trees. Pit toilets and grills but no hookups; water at the visitor center and dark skies for stargazing. $

Abajo Haven Guest Cabins

Rustic cabins with old-fashioned cookouts and guided hikes to ancient sites; it claims to have more state and national parks in a 100-mile radius than anywhere else in the USA. $$

Windwhistle Campground

Basic isolated BLM campground surrounded by cliffs, with benches, firepits and 15 pitches on the edge of the Canyon Rims Recreation Area. There’s a 1-mile nature trail near the campground. $



House on Fire

AWESOME ANCIENT DWELLINGS

A short 1-mile hike off Mule Canyon leads to one of the most impressive dwellings in the area, built into Cedar Mesa sandstone with a roof that appears to be on fire due to the way the rock has eroded. For the best photo of the ‘flames,’ come here when the sun is hitting the base of the canyon (usually about 10am or 11am) and the light bounces off the roof of the dwelling. While you’re here, search out the etchings (possibly indigenous rock art) under the boulder below the House on Fire. The trailhead is on the unpaved Country Road 263, off Hwy 95.

SLEEPING NEAR THE ELEMENTS

Kayenta Campground

In Dead Horse Point State Park south of the visitor center are 21 sites with water, a dump station and electrical hookups. $

Horsethief Campground

First-come, first-served sites with picnic tables sit 10 miles outside Dead Horse Point State Park. RVs welcome. $

Moenkopi Yurts

Inside Dead Horse Point State Park; five glamping yurts sleeping six each, with a grill, heating, A/C and outlets. $$


Dead Horse Point State Park

VIEWS, HIKING AND BIKING

Immense views are the main reason to visit Dead Horse Point, recognizable for being one of the most photographed scenic vistas in the world. Here dramatic overlooks peer down a 2000ft drop to the winding Colorado River, across Canyonlands National Park’s staircase landscape and up to the soaring 12,700ft peaks of La Sal Mountains. Cowboys used the mesa top as a natural pen to contain wild mustangs; the neck was only 30 yards wide and fenced with branches and bush. The place supposedly got its name after a rancher forgot to release the horses, and the stranded creatures died of thirst overlooking the river below.

There are 7 miles of easy hiking trails, with little elevation change, leading from the visitor center to the canyon rims, but the best view – Dead Horse Point Overlook – is easily drivable. The Intrepid Trail System, meanwhile, offers 12 single-track mountain biking trails covering 17 miles, for all abilities – including Big Chief, Great Pyramid and Intrepid Trails. Although the elevation here is 6,000ft, beginners will be pleased to know there are no grueling climbs or altitude changes while riding – it’s less than 100ft.


STARGAZING IN DEAD HORSE POINT STATE PARK

Dead Horse Point State Park got International Dark Sky Park status in 2016, due to its high plateau, clear skies and dark surroundings. Free star parties and ranger talks regularly take place on the celestial sphere above. Look out for the telescope gatherings, complete with expert instruction on deciphering the constellations and planets, and try the full moon hikes, which come about once a month during the right lunar phase. Events are listed at the Dead Horse Point State Park Visitor Center.



Bears Ears National Monument

CULTURAL SITES, HIKING AND CANYONEERING

Named after two tall buttes that resemble the top of a bear’s head, the Bears Ears were designated a National Monument in December 2016 by President Barack Obama, in one of his last acts as head of state. This sacred spot is used for ceremonial purposes by Native American tribes, but the vast 1.35-million-acre area is also a wonderful outdoor museum to backpack, rock climb, river raft and hike. Significant cultural sites include the Moon House (3.2 to 5.6 miles round-trip hike), a cliff dwelling with three separate structures and 49 rooms, created by the Ancestral Puebloan peoples between 1150 and 1300. Entry to the house is limited to 20 people per day.

The Citadel meanwhile (visited via a challenging 6.4 mile out-and-back hike) is a structure built on a sandstone peninsula with a 300ft drop on three sides. The ruins are accessed by traversing a 30ft-wide walkway and so are not for those with a fear of heights. The Procession Panel is another site to behold; the 15ft-long wall of petroglyphs is believed to be a migration story. There are dozens of hikes to ruins, caves, canyons and arches in the area. Canyoneers love the 5-mile-long and super-skinny Black Hole with 600ft walls, long swims and technical climbs. The Cheesebox has plenty of rappels, narrows and slot canyons. Tours are possible with Wild Expeditions.
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Petroglyph panel, Bears Ears National Monument | Colin D. Young/Shutterstock ©

SLEEPING NEAR THE ELEMENTS

River Terrace Inn

Well-kept rooms with riverfront terraces, an hour north of both Dead Horse Point and Goblin Valley. $$

Cowboy Campground

BLM Camping with seven individual tent campsites but no water or hookups. $

Sun Outdoors Canyonlands Gateway

Lots of amenities, a pool, gas station, grocery store and hook-ups. Little shade in summer. $


THELMA & LOUISE POINT

Below Dead Horse Point Overlook, you can see where Thelma and Louise (played by Geena Davis and Susan Sarandon) drive off a cliff in a green 1966 Thunderbird in Ridley Scott’s groundbreaking 1991 road movie. In the scene, the pair of outlaws are trapped by police and patriarchy, but free themselves as cop Hal (Harvey Keitel) chases after them into the dust. Play ‘Thunderbird’, the epic Hans Zimmer movie track, in your car while witnessing the atmospheric scene or driving to Thelma and Louise Point via the nearby unpaved Shafer Trail, which descends 1500ft via steep switchbacks.



Valley of the Gods

SELF-DRIVE THROUGH MIND-BLOWING SCENERY

Locals call the Valley of the Gods ‘mini–Monument Valley.’ This 17-mile unpaved journey (County Rd 242) through a butte-filled valley and mind-blowing vistas will have you gasping in awe. In any other state or nation, its beauty would be shouted from the rooftops, but in Utah it’s just one of many gorgeous panoramas. On a self-guided tour, look out for various-shaped sandstone monoliths and pinnacles, including Seven Sailors, Lady in a Bathtub, Castle Butte and Setting Hen Butte. Pick up a pamphlet guide at the field office in Monticello (or download one from the BLM website). If parts of Highway 163 look familiar, you may have seen them on screen – it’s here that Forrest Gump stopped running after his monumental journey across the US. A high-clearance vehicle is advised for driving the unpaved roads of Valley of the Gods. A 2WD is possible on a very dry day. The loop connecting Hwys 261 and 163 takes roughly an hour. Fuel, food and other services are located in Mexican Hat.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND MOAB

Valley of the Gods B&B

At the bottom of Moki Dugway, this ranch now rents out exposed wood-and-stone rooms with rustic beds. $

San Juan Inn

Simple motel rooms with Southwestern and Navajo decor, adjacent to the San Juan River, with a restaurant on-site. $

Hat Rock Inn

Motel-style rooms with muted tones and crisp white sheets. Beat the Mexican Hat desert heat with a dip in the pool. $

Mexican Hat Rock

GEOLOGICAL FORMATION AND HIKE

Don’t miss the distinctive reddish Cedar Mesa sandstone rock that the town of Mexican Hat was named after, complete with a wide sombrero jutting above a narrow head. There’s a short but challenging hike up the pedestal cone formation to the pancake-shaped summit, involving some Class III scrambles in sections. Avoid it in high winds. Find it around 2 miles north of town off Hwy 163.


BEST TRADING POSTS

Pick up local arts and crafts and supplies at these reliable trading posts.

San Juan Inn

Navajo crafts, beer and books.

Hole ’n the Rock

A gift shop and 14 rooms inside a hollowed-out cliff, arranged around huge sandstone pillars.

Twin Rocks Trading Post

Navajo jewelry, rugs, Pueblo pottery and folk art.

Hunt’s Trading Post

Blanding-based store trading in hand-crafted Native American tribal music, books on Navajo teachings and gifts.



Goosenecks State Park

JAW-DROPPING VIEWS AND SCENIC VISTAS

If you thought the geologic formations in Dead Horse State Park were impressive, check out the small but mighty Gooseneck State Park, which has not one but two spectacular bends in the rock, this time carved out by the meandering San Juan River, over millions of years. Views 1000ft above the river gaze onto what have affectionately been dubbed the Goosenecks, due to their resemblance to the birds. Spend some time in the park with a picnic, and do some primitive camping (first come, first serve), with six small pitches available, including fire rings and vault toilets. It’s a quiet place to take in the carpet of stars in the expansive night sky above.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND MOAB

Grist Mill Inn

Seven guest rooms with chintzy furnishings make up this flour mill-turned-B&B. Decent restaurant on-site. $

Canyonlands Lodging

Huge atmospheric log lodge next to the national forest south of Monticello, including cabins inside a big horse barn. $$

The Gathering Place

Family-run campground and RV park with indoor and outdoor bathrooms (showering under the stars is an experience). $

Green River State Park

Shady campsites on the river, RV hookups, plus a few cabins for those who book early. Water, showers and a boat launch. $

Whispering Sands Motel

Located in Hanksville, this simple motel is one of the closest non-camping spots near Goblin Valley State Park. $

Goblin Valley State Park Campground

Campsites and a couple of five-person Mongolian-style yurts near the goblin formations. $

Hovenweep National Monument

ANCIENT ARCHITECTURE

Straddling the Colorado–Utah border, Hovenweep, meaning ‘deserted valley’ in Ute language, is a collection of five villages that were once home to 2500 people. Built between 1200 and 1300 CE, six sets of brick towers remain here. The park’s main trail features the Square, Horseshoe Tower and Hackberry Group of units, plus the Cutthroat Castle; some have to be hiked or biked to (between 2 to 4 miles). Cajon is the ranger’s choice, with structures built into a canyon. View petroglyphs like the Holly Sun Panel or Solstice Panel too.


MOKI DUGWAY

One of the most underrated drives in the state, Moki Dugway is a red dirt hairpin-turn-filled section of Hwy 261 that descends 1100ft in just 3 miles towards Mexican Hat. It was cut in the 1950s, so miners could transport uranium ore. This thrilling ride is best done in a high-clearance vehicle, but even capable RV drivers can manage it. There are wide pullouts where you can stop and snap a picture of the stunning Valley of the Gods. Muley Point Overlook is a good place to stop for distant views of Monument Valley.

North beyond Hwy 261 are plenty of hiking possibilities in Cedar Mesa’s wild canyons, the Natural Bridges National Monument and the BLM-maintained Grand Gulch Primitive Area (with Ancestral Puebloan sites); all are hugely popular with backcountry hikers.



Goblin Valley State Park

PECULIAR, HOODOOS, HIKES AND CANYONEERING

The trippy mushroom-esque hoodoos at Goblin Valley are probably like no geological formations you’ve ever seen before – the dreamlike prehistoric labyrinth wouldn’t be out of place on Mars. You can wander among the thousands of globular anthropomorphic oddities, formed over 170 million years, when the area was next to a sea. The shapes were formed due to an erosion-resistant layer of rock at the top of the pinnacles, some of which are several feet high.

Canyoneering routes in the 3654-acre park include Robber’s Roost’s Bluejohn Canyon, which gained notoriety after Aron Ralston spent 127 hours trapped by a boulder here, before making the decision to cut off his own arm to free himself so he wouldn’t perish in the desert. The cave-like slot canyon Goblin’s Lair extends 70ft through a sandstone cavern (permits are required to rappel into the deep crevice; ask at the visitor center). And the San Rafael Swell has a number of awesome technical canyoneering adventures, like Baptist Draw and The Squeeze, with rappels up to 30m and two natural bridges you can go through. Adventure outfitter Get in the Wild offers organized canyoneering trips in the park with an instructor and rental gear.

At the park’s campsite, there is also a nine-hole disc golf course, which offers one of the most surreal places to play. Play with your own disc for free, or rent discs at the visitor center for US$1.
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Explorer John Wesley Powell

HISTORY, EXPLORATION, LOCAL GEOLOGY MUSEUM

Dedicated to the 19th-century geologist and western trailblazer, the Green River–based John Wesley Powell River History Museum teaches visitors about this man’s amazing expeditions through the region. There’s a 170-seat theater showing the movie The Great Unknown, about his travels on the Green and Colorado Rivers, and the last area to be mapped in the US. Plus there are exhibits on the Fremont indigenous people, geology and local history.


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK

Green River Coffee Co

Locally owned coffee joint serving the only decent brews for miles, plus bagels, granola and muffins. $

Ray’s Tavern

Favorite no-frills place for those wanting to get a beer after adventuring. It also serves the best burgers around. Stay for a game of pool with the locals. $

Tacos La Pasadita

Larger-than-life portraits of the owners of this Mexican joint are pinned up around this former gas station, where epic-sized burritos and tacos are served out of a food truck. $



Parks Less Visited

NATURE, SOLITUDE, RIVERS, BACKCOUNTRY DRIVING

Shady Green River State Park is a fabulous place to kick back on manicured lawns and picnic tables. A boat launch offers an easy base for river trips and fishing through spectacular twisting labyrinths and still-water canyons. There’s a nine-hole golf course too. The Manti–La Sal National Forest is the place for solitude and to beat the heat. It’s often about 10°F (6°C) cooler than Moab and has some 5000 archaeological sites (dating from 10,000 years to the mid-1900s). The expansive 1.4-million-acre park has fossils, cliff dwellings, historic waterways and old mines, plus the densest black bear and largest elk populations in Utah.

Scenic byways and backways thread the dramatic landscapes, beckoning experienced 4WD drivers. The Abajo Loop State Scenic Backway is a 35-mile drive (taking around two hours), snaking through red rock canyons to steep mountains more than 11,000ft high, while the longer Elk Ridge State Scenic Backway is 87 miles (up to five hours) and goes up to 9000ft, offering spectacular views of Monument Valley and Canyonlands National Park.
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Manti–La Sal National Forest | Colin D. Young/Shutterstock ©

Glen Canyon & Lake Powell

LAKESIDE RECREATIONAL PLAYGROUND

Generations of western families have grown up boating Lake Powell, which was created during a flood as a result of the construction of a dam in the 1960s. The contained water spans 185 miles, clasping soaring sandstone cliff, some hundreds of feet high with a circuit board of atmospheric narrow channels and canyons to discover. Families bring all sorts of water crafts (paddleboards, rafts etc) to enjoy the beach and lake, but you can also charter a boat for the day and then camp or overnight by the water’s edge.
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Lake Powell | Galyna Andrushko/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND MOAB

Duke’s RV Park

Tent camping, RV sites with hookups, laundry services, hot showers and an on-site steakhouse and gift shop. $

Temple Mountain Campground East

Multiple free parking areas near the Wild Horse trailhead, with fire rings and pit toilets. $

River Rock Inn

Beautifully decorated Western-themed rooms with bright classic prints and wooden floors and features. $$

Bullfrog RV & Campground

Near the marina, with full hookups, showers and grills. RVs and tents welcome on the 80 concrete but padded sites. $

Defiance House Lodge

Clean well-finished rooms with balconies and awesome views of red rock and water at Bullfrog Marina. $

Halls Crossing Campground

With 24 RV spaces (with hookups) and 41 primitive campsites with showers, grills, firepits and restrooms. $


See a Colossal Natural Bridge

NATURAL ARCHES, SACRED NAVAJO SITES

Rainbow Bridge National Monument is the largest natural bridge in the world. This rainbow-shaped stroke of salmon-tinted sandstone, standing 290ft high and spanning 275ft wide, can be reached by boat, on foot or on horseback. Navajos named it ‘Nonnezoshi,’ which means ‘petrified rainbow.’ Routes to the site cross the Navajo Indian Reservation south of Lake Powell; all hikers need a permit from the Navajo Nation, but the bridge itself is free to visit. As the hike is 14 miles long, most visitors choose to arrive by boat, traveling from Lake Powell and then docking and doing a shorter 1.2-mile round-trip hike. There are no facilities at the bridge, so bring supplies.


HIKE WILD HORSE CANYON

This classic slot canyon shouldn’t be missed on any trip to Goblin Valley State Park – wander 8 miles of serpentine twists in an 8.2-mile circuit combined with Bell Canyon. The main stretch of ‘narrows’ is the main draw, with places where you have to squeeze sideways through them. The area is subject to flash floods, so check the weather forecast before you head out. Bring a dry bag for anything you don’t want to get wet, as there may be areas of water to walk through, depending on the season.

You’ll find the start of the trail just before entering Goblin Valley State Park; turn onto the signposted dirt road and follow it 7 miles to the signed trailhead. Vault toilets are available at the trailhead.



Burr Trail Road

4WD SCENIC DRIVE

Named after John Atlantic Burr, a cattle rancher and one of the pioneers from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, this dramatic drive (connecting Bullfrog with Boulder) follows an old wagon route and is everything that western road trips are made of. It’s stuffed with switchbacks and breathtaking vistas, and it’s surprisingly quiet given how beautiful the scenery is. It’s passable in a 2WD rental in dryer months, but can be impassable even for 4WD vehicles when it’s wet. RVs are not recommended. Just past the Deer Creek trailhead are towering vertical red-rock slabs of Long Canyon. The Henry Mountains rise above 11,000ft on the horizon and the peaks are often still covered with snow in the summer months. The road then reaches Capitol Reef National Park and the giant, angled buttes of the 100-mile-long Waterpocket Fold.


SLEEP ON A HOUSEBOAT

One of the best ways to experience the freedom that Lake Powell and the surrounding area offer is by hiring a floating guesthouse. Bullfrog Marina rents watercraft up to 19ft long by the day, and houseboats up to 75ft sleeping up to 14 people, with five rooms, two bathrooms and a hot tub. Some boats even have a waterslide on the outside. Take a copy of the waterproof Lake Powell Photomap and your vessel to some spectacular canyon hikes in the area.



Grand Gulch Primitive Area

WILDERNESS HIKING AND ANCIENT RUINS

The Grand Gulch Primitive Area is real explorer territory. Experienced hikers looking for remote wilderness and a deep ancestral connection should skip the developed tourist trails and visit this BLM-administered area. Like an outdoor museum of ancient culture, there are plenty of Puebloan ruins and relics to discover, but little signage in parts, so plan your route and bring GPS and plenty of supplies. Common access points are the Kane Gulch and Bullet Canyon. There’s a 23-mile hike between the two canyons, with scattered rock art, old cliff dwellings and even shards of ancient pottery to be found. Permits required. Check at the Kane Gulch Ranger Station for current conditions.


Getting Around

Car is the only way to travel in these parts, preferably by 4WD if you really want to take advantage of the coolest sights on offer down dirt roads. Some Moab tour operators may offer custom tours to the area.






ARCHES NATIONAL PARK
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Some 1.5 million people come to experience the highest density of rock arches on the planet each year at Arches National Park, located just 5 miles north of Moab. The largest of them all is the gravity-defying Landscape Arch, which soars 306ft across the vista. Since bikes aren’t allowed anywhere that isn’t paved, the best way to immerse yourself in the surroundings is to take off on two feet. There’s a mixture of challenging, moderate and easy hikes to choose from, plus one not-to-be-missed collection of narrow sandstone canyons named the Fiery Furnace. Those who are less mobile can enjoy plenty of easy-to-access overlooks and a truly spectacular drive right through the center of the park. Be aware that you may need to book a timed entry slot before you visit.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Delicate Arch

2Landscape Arch

SIGHTS

3Balanced Rock

4Courthouse Towers Viewpoint

5Delicate Arch Viewpoint

6La Sal Mountains Viewpoint

7Moab Fault Overlook

8Panorama Point

9Three Gossips

ACTIVITIES

10Devil’s Garden Trail

11Fiery Furnace

12Park Avenue
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TOP TIP

In 2022 the park implemented a timed entry system to help manage traffic. If ongoing, entry slots must be paid for in advance (for a nominal fee to hold your entry slot). When all slots are booked, the only other way to secure entry is to log on after 6pm the day before you visit, when more slots are released.




Arches Up Close

HIKING, GEOLOGY AND AWE-INSPIRING SCENERY

There are dozens of spectacular hikes that the whole family can enjoy at Arches. One of the most popular takes you to the unofficial state symbol Delicate Arch (also known as the ‘Cowboy’s Chaps’), which can be seen on tourist brochures and license plates. The terrific moderate 3.2-mile hike is well trafficked most hours of the day, passing the Wolfe Ranch cabin and a wall of Ute Indian petroglyphs and climbing around 600ft to the arch where dozens of people will likely be snapping pictures (you may have to wait in line to get a picture of yourself alone with the arch).

The Devil’s Garden Trail Google map is a quieter option, offering a 2- to 7.7-mile round trip with eight arches to spot; most people go as far as the enormous Landscape Arch (1.3 miles in) but Double O Arch and Dark Angel Spire are worth the extra effort. Park Avenue is another fabulous hike, which goes along a mile-long trail past a set of rocks resembling New York’s skyline; the trailhead is 2 miles past Arches National Park Visitor Center.

Meanwhile, those with a 4WD or high clearance vehicle can have a trail almost to themselves – the Tower Arch Trail starts at the end of a fun boulder and slickrock-strewn 8-mile unpaved road in the north of the park (not for inexperienced 4WD drivers). The 2.6-mile secluded walking trail at the end of the path then climbs 290ft up a steep rock wall and sand dunes. The arch itself can be easy to miss along the drive, but don’t be disheartened – you’ll likely see it on the return to your car, as it’s easier to spot from this vantage point.

The Fiery Furnace hike is one of the most thrilling and difficult trails in the park. This narrow sandstone area and utterly unmarked ‘trail’ of spectacular rock formations is a true maze. The 2.1-mile loop requires going under, over and through formations and narrow passageways. There are only two ways to visit – on a self-guided permitted hike (permits can be ordered at recreation.gov or from the Arches Visitor Center) or on a ranger-led group hike ($16 per person). Tours are available May through September and sold in person on a first-come, first-served basis at the visitor center up to seven days in advance, or you can book tours up to six months in advance online at fieryfurnacetour.com
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WHERE TO STAY

Devils Garden Campground

The only campground inside the park proper is 19 miles from the visitor center. Book months ahead. $

Goose Island Campground

The closest campground outside the park sits on the Colorado River, with 18 sites and pit toilets. $

Holiday Inn Express

A solid chain with some of the smarter motel-style rooms closest to the park, plus a heated outdoor pool. $$

Drive the Highlights

SCENIC CRUISING FOR ALL

Cutting straight through the park, this 43-mile paved road will take around 2½ hours with stops for pictures of the majestic formations jutting onto the horizon, and scenes you may remember from the movie Thelma & Louise, which were shot in the park. The Moab Fault Overlook has interpretive boards on the evolution of the area, while the La Sal Mountains Viewpoint is a chance to witness the laccolith mountain range, which developed underground during volcanic activity before rising up past the earth’s crust 24 million years ago. Before the Courthouse Towers Viewpoint, keep an eye out for rock figures sharing a secret, otherwise known as the Three Gossips ; a few miles up ahead, the 3600-ton Balanced Rock perches atop a narrow stone pedestal. At Panorama Point, 360-degree views overlook Salt Valley, and don’t miss the iconic Delicate Arch Viewpoint, a mile beyond the Wolfe Ranch turnout.


HOW ARE ARCHES FORMED?

The geological formations in Utah are in some cases 65 million years in the making. Erosion, created by wind, sand and water, makes these wonders what they are. Sandstone, mudstone and limestone are slowly etched away over time to create the magnificent arches around Moab, plus the peculiar stalagmite-shaped hoodoos all over the state.

One common question when looking at these mind-bending shapes is what’s the difference between an arch and a bridge? One definition claims that a natural bridge is made if water has played a part in eroding away the hole. Another theory is that a natural bridge must span a valley of erosion. Both arches and bridges form a hole at or near the base of a rock wall, whereas a window can have a much higher hole.




Getting Around

There are no shuttle buses in Arches, but private shuttles to the park are available to book in Moab. Parking lots at trailheads often fill before 9am and there are queues at the entrance to the park. Check the park’s webcams before you visit, or walk or cycle in.

Scan the QR code to check the Arches National Park webcams:
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CANYONLANDS NATIONAL PARK


[image: jpg]

Utah’s largest national park is a vast 527-sq-miles of untamed desert, where sprawling canyons skirt the Colorado and Green Rivers, flaunting red-rock geology at its most radiant. To the south, hoodoos, sculpted sandstone needles and spires point skyward thanks to millions of years of erosion.

The park is split into four separate areas due to a confluence of rivers. To the north, 30 miles from Moab, Island in the Sky is the most visited area of the park. Horseshoe Canyon is a further 100 miles north of Moab, and home to some of the most notable rock art in North America. The Needles, 75 miles south of Moab, is a 4WD owner’s dreamscape, with more than 50 miles of challenging backcountry roads. The labyrinthine Maze area, 162 miles from Moab, is the least visited part of Canyonlands. Permits are required, and its backcountry roads should not be attempted by inexperienced drivers.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1The Needles

SIGHTS

2Druid Arch

3Grand View Point Overlook

4Green River Overlook

5Horseshoe Canyon

6Island in the Sky

7Newspaper Rock State Historic Monument

8The Maze

see 1Wooden Shoe Overlook

ACTIVITIES

9Chesler Park/Joint Trail Loop

see 3Grand View Point Trail

10Mesa Arch Nature Trail

11Slickrock Trail

12White Rim Road

INFORMATION

13Hans Flat Ranger Station

14Island in the Sky Visitor Center

15Needles Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Get overnight backcountry permits for Canyonlands at the Island in the Sky and The Needles visitor centers or online at recreation.gov. Backcountry Canyonlands campers can use the public shower in Moab when passing through; Moab Cyclery, Lazy Lizard Hostel, Moab Rim Campark and Down Flats RV Park offer showers for a handful of dollars.




TRAPPED FOR 127 HOURS

Canyonlands is where outdoorsman Aron Ralston’s life would forever change. In 2003 he was solo canyoneering in Bluejohn Canyon, southeast of the remote Horseshoe Canyon area of the park, when a rock became dislodged and pinned him in place, with no one knowing where he was. In a remarkable act of survival, he cut off his own arm, which was trapped between a wall and an enormous boulder, with a pocketknife. His autobiography Between a Rock and a Hard Place, plus the 2010 Oscar-nominated movie 127 Hours, depicts the harrowing but heroic tale.



Rock Art in Abundance

ANCIENT PRESERVED PETROGLYPHS

If heading to The Needles area of Canyonlands, make a stop at Newspaper Rock State Historic Monument en route. Here a large sandstone rock panel has more than 300 petroglyphs, featuring human, animal and abstract forms, from the Ute and Ancestral Puebloan, spanning an estimated 2000 years.

Hike All Day

DESERT TRAILS, CANYONS AND BOULDERING

There’s a reason why serious hikers, climbers and cannoneers love Canyonlands, but Island in the Sky also offers a good selection of short trails with great views for families of all ages. Active families can do multiple hikes a day and there are numerous options to choose from.

Aztec Butte Trail is a fabulous moderate 2-mile round trip that ascends slick rock to stellar views and an ancient dwelling, although those with a fear of heights may struggle to hold their nerves in sections. Whale Rock Trail, around a mile, is a wonderful hike for those with small kids in tow (or in a sling), climbing over a boulder resembling the largest mammal on earth. Grand View Point Trail, at the end of the Island in the Sky road, is a 2-mile round-trip course at the rim’s edge reaching a crescendo at the Grand View Point Overlook (which is also accessible for cars, if you don’t want to hike). Longer walks in this section of the park include the Elephant Canyon Trail (11-mile loop) to Druid Arch with terrific scenery.

Mesa Arch Nature Trail is most Instagrammable at sunrise, when rays light up the arch a sorcerous red. The 2.4-mile Slickrock Trail offers a lovely scamper across slickrock with return views of The Needles district’s spires in the distance. Experienced hikers can tackle what is considered the most challenging trail in the park – the 8.3-mile Syncline Loop, which has a bouldering section and ascends up around a dome. The diverse Chesler Park/Joint Trail Loop is a thrilling overnight 11-mile loop through hoodoos, desert grasslands and between slot canyons and red and white stripe rocks.

WHERE TO STAY IN CANYONLANDS NATIONAL PARK

Needles Outpost

This dusty private campground has sites, tipis and treehouse tents. Showers for campers and the public (for a fee). $

Inn at the Canyons

Popular modernized motel rooms 15 minutes from the Rte 211 turnoff to The Needles, with a hot tub and swimming pool. $$

Willow Flat Campground

This 12-pitch primitive site in the Island in the Sky area is first-come, first-served. Vault toilets, and no water or electricity. $


Enter Untamed Backcountry

REMOTE BACKCOUNTRY EXPLORATIONS

The Maze is a 30-sq-mile area of raw, untouched high-walled canyons that, unlike the other popular parks and areas around Moab, remains relatively unvisited. While this kind of technical terrain and wild and quiet remoteness is what true canyoneers crave, this place is only for the most seasoned outdoors people. Backpacker magazine previously named this district of Canyonlands one of the top 10 deadliest places to hike in the US. The hiking and backpacking is challenging, with steep slickrock and drop-offs on various sections of trails. And, as the name suggests, it’s easy to get lost in this sandstone puzzle.

Good gear and a high clearance 4WD are an absolute necessity, as is experience, including both driving and mechanical experience: there’s a substantial chance of vehicle damage and little chance of a tow truck ever coming to get you out of The Maze. Be aware that the desert heat is dangerous, especially during summer months, and although there are some fairly reliable springs (if you know where to look) bring plenty of water when exploring these vast formations (expect to consume at least 4L of water per person per day). Also, bring a GPS and extra fuel; it can take rescuers some three days to reach hikers.

Before entering the area, get a permit at the Hans Flat Ranger Station (advanced reservations recommended), and check the current conditions on routes and trails. Pick up a topographic map of the area at the station. A permit is required for all overnight trips in the backcountry. It’s a three- to six-hour four-wheel drive to The Maze from the ranger station. There are dozens of campgrounds in the area.


BEST BIKE TOUR OPERATORS

Tour operators that operate in this area are generally based in Moab.

Moab Cyclery

Half-day and full-day guided tours to some of the popular trails in the Moab area.

Bike Fiend

Specialists in desert bike packing, with everything you need for your overnight trip, including bags.

Poison Spider Bicycles

Bike shuttles to Bar M Trails, Mag 7 or Whole Enchilada, allowing you to have more ride time and fun.

Chile Pepper Bike Shop

Rent, service or buy a bike to explore the nearby desert at this friendly shop in central Moab.

E-Bike Moab

The place to pick up bikes to cover longer distances quickly, such as the excellent White Rim Trail.



Scenic Drives

PUNCH-PACKING CAR JOURNEYS

This park is a dream driving destination, with some of the most scenic routes on earth and diverse terrains, from easy to challenging. The well-paved, 30-minute Big Spring Canyon Overlook drive starts at the Needles Visitor Center and includes gaping canyon views at the Roadside Ruin (0.25 miles in) and the Wooden Shoe Overlook for dramatic cliffs with a tiny arch at their base. Continuing on the road, stop to walk the short Pothole Point Trail for microcosmic ecosystems of potholes, and the moderately easy 2.4-mile Slickrock Trail with fabulous views.

White Rim Road, a 100-mile 4WD route that takes two to three days, is one of the easier punch-packing drives in the US. It’s accessed via the steep descending Shafer Trail Road, after which it circles around the Island in the Sky mesa, skirting cliff edges and soaring canyons en route. Permits are required for day trips and overnight stays. Day-use permits are limited to 50 vehicles per day, while 25-day permits are available online up to 24 hours before your trip. There are 10 camping areas on the route.

Upheaval Dome Scenic Drive is another short and easy 30-minute drive, this time beginning at the Island in the Sky Visitor Center . Six miles south of the Visitor Center, turn northwest. A quarter-mile from the junction, turn left and drive to the Green River Overlook and Willow Flat Campground. Walk to the overlook for impressive views of Orange Cliffs, the Henry Mountains and the Green River. Half a mile further, stop at the Aztec Butte Viewpoint & Trail and scale the rock to an ancient granary on the summit. Two miles on, the Holeman Spring Canyon Overlook is a humbling view across a vast canyon and west across the Green River. Almost 2 miles ahead is the half-mile spur Upheaval Dome, with fascinating geology believed to have been caused by a meteor strike 60 million years ago.

WHERE TO PICK UP ADVENTURE SUPPLIES IN MOAB

Gearheads Outdoor Store

All the outdoor gear you need, including climbing supplies, route guides, books and free water-jug refills.

Back of Beyond Books

For indie books and topographic maps for going off the beaten path in the local area.

Anasazi Desert Gear

Selling everything from CamelBak backpacks to snacks and self-inflating sleeping mats.
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OUTLAW HIDING PLACE

Southwest of Hanksville, the remote and radiant Henry Mountains (11,500ft) were the last range to be explored in the lower 48 states, and were named after Joseph Henry, the first secretary of the Smithsonian Institution. It’s here that ‘Wild Bunch’ gang leader, train and bank robber Butch Cassidy supposedly evaded the law. It’s also home to a herd of around 350 American bison, which freely roam the area, plus deer, antelope and bighorn sheep. The mountains can only be reached by rough and rocky dirt roads – the Sawmill Basin Rd and the single-lane Bull Mountain Scenic Backway west – which have steep grades and blind curves. A trip here is about as remote as it gets, and requires lots of planning and experience.




Getting Around

The easiest way to see all of what Canyonlands has to offer is by car. Traveling between areas takes two to six hours, so it’s best to leave at least a day for each.






CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL PARK
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The least popular of Utah’s five national parks still sees a million people visiting annually. They come here for its wickedly good hiking trails, scenic drives, rugged 4WD roads, and to catch a glimpse of the free-standing monoliths in Cathedral Valley, plus the Waterpocket Fold – a massive wrinkle in the earth’s crust that extends for 100 miles. The skinny park, only 60 miles long running north to south and 6 miles wide (on average) east to west, has enormous domes, soaring red rock canyons, tilted buttes, jumbled rocks and sedimentary layers. The spectacular trails through this striking landscape are well developed and well maintained. Evidence of ancient peoples can be seen at the Fremont petroglyph panels. In the 1870s, Mormons built an agricultural settlement here, and original dwellings like the Fruita Schoolhouse and the orchards they planted remain in the Fruita Rural Historic District .
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SIGHTS

1Fremont Petroglyphs

2Fruita Rural Historic District

3Gifford Homestead

4Ripple Rock Nature Center

ACTIVITIES

5Capitol Gorge Trail

6Cohab Canyon Trail

7Hickman Bridge Trail

8Upper Muley Twist Canyon Trail

SLEEPING

9Fruita Campground




TOP TIP

Get overnight backcountry permits for Canyonlands at the Island in the Sky and The Needles visitor centers or online at recreation.gov. Backcountry Canyonlands campers can use the public shower in Moab when passing through; Moab Cyclery, Lazy Lizard Hostel, Moab Rim Campark and Down Flats RV Park offer showers for a handful of dollars.




BEST PLACES FOR A BITE

Duke’s Slickrock Grill

Best bet for a hearty meal before or after a visit to the park. $

Mesa Farm Market

Pick up supplies around a 15-minute drive east, out of the park. Produce directly from the garden and local orchards. $

Gifford Homestead

Ice cream, artisan bread and preserves (using fruit from the orchard), and famous pies – and they usually sell out. $



Lace up your Boots

HIKING, SCENIC VIEWS AND CANYONS

Set off on two feet to get the most out of the park, which has more than a dozen well-maintained day trails ranging from easy half-a-mile pathways to 5-mile hikes. There are hikes for all abilities here. The quick and easy Hickman Bridge trail is a bang-for-your-buck 1.7miles round-trip hike climbing 417ft to great views – and the path goes right under the 133ft-wide sandstone bridge. For a longer hike, combine it with the moderate Cohab Canyon trail, which starts across the road from the Hickman Bridge trailhead and meanders through an atmospheric and vividly colored canyon, with hidden slot canyons jutting off. This area is home to yellow-bellied marmots, gopher snakes and nesting owls. Spur trails lead up to breathtaking views over the park before the trail descends to the Fruita Campground, down a 0.25-mile rocky cliff.

Further south into the park, the easy 1-mile Capitol Gorge trail offers deep canyons, historic inscriptions and short climbers to waterpockets (or tanks). The drive here is quite an experience in itself, with arches, hoodoos and canyon narrows; the furthest unpaved section can get washed out with fast floods in heavy rains, so check with the visitor center before you set off. Overnight hikes, which are less maintained, include the 15-mile difficult Upper Muley Twist Canyon with arches and sculpted sandstone narrows, plus expansive views atop the fold. Permits are required for backcountry camping, or you can camp near the Rim Trail junction and hike the Rim Trail Loop without an overnight pack. The Lower Muley Twist Canyon is a slightly longer 17-mile difficult route through narrow red walls, then grasslands and colorful hills; it’s steep and exposed in areas – bring plenty of water.

WHERE TO STAY IN CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL PARK

Cathedral Valley Campground

Primitive (free) campground 36 miles from the visitor center, accessible via high-clearance vehicle only. Six pitches. $

Cedar Mesa Campground

In a remote section of Cedar Mesa are five free first-come, first-served sites with awesome views east along the fold. $

Fruita Campground

Family-friendly, quiet and well-maintained campground with shaded sites, with flushing toilets and potable water. $
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History of the Park

ANCESTRAL PUEBLOANS AND MORMON SETTLERS

The first Mormon settlers arrived in Fruita (froo-tuh) in 1879, and over the years planted 3000 cherry, apricot, peach, pear and apple trees, which are now maintained by the NPS. You can learn more about them at the Gifford Homestead and search for original buildings like the Fruita Schoolhouse, which has been restored to how it was in the 1930s, with old desks and a blackboard, and the old blacksmith’s shop with historic tools on show. The Ripple Rock Nature Center across the road has two rooms with interactive displays about the history and culture of the park. Don’t miss the Fremont Petroglyphs; a little parking lot sits east of the visitor center, on Hwy 24, with freely accessible rock carvings along boardwalks – see anthropomorphic shapes, plus what appear to be bighorn sheep and other animal carvings.
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WAYNE’S WONDERLAND

The area we know as Capitol Reef National Park has had a number of monikers during its time – from indigenous names such as Sleeping Rainbow, to Junction, the one 19th-century Mormons settlers gave it due to its geographical position. But by the 1920s, the area was known as ‘Wayne’s Wonderland’ after the county and ‘founding father’ Anthony Wayne.

Two local entrepreneurs, Ephraim Portman Pectol and his brother-in-law Joseph S Hickman, campaigned for the protection of the park, believing that tourism could boost the local economy. They were successful; President Franklin D Roosevelt later set aside more than 37,000 acres, naming the area ‘Capitol’ after a monument in Washington DC and ‘Reef’ in reference to the coral-like landscape.




Getting there

It’s best to access the park with a private vehicle as there is no public transport within the park. Those without a car can prearrange tours. Bikes are allowed on all paved roads. The park can be accessed from the east and west via Hwy 24.






Beyond Capitol Reef National Park
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Western towns with truckloads of pioneer charm, natural desert features and supplies for national-park-goers.


The isolated outposts of Torrey, Boulder and Hanksville have become feeder towns for the nearby national parks, Capitol Reef and Bryce Canyon. These sleepy places each have their own pioneer charm, quiet streets and easy access to red-rock cliffs. Torrey, a former logging and ranching center, now accommodates outdoor tourists heading to Capitol Reef National Park, 11 miles to the east. Boulder, 30 miles to the south of Torrey, still received mail by mule until the 1940s due to its remoteness. Now it’s home to adventurers, artists, ecologists and cowboys. Blink-and-you-miss-it Hanksville was once a supply post for outlaw Butch Cassidy and the Wild Bunch.


TOP TIP

Although it’s possible, don’t attempt the Highway 12 Scenic Byway in one straight shot. Give yourself plenty of time to stop and take pictures along the way.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY

Boulder Mountain Guest Ranch

Rustic guesthouse with a hippy vibe and more than 160 acres of walking paths, pastures and wetlands. $

Boulder Mountain Lodge

For outdoors folk who like their creature comforts, this plush eco-minded lodge overlooks an 11-acre bird sanctuary. The on-site Hell’s Backbone Grill is excellent. $$

Kiva Koffeehouse Cottage Rooms

The two rooms here have a rustic and earthy feel and gorgeous views of Escalante River Canyon. $$

Capitol Reef Resort

For a novel stay right outside Capitol Reef National Park, try a luxury tipi or Conestoga wagon, or bed up one of the best-finished abodes in the area. Pool with red rocks views. The restaurant serves steaks and local trout. $$



Highway 12 Scenic Byway

SCENIC DRIVE, EPIC VIEWS, GEOLOGICAL FORMATIONS

Beginning in Torrey (at the edge of Capitol Reef) and ending in Panguitch, the 124-mile-long, fully paved Hwy 12 Scenic Byway is constantly ranked as Utah’s most impressive drives, a notable accolade considering how many stunning drives there are in the state. This particular geological road trip through time winds past ancient seabed remains, rugged canyon lands, grand plateaus, jagged red-rock formations, deep slot canyons and green alpine forests. You can do the journey in three hours or three days.

The section between Escalante and Torrey is particularly goose-pimple inducing; it traverses a moonscape of sculpted slickrock and narrow ridges and goes up and over an 11,000ft-tall mountain. The landscape looks completely different in summer and winter, when snow covers the rock at the highest altitudes. South of Boulder, before Escalante, plan a stop to stretch your legs at the fabulous 6-mile round-trip trail leading to the 126ft Lower Calf Creek Falls. The nearby Upper Calf Creek Falls Trail is a shorter but steeper 2.2-mile round trip; it goes down slickrock to two sets of pools and waterfalls, which appear like a mirage at the trail end. Hikers can make a night of it at the popular Calf Creek Recreation Area Campground (no reservations required), with drinking water but no hookups.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND CAPITL REEF NATIONAL PARK

Sweetwater Kitchen

A seasonal menu and mostly organic ingredients sourced from local farms. Try the local trout. $$$

Hell’s Backbone Grill

Ingredients for menu items like Boulder grass-fed beef often come from the restaurant’s no-harm organic farm. $$

Slacker’s Burger Joint

Old-fashioned juicy burgers, hand-cut fries and thick milkshakes with fun flavors like cherry cordial. $

Ancient Settlement

ANASAZI EXCAVATION SITE

The small but well-formed Anasazi State Park Museum (40 miles drive from Capitol Reef) is home to the Coombs Site, where one of the largest Anasazi communities lived west of the Colorado River. It was inhabited from 1130 to 1175 CE by an estimated 250 people. Inside the museum is a collection of artifacts, from pottery to tools, recovered from the excavation site out back where around 100 structures were discovered in the 1950s. You can walk past adobe pit houses of varying states, which would have slept five or six people; some are a few feet tall and others you can walk inside.


B MOVIE FESTIVAL

If you’re passing in the month of July, don’t miss the Bicknell International Film Festival’s (known as BIFF) wacky celebration of the B movie genre, showing films so bad they’re brilliant. It stands by the motto ‘Better Living Through Bad Cinema,’ so expect to catch movies like the $24-million box-office-flop-turned-hilarious-cult-comedy Captain Ron (1992), starring Kurt Russell and Martin Short, plus screenings of plenty of lesser-known films. It also has kooky events like the ‘fastest parade in America.’ It takes place at the Bicknell Theater, 8 miles north of Torrey.



Walk on the Wild Side

HIKING, WILDERNESS, CANYONS, SLICKROCK

Named after a number of livestock that plunged to their death trying to cross the steep canyon, the lesser-explored Box–Death Hollow Wilderness Area (a 48-mile drive from Capitol Reef) is all about rugged wilderness. It has deep canyons, slickrock, colorful strata of sediment and forests. The 15.5-mile challenging backpack Boulder Mail Trail follows the mule route that the post used to take. The 8.9-mile point-to-point Box Trail has a blend of slickrock cliffs and mountain forests along a clear creek, and the strenuous 3.8-mile out-and-back steep rocky Roundy Trail has scenic views into the Death Hollow Wilderness. Meanwhile, the moderate 5.6-mile out-and-back Coleman Trail sometimes has mule deer, elk and even cougars. Raging waters often flood these canyon narrows after rain; always check conditions before you set off.


Getting Around

You’ll need your own car to experience the area – and it’s a road trip of a lifetime. The roads are well maintained, but be aware of flash floods (check the weather before you set off).






BRYCE CANYON NATIONAL PARK
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Bryce Canyon National Park’s sunset-colored spires are one of the planet’s most beguiling geological wonders. Clapping eyes on the vast collection of red, orange, pink and brown towering spires (named hoodoos) in a natural amphitheater and the bizarre moonscape dotted with evergreen trees is a sight to behold. But to really experience them, descend into the 1000ft-deep canyon and walk among the fantastical shapes, intertwined with fragrant juniper, each with its own peculiar bulbous lumps, holes and windows. Each curve and crevice here was formed over thousands of years due to erosion caused by destructive and repeated freezes and thaws caused by water and ice. It takes around 40 minutes to drive the length of the park in a straight shot, but most people choose to spend a couple of days here. There are plenty of overnight options inside and just outside the park in Bryce Canyon City.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Fairyland Loop Trail

2Navajo Loop Trail

SIGHTS

3Bryce Point

4Fairyland Point

5Natural Bridge

6Rainbow Point

7Sunset Point

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 10Bryce Canyon Airlines & Helicopters

8Mossy Cave Trail

see 2Peekaboo Loop Trail

9Queen’s Garden Trail

10Red Canyon Trail

see 4Rim Trail

see 10Ruby’s Horseback Adventures




TOP TIP

See the hoodoos take on spooky personalities during the full moon when there’s a mix of shadows. Rangers lead 1- to 2-mile walks (around two hours) in the dark among the formations for one to two consecutive nights each month.



Navajo Loop Trail

 

DESCEND INTO A HOODOO-FILLED CANYON

For plenty of bang for your buck, the moderate but short (only 1.4 miles) Navajo Loop Trail is a goodie. The iconic leg-stretching trek descends 515ft from Sunset Point and passes through the famous narrow canyon called Wall Street. It’s spectacular but often closed due to rockfall and trail maintenance. For a longer hike, with an easier ascent back to Sunset Point, combine part of the Navajo with the Queen’s Garden Trail (2.9 miles), which passes elegant hoodoo formations and primitive bristlecone pines thought to be some 1600 years old. Look out for signs to the Queen Victoria formation (how the trail got its name); the rock in her image is perched on her throne high above a white-capped rock. Set off early, as this is one of the most popular areas of the park.

Rim Trail

 

EASY PARTLY PAVED TRAIL WITH VIEWS

Hugging the canyon rim, the Rim Trail is the easiest hike in the park with comparatively little elevation change compared to the other hikes in the area. Some paved sections are even accessible for wheelchair users (between Sunrise and Sunset Points) – and it has no less impressive rock formation views than other areas of the park. It travels 5.5 miles from Bryce Point and finishes at Fairyland Point . You can begin the trail anywhere on the route, and catch the shuttle between Sunset and Bryce Point (but not Fairyland Point). There are facilities, restrooms and drinking water, at Sunset Point. Make a slight detour to Bryce Canyon Lodge for lunch. Most people choose to walk north, from Bryce Point, to south, Fairyland Point, which is mostly downhill.


BRYCE EVENTS

Astronomy Festival

An annual four-day Astronomy Festival (usually June) celebrating the night skies at Bryce with guest talks, park walks and plenty of stargazing.

Bryce Canyon Half Marathon

This high-elevation July run travels along Scenic Byway 12, passing through Bryce Canyon National Park and the town of Tropic before ending in Cannonville.

Bryce Canyon Winter Festival

Taking place in February, this celebration of winter includes everything from cross-country skiing and snowmobiling to archery and wildlife tracking.



Pink Cliffs from Above

HELICOPTER RIDES OVER BRYCE CANYON

If you’ve only got limited time in the area, Bryce Canyon Airlines & Helicopters – located inside Ruby’s Inn just outside the park – offers 35-minute flights of the national park for vistas you can’t see from any viewpoint in the park. The most popular flight is the ‘Encounter,’ soaring above Rainbow Point, Natural Bridge, Dramatic Cliffs, Formations and even waterfalls hidden among the rocks. Full canyon flights last up to three hours, with some doing a thrilling descent between nearby Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument’s Bull Valley Gorge.

WHERE TO STAY IN BRYCE CANYON

Sunset Campground

Just south of Sunset Point, this 99-site campground has plenty of shade, potable water, toilets, firepits and picnic benches. $

Ruby’s RV Park & Campground

Three miles north of the park, this place has flush toilets, showers, drinking water, a general store and a hot tub. $

North Campground

These 100 sites are near the visitor center, trails, showers, a coin laundry and a general store. $


I LIVE HERE: 5 FORMATIONS TO BEHOLD
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Tiffany Zadi is an interpretive ranger at Bryce Canyon National Park. @brycecanyonnps_gov

Wall of Windows

Naturally formed arches and hoodoos viewed from below on the Peek-A-Boo Loop Trail.

Yovimpa Point

At the southern end of the Scenic Southern Drive, look out over the Grand Staircase and see all the way to the Grand Canyon on a clear day.

Sinking Ship

A larger rock formation that tilts upwards along the Paunsaugunt fault. Seen from the 8-mile Fairyland Loop Trail.

Silent City

A tight maze of hoodoos resembling a city skyline; seen from above at Sunset Point or Navajo Loop.

Thor’s Hammer

Iconic hoodoo seen from above at Sunset Point or by hiking the Two Bridges side of the Navajo Loop.



Cross-Country Skiing & Snowshoeing

WINTER TRAIL FOR SNOWSHOEING AND SKIING

While many people are put off visiting during the snowy winter months (January to early March), actually a whole new world of possibilities opens up in Bryce. Snowshoeing routes are available around the park, including the hilly section of the rim known as the Paria Ski Loop and the Fairyland Point; check conditions at the visitor center before you set off. A series of groomed cross-country ski routes can also be accessed from Ruby’s Inn Main Lodge, just outside the park.

WHERE TO STAY IN BRYCE CANYON

Bryce Canyon Lodge

The most comfortable choice inside the park, and best for families, has stone fireplaces and exposed beams. $$$

Bryce Canyon Resort

Four miles from the park, this good value modernist-kitsch motel has huge murals and taxidermy fixtures. $$

Best Western Ruby’s Inn

Huge motel complex with rooms in different shades of beige, pools, laundry and restaurants, and shops nearby. $$

Bryce View Lodge

With a Bryce Canyon National Park Shuttle stop on-site, this is a good motel-style spot for budget travelers. $

Bryce Canyon Pines Campground & RV Park

The roadside location is convenient but not glamorous. Showers are available. $

Best Western Plus Bryce Canyon Grand Hotel

The best option for comfort near the park. Stylish rooms, breakfast bar and a hot tub. $$


Ride in an Amphitheater

MULE RIDES THROUGH THE CANYON

Guided horse and mule rides descend from Sunset Point and into the hoodoos along a dedicated horse trail. On horseback, you can cover more ground and save weary legs. Red Canyon Trail Rides is one outfit that treks inside Bryce Canyon National Park; Ruby’s Horseback Adventures, just outside the park, offers rides through Red Canyon and Thunder Mountain. Guided trail rides usually take place between April and October.

Hike the Fairyland Loop Trail

HOODOO HIKING AND SANDSTONE FORMATIONS

The awesome 8-mile Fairyland Loop Trail is one of the longest day hikes in the park, going through tall hoodoos and bridges, and taking roughly four to five hours to complete. The remarkable thing is that, compared to other crowded hikes in the park, there’s barely anyone on it. This could be due to the starting point being located just outside the park entrance and there being no shuttle bus or toilets at the trailhead (but there is a parking lot). A moderately challenging hike, it has roughly 700ft in elevation change (not as much as other hikes); there are plenty of flat sections but still plenty to work the calves, with lots of ups, downs and meandering through impressive geology.

Look out for the Chinese Wall – not quite the Great Wall of China, but a spectacular sandstone equivalent nonetheless. And at the lowest point of the trail, don’t miss the short spur trail to the Tower Bridge formation – named after the same distinctive sight on London’s River Thames, complete with drawbridge and turrets. Then it’s an onward ascent over the surreal moonlike landscape to the canyon rim near Sunset Point, a good place for a stop, toilet break, picnic or buffet lunch at the Dining Room at The Lodge. From Sunset point, it’s 2.5 miles back to the trailhead.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT

Dining Room at The Lodge

Queues can be long at the only restaurant inside the park, but it serves excellent regional cuisine, from bison burgers to local trout. $$

Bryce Canyon Pines Restaurant

Inside the motel of the same name, located just outside the park, this classic Utah diner serves the best breakfasts in town, toasted sandwiches and hit-the-spot slabs of pie (try the banana blueberry creme). $

Ebenezer’s Barn & Grill

Steaks, salmon and BBQ plates (buffet style) with a big ol’ dose of live country and Western music while you dine. Only open April to November. Just outside the park. $$

Ruby’s Inn Cowboy’s Buffet & Steak Room

For buffet dinners, with coconut shrimp or fried cheese starters, and big steaks for mains. Served in a wood-paneled canteen layout. Just outside the park. $



Switchbacks & Hoodoos

CANYON HIKING IN THE AMPHITHEATER

The moderately strenuous but rewarding 5.2-mile Peek-A-Boo Loop Trail is full of switchbacks and killer panoramic views of hoodoo towers, which stand like melting sandcastles. The trail leaves from Bryce Point, where there’s limited parking (get here early) plus a shuttle stop, goes through some of the lesser-visited parts and descends 1550ft into the canyon. It’s also a horse trail, so expect it to be more like a peekapoo walk if a horse tour has gone ahead of you. At the bottom of the amphitheater, you can connect to the excellent Navajo Loop–Queen’s Garden combination. Rangers recommend walking this loop clockwise.


BIKING AT BRYCE

Bikes and e-bikes are allowed in the park on designated paved roads, including the tarmacked Red Canyon Trail, which runs from Panguitch (Hwy 63) to the lip of the Bryce Canyon and to Rainbow Point. Inside the park, the 17-mile trail runs past numerous viewpoints to stop at and hikes to try. Just outside the park, but with similar scenery, you can go dirt riding on trails like the 18-mile Skunk and Badger loop trail. Or there’s the 7.9-mile Thunder Mountain in Panguitch for more experienced bikers with technical experience; it has loose, steep switchbacks climbing 689ft and descending 1680ft, with beautiful swooping hills and valley views en route.

Adventure outfitter Western Spirit runs five-day guided bike tours from Bryce to Zion National Park, which take in the best scenery of the area.



Frozen Waterfall

SHORT EASY WINTER HIKE

For a quick introduction to the formations inside Bryce Canyon National Park, Mossy Cave Trail sits just outside the main national park boundary (east of the entrance), off Hwy 12 at Mile 17. The easy 1-mile walk (round trip) has hoodoos and a year-round waterfall – in the deepest winter it freezes for an icy cold spectacle.

Hike Under the Rim

BACKCOUNTRY CAMPING ADVENTURE

The 23-mile Under-the-Rim Trail backcountry hike has stretches of pinewood forests entwined with peculiar spires in shades of coral, magenta, ocher and white, and overnight sleeping spots among the hoodoos. Accessed south of Bryce Amphitheater, it is one of the best hikes to get away from the day-tripping crowds. There are designated campgrounds along the hike but no water – you’ll have to carry it with you. Permits are required for overnight backcountry hikes, as are bear-resistant canisters for your food (there are around a dozen black bears in the park). The route can also be broken into a number of rewarding day hikes.

Drive Bryce’s Scenic Route Through the Park

VIEWS, HIKES AND SCENIC DRIVING

The 18-mile drive through the national park is stuffed with stunning views and overlooks that will make you gasp. To beat the crowds, go early and straight to the furthest point in the park – Rainbow Point. Most of the views are on the eastern side of the park, so it’s much easier to pootle along and stop at all the pullover places on the way back to the visitor center.

Start at the southern end of the road at Rainbow Point, the highest point in the park at 9100ft, where you can take a slow stroll to Yovimpa Point for views of the mesas and flatlands to the south. Next, head north, stop and hike an easy 0.7 miles to Natural Bridge, an 18m cliff sculpted from red rock. Then gaze at the distant hoodoo-filled plateau at Farview Point, before detouring to Bryce Point (at an elevation of 8300ft), where you’ll find the trailhead for the Peek-A-Boo Loop Trail, which descends to the canyon floor and gets you close to the otherworldly formations. Plus, connect to the Rim Trail here for a long overnight backcountry hike. Parking can be tricky here, and you may have to wait for a space. Further north are more spectacular views at Inspiration Point, with another angle of the main amphitheater and Sunset Point (which has, as you might have guessed, the best light at sunset, when shadows emerge and give the scene tone and depth). This area also acts as the trailhead for the easy-to-moderate Queen’s Garden Trail, the least difficult trail entering the canyon.

WHERE TO STAY IN BRYCE CANYON

Bryce Country Cabins

Friendly family-run spot with a cluster of well-designed pine cabins centered on an outdoor firepit. $$

Buffalo Sage B&B

On a bluff west of Bryce Canyon City, this place has great views. Rooms lead out to an expansive upper-level deck. $$

Bryce Canyon Pines

This friendly motel close to the park is quiet but a bit outdated. There’s an on-site restaurant, grocery store and gas station. $

[image: jpg]

View near Farview Point | NickSpinder/Shutterstock ©


BEST SUPPLIES STORES

Ruby’s Inn General Store

Well stocked with pricey groceries and a good amount of camping supplies just outside the park. It also has a post office, showers for hiker use and free wi-fi.

Bryce Canyon General Store & Snack Bar

In addition to foodstuffs, sundries and tourist kitsch, the park store sells hot dogs, soups, sandwiches and pizza, plus has a limited amount of camping gear.

Old Bryce Town Shops

Across the street from Ruby’s Inn Main Lodge, just outside the park. Get hard ice cream, premiere candy and home-baked cookies.




Getting Around

Most people drive to Bryce Canyon National Park, but the parking lots inside the park can fill up quickly. Save time and reduce stress by getting the free shuttle (with park entry fee), which runs between four stops in Bryce Canyon City, just 3 miles north of the park, to nine stops in the park including the main trailheads and campsites. The town of Tropic is 11 miles northeast on Hwy 12.






Beyond Bryce Canyon National Park
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Old towns with western charm and the lesser-explored natural area of Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument.


Beyond the park are tiny old towns like Panguitch and Hatch along Hwy 89, with western charm, decent independent restaurants and lodging options. The town of Tropic, founded in 1891 by Mormon pioneers, now acts as a satellite town for Bryce Canyon adventures and those exploring the Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument. The latter is a protected outstanding biological place spanning 1.9 million acres, a little bigger than the state of Delaware. It includes a 150-mile-long geological strata that stretches from bottom of the Grand Canyon and rises 3500ft to Bryce Canyon and Escalante River Canyon. Those who carve out time to visit this less celebrated area will be rewarded with the most spectacular scenery, slot canyon hikes and atmospheric drives.


TOP TIP

A high clearance 4WD vehicle is advisable if going into remote areas of Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument, for example along Hole-in-the-Rock Road, although some places may be passable with a two-wheel-drive vehicle in dry weather. Check conditions at the Escalante visitor center ahead of your drive.
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Driving the Hole-in-the-Rock Road

4WD PIONEER ROUTE

The legend is arguably more impressive than the scenery along much of this 62-mile, dusty washboard road, but those who go off-piste will be rewarded with dramatic and thrilling slot canyon trails with serpentine walls, atmospheric narrows and bouldering obstacles to navigate and climb. Some 250 pioneering Mormons traveled along this road between 1879 to 1880 from Escalante to the Hole-in-the-Rock on the western shore of Lake Powell to establish a mission near the San Juan River. During their monumental journey, there was no water (the arid environment regularly reaches 100°F/ 38°C) and the pioneers had to dig into the sand at Twenty Mile Spring – now called Collett Wash – to find water. The pioneers set up camp at Dance Hall Rock and held dances in the natural sandstone amphitheater. The road stops short of the Hole-in-the-Rock, but hikers can scramble through the 1000ft crevice above the Colorado River, which was enlarged by the pioneers over six weeks so they could lower 80 wagons down to the water. Bring supplies (including lots of water).
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BEST PLACES TO EAT

Circle D Eatery

Satisfying dishes like loaded yam with cheese or corn, zucchini and fresh tomato, and lemon basil chicken breast, plus burgers and salad. Nice ambience with an open fire. In Escalante. $$

Cowboy’s Smokehouse

Western-style cafe in Panguitch with good breakfasts, omelets, burritos, and biscuits and gravy. Steaks, burgers and BBQ ribs with homemade sauce for dinner. Staff are super sweet. $

Henrie’s Drive-in

Mom-and-pop Panguitch joint serving good-priced deliciously greasy burgers and fries. Try the signature Chubby Burger with cheese and special sauce. Wash it down with a strawberry milkshake. $

Esca-latte Restaurant

This Escalante Outfitters–run cafe makes decent pizzas, like the Big Horn (ham, goat’s cheese and slow-roasted tomatoes), plus salads and sandwiches. $



COUNTRY-STYLE STAYS

Escalante Outfitters Cabins

Seven good value teeny-tiny rustic log cabins in a shady yard sleep two a piece. There’s also a campground and RV hookups. $

Slot Canyons Inn

Upscale B&B in an adobe-style building that blends in with the rock. Rooms have jetted tubs, fireplaces and balconies. $$

Rainbow Country B&B

Quiet rooms in a split-level rustic house, with a spacious TV and pool-table lounge, and big home-cooked breakfasts. $$


Roaming Around Slot Canyons

CANYONEERING, HIKING, CLIMBING

Hikes on the Hole-in-the-Rock Road include the easy and fun Cedar Wash Arch (2.2-mile out-and-back), Covered Wagon Natural Bridge trail (0.4-mile out-and-back) and the Zebra Slots (6.6-mile loop), plus the giant natural playground of Devils Garden (1-mile loop) where an easy walk from your car leads to rock fists, orbs, spires and fingers rising 40ft above the desert floor. However, canyoneers travel for miles to explore the Dry Fork Narrows, Peekaboo and Spooky Slot Canyons, which spur off the Hole-in-the-Rock Road (combined distance of 6 miles). The moderately challenging Peekaboo has extremely narrow canyons, water in places, and technical approaches to get over obstacles. To enter, you have to climb up a 12ft handhold-carved wall (best not to do this solo). The even narrower Spooky Gulch is too small for some hikers, while Dry Fork is often overlooked but is a terrific easier canyon with miles of undulating orange walls and only a few small boulder step-ups. Be aware the area is subject to flash floods.
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WHERE TO FIND A DRINK

Most people bring their own evening entertainment to the desert – the sleepy small towns around Bryce Canyon are not places for a pub crawl. But there is one bar for miles around. 4th West Pub sits on Scenic Byway 12 in Escalante, 40 miles from Bryce Canyon National Park, inside a renovated service station from the 1940s. Owned by a couple from Southern California, it’s a fun spot to sink a drink, chat with the locals and play a game of foosball or pool after a day on the trails. It serves 30 craft beers (including Moab Pilsner and Moab Dead Horse), a selection of cocktails, plus California wines handpicked by the hosts. There’s a good menu of suitable fried pub grub too (think burgers and California street-style tacos).



WHERE TO STAY IN THE DESERT

Panguitch House

Friendly owners and simple rooms inside a red-brick home make an alternative to the motels in Southern Utah. $

Purple Sage

A clean, comfy motel off Hwy 89 with deep red accents in the rooms. The family rooms are the best value. $

The Inn of Escalante

Eight spacious rooms have aspen furniture, skylights, porches and landscape murals with Western motifs. $$


Maynard Dixon Living History Museum

HISTORY, WESTERN ART, TOURS

Renowned painter Maynard Dixon, considered to be one of the finest artists to depict the sun, space, serenity and strength of the US Southwest, lived and worked in Mt Carmel, on a quiet stretch of Hwy 89, in the 1930s and ’40s. Head to the Maynard Dixon Living History Museum to learn more about the artist and tour his house by appointment. Tour-goers get an insider’s view into his suitably western-styled house, go into his studio, and take a close look at the artist’s photographs and mementos.

Hiking Kodachrome Basin State Park

A PHOTOGRAPHER’S DREAMSCAPE

Originally called Chimney Rock State Park, the park was renamed Kodachrome after a National Geographic writer compared its colors to a roll of vibrant Kodak film. The formations in this park are certainly larger than life, with 67 sandstone pipes, in hues of red, pink and white, some soaring as high as 170ft.

It’s thought these chimneys are petrified geysers formed some 180 million years ago. There are a handful of easy trails here for those who enjoy more gentle rambles, plus families, bikers, horseback riders and indeed photographers – who can capture the vast formations and rock shades up close. The Grand Parade Trail (1.5 miles) weaves through desert plant life to two shallow box canyons; you can just about walk inside. The easy-to-moderate Panorama Trail (3 miles or a 6-mile loop) allows walkers (and bikers and horseback riders) to get a better view of the pipes, and view the Cool Cave, Secret Passage and the Hat Shop formations.

The only arch in the park was the Shakespeare Arch on the Sentinel Trail (1.7-mile loop) until 2019 when it collapsed, but the trail is still a pretty one, with sweeping picture-perfect views of the desert basin. There are dozens of camping spots, some with electric hookups for RVs (reservations recommended for RVs). Facilities include potable water and showers. Book horse rides in the park with Red Canyon Trail Rides, or hire a bike from Ruby’s Inn Activities Center.


BEST ADVENTURE OUTFITTERS

Escalante Outfitters

Awesome store with books on the area, topographic maps, camping and hiking gear. Fly-fishing and natural history tours are available with reputable guides.

Escape Goats

Super-welcoming guides offer day tours from Escalante to slot canyons (like the epic Peekaboo and Spooky Slot Canyons) and ancient sites, or longer overnight backpacking trips. Gear is included.

Mecham Outfitters

Organizes horse trail rides in the Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument and Under-the-Rim Trail in the Dixie National Forest, for an abundance of red rock scenery.

Excursions of Escalante

Highly recommended canyoneering and climbing trips to secret spots and the region’s favorites; tours are tailored to ability but no experience is necessary.

Utah Canyon Outdoors

Guided day hikes and multiday treks, from historic routes to scenic slickrock expanses. Sells outdoor gear from its Escalante base too.




Getting Around

You’ll need your own car to properly experience the area. Some custom private vehicle tours will go to remote off-road attractions.






ZION NATIONAL PARK
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Arguably the most classically dramatic landscape in Utah, Zion’s climactic red-and-white cliffs soar over forested plateaus and the Virgin River. The first established National Park in the state, this remains its most popular today, with around 4.5 million annual visitors. At times it can feel a lot like Disneyland, with enjoyment hampered by crowds and queues. If you want to absorb the area’s glorious splendor with a sense of solitude, be ready to hike at the crack of dawn or head deep into the backcountry. Shuttle after shuttle transports day trippers through the iconic 2600ft-deep Zion Canyon and to the legendary trails off Zion Canyon Scenic Drive where Native Americans and pioneers roamed. Some of the more popular hikes require permits, so plan ahead and block out at least a couple of days to experience Zion’s grandeur.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Angels Landing

2Zion Canyon Scenic Drive

SIGHTS

3Human History Museum

4Orderville Canyon

5Zion Lodge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Emerald Pools & Kayenta Trails

see 5Grotto Trail

7La Verkin Creek Trail

8Mystery Canyon

9Pa’rus Trail

10Riverside Walk

11Trans-Park Connector

see 14Watchman Trail

12Weeping Rock Trail

13West Rim Trail

14Zion Outfitters




TOP TIP

If you just turn up to do the most popular hike here, you will likely be disappointed. Entering a lottery is the only way to experience the park’s illustrious Angels Landing, while overnight permits to the challenging Narrows wet walk are limited to 40 people a day. Plan ahead!




BEST PLACES TO REFUEL

Red Rock Grill

The only restaurant inside the park has a big deck with canyon views. It’s open for breakfast, lunch and dinner, but gets busy. $$

Castle Dome Café

The only cafe in the park has sandwiches, pizza, coffee and local beer, served on the patio with a view. $

Zion Canyon Brew Pub

Right outside the entrance, this local brewery has hit-the-spot local beers on tap and several decent salads and burgers. $



Hike the Narrows

ICONIC UPSTREAM VIRGIN RIVER WALK

This classic Zion ‘trail’ is walked upstream through the Virgin River in ankle-to-chest-deep water. Most people start at the Riverside Walk Trail, which first goes to Mystery Falls (0.5 miles in) then Orderville Canyon (1 mile in) and Wall Street (2.5 miles), where the canyon is at its narrowest within towering walls of red sandstone.

Hikers will be in the water the whole walk, so the best time to do it is in the summer, when the water is at an ambient temperature. If doing the hike in the fall, you can rent special water hiking boots from Zion Outfitter, and other adventure companies outside the park in Springdale. During spring, dry pants or a bib are necessary to avoid hypothermia. While the trail can be done in sneakers, most people choose to rent long wooden poles to help stabilize them in fast currents. Expect to get wet, and put your valuable gear in a dry bag. Hiking against the current can be difficult, depending on the flow of the current and water level, which can be vastly different at different times of day – you may have to swim through pools of water, or it could be ankle-deep. Check flash flood predictions at the visitor center before you set off.

You can hike 5 miles one way, but be prepared for the hike to take much longer than expected; walking upstream is strenuous and will slow you down. It’s also possible to hike from the top down and stay overnight on the trail at one of the 12 designated campsites (only 40 permits are given out per day for overnight treks, which you can get the day before). This strenuous 16-mile journey takes roughly 12 hours over two days. Note: do not swim or put your head under the water anywhere in the river, which is known to contain toxic cyanobacteria.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE PARK

Zion Mountain Ranch

In the east mountains of Zion Park, six plush western-style cabins sit on a luxury ranch. $$$

Zion Ponderosa Ranch Resort

Hike, bike, climb and swim on the 4000-acre estate east of the park. Campsites or cabins available. $

Zion RV & Campground

Spacious pitches next to the Virgin River, plus showers and a pool, just outside Zion’s east entrance. $



SECRET HIKE

East Zion is the place to explore to avoid crowds. Hikes here also offer an entirely different view of the park. The Cable Mountain Trail is one of Zion’s hidden gems, with stunning vistas you’ll likely have to yourself.

You can hike from the canyon floor and the East Mesa Trail or Weeping Rock, making it about a 15-mile round trip, covering a strenuous 2400ft of elevation gain. Alternatively, you can cheat and access it from above via the Zion Ponderosa Ranch Resort and descend only 500ft to Observations Point during a roughly 8-mile round-trip hike through ponderosa pines, the old lumber haul and panoramic viewpoint. A 4WD is required for the last ascent by road to the trailhead. Outfitters like East Zion Adventures offer a shuttle service. Note: Observation Point was closed at the time of writing, due to a rock fall.



Zion’s Extreme Hike

STEEP VERTIGO-INDUCING ACCENT WITH CHAINS

Angels Landing, the most vertiginous hike in Zion, is the park’s most notorious. The story goes that it was named in 1916 after Methodist minister Frederick Vining Fisher reputedly remarked that only an angel could land on its peak. The 5.4-mile route is not actually an overly complicated one, but it’s not a hike for the faint of heart either – due to its nail-biting crescendo along a path, with chains and narrow mountain ridges no more than 5ft wide in places, not to mention the steep 1000ft drop-offs. Numerous publications have dubbed it ‘the most dangerous trail in America’ and in doing so have goaded thrill-seekers to conquer it. Due to its popularity, a permit is now required to hike it; around 800 are given out each day, obtained via lottery either months in advance or the day before walking it.

The trail begins at The Grotto, and ascends steeply 1100ft up to Scout Lookout. The climb up Walter’s Wiggles, 21 very steep switchbacks, will make even the most seasoned hiker pant. Acrophobes usually stop at the landing before the chain-assisted rock climb to the 1488ft summit. The views are spectacular from Scout Lookout and get even better. Note – this is serious stuff – roughly 20 people have fallen to their deaths on this trail. Those who hike here will enjoy huge rewards, while undertaking a significant risk. Don’t attempt it in high winds.
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WHERE TO STAY IN THE PARK

Hi-Road Basecamp

The closest campground to the east entrance of the park has lots of shady sites and wi-fi. $

Thunderbird RV Park North

Twelve sites with full hookups and plenty of shade on the east fork of the Virgin River. $

Best Western East Zion Thunderbird Lodge

Rooms are standard Best Western style. A solid choice if other places are booked. $$


Epic Drive

SCENIC CANYON ROAD

The dazzling road through Zion National Park goes by three names – the Utah Scenic Byway-9, the Zion-Mt Carmel Hwy and the Zion Park Scenic Byway. Whatever you choose to call it, it’s a 12-mile route that sweeps from the park’s east entrance to the south entrance, taking in gorgeous canyon vistas, flowing rivers, up to six tight scenic cliff-hugging switchbacks and two historic skinny tunnels. Completed in 1930, the longest tunnel is 1.1 miles long and has a truly unique feature – windows out to the canyon, named ‘galleries’. These were supposedly created during construction to help quickly remove rock and dirt after being detonated by dynamite.

Traffic flow is limited at busier times of day and drivers may find they have to wait in line. It’s best to do the drive early in the morning or at sunset, when day trippers have gone home and the light atmospherically dips onto the reddish-white canyon walls. Go slowly, and use the large turnouts to take in soaring views of the Great Arch and light slickrock Checkerboard Mesa. And pull in at the tunnel’s east entrance to a small parking lot with pit toilets and the short and sweet 1-mile Canyon Overlook Trail climbing up to a soaring view of the snaking road into the park. An entry fee is required for drives through the park.


BEST PLACES TO STAY

Watchman Campground

The best camping location in the park for amenities is next to the visitor center. Sites have fire grates, drinking water, RV hookups and flush toilets. $

Zion Lodge

Basic motel-style rooms with Western-style charm are the only non-camping option in the park. Slow wi-fi. $$

South Campground

North of the visitor center, this campground has 117 sites. No hookups. Flush toilets. Potable water is seasonal. $

Under Canvas Zion

Glamping among shrubs ringed by red mesas and distant sandstone peaks, off Kolob Terrace Rd, but not in the park. Cozy tents have wood-burning stoves and private bathrooms. $$$

Lava Point Campground

Primitive first-come, first-served park sites with pit toilets but no water. The sites are 35 miles up Kolob Terrace Rd sitting at 7900ft. $



Trio of Emerald Pools

CHASING WATERFALLS

One of the most popular trails in the park starts from Zion Lodge and snakes 2 miles (round trip) up the mountain to views of the valley and canyon below, dotted with deciduous trees. It leads to three cascades and three desert oasis pools. The Lower Pools are reached after a 0.6-mile walk via a paved trail. The highlight is not the pool or the waterfall, but the striking multicolored, mineral-stained overhang, which gives this distinctive waterfall a feature like no other. The trail continues under the waterfall, with spray misting the path and hikers as they pass, and climbs 150ft to the less dramatic Middle Pools, which can feel more like a large puddle at the end of summer. Keep climbing another half a mile along a rougher dirt path, with looser rocks underfoot and a little scrambling over small rocks, to the most spectacular of the pools – the Upper Pool. This is best seen in late spring or early summer when the water flow is at its fastest; in late summer the trickle may be minimal, and in winter the falls may freeze over for a beautiful wintery scene. Instead of retracing your steps all the way down, return via the quieter 2-mile Kayenta Trail, which spurs off the lower Emerald Pool and skirts the edge of the cliff for gorgeous canyon views. It leads to the Grotto shuttle stop.

INNS NEAR THE PARK ENTRANCE

Desert Pearl Inn

Stylish suites have wood sculptures on the walls and hardwood floors; kings have waterfront patios. $$$

Flanigan’s Inn

Rejuvenate with a mineral mud wrap at the spa or doze off in a king-size bed next to a fire. Suites, villas and rooms. $$

Novel House Inn

Ten rooms carefully decorated in the style of a famous author; pick from CS Lewis, Leo Tolstoy or Mark Twain. $$

Narrow Slot Canyon Climb

BEGINNER CANYONEERING

East of the Zion–Mt Carmel Tunnel, Keyhole Canyon is a terrific narrow-slot canyon that drops down three short rappels, and a number of murky pools that canyoneers have to wade or swim through, depending on the levels. It’s a good one for beginners, but self-guided trips involve a reasonable level of canyoneering and 60ft of rope, plus a wetsuit. If you don’t have the gear or technical climbing knowledge, book via a local canyoneering outfit such as Zion Rock & Mountain Guides, based in Springdale.


BUDGET STAYS NEAR THE PARK

2 Cranes Inn

Four lovely rooms with individual art, workspaces and en suites in this quiet Rockville place with a luxury hostel feel. Communal kitchen and garden, massage on-site, trail shuttles and bike rental. $

Zion River Resort

The sprawling Virgin-based RV resort with lots of facilities is 12 miles west of Springdale. There are a handful of tent sites and cabins (BYO linen). Hot showers, laundry, communal barbecues, guest kitchen, heated pool, plus a games room. $

Bunk House Inn at Zion

Sustainably focused accommodation 10 minutes from Zion in Rockville, with two homey southwestern country-style rooms. Organic breakfast is served and it’s 80% powered by solar. $



Deer Spotting

FAMILY WALK THROUGH THE CANYON

A lovely leafy ramble for families with small children, the Grotto Trail is a super-easy half-mile walk that connects the Zion Lodge with the Grotto picnic area on the canyon floor. It’s very flat and well maintained, and a stroller could easily manage here even though it’s unpaved. On an evening at sunset in the fall, you’re almost certain to see herds of deer along the route. Be sure not to startle them or approach them.

History of the Park

MUSEUM WITH EXHIBITS ON PIONEERS AND NATIVE AMERICAN COMMUNITIES

The Human History Museum, half a mile from the park’s south entrance, is a good place to take a break from the sun in the summer months. Its building was constructed on the exact site of an original homestead of the Crawford family, early Mormon settlers who farmed here in the late 19th century. The fairly basic museum has exhibits on the geological and human history of the park and a number of indigenous artifacts like Hopi dolls, used to teach children about their history and tradition, plus information about the contractions of primitive dwellings and the area’s early pioneers. There’s also a 20-minute video about the history of the park. Look out for ranger talks during your visit.
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LODGINGS NEAR THE PARK

Zion Canyon Campground & RV Resort

Has 200 sites and shares facilities with a motel, including a pool and restaurant. $

Zion Park Motel

Old wood-paneled rooms do the job for tired hikers at this central budget option. $

Driftwood Lodge

Good-sized rooms, some with hard floors, leather armchairs and balconies. Expansive pool and hot tub. $$

Zion Canyon B&B

There are wondrous red-rock views from the windows of the relaxing rooms. There’s also a spa and hearty breakfasts. $$

Harvest House

Four cozy modern rooms with terraces looking out onto red rock. Gracious hosts and an outdoor hot tub. $$

Cliffrose Lodge

Upscale lodge with immaculate lawns and flower gardens leading down to the river. Pools with red-rock views. $$$


Follow the Zion Canyon Scenic Route

ROAD TRIPS ARE MADE OF THIS

If you are just swinging by Zion National Park, this is the activity you should do. The road running through the middle of towering cliffs and the red-rock scene that covers a serious number of postcards is this one: the Zion Canyon Scenic Drive . Private cars are not allowed on the route between March and October, due to traffic issues, but the big windows on the free shuttle buses (with your park entry fee) offer great views of the canyon. If you’re lucky, the driver will also give you a talk about the area, geology and history of the place. The Human History Museum is the first stop and a good introduction to the park. Trails lead off the other eight stops in the park. Don’t miss the last bus in the evening, or it’ll be a long walk back to the park entrance.


LOCAL ORGANIC MEAL

The rustic farm-to-table Cordwood Restaurant is a gourmet dining experience not to miss in East Zion – in fact, it’s the only one for miles around. With a focus on sustainability, many of the ingredients come from local organic gardens and aquaponic greenhouses. Carefully presented, and often incredibly colorful (some with edible flowers, others with ingredients stacked and circled with delicious jus), dishes are served in a dimly lit wood-paneled dining room. The menu changes frequently but expect everything from bison burgers to salads and chocolate ganache to finish.



Canyon on Two Wheels

RIDE THE PARK’S ONLY BIKE TRAIL

Running parallel to the main road leading through the park from the visitor center – along the Virgin River to the Canyon Junction Bridge – the well-used 1.7mile (one-way) mid-canyon Pa’rus Trail is paved. It’s the only trail in the park open to pets on leashes, plus bikes and wheelchair users. It offers wonderful views of the Towers of the Virgin, the Streaked Wall, Bridge Mountain and the Watchman formations. At points, footbridges crisscross the river, so ramblers can explore.


RANGER TALKS

Join rangers for chats about all kinds of park-related subjects, from animals and people to geology, every day at 1pm and 2:30pm on the Zion Visitor Center patio. Campers can enjoy ranger talks in the evening at the Watchman Campground Amphitheater. Check the bulletin boards for topics in the Zion National Park Visitor Center. Guests ages four and older can earn a badge by completing the free Junior Ranger handbook; pick one up at the visitor center.



Climb the Watchman Trail

THRILLING PATHWAY WITH POSTCARD VIEWS

The moderately strenuous 3.3-mile Watchman Trail (round trip) climbs to around 500ft, but doesn’t actually reach the summit of the Watchman mountain. There are, however, glorious views of the park’s southern guardian along the route, rising up to the Watchman and over to Springdale, particularly when the sun is dipping in the evening on thrilling sections with steep ledge drops. The trailhead leaves from the visitor center.

Walk the Virgin River

WALK AND PADDLE WITH THE WHOLE FAMILY

A Zion family favorite, the easy peasy 2-mile paved Riverside Walk runs deep in the shade of the canyon along the Virgin River and to the start of the Narrows walk. There are plenty of points at which you can access the river and have a paddle to cool down in the summer months (but do not swim or put your head under the water anywhere in the river, which is known to contain toxic cyanobacteria). Signs along the trail have info about the flora, fauna and geology of the area. It takes around 1½ hours to complete. Find the trailhead at the Temple of Sinawava shuttle stop.
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WHERE TO EAT IN ZION NATIONAL PARK

King’s Landing

Intimate low-key bistro serving up creative American dishes against dramatic red rock views. Good cocktails too. $$$

Bit & Spur Restaurant & Saloon

Grills, salads and dishes like chile verde and pot pie are on offer at this local institution. $$

Thai Sapa

A mixed bag of Asian cuisine. Popular Thai, Chinese and Indian dishes won’t blow your mind but will satisfy cravings. $

Spotted Dog

This bistro serves carefully considered mains like wild game meatloaf or Rocky Mountain trout. $$$

Whiptail Grill

This Mexican cantina isn’t a looker but the goat’s cheese chili relleno and battered maki tacos are perfection. $

Jack’s Sports Grill

Devour juicy burgers while you watch sports and drink beer. Sandwiches, rice bowls and an all-day breakfast too. $$

Shortest Trail

A QUICK HIKE WITH GREAT VIEWS

The Weeping Rock Trail is a relatively steep paved trail climbing 98ft (30m) over 0.4 miles (0.6km) and is surprisingly satisfying. It ends at an enormous hanging garden on an overhanging rock that is continually wet from the water flow from the canyons above. Hikers can stand behind the mist of water for views of the prominent Great White Throne mesa. At the time of writing, the path was closed due to rockfall, and shuttles were not stopping at the trail entrance. Check conditions at the visitor center before you set off.

Angels Landing Taster Trail

SHEER DROPS AND CHAIN-ASSISTED LEDGES

With trails that cling to the side of a cliff and scenic canyon views, the awesome, and relatively quiet, Hidden Valley Trail delivers and is a great introduction to what Zion is all about. Only a 2.4-mile round trip, with chain-assisted ledges, steep vertiginous drops and plenty of switchbacks climbing 940ft, the trail goes deep into a peaceful canyon and is good preparation for the legendary Angels Landing. Those with a fear of heights should skip this one. The trail was closed at the time of update, due to a rock fall. Check the trail conditions at the visitor center before you hike.


BEST ZION EVENTS

Hurricane Mud Run

Five-kilometer fun run through squishy, squelchy muddy obstacles with ramps, ropes and slides in June. It’s 30 miles from Zion National Park.

Zion Half Marathon

Curving the course of the Virgin River, this spring half-marathon climbs uphill along the road to Zion, with mountain views.

Zion Canyon Music Festival

The music event of the year around Zion, with two days chock-full of folk, blues and more.

Western Legends Roundup

Kanab’s mega August celebration of all things western, with gunfights, line dancing, cowboy poetry, quilt shows and bus tours to the Western filming locations.

St Patrick’s Day

Big deal celebration in Springdale, with live music from a pipe and drumming band in kilts, plus a green Jell-O sculpture competition.



Go off Map

FOLLOW A QUIET SECRET ROUTE

On Zion’s Scenic Byway 9, between the tunnel and east entrance station, is the low-traffic Many Pools Trail, which follows sandy washes and slickrock climbs up 550ft of elevation. Known by some as the Route Canal or Twins, it has stunning views and passes many pools (or desert tanks) along the way – take a look inside them to see if you can spot any tadpoles (or frogs nearby) – and keep your eyes peeled for bighorn sheep. The trail is not on any park maps and is unmarked on the side of the road, with the gulley hard to immediately find. Get some pointers from the rangers at the entrance station before you set off. GPS recommended.



LARGEST FEATHERED FLYERS

Endangered and captive-bred California condors released around the Grand Canyon have moved north. Since 2014, when a couple of these birds were spotted raising a chick in a Zion nest, there have been numerous sightings of these magnificent birds. California condors, which can have a wingspan of up to 10ft, have been seen circling and perched on Angels Landing and other rock faces.

As of May 2022, there were reportedly more than 100 of the birds in Northern Arizona and Southern Utah. Twitchers should most certainly bring their binoculars on the trails. If you do spot one, report it to the visitor center so the sighting can logged, but don’t mistake them for the common variety – California condors have all-black wings and a white triangle at the tip underneath, which is visible when they are soaring past.



Diverse Canyon

DESCENTS, BIG RAPPELS AND SCULPTED SLOTS

Mystery Canyon is one of the most diverse and coveted canyons in the park, but the permit process is the most difficult. There are 10 rappels on this technical route, starting with a deep descent down the Death Gully into sculpted narrow sandstone slot canyons. Aside from whimsical rocks in curves and whirl shapes, there’s also a wooded canyon, wading pools, and a final 120ft rappel into the Virgin River (a section of The Narrows), where groups of hikers wielding smartphones will be staring up in amazement. Beginners can do this canyon (ideally with a guide), but strong navigation skills and experience in rappelling are recommended. It takes six to nine hours to complete and is accessed off Zion Ponderosa Ranch roads in East Zion.

A Canyon for Beginners

SEMI-TECHNICAL CANYONEERING DAY HIKE

Orderville Canyon is an adventurous semi-technical canyoneering day hike (roughly eight hours) for beginners, with spectacular scenery, dimly lit textured passageways, climbs over choke stones and two short 25ft rappels. At the end of the route, it feeds into The Narrows on the Virgin River. If you’re planning to go without a guide, you need to bring 60ft of rope and a wetsuit (if hiking outside of summer). Access it off North Fork Rd on the park’s east side.

ADVENTURE TOURS

Road Scholar

Scenic driving and hiking tours with group outdoor activities in one mega trip, which takes in four of Utah’s national parks.

Adventure Bus

Sleep-aboard bus tours taking in the state’s national parks, with hiking, camping, swimming and rafting.

Always Rafting

Trips on the rivers around Southern Utah. Sevier River trips on rafts or paddleboards pass through steep canyons.


Overnight Wild Adventure

BACKPACKING ZION’S BACKCOUNTRY

To really enjoy the solitude and magnitude of the park, head into the backcountry. The epic, and strenuous, four-day Trans-Park Connector hike is the longest in the park. It starts in one corner – the unique Kolob Canyons – traveling 36 miles over elevation gains and drops and finishing in the awe-inspiring scenery of the main canyon and the Grotto shuttle stop.

The path follows the La Verkin Creek Trail, which has a handful of primitive campsites, open canyon views and arches, and then goes on to the Hop Valley Trail, with 1,000ft of elevation change before arriving at Kolob Terrace Rd. From here pick up the Wildcat Connector Trail to use the Wildcat Canyon Trail, climbing another 1000ft. Lava Point Campground is a good place to rest your head before hitting the West Rim Trail. Don’t forget to look up at nightfall for a carpet of stars above. The West Rim Trail descends steeply down into the canyon, past Angels Landing, to the Grotto. For a longer hike, continue to the east exit of the park on foot via the East Rim trail (another 10 miles and a 2000ft climb in elevation).

For a shorter hike altogether, opt for just a two-day West Rim Trail hike, chock-full of high plateau vistas, trailside wildflowers and breathtaking sunset views. The trail starts at Lava Point (at the end of Kolob Terrace Rd, where there is a primitive campground) and goes 14.5 miles to Zion Canyon Scenic Drive, etched between the central dramatic canyon. First, hikers will gently descend the Horse Pasture Plateau for 5 miles. After a mile, a spur trail leads to the seasonal water source Sawmill Spring (which dries up in summer) and Campsite 9. After a few more miles, you’ll descend into the grassy meadows of Potato Hollow, where there is sporadic shade cover and another seasonal spring, plus two primitive campsites. Next hike up and out of the hollow to a sensational climax of soaring westward views. There’s the windy Campsite 3 here, on the edge of the mesa. From here it’s all downhill passing Scouts Lookout (where there’s a drop toilet) and down the iconic Walters Wiggles switchbacks and down the canyon, for views upon views to the Grotto.

Note: There are no facilities on these hikes, so take lots of water (although there are springs along the route; check the locations are working before you set off at the Visitor Center). Take food and camping equipment with you. Permits are required for backcountry hikes. Adventure outfitters around the park will help you to arrange a shuttle to the trailheads.
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MOJAVE DESERT TORTOISE

The elusive Agassiz’s or Mojave desert tortoise is one of the most endangered species in the park. These slow-living reptiles can spend up to 80 years roaming these desert lands and grazing on wildflowers, cacti and grasses. They burrow up to 6ft under the ground, on sloping rocky terrain, to escape predators like foxes, ravens and coyotes, plus the staggering heat. In the hottest months, they live in a semi-dormant state.

Remarkably, the tortoise can go up to a year without drinking water. They’ll likely emerge after a heavy rain to drink out of shallow puddles. Around 33 different tortoises have been monitored in the park since 2008, but cars are a threat – they hide in the shade under vehicles and get run over. Check under your car before you pull away.




Getting Around

Two roads lead into the park: Hwy 9 through Springdale to the south, and Hwy 9 through Mt Carmel to the east. Most people leave their cars in Springdale and get the shuttle into the park as queues are often painfully long getting into the park and parking lots are full when you do get there. Access to Zion Canyon Scenic Drive is by shuttle bus only.






Beyond Zion National Park
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Lying beyond the park’s borders are small towns and pinch-yourself formations, minus the crowds.


The areas around Zion differ vastly, from the quiet mountain neighborhoods in the north, like Brian Head (the town with the highest elevation in Utah, sitting at 9799ft), to atmospheric western outposts like Kanab, founded by Mormon pioneers in 1874 and rediscovered by Western movies makers. In the southwest, towards Page, sit some of the most remarkable rock formations you will ever see, including the mind-bending formations of Coyote Buttes, in the Paria Canyon-Vermilion Cliffs Wilderness area, and nearby (just over the border into Arizona) Antelope Canyon, with magnificent curving fire-red walls shaped by millions of years of erosion. On the road to Las Vegas is the city of St George, an amenity-filled stop-off between Sin City and Zion.


TOP TIP

To save a packet and avoid the crowds, stay in the areas beyond Zion, drive to the park early and park in Springdale.
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Visit the Toadstools

IF ALICE DID DESERT WONDERLANDS

In the southeast off Route 89, heading towards Page (86 miles from Zion by road – private vehicle required), is a wonderful little 1.5-mile round-trip hike along a sandy path through scrub brush and to rock formations shaped like – you’ve guessed it – toadstool mushrooms, with a long pointy stem and a flat-ish top. It’s a mile walk to the first toadstool. The trailhead is unmarked from the road; it lies about 1.4 miles east of the Paria Contact Station off a parking area.


BEST 4WD TOURS

Dreamland Safari

Gorgeous backcountry sites and slot canyons are reached by 4WD with this fabulous outfit covering naturalist-led hikes, nature photography and multiday backpacking trips.

Paria Outpost

Friendly guides offering 4WD outings and photography tours to the Wave, Coyote Buttes and Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument, plus overnight tours to swirling rock formations.

Windows of the West Hummer Tours

Personalized hotel-pickup backcountry tours ranging from a couple of hours to a full day filled with slot canyons, red-rock scenery and petroglyphs.



Surf a Sandstone Wave

KALEIDOSCOPIC ROCKS CARVED BY NATURE

Something to behold, the Coyote Buttes (north and south) are considered by many to be some of the US’s most handsome geologic environments, with an enormous sandstone butte running north to south near Big Water and Page. Trail-less slickrock runs to the awesome U-shaped canyon named The Wave, a swirling kaleidoscopic stripy concave slab of rock you can walk across. Only lottery winners are given directions to the magical 6.5-mile round-trip hike (five hours) within Coyote Buttes North. Only 16 people and/or four group permits per day are issued at the GSENM Kanab Visitor Center two days before hiking. Or apply four months ahead of your permit date (48 people and/or 12 groups can go per day if booked in advance) through the advanced lottery system.
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WHERE TO CAMP BEYOND ZION NATIONAL PARK

Stateline Campground

Seven free shady sites come with picnic tables and firepits on the Utah–Arizona state line. $

White House Campground

Primitive campground at the White House trailhead. Five exposed walk-in tent sites have fire rings and picnic tables. $

Under Canvas Lake Powell-Grand Staircase

A luxury safari-style tent with decking and a bed. Showers, private toilets, breakfast. $$$


VOLUNTEER WITH ANIMALS

Renowned for being the largest no-kill animal rescue center in the country, and housing 1600 dogs, cats, birds, rabbits, pigs and horses and other animals on any given day, the Best Friends Animal Sanctuary is one of Kanab’s most famous attractions. Situated on 33,000 acres of red rock, the center welcomes volunteers, who can do a sleepover in a cottage (or bring their own RV) and make a fuss of the animals on site.

Day trippers can book a free 1.5-hour tour multiple times a day and learn about the work done here. The sanctuary is also a notable filming location; the cliff ridge above it is recognizable for the classic scene in the Lone Ranger, where he rears his horse and shouts, ‘Hi-yo Silver!’
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Picture Perfect Slot Canyon

SLOT CANYON ON A NAVAJO RESERVATION

One of the most photographic slot canyons on the planet, Antelope Canyon is a mind-bending natural anomaly, in the most spectacular way. It has perfectly smooth walls and curvaceous groves you can walk through for a quarter of a mile, and enter chambers by descending and ascending ladders. When the sun hits certain areas, it casts shadows and creates spotlights adding to the drama of it all. Tours are incredibly popular; you’ll likely share the experience with 30 other people. Find it a mile west of Page, just over the border into Arizona on the Navajo Reservation. Visits are by advanced reservation only; the friendly guides at Ken’s Tours will help you get the perfect photo.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ZION NATIONAL PARK

Canyons Lodge

Great all-round choice. Well-finished rooms with a Western log-cabin feel. A firepit with live music in the summer. $$

Canyons Boutique Hotel

Built in Victoriana style with an intimate feel, without scrimping on facilities. Pool and an on-site restaurant. $$

Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park Campground

Off-roaders love this place near the sand-dune field. RVs are best here; it can be windy. $

Flagstone Boutique Inn & Suites

Modern, well-appointed rooms with full kitchens, king beds and flat-screen TVs. $$

Hitch’n Post Campground

Friendly campground with tent and RV sites, plus an apartment located near the town center. $

Holiday Inn Express

Solid and clean choice in town; rooms have mustard and dark wood accents. Heated indoor pool and whirlpool on-site. $$

Horseshoe Bend

VIEWS FROM A 4200FT CLIFF

The busy but easy 1.5-mile (2.4-km) round-trip walk along a hot and dusty hardened path to the overlook isn’t even an amble worth mentioning, but its endpoint is truly iconic: the 270-degree horseshoe-shaped bend in Glen Canyon. Barriers overlook the 4200ft steep cliff drop to the entrenched meander of the Colorado River. When the sun hits the turquoise water just right you can see the geological formations below. Visitors will likely spot boats, paddleboards and colorful kayaks below. Go one further and take a trip along the water for a completely different view with local outfitters like Kayak Horseshoe Bend, which run daily four- to five-hour trips on the river.


I LIVE HERE: MOVIE LOCATIONS
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Tom Forsythe is director of the Little Hollywood Museum. facebook.com/LittleHollywoodMuseum

Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park

These unexpected large red sand dunes have stood in for the Sinai Desert in more than one Hollywood spectacular, including Arabian Nights, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and The Outlaw Josey Wales.

Paria Canyon

It’s 9 miles down a dirt road, but well worth it for soaring slot canyons. Movies made here include Wagon Train, Buffalo Bill, The Flintstones and How The West Was Won.

Duck Creek

Rising above the surrounding high desert to peaks more than 10,000ft high, it has Aspen and Conifer forests that have stood in for wooded landscapes like those in Missouri. Check out Cascade falls, which gushes from the side of a red sandstone cliff. How the West Was Won and Fort Dobbs were filmed here.



Longest Slot Canyon

EASY, SUPER FUN HIKE THROUGH A DEEP CREVICE

Wire Pass to Buckskin Gulch Hike (3.4-mile round trip) is an easy, super fun hike through the world’s longest slot canyon (which goes for 12 miles). The route enters the 100ft to 400ft deep Buckskin Gulch gorge, which is just shoulder width in places. Those who want to continue on deeper into the canyon can do a longer out-and-back route. Start at the Wire Pass Trailhead, not the Buckskin Trailhead, and descend a sandy wash to the gorge and the first mini slot canyons before getting to the main attraction – a seemingly never-ending crevice in the earth. Hikers will have to navigate a path with small boulders throughout the route (wear boots with ankle support) and reach larger boulder-choked sections (one is an 8ft drop with a ladder – which can be washed away during flash floods). The trail leads to magnificent towering walls and blind arches. Find the Wire Pass Trailhead 9 miles along the dirt House Rock Valley Rd, off Hwy 89. Don’t enter the canyon if there is a chance of rain, as flash floods are likely. Permits required (buy online in advance – there’s little cell signal at the trailhead).

Those who want to continue their backcountry experience can extend their hike with the challenging two- to three-day, 31-mile point-to-point, Buckskin Gulch to White House pack hike. Overnight permits are required and a car should be left at both the start and end of the trail (or organize a prearranged shuttle). Note that it’s very warm in the canyon by day but very chilly at night. Pack accordingly.



BEST PLACES FOR BREAKFAST

Jakey Leigh’s

For a pit-stop brekkie of bagels, donuts and various kinds of pastries, plus burritos and toast. $

Kanab Creek Bakery

Excellent gourmet breakfasts like Jerusalem Shakshouka. Meanwhile, the warm freshly baked croissants, baguettes and boules (tiny pieces of chocolate-covered truffle) are melt-in-the-mouth. Breakfast burritos are top-notch, too. $

Peekaboo Kitchen

Breakfast options include lattes and eggs Benedict served with artichokes. Lots of options for vegetarian, vegan and green diets. For lunch and dinner, the pizzas, made in a fire oven, hit the spot. $



Wander Among Western Sets

ORIGINAL PROPS USED BY HOLLYWOOD ACTORS

Western movie fans can geek out by wandering through original sets lifted from their desert filming locations at the Little Hollywood Land Museum, dedicated to the Westerns shot in the area (filmed around Kanab since 1924). Visitors can marvel at barns, liveries, farm equipment and props used by actors like Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sami Davis, Taylor Kitsch, Willem Dafoe, James Garner and Jodie Foster. You can learn some tricks of the trade too – set designers built low doorways to make movie stars appear taller. The gift shop sells memorabilia and clothing, from Stetsons to native crafts.

Explore Kolob Canyons 

DRIVE THROUGH NORTH ZION’S CRIMSON CANYONS

With around double the elevation of the Zion Canyon Scenic Drive, the 5-mile Kolob Canyons Scenic Drive in the northwest section of Zion National Park (8726ft) has numerous overlooks, sweeping views of mountains and deep-red rocks characteristic to the area. Stop at a number of trails off the route. The 0.5-mile Timber Creek Trail climbs 100ft to a small peak with picturesque views, while the 2.7-mile Taylor Creek Trail takes in pioneer ruins. The Kolob Canyons district can be found at exit 40, off I-15, 17 miles south of Cedar City.

Sand Boarding on Giant Dunes

MOVIE-FAMOUS PILES OF SAND

The Sahara-like sand dunes of Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park seem strangely out of place in Utah’s typically rocky landscape, but here fine pinkish grains are strewn across a 3700-acre state park, formed from millions of years of red Navajo sandstone rock erosion due to high winds. You may recognize these unusual places from the screen; scenes from the movies Arabian Nights, Ali Baba & the Forty Thieves and One Little Indian were filmed here. Some 90% of the park is open for ATV driving, while other areas are reserved for dune hiking and sandboarding. You can rent a sandboard or sled at the visitor center and let loose on the dunes, which can fluctuate up to 50ft in size per year, or book a tour with a knowledgeable local outfit like Coral Pink ATV, which offers sunset tours and sandboarding packages.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ZION NATIONAL PARK

Havana Cabana

Awesome-value tasty grilled meat or fish plates, with salad, beans, rice and freshly made pico de gallo. $

Fusion House

Casual Asian fusion with a large selection of vegetarian and vegan dishes – kung pao tofu and Mongolian beef-less. $

Houston’s Trail’s End Restaurant

House specials like chicken-fried steak and razzleberry pie in a western-themed joint. $$

Vermillion 45

Beautifully presented French- and Italian-inspired slow cooking in a casual bistro setting with an open kitchen. $$

Escobar’s

Busy, family-run restaurant with quick service and large portions (the green-chili burrito will leave you full). $

Luo’s Chinese Restaurant

Cafeteria-style place serving satisfying Chinese dishes like cashew chicken and sweet and sour shrimp. $


Hotel for Hollywood Stars

HISTORIC HOTEL WITH A MOVIE THEATER

The historic Parry Lodge was a magnet for movie stars coming to Kanab for filming. Starting as a farmhouse, the Parry became a motel in 1931 and evolved into an 89-room hotel in five buildings, catering to Hollywood film directors, cast and crew. It provided horses, cattle and props for sets, and nostalgic photos can be viewed all over the hotel. The adjacent Old Barn Playhouse has been converted into a movie theater and shows legendary Westerns from the area on summer nights.


BEST B&BS

Amid Summer’s Inn

Themed rooms spice up this 1930s Cedar City B&B and some are outrageously fun – one feels like you’re sleeping among the sandstone, another has a Knights of the Round Table vibe. Common areas sport Victoriana. Breakfasts are hearty. $$

Purple Sage Inn

If walls could talk… This house was once occupied by a Mormon polygamist. Today it’s a comfortable Kanab B&B with antique details. Western author Zane Grey once stayed here. The room he resided in, with a quilt-covered wood bed, sitting room and balcony, can be booked. $$

Savage Point B&B

Laurel and Russell and their pets are most welcoming at this cozy Kanab home away from home. Guests have their own separate entrance and the homemade breakfast is excellent, with fresh eggs, herbs and organic garden fruits. $$



House from the Past

PROPERTY PRESERVED IN TIME

Inside a restored historic home named ‘the first modern home in Kane Country,’ the Kanab Heritage Museum offers a well-preserved glimpse into the area’s past, with rooms in this red-brick, gingerbread-style home dating back to the 1890s and decorated in period furniture. Take one of the brochures on the back porch and do a free self-guided tour, or book a free guided tour in advance of your visit. You’ll learn about the intricate craftsmanship of the building, why fruit trees were planted here, and about the house’s solid foundations – built of sandstone from the cliffs north of Kanab. Don’t miss the 30-plus spiral-bound notebooks filled with movie newspapers, magazine articles, written histories and photographs.
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Kanab from Above

HIKE 800FT TO A RED ROCK RIM

For soaring views over Kanab, the short but punchy Squaw Trail is a moderate 3-mile round trip climbing 800ft past wonderful rock formations and to a red-rock rim with 360-degree panoramas over the town and surrounding desert wilderness. In fall, the cottonwoods along the trail turn brilliant yellow. Find the trailhead north of Jacob Hamblin Park (accessed at the end of 100 East). It’s about a mile to the city view and another 0.5 miles to the summit. Retrace your steps back to the trailhead.


BEST PLACES TO PICK UP A MEMENTO IN KANAB

Denny’s Wigwam

Stacked full of Western gear for all your desert needs, from cowboy boots and Native American pottery to gifts like jewelry, rugs or a John Wayne mug.

Terry’s Camera Trading Company

Cool little collection of vintage camera gear, selling film, cards and equipment. Store hours are irregular, so phone ahead to visit.

Willow Canyon Outdoor

Stocking outdoor equipment, guidebooks and camping stuff, plus US Geological Survey maps and all the apparel you could possibly need for an adventure in the Kanab area. Good local knowledge of trails and canyons too.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ZION NATIONAL PARK

Anasazi Steakhouse

Grill a grass-fed beef or tuna steak yourself on a hot volcanic rock, which has been heated for up to eight hours. $$

Bear Paw Cafe

A decent cafe in St George that gets busy for breakfast. Expect a queue. $

Benja Thai & Sushi

The Thai curries and noodle soups are on point, and the sushi will satisfy cravings for fresh fish. $

Bombay Cafe

Surprisingly good curries in a restaurant run by a Pakistani couple. Classics include chicken tikka masala and vindaloo. $

Cliffside Restaurant

American gourmet dishes like coconut-crusted shrimp and beaut views overlooking the St George valley. $$

Hawaiian Poke Bowl

Counter-service health bowls of raw fish and rice with shredded cabbage and all the trimmings. $


An Enchanting Slot Canyon

QUIETER ALTERNATIVE TO THE NARROWS

Seven miles north of the Kolob Canyons section of Zion National Park is the famous 3.8-mile (round trip) Kanarra Creek hike. Immortalized in countless photographs, this diverse hike ticks plenty of boxes and is a quieter alternative to the Narrows inside the park. Taking between three to four hours, it goes across brush-strewn desert pastures, through a boulder-strewn river (with hiking in the river), into an atmospheric canyon and two waterfalls – one has a long metal ladder and the other has a tree-trunk ladder for you to climb (carefully check it for damage before you ascend).

You’ll be walking through the river for more than an hour; many people do the hike in regular sneakers, but you can also wear water shoes for comfort (or go the whole hog and get kitted out with hiking boots, neoprene socks, trekking poles and a dry bag from an adventure outfitter). In cooler months with higher water levels, you may want a wetsuit if you feel the cold. Water levels can change, and there is a risk of flash floods – check the conditions at the front desk at the trailhead before you set off. Only 150 permits are given out per day; purchasing them online is recommended, but you may get lucky on the day in the low season.
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A Mormon Ghost Town

VIEW HISTORIC PIONEER STRUCTURES

Still standing and completely free to visit, Grafton ghost town, outside Rockville on the south side of the Virgin River, is worth a stop for a peek into the past. Western movie fans may recognize the structures from the 1969 movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, but it was originally built in 1859 by Mormon settlers, the last of whom left in 1944. It was not easy living in these parts, due to floods and harsh weather. Visitors can walk inside a restored 1886 school, church, pioneer cabins and pieces of farming equipment, plus a cemetery. It’s 3.5 miles west of Springdale; take Bridge Rd south, cross the bridge and turn right on Grafton Rd. There’s a small parking area.


BEST WHEEL BIG ADVENTURES

Red Rock Bicycle Company

Rents mountain bikes and e-bikes, plus racks for your car, out of both Cedar City and St George. Posts weekly free group rides led by locals, which bikers can drop in on.

Paragon Adventures

Very knowledgeable outfitter in St George offering road- and mountain-bike tours along slick rocks and single desert tracks, plus canyoneering and hiking options.

Bicycles Unlimited

Rent a high-quality bike, and ask staff about route and trail info in the area. Find it in St George, a block from the Children’s Museum.



360-Degree Views of Zion

SOLITUDE AND SUNSETS

West of Virgin on Hwy 9, before La Verkin, a 1.5-mile gravel-and-dirt road leads south to La Verkin Overlook (you’ll be fine in a rental car if you take it slow). There’s not much out here but solitude and unobstructed views of Zion and the Pine Valley Mountains. Arrive at sunset for the best light.


BEST PLACES FOR A NIGHTCAP

Station II

Brought to us by Zion Brewery, this St George outpost serves tasty cold craft beer and hit-the-spot pizza in a friendly pub-like space, with wooden panels and a pool room.

One & Only

Has a local reputation for being St George’s most fun dive spot, with regular live rock music, cheap beer and pool tables.

Spiritual Cocktail Parlor

Artisan craft cocktails served in a bar dimly lit by chandeliers. House creations include In Spiritual Fashion – made with High West bourbon, cinnamon, syrup, and orange and mole bitters.



Sand Dunes Frozen in Time

HIKES, DESERTSCAPES AND LAVA

The Snow Canyon State Park, inside the 7400-acre Red Cliffs Desert Reserve, 11 miles northwest of St George, has stunning red and white swirls of sandstone that flow like lava – and actual lava which protrudes out of the ground on some of the 16 miles of hiking trails.

Grains of quartzite sand were transported here by wind 183 million years ago and over time cemented into stone, creating petrified shapes and structures. The park is popular with families, as the majority of the trails are easy (ranging from 1 to 6 miles). Some have fun slickrocks to climb on, tiny slot canyons to explore, cinder cones to marvel at and lava tube caves to peer inside of.

Don’t let the name of the park throw you; it’s very unlikely there will be snow here – in fact, the summers are scorching and there’s little shade. Visit early in the morning or skip the summer and come in the cooler months. The park got its moniker in 1959, as a nod to Utah polygamous pioneers, and cousins, Lorenzo and Erastus Snow (Lorenzo married nine women and fathered 42 children, and Erastus had four wives and 36 children). But the area’s history is much older than its moniker would suggest – it’s believed humans have used this canyon for some 10,000 years.

Hiking trails spur off the scenic road through the park. Jenny’s Canyon Trail is an easy and fun 1-mile walk to a mini slot canyon, while the Lava Tube Trail is a 2.5-mile moderate trail with a sandstone overlook that you can scramble up for a spectacular view of the park. The Petrified Sand Dunes Trail is a wonderful moderate 1.2-mile walk to sand dunes frozen in time. To view a 200ft arch, head for the easy 2-mile Johnson Canyon Trail, leading to a sheltered willow and cottonwood-dotted canyon and to the thick and wide half-moon shape in the rock (note: it’s closed annually between 15 March and 14 September). Meanwhile, the climbing opportunities in Snow Canyon are one of the state’s best-kept secrets. Beginner rock climbers come here to improve their skills in six climbing areas with bolted and sport routes, plus top roping. Popular areas include Hackberry Wash and Johnson Canyon, plus the Island in the Sky, which has a grand total of 64 routes.

Nature fans will be pleased to know the plant and animal life here is diverse; in spring and fall, wildflowers bring color to the arid scenes. Keep your eyes peeled for kit foxes, roadrunners, leopard lizards, gopher snakes and canyon tree frogs. Spend the night here at a 33-site campground with showers, drinking water and hookups for RVs. Biking is permitted on West Canyon Road, the Whiptail Trail and the Paradise Canyon Trail. It’s popular to rent a bike in St George and do a 17-mile loop from the city through the park and back.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ZION NATIONAL PARK

Chalet Motel

Smart motel rooms a cut above the competition. Rooms have kitchenettes and photos of natural geological features. $

Inn On The Cliff

Modern rooms with hard floors and balconies, plus views of St George and the surrounding mountains. $

Red Mountain Resort & Spa

On the outskirts of Snow Mountain State Park, this zen-chic resort has mountain views and a large pool. $$$

Snow Canyon State Park Campground

Surrounded by lava flows and sandstone; 14 RV pull-ins with electrical hookups. $

Inn at Entrada

This private country club has a golf course and luxury cottages with hot tubs, gas fireplaces and tons of amenities. $$$

Dixie Palm Motel

Solid budget motel with half a dozen clean simple rooms with tasteful pops of color. $
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BEST PLACES TO CATCH A SHOW

OC Tanner Amphitheater

Outdoor amphitheater in a seriously evocative setting, surrounded by towering red-rock formations. Listen to goose-pimple-inducing classical concerts here from the Utah Symphony, plus bluegrass, country and more.

St George Musical Theater

Community theater putting on Broadway musicals like My Fair Lady, Footloose and 42nd Street in a historic opera house dating back to 1875.

Tuacahn Amphitheater

Ten miles northwest of St George in a scenic red-rock canyon, the Tuacahn Amphitheater hosts popular touring productions, plus music concerts and other performances in summer.



Abandoned Silver Mining Town

GHOST TOWN RUINS

Now a ghost town, Silver Reef was built in 1875, when miners flocked here after a vein of silver was found in a slab of sandstone. Not many of the brick buildings are intact, but the ones left can be seen up close. When the price of silver dropped worldwide in 1884, the mines started to close. The Wells Fargo building houses an art gallery. Diagrams show what the rough-and-tumble town and silver mine would have been like when lived in. It’s 18 miles northeast of St George. Look out for special events, such as geology and birds of prey talks, and presentations on the history of money at Silver Reef.



BEST EVENTS IN ST GEORGE

St George Ironman Triathlon

The grueling race path goes through desert, lava fields and two national parks, passing awesome scenery en route. Spectators line the roads in various towns to watch hardcore athletes from around the world test themselves to the limits.

Christmas in the Canyon

The place to get festive, with 250,000 twinkling lights and an open fire, Santa visits, ice-skating and seasonal train rides through a red-rock canyon in the pretty setting of Tuacahn.

Dixie Roundup

Typically held in September at the Sun Bowl, this is a weekend full of Western fun, including rodeo.

St George Marathon

Usually held on the first Saturday in October, the route goes through town before skirting Snow Canyon State Park. It attracts runners from all 50 states.



Sherbet Coloured Cliff

MULTI-HUED ROCK FORMATIONS

Yant Flat’s orange and white swirling Candy Cliffs are like nature’s sherbet. They’re a bit out of the way but a worthwhile trek – and you’ll mostly have the place to yourself. You’ll find the trailhead off unpaved forest road 031, about 9 miles west of Silver Reef/Leeds. From the trailhead (near forest road 903), it’s about 2 miles south to the cliffs, through desert shrubs for a mile, then to the magnificent almost marble-colored formations in mounds and lumpy boiled-sweet-like shapes. There are 2 to 7 miles to explore, depending on how far you want to walk. The dirt road to the trailhead is accessible in a 2WD on a dry day.
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Isolated Polygamous Refuge

HOME TO THE FUNDAMENTALIST CHURCH

A new spotlight was shone on the controversial Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (FCJCLS) after the release of Netflix’s damning series Keep Sweet: Pray & Obey. Just 42 miles southeast of St George on Hwy 9 are the twin towns of Hildale and Colorado City, straddling the Utah–Arizona border and the home of the offshoot Mormon religion, whose (male) followers practice polygamy.

The Salt Lake City Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has no association with the ‘Fundamentalist’ church, and gave up plural marriage in 1890. But the folks in this town still practice it as per their former leader’s teachings. The Netflix show tells the story of the Fundamentalist church’s leader Warren Jeffs, who was convicted on two counts of sexual abuse against a minor in 2007, and of child sexual assault in 2011. The polygamy-practicing residents here are easily recognizable, since they continue to wear the old-fashioned clothing instructed by Jeffs. Elders (or males) don dress slacks or suits, while sisters (females) wear pastel-colored, prairie-style dresses and braids or up-dos. If you see groups of varying-age women shopping together in period dress, they are likely sister-wives. Respect the residents’ privacy if visiting the town.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ZION NATIONAL PARK

Xetava Gardens Cafe

Ten minutes from Snow Canyon State Park, this excellent cafe serves organic grub and plenty of vegan options. $

Judd’s General Store

Come here for a sweet fix, scoop of ice cream or piece of traditional candy, from vintage lollipops to toffee. $

Painted Pony

Date-night setting with white tablecloths, wooden floors and gourmet Southwest food. $

Riggatti’s Wood Fired Pizza

Tiny but mighty pizzeria with thin-crust pies straight from the wood-fired oven. Try the Lemone special. $

Black Bear Diner

Classic American dishes in a vintage diner with a black bear theme. Come hungry; plates are huge. $

Twisted Noodle

This counter joint inside a modern plaza has healthy choices, like salads, quinoa and pasta bowls. $


COOL OFF IN PINE VALLEY

When the summer desert heat feels like it’s melting your brain, head up to the Pine Valley Wilderness Area in the Dixie National Forest. The highest point is Signal Peak at 10,365ft, which often remains snowy until July, with temperatures typically varying between 30°F (–1°C) to 85°F (29°C).

There’s a network of more than 150 miles of trails for hiking, horseback riding and camping. Walks here are stunning but strenuous; be sure to account for altitude when you set off and check the conditions of the trail at the St George Field Office. The 10-mile round-trip Mill Canyon Trail goes through a narrow canyon, and a lush forest of fir and aspen, while the quiet, moderate 12-mile out-and-back Whipple Trail has calf-pounding switchbacks and gorgeous alpine views; both link with the 35-mile Summit Trail.



Basin of Strange Hoodoos

PECULIAR FORMATIONS IN A HUGE AMPHITHEATER

Pioneers mistook the evergreen junipers for cedars, but the lack of them doesn’t take away from the sheer magnitude of awe you get looking over the natural amphitheater at Cedar Breaks National Monument. Twenty-two miles east and north of Cedar City, this little park has a coliseum full of sculpted cliffs and towering hoodoos flush with kaleidoscopic reds, oranges, ochers of magenta, salmon, plum and rust, with spires rising up to 10,450ft on the Markagunt Plateau. Hikers can walk the drama-filled rim for different perspectives of the mega scene sculpted by the powers of erosion.

The 3-mile round-trip Ramparts Trail leaves from the Cedar Breaks National Monument Visitor Center. In theory, it should be pretty easy, with a modest 400ft elevation change, but the high elevation can be exhausting and dizzying for those who aren’t used to it. Most people just walk the 0.8 miles to Spectra Point, for views of pleated cliffs across Jericho Canyon and Ashdown Creek. In spring, the 2-mile Alpine Pond Trail is a delightful wildflower-rich easy walk around an alpine lake. Unlike Bryce Canyon, there are no established hikes around the hoodoos descending into the 2000ft deep crevice. Look out for ranger talks on geology and star parties at the compact visitor center. In winter, snowfall can be heavy, meaning road closures and no access to the trails.



WATCH SHAKESPEARE OUTDOORS

During summer and fall, Cedar City welcomes Elizabethan-costumed actors as part of the annual Utah Shakespeare Festival. One of the oldest and largest Shakespeare festivals in North America, it’s been running for 61 years, and visitors come from all over the US. Originally launched to entertain the state’s hordes of national park visitors, there are around eight shows running during the event, at various venues.

One venue includes the outdoor Tony Award–winning Engelstad Shakespeare Theatre on Southern Utah University’s campus, a replica of Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre. As part of the event, there are also non-Shakespearean classics and contemporary performances, plus literary seminars, costume workshops and backstage tours. Book ahead.



Culture Fix in Cedar City

LOCAL MUSEUMS AND GALLERIES

To get out of the sun, or rain, for a few hours head to one of Cedar City’s cultural institutions. Children enjoy the interactive Frontier Homestead State Park Museum, which tells the story of early pioneer settlers through historic artifacts, vintage cars, horse-drawn wagons, a reconstructed mill with a water wheel and cabins, which would have been vital to the communities living here. There are activity stations set up, so kids can have a go at washing laundry by hand or panning for gold.

The free Daughters of Utah Pioneers Museum at the Cedar City Visitor Center has a small collection of historic items from period furniture and tools to old bibles and songbooks that women used during the frontier days. The Southern Utah Museum of Art is the place to view the works of regional artists, with free-to-view rotating exhibitions and an impressive 2000-object permanent collection, including Utah-inspired works by portrait painter and landscapist Jimmie F Jones. International notable pieces include those by Renoir, Dalí, Hokusai and Benton.

Utah’s Highest Town

SKIING, BIKING, HIKING AND SNOWMOBILING

Brian Head, the state’s highest elevation town, sits at 9799ft, towering over Cedar City. Popular with Las Vegas skiers (it has the closest slopes to Sin City), it gets more than 360in of snow per year, typically between November and April. While the trails are shorter than many ski areas, it’s ideal for beginners, intermediates and free-riders. And, bonus, there are no queues. But the most unusual part is the unique snowy red-rock hoodoo views. Snowshoeing and tubing are other popular winter activities here, as is snowmobiling – Thunder Mountain Motorsports runs scenic tours into Brian Head’s backcountry.

Brian Head Resort caters to most visitors to the mountain; it has lodging, gear rental and 71 runs covering over 650 acres, with two high-speed quad chair lifts, six fixed-grip chairlifts and three surface lifts. In the summer months, there are numerous hiking trails to explore, tempting city folk to this cool elevation. Chair lifts continue to whisk people 11,000ft to the top of the mountain. Bikers can catch it up, zoom down the cliff, and then do it all over again. Ziplining, rock climbing, archery, and concerts also take place in the area during the warmer months. Drop into the Brian Head Visitor Center for an updated list of goings on and trail maps. For more affordable lodging and eating options, plus a general store, head 13 miles down the mountain to the tiny town of Parowan; it’s only a 40-minute drive from Cedar City.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK NEAR CEDAR CITY

Mountain Bistro

This Chinese restaurant in Parowan has dark-red booths and serves up steaming plates of ginger beef and noodles. $

Centro Woodfired Pizzeria

Wood-fired Neapolitan pizza with gourmet flavors like pancetta and red grape in a craft-brewery-style setting. $$

IG Winery & Tasting Room

Upmarket wine bar with a good selection of bottles from Utah and beyond. Tasting flights and cheese boards available. $$

Milt’s Stage Stop

Five miles east of Cedar City is this local favorite serving Western-style steak in a rustic wooden lodge. $$

Rusty’s Ranch House

Moose and bison heads on the wall, filet mignon steak and coconut shrimp on the plates. Five minutes from Cedar City. $$

Grind Coffeehouse

Attached to a Cedar City bookstore, this place has regular live music and the best coffee in town. $


CRATE DIGGING WITH LOCALS

Selling hundreds of albums across all genres, Cedar City’s Groovacious Records is an independent cavern of great tunes, and a real local institution that has been serving the music-loving community for 30 years. It’s the place to pick up rare vinyl and fairly-priced music by local bluegrass, country or rock bands. Look out for regular live sessions in-store, and annual Record Store Day events.



Copious Rock Carvings

PETROGLYPHS AND INDIGENOUS ART

The Parowan Gap petroglyphs, 20 miles north of Cedar City, are mind-boggling visual proof that humans have lived in this area for at least a thousand years. Archaeologists claim that people were living in the Parowan Valley by around 500 CE, and pit houses and pottery items have been found nearby. There are around 90 well-preserved panels and 1500 carvings here, many of which are very easy to access – sitting right off the road on the red rocks. The rock art here was likely made by several Native American groups, but mainly the Fremont indigenous people (or ‘Nungwu’ as they were known to the Paiutes indigenous group). They created the etchings by pecking, incising and scratching the surface of the rock, using pointed tools or rubbing tools.


What these designs mean is still unknown, but they have been interpreted in various ways over the years. Some of the etchings appear to be drawings of water, eyes, the womb of a woman and various creatures; some seem to be bird tracks. Many birds of prey nest in these rocks, which sit in a wind gap between the northern Cedar Valley in the west and the Parowan Valley in the east. Birders can look out for peregrine, falcon, red-tailed hawks and great horned owls in the area. Sadly, visitors may also see modern markings on the walls here; these are considered acts of vandalism at this protected site and are punishable by law. Don’t touch the petroglyphs and stay on the designated trails. More rock art can be found 80 miles north at the Fremont Indian State Park & Museum.
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I LIVE HERE: PETROGLYPHS
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Elizabeth Nagengast-Stevens, PhD, is the curator of collections and the principal investigator archaeologist at Fremont Indian State Park & Museum. facebook.com/fremontindian

Newspaper Rock

There are more than 1000 petroglyphs on this one rock face, but it is beautiful in its own right. Why this one rock face received so much attention is still a mystery.

Emergence Panel

This panel is just behind the museum. According to a Hopi elder, it depicts the emergence story of how the indigenous people came to be. In this story, the shrike (a bird) is able to travel between dimensions.

Hunkupp’s Train

The train is located near Newspaper Rock but is not from the Fremont time period. This is a protohistoric petroglyph, depicting a Ute on a journey back east on train cars.
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Getting Around

Car is the best way to navigate between the towns around Zion National Park. Public transport is scarce in southern Utah, but shuttle services can be booked in advance between the big attractions. St George has a limited public transit system, with several bus routes connecting the city’s main neighborhoods.






SALT LAKE CITY
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Sitting at 4226ft above sea level, Utah’s capital is also the Mormon capital of the world, with almost half the population members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. While it’s the entry point to the state for international visitors, many choose to skip the city sights in favor of the staggeringly beautiful natural scenery just beyond its limits. But hold fire – exploring Salt Lake City is an effective way to understand the culture of the wider state. Big skyscrapers give way to small-town vibes and tales of ultra-religious polygamous pioneers around Temple Sq juxtapose with neighborhoods dotted with Pride flags. Democratic mayors have been elected every year since 1976 in this progressive outlier city (and the current council is the most diverse in the US, made up of mostly LGBT+ people and people of color). And while Utah’s ever-changing liquor laws may have stifled a big nightlife scene from developing, young residents get their kicks through dependable community events.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Temple Square

SIGHTS

2Beehive House

3Brigham Young Monument

4Church History Museum

5Clark Planetarium

6Discovery Gateway Children’s Museum

7Family History Library

8Gilgal Sculpture Garden

9Hogle Zoo

10Joseph Smith Memorial Building

11Natural History Museum of Utah

12Red Butte Garden

13Salt Lake City Tabernacle

14Salt Lake Temple

15This is the Place Heritage Park

16Tracy Aviary

17Utah Museum of Fine Arts

18Utah State Capitol

19Wheeler Historic Farm




TOP TIP

Check upcoming city events, from music and theater shows to new food and drink openings, at the local event site Salt Lake City Weekly (cityweekly.net). It’s a good source of local news and opinions too.
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Utah State Capitol

 

LEARN WHERE LOCAL LAWS ARE MADE

The distinctive grand domed Utah State Capitol building sits among tranquil gardens and manicured laws containing 500 cherry trees on a hill north of Temple Sq. This historic 1916 place is a sight to behold, both inside and out. On free self-guided or guided tours you can walk the marble gallery, peer into the governor’s offices, and view ornate colorful murals and Rotunda paintings of the first non–Native American people to discover Utah – pioneers, trappers and missionaries.

Throughout the building, there are numerous exhibition cabinets with information about the state, including copies of the original manuscript of the Constitution, created in 1895. Learn how this became the Beehive State and how the beehive symbolizes industry, perseverance and thrift. Cabinets show how intricate details of the building were constructed, from the dome to the plaster – all made out of the natural treasures from the state – Birdseye marble, Utah onyx, copper, gypsum and iron.

Movie fans will enjoy the cabinet of mini-film sets of Hollywood productions shot in the state: a model boat from Pirates of the Caribbean: At World’s End, filmed on the Bonneville Salt Flats; the building from High School Musical, filmed at East High School in Salt Lake City; the mill from Footloose, filmed at Lehi Roller Mills; and the car from Thelma & Louise, which went off a cliff at Dead Horse Point State Park. Tours run every hour between 10am and 3pm Monday to Friday.
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TOP ANNUAL CITY EVENTS IN SALT LAKE CITY

Utah Pride Festival

Over a week of festivities, with a 3-mile parade, parties, workshops, concerts and more than 90,000 people.

Utah Arts Festival

Visual, performing, film, culinary, literary and urban arts, plus concerts, exhibitions and craft workshops over four days.

Days of ’47

Annual Western-themed parade to honor Utah’s pioneers, with flotillas, bands, horses, pageant and rodeo.


SCARE YOURSELF SILLY

If you’re in town in the fall – and have a stomach for the macabre and ghoulish – head over to Nightmare on 13th, a permanent 36,000-sq-ft haunted house filled with animatronics, actors in freaky costumes and scare-the-living-daylights-out-of-you surprises. Book tickets in advance, then gingerly walk yourself around two floors of painstakingly creepy creations. Stumble across everything from a Dementor-style ghoul swinging out of the shadows to a rotating tunnel room and a chainsaw-wielding actor in a cage, whose blade sparks every time he drags it across the metal; there are also plenty of classic ghosts, witches and other disturbing stuff.



WHERE TO STAY IN SALT LAKE CITY

Peery Hotel

The smart Peery Hotel has dark-wood furnishings and is located near the action around Broadway Ave. $$

Kimball Condominiums

Fully furnished condos with kitchens sleeping up to six guests, half a block from Temple Square. $

Inn on the Hill

Renaissance Revival mansion-turned-inn, with classically decorated rooms, some with fireplaces and jet tubs. $$



BEST PLACES FOR A BEER

Fisher Brewing Company

Sold exclusively out of the taproom and not in stores, this is batch brewing at its most fun and fresh. Known for its experimental brews, Fisher makes around 100 unusual beers per year, out of a former auto shop in the Granary District.

Uinta Brewhouse Pub

Don’t do gluten? This is the brewery for you. Inside a rustic cool warehouse, Uinta serves inventive flavors, plus organic and gluten-free beer options.

Wasatch Brew Pub

Top-notch microbrews, pub food, burgers, sandwiches and pizzas, with a couple of outposts in the city.

Epic Brewing Company

A tap-less taproom on State St, with a passion for strong, full-strength beer. The intimate tasting room serves small samples or full glasses of their two dozen or more ales, IPAs, lagers and stouts.



Museum Hopping

NATURAL HISTORY, ART AND SCIENCE

The state capital has a number of great family-friendly museums, some of which are completely free, such as the Discovery Gateway Children’s Museum, with truckloads of interactive and educational displays. Kids can build stuff in the construction zone, experiment with water in the water play area, touch real fossils, create art projects, and experience being a paramedic at the ‘Saving Lives’ exhibit, with a real helicopter. Both children and parents will enjoy the Clark Planetarium with its 55ft-wide, 360-degree immersive dome theater showing 3-D sky shows. Catch one of the Night Vision shows to learn about the cosmos, discoveries on Mars, black holes and space exploration with planetarium experts, and watch a laser light show.

On the southern outskirts of the city, the Museum of Ancient Life houses one of the world’s largest displays of mounted dinosaurs, with 60 complete dinosaur skeletons. Exhibits are arranged chronologically, from Precambrian to modern times. Dozens of interactive exhibits include the Erosion Table and the Quarry Dig, where smaller guests can make like a paleontologist and shovel and sift for their own bones. The Natural History Museum of Utah, meanwhile, is housed in one of Utah’s most stunning buildings, the sleek modern Rio Tinto Center sitting on the foothills of the Wasatch Mountain Range. The five-floor building has 12 permanent exhibitions, showcasing a vast range of geology, ecology and paleontology discoveries in Utah, plus the state’s natural gems, mineral treasures and preserved artifacts from Utah’s indigenous groups. Ever-changing special exhibitions feature everything from the ancient mysteries of Angkor in Southeast Asia to local spotlights on Yellowstone National Park.

With more than 17,000 permanent works of art, the Utah Museum of Fine Arts is the best place in the region to get a cultural fix. Modern pieces include those by Yayoi Kusama, Nancy Holt, Helen Frankenthaler and Robert Smithson, but there’s also an excellent collection of neo-classical, Renaissance and baroque works, plus works by American and indigenous regional artists. Special exhibitions regularly rotate; previous ones have included works by Andy Warhol, Monet and Picasso. Look out for free workshops, like weekly mindfulness sessions and landscape painting on Saturdays, when guests let creativity flow using acrylic paint on canvas.

Note: some museums and galleries are free to visit on the first Wednesday and third Saturday of the month, thanks to the Museums for All scheme.

WHERE TO STAY IN SALT LAKE CITY

Anniversary Inn

Whimsical suites include an under-the-sea-themed room with a boat bed and stingray painting on the ceiling. $$

Avenues Hostel

Well-worn rooms and dorms occupied by travelers and residents, plus guest kitchens. Women have their own wing. $

DeSoto Tudor

Homey one-bedroom suite on Capitol Hill with excellent breakfast and use of a private hot tub overlooking the city. $$

Ellerbeck Mansion B&B

Seven rooms are furnished with antique decor in this striking red-brick 1892 mansion with period details. $$

Engen Hus

Alpine-lodge aesthetics and big wooden framed beds with handmade quilts. Hot tub, laundry and buffet breakfast. $$

Grand America Hotel

Plenty of pomp. Rooms have marble bathrooms, tasseled drapes and wool carpets. Renowned afternoon tea. $$$


BEST CITY BOOKSTORES

Ken Sanders Rare Books

A warren of 100,000 antique and obscure books, the rarest in cabinets, plus arts, maps, prints and other unusual finds.

King’s English Bookshop

Little neighborhood indie bookstore in the 15th and 15th area with an excellent children’s section. Look out for esteemed author readings.

Sam Weller Books

Utah’s biggest independent bookstore, known for its rare books, with shelves upon shelves over two floors.

Under the Umbrella

Queer bookstore offering a safe space for the LGBTIQ+ community, with books either written by queer authors or about queer subjects spanning classic fiction, nonfiction, poetry, graphic novels and more.



Mormon Culture

TOUR TEMPLES, MUSEUMS AND HISTORIC HOMES

Most of the historic sights relating to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) are in the Downtown area of Salt Lake City. Temple Square has five blocks of notable buildings relating to the church. Sisters, brothers and elders of the church are recognizable in their modest conservative clothing, and are willing to answer questions (don’t worry, no one is going to try to convert you – unless you express interest).

The imposing 210ft-tall Salt Lake Temple with six granite spires crowning the top is a beacon for those in the church, and the largest LDS temple in the world. On the tallest spire stands a statue of the angel Moroni, who is believed to have appeared to LDS founder Joseph Smith. The structure took more than 40 years to build and was completed in 1893. At the time of writing it was covered in scaffolding, while building works were being carried out to make it earthquake secure. There are no public tours inside the Temple, which is considered a sacred place open to LDS members only. Ceremonies here, including marriage and baptisms, are private. For a peek inside, at carved statues, hand-painted murals and ornamental stones, you can view a model of the building during a tour at the Conference Center opposite. Tours happen daily for walk-ins; guests can view historic artworks and the grand auditorium with space for 21,000 worshippers.

South of the temple is the Brigham Young Monument, honoring the polygamous pioneer and second president of LDS who led the migration west between 1846 to 1847 and founded Salt Lake City. Beehive House, where Brigham Young lived with one of his wives and families, sits a couple of blocks east. The leader had 56 wives over his lifetime; 19 died before him, 10 divorced him, 23 lived beyond him and the other four are unaccounted for. He had a total of 57 children with 16 wives. The restored building can be toured for free. The attached Lion House is where 12 of Young’s wives and their children lived.

Next door, the grand Joseph Smith Memorial Building shows free screenings of a movie about the leader’s life, while the Church History Museum in Temple Sq is another place to dig into the history of the church. The Salt Lake City Tabernacle is home to the 360-strong male and female Tabernacle Choir, which has performed here for more than a century. The enormous elongated dome auditorium, 150ft across and 250ft long, has wonderful acoustics and an 11,000-pipe organ. Free daily organ recitals are held at noon Monday to Saturday and at 2pm Sunday.

Around 15 minutes from the downtown area on the east of the city, the 450-acre This is the Place Heritage Park is dedicated to the 1847 arrival of the Mormons, and is where Brigham Young first saw Salt Lake Valley, the future home of his worshippers. There’s a monument here, old-fashioned train and a living-history village, where, during the summer months, members of the church dress up in costume and act out mid-19th-century life. At any time of year, visitors can wander outside dozens of historic homes, some replicas and some originals, including Brigham Young’s farmhouse.
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BEST BREAKFAST SPOTS

Bagel Project

Gourmet coffee, sandwiches and Jersey-style chewy bagels in various flavors. $

Over the Counter Cafe

Serving pancakes as big as your head, blueberry-lemon French toast and full American brekkies with home-cooked potatoes and thick bacon rashers. This hugely popular greasy spoon has booths and counter service around an open grill. $

Les Madeleines

Flaky homemade croissants, delicate pastries and Kouign Amann rich buttery pastries from Brittany, France. This place is one of a kind in Salt Lake City. Wash your goodies down with an espresso or lavender lemonade. $



Big City Nature

EXOTIC WILDLIFE AND BOTANICAL GARDENS

There’s a surprising amount of opportunities to see the natural world up close in Utah’s capital. Butterfly Biosphere is a 10,000-sq-ft glasshouse containing more than 1000 butterflies, including the orange-and-black Halloween butterfly and one of the world’s largest butterflies – the blue morpho (with wings spanning from 5in to 8in). The Discovery Zone has hundreds of insects, which visitors can meet during daily Critter Encounters.

East of the city, the 42-acre Hogle Zoo is the place to see larger animals, from big cats to polar bears, sea lions and gorillas – entry fees go toward various conservation projects, including orangutan research in Borneo and boreal toad habitats in Utah. Bird lovers will enjoy the sprawling Tracy Aviary in Liberty Park, which has a diverse collection of feathered creatures such as pelicans, Andean condors, North American eagles, vultures and flamingoes. It runs behind-the-scenes tours with staff, plus up-close experiences with birds, like pelican feeding and painting with hornbills. Wheeler Historic Farm offers more hands-on animal experiences, where kids can milk cows and meet the horses and pigs. There are also wetlands and pastures to explore, plus tractor-drawn wagon rides.

Horticulturalists can roam among the carefully maintained landscaped and natural gardens of Red Butte Garden covering a vast 100-acre area, with 5 miles of relaxing trails in the Wasatch foothills. The hidden Gilgal Sculpture Garden is one of the smallest public city parks in an unsuspecting green location in between properties on 5th South, with 12 original sculptures and more than 70 stones engraved with scriptures, poems and literary texts.
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WHERE TO EAT IN SALT LAKE CITY

Copper Onion

The gourmand’s choice. Order small plates like wagyu bone marrow and pasta carbonara, or swordfish with saffron aioli. $$

Lucky 13

Divey pub with some seriously good burgers. Misshapen patties are served with garlic fries. $

Red Iguana

Mexican food worth the hour-plus wait in line. Try one of seven chili- and chocolate-based mole sauces. $

Pago

Sustainably sourced ingredients arrive on your plate beautifully presented at this modern American restaurant. $$

Ruth’s Diner

Historic rail-car diner in canyon surrounds. This Utah institution serves American breakfasts and dinners. $

Himalayan Kitchen

Downtown spot specializing in tandoori and Himalayan dishes has a shrine to mountaineering legend Apa Sherpa. $$


BEST ASIAN FOOD FIX

Takashi

Top-quality sushi is a rare thing in landlocked Utah, but this super popular place serves fresh rolls in a chic setting. $$

Tosh’s Ramen

Authentic steaming broths of ramen in generous portions, with crunchy sprouts and poached eggs, are served inside a nondescript strip mall. Expect queues at peak times. $

Oh Mai

This laid-back Vietnamese kitchen serves tangy fresh salads, hearty warming bowls of pho (noodle soup) and banh mi (filled baguettes) with sweet and spicy fillings such as braised pork belly and jalapeños. Eat it at the counter or a no-frills table. $



City Scenes from 8000ft

MOUNTAIN HIKE WITH PLEATED VALLEYS

The nearest big scene hike with soaring city views is the magnificent 6-mile round-trip Grandeur Peak (8299ft) trail via Church Fork. The steep and challenging route is hugely rewarding all the way along, from the quiet forest foothills to the sweeping pleated valley views, which appear a third of the way into the hike. The colors are phenomenal in fall, when the alpine foliage turns bright orange, purple and light green. Dogs are welcome on the trail. Find the trailhead off Mill Creek Canyon, 13.5 miles southwest of downtown.


I LIVE HERE: LGBTIQ+ SLC
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Jackson Carter is community engagement manager at Utah Pride Center and runs Nightcat True Crime Walking Tours. @jacksonwhitt

Drag Bingo with the Matrons of Mayhem

On the third Friday of the month, drag-fabulous fun to raise money for charities all over Utah.

Coffee Garden

Queer-owned on Harvey Milk Blvd in the 9th & 9th gayborhood. With specialty drinks.

Cahoots Cards & Gifts

The best novelty shop in the city for souvenirs. Queer-owned since 1987.

Under the Umbrella Bookstore

One of the best queer-specific book selections in Utah, plus events like art classes, book clubs, yoga and queer speed dating.

Why Kiki

Island-themed bar, with more than 30 specialty cocktails and a crowd-favorite dish – Chicks and Dicks. Weekly drag shows and a silent disco in the basement.




Uncover Family History

TRACK YOUR HERITAGE FOR FREE

Mormons believe you should pray on your ancestors’ behalf to help on their celestial path, so the free Family History Library in downtown Utah allows anyone from anywhere in the world to come to Salt Lake City and track their heritage. It has dozens of computers, documents and experts helping people to do their research. It’s the largest genealogical resource on earth.

Zoom Around in a Lotus

CAR RACING AND TRACK EVENTS

Piston heads and classic car fans can get a fix at the Utah Motorsports Campus, 30 miles west of town, where you can race go-karts, Lotus Evora GTs and sometimes modified Mustang GTs, as well as watch high-speed events. Look out for drifting events and vintage stock car race days. The beginner and advanced track lessons offer the chance to hone your skills. Drivers must be at least eight years old.

Cheer Local Legends

SOCCER, FOOTBALL, HOCKEY AND BASKETBALL

Sport is a big deal in Utah, and there are plenty of high-level teams to watch. Utah’s ultra-popular Major League Soccer team Real (pronounced ree-al) plays at America First Field; games are fun with a packed stadium full of 20,000 fans. The Utah Utes men’s college football team plays at the Rice-Eccles Stadium and the Utah Falconz women’s semi-pro football team have been in the championship game six times; they play at Cottonwood High School. The Salt Lake Bees minor league plays at the Smith’s Ballpark and the Utah Grizzlies International Hockey League team plays at the Maverik Center, which hosted games at the 2002 Winter Olympics. The Utah Jazz professional basketball team plays at the Vivint Smart Home Arena. Tickets for all sporting events can be purchased in advance online.


Getting Around

Salt Lake City International Airport is the entry point for international travelers. Many choose to rent a car and explore the state and wider city. Greyhound buses leave from SLC to nationwide destinations. Amtrak stops in SLC between California and Denver, CO. TRAX metro lines serve Salt Lake County. Ubers and taxis are readily available, and the city center around Temple Sq is easily walkable.






Beyond Salt Lake City
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Old-fashioned charm, historic streets, unexpected natural sites, dino bones and powder mountains – life beyond SLC is diverse.


The gargantuan 500-sq-mile Salt Lake Valley is where the second president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Brigham Young, allegedly exclaimed, ‘This is the place!’, to his followers in 1847. Today more than 70% of the state’s population lives along the eastern edge of the Wasatch Mountains from Ogden to Provo. To the north and west, the Great Salt Lake and some 100 miles of salt flats stretch into Nevada. Antelope State Park is a wonderful isolated area to see free-roaming bison, while the small towns of Brigham City and Logan offer old-fashioned American charm. To the east, Vernal is home to mind-boggling dinosaur discoveries, whereas the Wasatch Mountains are a playground for hikers, and skiers in winter.
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TOP TIP

It’s thrilling to see bison in the wild, but they are some of most dangerous animals in North America – don’t get too close.





I LIVE HERE: ISLAND CREATURES
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Trish Ackley is park naturalist at Antelope Island State Park. @antelopeislandstatepark

Northern scorpions

This common nocturnal species is rarely seen. It glows under UV light due to fluorescent liquid produced during the hardening of their cuticle.

Porcupines

Porcupines can often be seen up in the branches of Russian olive trees on the road toward the ranch. Winter is a great time to see these giant rodents as they munch on the bark and fruit of these trees.

Burrowing owls

Unlike other owls, they can be spotted during the day. Males are often out hunting, while females tend to eggs inside the underground burrow. Interestingly, burrowing owls don’t actually burrow; they take over burrows left behind by other animals, like ground squirrels and badgers.



Isolated Island

TRAILS, WILDLIFE AND LAKE BEACHES

The 15-mile-long Antelope Island State Park is the largest of the 10 islands in Great Salt Lake, and home to white-sandy beaches, birds and free-roaming herds of buffalo. Some 500 to 700 of the large bovines reside in the park, and the fall roundup (for veterinary examination to assess their health) is a wildlife spectacle to behold. Contrary to the park’s name, it’s not antelopes that reside here but pronghorns, which shed their horns every year, while antelopes keep theirs for life. Visitors may also spot porcupines, badgers, coyotes, bobcats, and hundreds of thousands of migratory birds, which stop to feed on tiny brine shrimp on the shore of the Great Salt Lake before flying off to other places. Salinity levels in the salty waters are too much for most aquatic creatures, but shrimp and algae provide an all-you-can-eat buffet for feathered critters of the sky.

These lands were occupied by indigenous peoples more than 6000 years ago. Pioneers settled here in 1848, and a historic ranch still stands and can be explored. More than 40 miles of trails lead to scenic views in all directions around the island, ranging from the easy 0.5-mile round-trip Lady Finger Point Trail, with views of Egg Island, to the 6500ft Frary Peak, with 2300ft of elevation gain along a 6.9-mile out-and-back trail and 360-degree views of the park. Look out for park events, like the Ogden Astronomical Society’s stargazing parties, which examine the dark skies here through telescopes. Other activities include horseback riding tours along the island trails, with Rhodes Valley Outfitters, and e-bike riding with Antelope Island Rentals, which has a bike store just inside the park’s entrance. Bring supplies; the only food available inside the park is basic fried fare served on paper plates at the Island Buffalo Grill.

Wall of Dinosaur Bones

TOUCH A DINO RELIC

Dinosaur National Monument cares for one of North America’s largest dinosaur fossil beds, discovered here more than a century ago. While the monument sits in both Utah and Colorado, in a remote area on the Uinta Basin, Utah has the bones. Inside a glass building are thousands of them in the exact positions they were found in a partially excavated wall of rock. At the Quarry Exhibit Hall (home of the Carnegie Quarry) visitors can walk right up to this dino ‘log jam.’ The bone wall comes complete with skeletons and intact skulls, and a chance to touch 149-million-year-old fossils. This osteology jackpot was created after a flood; it was the site of an ancient river bed. A long drought killed a number of dinosaurs; others met their end when extensive rains following the drought caused huge floods here and swept the dinosaurs and carcasses away along the bottom of the river. These bones were covered in sand, dirt and mud, then frozen in time. American paleontologist Earl Douglass discovered eight bones from a sauropod sticking out of the ground in 1909. Scientists have since found fossils from more than 400 dinosaurs. This is only the surface of the discovery; countless other dinosaur bones remain beneath this layer. Along with barosaurus, diplodocus and stegosaurus, the remains of more familiar creatures were found, including crocodiles, turtles, clams and insects, which were burrowed inside dinosaur bones.

The nearby Split Mountain and Cub Creek scenic drives offer various hiking trails. The easy-to-moderate 2.4-mile round-trip Fossil Discovery Trail climbs 200ft in elevation and passes three fossil areas off the main trail; it’s remarkable to see fragments of dinosaur bones in their original state. The easy half-mile round-trip Swelter Shelter walk leads to a number of Fremont petroglyphs – this area has been occupied by indigenous groups since 7000 BCE. For a more challenging hike, the 3.2-mile round-trip Sound of Silence trail climbs 400ft to gorgeous views of Split Mountain; it can be combined with the moderate 1.7-mile round-trip Desert Voices Trail for a longer hike. The red soil path climbs 300ft past high desert geology.

Off-trail hiking is also allowed in many parts of the park, allowing visitors to encounter the remote and spectacular scenery, but trails are not maintained. There is little shade on Dinosaur’s trails; bring sunscreen, a sun hat and plenty of water. Be aware that mountain lions and bears roam here. The Split Mountain Campground has four group sites, with vault toilets in the off-season and flushing toilets in peak season, and seasonal potable water.
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WHERE TO CAMP IN ANTELOPE STATE PARK

Bridger Bay Campground

The 47 sites have shelters for shade and firepits, but no hookups. The closest overnight spot to Bridger Bay Beach. $

White Rock Bay Campground

Watch the bison from the valley at this 21-primitive-site area near the lake. Vault toilets. Dogs on leash allowed. $

Lady Finger Campground

Five tent-only sites with little shade but sweeping views sit not far from the Antelope State Park Visitor Center. $


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN VERNAL

Plaza Mexicana

Colorful Vernal joint with handprinted booths, and an extensive menu with all the classics, including satisfying tacos and burritos. Refreshing margaritas come in several flavors: strawberry and peach to Coronarita, complete with upside-down beer. $

Vernal Brewing Company

Craft beer and gastropub, with good steaks and burgers. The donut burger, with a spicy pattie, cheese, bacon and egg sandwiched between the dough, is a calorie overload. The beer cheese soup is utterly unique. A dozen brews on tap. $$

Grandma Dot’s Ice Cream & Deli

Cheerful no-frills Vernal dining room serving awesome grilled cheese sandwiches and pulled pork subs, with a side of chips and half a deviled egg. $



WHERE TO STAY IN VERNAL

Dinosaur Inn

Well-kept motel-style rooms centered around a pool in Vernal. Electric car charging point and good breakfast. $

Econo Lodge

Reasonable rates and functional motel rooms with dated decor in Vernal. Kings have recliner chairs. $

Horizon Hotel

Motel rooms with rock formation photographs. Indoor pool. $


RAFT THE GREEN RIVER

Green River Rafting

Day rafting trips in Dinosaur National Monument, 9 miles along Green River and through Split Mountain Canyon (May to September). Trips include a hearty lunch. Longer multiday rafting expeditions with camping, campfires and wilderness dinners are also available.

Dinosaur River Expeditions

Trips along the canyons of the Green River, through the Gates of Lodore and on the Yampa River, from thrilling rapid runs to more genteel floats. Choose from day trips to five-day expeditions and sleeping under the desert stars.

Don Hatch River Expeditions

Learn about geology, Native American culture and the history of the area while floating down the local rivers with this outfitter partnered with OARS. One- to five-day trips are possible both locally and throughout the region.



WHERE TO STAY IN VERNAL

Holiday Inn Express & Suites

Good chain hotel in Vernal with more facilities than most, including an indoor pool and fitness room. Pets allowed. $$

Antlers Inn

Motel-style rooms in Vernal, some with desk and sofa bed. Fitness room with hot pool and buffet breakfast. $

Microtel Inn & Suites by Wyndham

A polished chain option in the Vernal/Naples area. Fitness center and hot tub. $


Settlers of the Region

MUSEUM, EDUCATIONAL EXHIBITS

Utah County Heritage Museum has two floors of exhibits about the people who have made the Uinta Basin their home. Dozens of exhibitions contain everything from old maps and the traditional clothing worn and tools used by indigenous groups to sewing machines, typewriters and antique pianos, plus old farm equipment used by pioneers. There’s an extensive historic gun collection, art and an intriguing first lady dolls exhibition – containing more than 40 hand-crafted and stitched effigies arranged chronologically, from Martha Washington to Nancy Reagan. Visitors can also learn about local heroes like sheriff John T Pope, who served when Butch Cassidy and the Wild Bunch were hiding out on the Green River. This sheriff was reportedly the only one brave enough to stand up to the gang. He successfully transported the murderer and bandit Matt Warner from Vernal to Ogden. The gang offered a bounty of $2500 on the sheriff’s head. You can view the sheriff’s original saddle here. Educational videos about the region are shown upstairs.

Kayak a 650-Acre Reservoir

WATER SPORTS, HIKING AND CAMPING

Red Fleet State Park, also known Little Lake Powell, is 12 miles northeast of Vernal, and offers boating, kayaking and paddleboarding opportunities on a 650-acre reservoir, plus an easy hike to 200-million-year-old fossilized dinosaur tracks (best visited when the reservoir isn’t full). Campgrounds overlook the reservoir, sandstone and desert and have potable water and flushing toilets. Large tipis can be booked online in advance.


I LIVE HERE: SEARCHING FOR SKELETONS
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Rebecca Hunt-Foster, Dinosaur National Monument paleontologist, shares her favorite finds at the Quarry Exhibit Hall. @DinosaurNPS

Allosaurus

One of the best allosaurus skeletons found at the Carnegie Quarry includes a remarkably preserved skull. These carnivores could reach 12ft in length and are the Utah state fossil.

Abydosaurus

Only four individual abydosaurus dinosaurs have been found, and they were found right here at the Dinosaur National Monument. This long-necked dinosaur would reach roughly 60ft in length.

Baby Stegosaurus

In 1977 paleontologists at Dinosaur National Monument removed a juvenile stegosaurus from the Carnegie Quarry. These fossils make up the most complete juvenile stegosaurus ever found. These creatures would have weighed 280lb (130kg).



Moonshine Arch

SHORT, EASY DESERT HIKE

One of the most impressive arches for miles around, which could easily rival some of those seen in Arches National Park, is roughly eight miles north of Vernal and you’ll likely have it all to yourself. The striking Moonshine Arch, with a span of 85ft and height of 40ft, sits hidden in the desert on a secluded sandstone ridge with gorgeous views of the mountains in the distance. Peer under the arch to explore a ridge and a shallow cave. The trail is an easy 1.6-mile out-and-back route, with an elevation gain of 300ft, along ATV routes, desert shrub-lined sandy paths, and over slick rock. The trail can be hard to follow, signage is non-existent, and paths shoot off in various directions in places. The trail also goes over rock making it hard to decipher. There are some stone stacks leading the way but these are liable to fall down in strong winds and the path is not maintained. Cell signal is weak in the area. The best idea is to bring GPS or an offline map, which can be downloaded online (on apps like All Trail) in advance. Reach the sandy parking lot along a dirt road just past mile marker 359 on Hwy 191 (2WD fine, unless after a rain). There are two possible pathways at the parking lot, follow the one on the right down the steep slope. Dogs are welcome on the trail.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTHEAST OF SLC

Legacy Inn & RV Park

Good value, non-chain motel with clean but dated rooms. RV sites with hookups. $

Lincoln Hotel

Tastefully remodeled suites with modern kitchens, hardwood floors and exposed brick walls. In Helper. $

Nine Mile Ranch

Cozy ranch-house rooms, rustic log cabins and tent campsites in Helper. $


WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN HELPER

There are few options in these parts, but the few are strong. Balance Rock Eatery & Pub sits in a vintage historic building on Main St in the tiny town of Helper. The enormous dining room has an indoor balcony going around the whole room, dotted with antiques and historic photos. It serves up good breakfasts, great home-cooked American dishes, and specials like salmon with mango salsa and cilantro lime rice. Wash it down with a local beer such as the Uinta Cutthroat pale ale and the Uinta Golden Spike hefeweizen. Five miles south of town is another decent option for a pint; the Groggs Pinnacle Brewing Company serves casual-American food and microbrews on tap.



Uinta Mountains in the Fall

SCENIC MOUNTAIN AND LAKE DRIVE

Climb up switchbacks for staggering views along the Flaming Gorge-Uintas Scenic Byway (Hwy 191) heading north from Vernal, 82 miles to the northeastern Uinta Mountains. There are numerous pull-ins along the route from which to marvel at the rock formations and expansive lake – including the Dow Mt Overlook, the Clay Basin Overlook and the Firehole Canyon Overlook, where you can learn how geological forces carved the landscape in front. As you wind up to an elevation of 8100ft, you’ll pass through the Ashley National Forest and Uinta Mountains to the Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area. The dirt road to Browns Park is a notable place on the Outlaw Trail, once home to Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Stop at Sunny Cove Beach for a spot of swimming in the lake and don’t forget to look up – the area has the highest concentration of raptors (vultures, falcons, hawks and eagles) in the lower 48 states. Stop in at the Red Canyon Visitor Center for a detailed map.

Water Sports on Strawberry River

RESERVOIR WITH HUGE WALLEYES

Originally known as Starvation State Park, Fred Hayes State Park was renamed after the park’s former director in 2019. Some say the original name came about after a herd of cattle died here when stranded by heavy snows; others say it was actually a group of fur trappers who were stranded by snow but survived by stealing the supplies of Native Americans, who eventually starved.

Homesteaders over the years have tried to establish communities here on the Strawberry River, but with a short growing season and frozen ground, they all eventually moved away. Although the area can still be a hostile environment during winter, it’s a stunning place, with a 3495-acre reservoir and 23 miles of coastline. It’s popular among boaters, campers, picnickers and fishers, who come here to try and catch rainbow trout, bass, perch and some of the biggest walleye on record. Ice fishing in the cold months is also popular, or simply bring a net and try your luck at scooping up a crayfish. Stand-up paddleboards and kayaks are available to rent at the park in summer. Four primitive campgrounds have 200 pitches; two other campgrounds have water, showers, electricity and 80 sites.

WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTHEAST OF SLC

San Rafael Swell B&B

Imaginatively themed rooms – Hawaiian beach or a Chinese garden? Located in Castle Dale (south of Helper). $

Buckhorn RV Park and Resort

Super smart wood-paneled cottages with kitchenettes and aircon. Plus RV park. In Huntington. $

Strawberry River B&B

Five miles from Fred Hayes State Park, these good-sized rooms have chunky wooden beds and garden or river views. $


DRIVE THE LONGEST PETROGLYPH GALLERY

Pick up a free guide at the Castle Country Visitor Center, the Utah Welcome Center or local hotels to find the extensive rock art on the Nine Mile Canyon National Backcountry Byway, dubbed the ‘longest art gallery in the world’. Some petroglyphs are signposted ‘first site,’ ‘rock art location’ or ‘Owl Panel,’ but many petroglyphs are easy to miss and some are on private property. Bring binoculars and expect to do some searching as part of an informal petroglyphs treasure trail. Allow around three to five hours for the 78-mile ride from Wellington (on Hwy 6) to Myton (on Hwy 40). Fill up your gas tank in Helper; there are no services en route.
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Preserved Fremont Art

STEEP TRAIL TO RARE PETROGLYPHS

The alien-looking anthropomorphs on the McConkie Ranch (6228 McConkie Rd) are in much better shape than many of the petroglyphs in the area on public lands, which have been ruined by vandals. These 800-year-old Fremont Indian etchings lie 10 miles northeast of Vernal. At the ranch you can stop at a self-serve shack to grab a map (provided by the ranch owners) and do a steep 1-mile round-trip hike following some ropes up rocks to the indigenous art, which depicts people, animals, twins and a figure some have named ‘big foot,’ due to its out-of-proportion feet. The ranch owner asks for a $5 donation.

ATMOSPHERIC STAYS

Ashley National Forest Campgrounds

Lots of free dispersed camping plus two dozen developed campgrounds. $

Canyon Rim Campground

Excellent clifftop views, set in a grassy meadow surrounded by pine forest. Water in summer; no showers or hookups. $

Flaming Gorge Resort

Clean, comfortable rooms, trailers for groups and an RV park with hookups, surrounded by forests and hiking trails. $


PLACE TO REFUEL

The Fill’er Up Coffee Station, a 1930s gas station turned kitsch coffee shop, is a lovely pit stop for a cup of Joe and breakfast. Dishes include pastries, waffles and protein burritos (which will keep you full most of the day), plus sandwiches and ice cream. Explore the collection of vintage objects, including period gas pumps, a vintage VW Beetle car and kitsch memorabilia covering the walls. There’s a drive-thru too.



Tour Earth’s History

DINOSAUR SKELETONS IN AN INTERACTIVE MUSEUM

For an introduction to Utah’s dinosaurs, the Utah Field House of Natural History State Park Museum has interactive exhibits, educational videos and giant fossils found in the area. Kids will love the reconstructed dinosaur skeletons, including a 90ft-long diplodocus, and the Fluorescent Minerals room – flip a switch and watch these precious stones glow under ultraviolet light. Fossils found in each of the four main time periods in history are displayed and visitors can learn about uncovering, casting and preserving these relics of the past, and even participate in a curator-led dig.

ATMOSPHERIC STAYS

Red Canyon Lodge

Rustic and luxury log cabins on groomed grounds next to a lake. Some cabins have kitchenettes and wood stoves. $

Lucerne Campground

Campground right next to Lucerne Marina and overlooking Linwood Bay. Electric hookups, picnic tables and fire rings. $

Blue Boar Inn

Fantasy-like Bavarian chateau in Midway, with ornately carved furniture. Restaurant renowned for its Sunday brunch. $$


Watersports Epicenter

BOATING, FISHING, WAKEBOARDING AND KAYAKING

Surrounded by forests of piñon and junipers, and mountain views, the artificial lake of Flaming Gorge has 360 miles of shoreline on the Utah–Wyoming state line. This is the place to cool down in the summer months with powerboating, waterskiing, rafting, parasailing, swimming and fishing. Big fish like these waters too. Multiple fishing records have been set here – supersized lake trout and kokanee salmon have been hauled in. Rent a fishing line, ski boat, paddleboat or kayak at the Cedar Springs Marina, located 2 miles east of Flaming Gorge Dam.

Fly-fishing, between late June and early July, is best done with a guide. Trout Creek Flies offers guided trips plus equipment rentals. Wildlife such as moose, elk, pronghorn antelope, mule deer and bighorn sheep can be spotted, and on very rare occasions black bears and mountain lions. There are more than 43 campgrounds and 700 individual campsites in the Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area. The dramatic Sheep Creek Geological Loop drive reveals millions of years of history along a memorable scenic drive, including the mountains west of Flaming Gorge Reservoir and Uinta Fault, dotted with towering monoliths and unique rock formations.

Ride a Vintage Train

THEMED HISTORIC LOCOMOTIVE JOURNEYS

Ride an incredibly preserved historic locomotive at the 1899 Heber Valley Historic Railroad. The Union Pacific 618 engine is more than a century old. Train rides departing the isolated station chug slowly through the Heber Valley and Wasatch Mountains, around the beautiful Deer Creek Reservoir, along the Provo River and steep-walled Provo Canyon to Vivian Park. Themed trips include a North Pole Express festive ride with hot coco and a Hogwarts Express–style Wizard Train, with staff in costume and passengers arranged with a Harry Potter–style Sorting Hat. Then there’s the rock n’ roll train, with classic tunes and a quiz, plus the popular Western-themed trips, with cowboys shooting gunpowder-filled guns into the air as the train departs.
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SUNDANCE FILM FESTIVAL

Some 50,000 movie stars, fans and industry people descend on the small ski town for 10 days every January for the largest independent film festival in the US, taking place east of Salt Lake City in Park City, 7000ft up in the Wasatch Mountains. This iconic showcase of international and national documentaries, features and short films has a far-reaching impact. It’s one of the best events on the world movie calendar and tickets sell out well in advance – plan ahead.
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Hidden Underground World

CAVE CONNECTED BY MANMADE TUNNELS

Ranger-led tours lead visitors to the Timpanogos Cave National Monument (usually between May and September, when the snow has melted) and on to a series of human-made tunnels connecting the Hansen Cave, Middle Cave and Timpanogos Cave, made from Deseret limestone formed 340 million years ago. Inside these chambers are chandeliers of stalactites, plus other forms of impressive speleothems like flowstone, cave bacon and flowing cave drapery. Cave tours are around an hour long, but the trip takes around three hours, including a strenuous 1.5-mile hike along a paved trail, with a 1092ft elevation change. Tours are limited to 16 people; buy tickets online in advance.

WHERE TO STAY IN PARK CITY

Goldener Hirsch Inn

Contemporary rooms with hand-painted Austrian furniture and stone fireplaces. A pool faces the slopes. $$

Montage

Among the top stays in the area, with plush rooms, a ski country club feel, personalized service and spa. $$$

Park City Hostel

The best of the budget accommodations, with six-bed dorms or private rooms with shared bathrooms. $


BEST PLACES TO STAY

Heber Senator B&B

Built by a former Utah senator, this 1902 historic home in a quiet residential area is now a family-run B&B with 10 rooms. $$

Homestead Resort

An enormous building with immaculate beachy rooms plus two restaurants and activities like golf and diving in a geothermal pool. $$$

Mt Timpanogos Campground

On the north side of Provo Canyon, on the beautiful Alpine Loop Rd, this scenic stay sits at 6800ft. The nearby Aspen Grove Trail leads to Mt Timpanogos summit. Pit toilets and water. $

Swiss Alps Inn

Independent motel with large rooms with accents of Swiss mountain style. There’s an indoor hot tub, seasonal outdoor pool and a small playground. $

Zermatt Resort & Spa

Rooms for most budgets, from standard chain-hotel-style rooms to spacious suites with jetted tubs and fireplaces. Indoor and outdoor pools. $$



Nordic Ski Wonderland

STRIDE-SKIING, SKATING AND TUBING

Two miles south of Midway (or 45 miles from SLC) is Soldier Hollow, the cross-country ski course used in the 2002 Olympics. It has 20 miles of stride-skiing, and skating lanes are also open to snowshoeing, plus a fun 1200ft-long snow-tubing hill. Snow season is from December to March. The place turns into a center for mountain biking and golfing in the summer. Horseback riding tours run most of the year, for views of the Wasatch Mountains, including Mt Timpanogos and Deer Creek Reservoir; hookup with Soldier Hollow Stables.

Geothermal Pool Diving

ONE OF A KIND DIVE SITE

One the state’s best-kept secrets is hidden in Heber Valley on a resort next to a golf course inside a green mound. Walk through the tunnel at Homestead Crater and an ultra blue geothermal pool (90°F, or 32°C, year-round) appears under a 55ft-high beehive-shaped rock. This natural phenomenon was created over 10,000 years, as melting snow slipped deep into the earth’s core and was forced back up as water when heated. The minerals collected by the volcanic water helped formed the shape of this magnificent hourglass limestone.

Lit by a natural window at the top, you can snorkel or dive to a depth of 65ft and explore the 400ft wide base with 30ft visibility. Try not to touch the bottom – it’s covered with about 8ft of silt, and disturbing it can ruin visibility for other divers. You must have a certificate in order to dive. Alternatively, take a dip or do a paddleboarding yoga session in what locals call the ‘oldest yoga studio in the world.’ Reservations required.

WHERE TO STAY IN PARK CITY

Treasure Mountain Inn

A choice of stylish rooms; some premium condos have Scandi furniture and modern art on the walls. Organic breakfast. $$
Waldorf Astoria

The only luxury hotel with slope-side access. There’s a spa and restaurant inspired by mountain regions. $$$

Washington School House

Luxurious boutique housed in an 1889 limestone schoolhouse. Elegant rooms are dressed with designer furniture. $$$
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BEST PLACES FOR COFFEE IN PARK CITY

Atticus

Park City’s best espresso-based drinks, plus awesome smoothies, CBD matcha lattes, in a bookstore-style setting. There are lots of fun gifts to peruse while waiting for your brew. The sandwiches are some of the best value in town. Gluten-free options are available.

Java Cow Coffee & Ice Cream

Coffees made with local, organic, fair-trade, mountain-grown, ‘bird-friendly’ Caffe Ibis beans. Enjoy a cup of Joe with a scoop of homemade ice cream with real banana chunks. Vegan ice cream is available too.

Five5eeds

Australian-owned cafe pouring nice strong cuppas and healthy colorful Insta-pic-worthy breakfasts – from acai bowls and fruity wildflower-slathered hotcakes to Shakshouka and smashed avo toast.




Banksy Stencils in Park City

POLITICAL STREET ART

World-famous political stencil artist Banksy created several pieces of street art right off Park City’s Main St when his acclaimed documentary Exit Through the Gift Shop premiered at the Sundance Film Festival here in 2010. The artist did several pieces when he visited; some were painted over but three remain. Two were restored after being vandalized, and all are now protected by perspex. The most popular stencil, on the Java Cow Cafe & Bakery building, depicts a cameraman filming an uprooted flower. Banksy’s Praying Boy in a baseball cap with a tin of paint in front of him can be viewed at 537 Main St.

Meanwhile, the Dirty Rat (depicting the creature wearing 3D glasses) is the only one of Banky’s Park City pieces in its original state. It was painted on the stage door of the Egyptian Theater and lies in storage inside the building. There are plans to display it publicly.

WHERE TO EAT IN PARK CITY

Back 40 Ranch House Grill

Steaks with skinny fries, grilled salmon tacos and locally sourced ingredients in a laid-back Heber City dining area. $

Blue Boar Inn

European-style cuisine in an old-style chateau in Midway. Dishes include schnitzel or wild mushroom fricassee. $$

Dairy Keen

Burgers, fries, sundaes and shakes, plus a miniature train track at this kitsch Heber City answer to Dairy Queen. $



BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN PARK CITY

Spur Bar & Grill

Live music every night across many genres – rock, folk, blues and electronica – in the bar’s back room. Try the house’s Spur Whisky.

High West Distillery

Ski-in distillery founded by a biochemist, with esteemed whiskeys and bourbon. Drink up in a former livery.

No Name Saloon & Grill

Legendary bar with a motorcycle hanging from the ceiling, taxidermy creatures on the walls, antler lampshades and memorabilia everywhere. The rooftop patio is the spot in summer.

Old Town Cellars

Intimate wine room, for some great chats over a meat and cheese board.

O’Shucks

Divey bar with a pool table, pinball machine and license plates on the walls. Occasional live music.



Park City History

MINING, SKIING AND TOWN MUSEUM

Interactive exhibits in Park City Museum allow visitors to experience what it was like to be a miner here via a 3D map of mining tunnels. The museum also reveals how Park City turned into a bohemian hangout and top ski resort – with the world’s first underground ski lift.

Snow Business

PISTE ACTION FOR SKIERS AND SNOWBOARDERS

There’s a reason skiers and snowboarders return year after year to Park City, with a number of stand-out resorts including Deer Valley, which hosted the slalom, mogul and freestyle-aerial competitions in the 2002 Olympics – it’s known for impeccable service, excellent dining and its uncrowded slopes. But snowboarders are out of luck, as only skiers are allowed here. The specs: 3000ft vertical drop, base elevation of 6570ft and 2026 skiable acres (27% beginner, 41% intermediate, 32% advanced); high-speed chair lifts are capable of whizzing 50,000 people up an hour to the 103 groomed runs. There’s a cap on capacity; ticket sales are limited to around 7500 per day. Book lift passes in advance of your visit.

Snowboarders and families love Park City Mountain Resort, which is the biggest resort in the US and has hosted Olympic snowboarding and giant slalom events. It has a 3226ft vertical drop, base elevation of 6800ft and 7300 skiable acres (8% beginner, 42% intermediate, 50% advanced), plus eight terrain parks and two half-pipes. Experts may want to conquer Mt Jupiter, the most dangerous run in Park City, while the best open trees are in the Black Forest. For more spectacular scenery and untracked backcountry, head up to Vista on the Eagle lift. Children’s trails are marked with snow-bug statues near the magic-carpet lift. The Town Lift leads skiers right from Main St in Park City. Canyons Village at Park City has merged with Park City Mountain Resort and is known for having the first heated chairlift – the Orange Bubble Express. In summer the resort turns into a hiking and mountain biking center. A number of the lifts remain open to hoist people up the mountains.

In town, the White Pine Touring Nordic Center has a 12-mile cross-country course with 2- to 6-mile classic and skating lane loops. Advanced skiers can arrange heli-skiing days out with Wasatch Powderbird in the Wasatch, which includes six powder runs. The National Ability Center can arrange adaptive skiing and snowboarding sessions, plus horseback riding, rafting, climbing and biking in and around the area.

WHERE TO EAT IN PARK CITY

Davanza’s

Some of the best pizza you will ever taste in a hip dive-bar-style Park City dining room. $

Farm

Slope-side dining room in Park City serving farm-to-table fare, plus more than 50 kinds of wine and great cocktails. $$

Tarahumara

Classic northern Mexican dishes with a large salsa bar and salad buffet. $


WORTH A WALK

The Devil’s Kitchen Trail is Provo’s answer to Bryce Canyon, with miniature hoodoos, sherbet-colored sandstone formations and views over alpine landscapes. It can be explored via a family-friendly half-mile hike along a paved trail. To reach the trailhead, follow Nebo Loop Rd into Payson Canyon, going up the mountain. The trailhead is about 28 miles from the mouth of the canyon.

Meanwhile, the 4.5-mile out-and-back Fifth Water Hot Spring Trail has three scenic waterfalls and milky blue hot sulfur springs surrounded by forests. The trailhead is off Diamond Fork Rd.



Utah Olympic Park

LEGACY MUSEUM WITH THRILLING ACTIVITIES

Utah Olympic Park was the site of the 2002 Olympic ski jumping, bobsledding, skeleton and luge events – and it still has a buzz about it. The US Ski Team practices here and it’s free to observe them – in summer, the freestyle jumpers land in a bubble-filled jetted pool. At the Alf Engen Ski Museum, you can try virtual ski jumping or heli-skiing, or book a Winter Bobsled Experience in advance for a thrilling ride down the 2002 Olympic track. A freestyle show takes place in the pool at 6:30pm on Fridays and Saturdays from mid-June to the first weekend of September. Also in summer, you can sign up for an Extreme Zipline and feel what it’s like to fly off a ski jump. Children can zoom down the Alpine Slide, with 11 banked curves on a scenic mountain, with controllable sleds that allow riders to go assist or as slow as they are comfortable with. On-site shuttle buses touring the sights run three times a day.
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MOUNTAIN STAYS

Alta Lodge

More than 50 rooms with mid-century furniture. Two saunas, plus hot pools facing onto Alta’s slopes. $$$

Alta Peruvian Lodge

Always-fun Alta Peruvian has small rooms but plenty of common areas and nightly movie screenings. $$$

Snowpine Lodge

Clean, comfortable spacious rooms and suites in Alta, plus upmarket dorms for solo travelers. $$$


Ski Resorts in the Wasatch Mountains

CITY TO MOUNTAIN

In addition to Park City, there are several other ski resorts in the Wasatch Mountains, a convenient 30-minute drive from Salt Lake City. Alta has been skied since 1937, making it one of the first ski areas in the US. It remains a ski-only resort (snowboarders are not allowed) with wide-open powder fields, chutes, glades and gullies. It has 119 runs, a 2538ft vertical drop, base elevation of 8530ft and 2614 skiable acres (15% beginner, 30% intermediate, 55% advanced). It’s great for families. East Greeley, Devil’s Castle and High Rustler are particular highlights.

Keen snowboarders head over to Brighton. Its sweeping groomed trails and its wide boulevards are ideal for learning how to ride. The mountain views with thick stands of pines are spellbinding. It has a 1875ft vertical drop, base elevation of 8750ft and 1050 skiable acres (21% beginner, 40% intermediate, 39% advanced), plus a half-pipe and terrain park.

Popular with speed demons, Snowbird is the biggest and busiest of the Salt Lake City resorts. It has extreme steeps, long groomers, wide-open bowls and a terrain park. It also has the longest season of the area’s resorts (November to May). It has a 3240ft vertical drop, base elevation 7760ft and 2500 skiable acres (27% beginner, 38% intermediate, 35% advanced). The Chickadee lift is lit for night skiing on Friday and Saturday. In the summer, a number of lifts zoom hikers up the mountain and the aerial tramway runs year-round.

To beat the crowds, head over to Solitude, which is a local secret, with a European-style village surrounded by excellent terrain. It has a 2494ft vertical drop, base elevation of 7994ft and 1200 skiable acres (10% beginner, 40% intermediate, 50% advanced); there are eight lifts, including four high-speed quads.


BEST PLACES TO EAT

Molly Green’s

A roaring fire, slope-side views and great après-ski vibes, plus solid burgers and pizzas. $$

Steak Pit

On-mountain restaurant with leather booths and steak with smoked sea salt and twice-baked potatoes. $$$

The Summit

Atop an 11,000ft peak, with far-reaching views of the surrounding mountains. Serves rotisserie chicken and pizzas by the slice. $$

Tree Room

Rustic-mountain chic restaurant built around a tree in the middle of the dining room. Fine-dining plates like foie gras custard and bison short rib. $$$

Foundry Grill

A changing menu flicks between home-cooked favorites and fine-dining options – from dirty fries to miso cod and desserts like citrus spice cake. $$



Riding Through History

VINTAGE MOTORCYCLES

At the base of the Wasatch Mountain, the Legends Motorcycle Museum holds a collection of more than 100 of the world’s desirable and ultra-rare bikes, worth millions of dollars combined, including the world’s oldest Harley-Davidson – the 1905 Single. Fans of two-wheeled American iron can view pre-WWI bikes like the 1903 Camelback, plus other iconic models like the 1916 Excelsior, Indian Larry choppers, a three-time world champion drag racing bike and modern superbikes. Vintage photos, motorcycle jackets and other memorabilia are scattered between the bikes over two floors. The next-door Strap Tank Brewery makes its own craft beer and the adjacent Side Car Cafe has good all-American breakfasts. A container park opposite makes it a destination, with independent shops to peruse.

WHERE TO EAT NORTH OF SLC

Tona Sushi Bar & Grill

Extensive list of sushi rolls and fresh fish, despite being miles from the sea in Ogden. $$

Eats of Eden

Rustic wood-finished restaurant serving buffalo burgers, pizza and pasta in Eden. $

Carlos & Harley’s

Mexican cantina serving margaritas and Tex-Mex dishes inside the old western-style Eden General Store in Eden. $

Gray Cliff Lodge Restaurant

Whole trout and homemade pie in old-fashioned dining rooms with an adjacent ski museum, just outside Odgen. $$

Two-Bit Street Cafe

Order breakfast classics or retro British dishes in a historic former bar in Ogden where Al Capone played poker. $

WB’s Eatery

Arty contemporary cafe next to the OCA gallery in Ogden, with fresh breakfasts, sandwiches and healthy salad bowls. $


BEST PLACES TO DRINK

Shooting Star Saloon

Dating back to 1879, this tiny Huntsville haunt is Utah’s oldest continuously operating saloon. Awesome atmosphere with red booths, cheap beer and dollar bills covering the ceiling.

UTOG Brewing Company

In a large downtown brick building with industrial decor. It does a great black rye IPA and sour ale.

KoKoMo Club

Cash-only bar that has been open for more than 50 years on Historic 25th St. The place to make friends over a game of pool.

Brewskis

Mellow Ogden spot with more than 20 beers on tap, darts, a pool table and live-music weekends.



Historic 25th Street

FORMER SORDID STREET TURNED HIP HANGOUT

Reportedly too wild for Al Capone, Ogden’s historic 25th St was known as ‘Two-bit Street’ and made quite a name for itself in the Wild West days and prohibition. Once a hangout for those dealing in illicit activities (drug dealers, thugs and thieves), the street today is a pleasant area on the National Register of Historic Places, with original storefronts and vintage neon billboards. Former brothels and bars have been converted into antique shops, galleries, cafes and restaurants. Many original details remain, including the tiled art deco facade of the Roosevelt Hotel and the interiors of the Two Bit Street Cafe, with wood-paneled walls, historic photos and a clock with a bullet hole in it above an archway. This place started as a mercantile around 1908, before becoming the Club Pool Hall in 1924. The back room of the cafe is dubbed the Capone Room – this is where the famous gangster would hold poker games. Below the city, there is rumored to be a series of tunnels, which smugglers created to move alcohol during prohibition.
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INDOOR ADVENTURES

Scale great heights, float in the air and surf waves all in the same building at Ogden’s Salomon Center. iFly Utah is an indoor skydiving center with a wind tunnel that simulates the sensation of a skydiving freefall – learn the basics, how to go up and down and turn around, then tricks like flipping and spinning during a lesson.

On the ground floor, the Flowrider Utah wave pool jets out 10,000 gallons of water toward riders creating a new board sport influenced by wakeboarding, surfing and snowboarding.

Hone your climbing skills at the next-door iRock Utah, a 55ft-high wall and bouldering area, before taking them into the wild.



Railway History

SHORT HISTORY OF TRANSPORT

At the west end of Historic 25th St, Union Station first opened in 1869, becoming a junction for two of the great railroads, Union Pacific and Central Pacific. This old station (reconstructed in 1924) houses exhibitions dedicated to classic autos, Western history, firearms and Utah railroads, spanning the golden age of the railroad to the evolution of the motorcar industry. It has 25,000 objects spanning paintings, sculptures, railroad memorabilia and photographs.

Dinosaur Replicas

SELF-TOUR DINO PARK AND MUSEUM

At the Ogden Eccles Dinosaur Park, children will screech at the realistic full-sized sculptures based on real fossils, some of which are brought to life by animatronics and sound. This inside and outside gallery of more than 70 prehistoric creatures has a number of real fossils too, including an enormous intact triceratops head complete with three horns and a massive tyrannosaurus skeleton. Other fascinating exhibits include a sculpture of a wooly rhino, which lived during the last ice age; it has a thick shaggy coat to protect it from the harsh climate and a pair of horns up to 3ft long.

UNIQUE STAYS

Compass Rose Lodge

Tastefully designed rooms, farmhouse furnishings and an observatory in Huntsville. $$$

Alaskan Inn

On a riverside canyon, just outside Ogden Valley, is this inn with smart Western-themed rooms, suites and cabins. $$

Snowberry Inn

Cozy family-run log cabin B&B in the Ogden Valley. Outdoor hot tub (winter only) and gourmet breakfast. $

Other Worlds

STARGAZING AND PLANET SPOTTING

In the quiet town of Huntsville (elevation 4928ft), the Compass Rose Lodge houses the Huntsville Astronomic & Lunar Observatory (HALO), which has research-grade telescopes for some serious stargazing. Knowledgable guides offer nightly stargazing tours allowing you to scan the dark skies with two high-quality pieces of kit – a research-grade 8-inch telescope and a 16-inch mounted reflecting telescope designed with hyperbolic-shaped mirrors like those used in the Hubble Space Telescope. In these crystal-clear skies, you can view the rings of Saturn or Jupiter’s Galilean Moons, distant star clusters, galaxies and even the sun with equipment that allows you to see it with the naked eye up close.


BEST PLACES FOR A COFFEE IN OGDEN

Grounds for Coffee

In an artsy, 1800s storefront setting serving dozens of espresso-based drinks and loose-leaf teas, plus baked goods and sandwiches.

Wasatch Roasting Company

Tiny coffee shop with excellent brews – espressos, manual drip coffees and alternative kinds of milk. Paninis and cakes on the menu.

Cuppa

Good coffee every which way – drip, cold brews, French press, espresso, plus unusual flavors like lavender lattes. Budda bowls and sandwiches.



East of Ogden Skiing

BACKCOUNTRY AND NIGHT SKIING OPTIONS

East of Ogden are a number of resorts for backcountry, night and downhill skiing. Nordic Valley is an old-fashioned mom-and-pop mountain, recently expanding its terrain to 450 skiable acres and 25 skiable trails. It has a 965ft vertical drop, two lifts and plenty of night-skiing possibilities. The magic-carpet lifts provide good access for kids. Runs comprise 20% beginner, 30% intermediate and 50% advanced. Twenty minutes northeast is the larger Powder Mountain resort, with 8464 acres and plenty of backcountry skiing opportunities. It has 154 runs, including 25% beginner, 40% intermediate and 35% advanced.

Snowbasin lies south of both the aforementioned ski areas and hosted the 2002 Olympic downhill events; it remains a hidden gem, where skiers can find everything from slow-skiing zones to jaw-dropping steeps and hairy chutes. There’s a 2900ft vertical drop, base elevation 6450ft, plus 3000 skiable acres (10% beginner, 60% intermediate, 30% advanced terrain). In summer, the gondola takes mountain bikers and hikers up to the trails, or just come for dinner and views at the mountain-top dining Needles restaurant.
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Getting Around

Shuttle buses deliver skiers from Salt Lake City to certain mountain resorts in the winter months, while small towns can only be accessed by private car. Trains and buses travel between Salt Lake City and Ogden (taking around 45 minutes and two hours respectively).







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Southwest USA. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate the Southwest and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most visitors arriving in the Southwest by air fly into Phoenix, Las Vegas, Salt Lake City, Denver or Albuquerque. Popular smaller airports include those in Santa Fe and Flagstaff. Typically, you’ll head first to the rental car counter or shuttle bus stop. Airports in Phoenix, Denver and Salt Lake are linked by rail to downtown areas.
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Airports

Smaller airports may be closer to your intended destination but offer fewer flights and face a greater chance of cancellations due to inclement weather, especially in winter, making them a bit of a gamble.




Airport Shuttles

Bigger airports are served by ground transportation shuttles that can drop you at destinations up to several hours away and that tend to be relatively reasonably priced. Check airport websites for the best options.




Train

Amtrak serves Phoenix, Salt Lake City, Denver, Albuquerque and Santa Fe (at Lamy), but not Las Vegas. One route links Colorado–Utah and another connects Arizona–New Mexico, with no railways linking the two routes.




Clothing

Due to differences in altitude and latitude, some areas in the Southwest may be freezing while others are balmy – plan ahead for conditions on the ground. And have your sunglasses ready!



From Airports to Popular Destinations
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Getting Around

The best way to get around the Southwest is by car. In winter consider a vehicle with four-wheel drive, especially if heading to a ski area.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From $360/week

Gas
Approx $3/gallon

EV charging
20–40¢/kWh

Motorcycle rental
$160-250/day



Hiring a Car

Due to the distances between sights in the Southwest, if you’re planning on touring the region, be sure that your rental car includes unlimited mileage. While you shouldn’t be restricted from driving between states, you won’t be able to drive a rental into Mexico.

Road Conditions

Conditions vary greatly, from flat interstates to twisting mountain roads. Some of the region’s highlights – including trailheads – are accessible only by dirt or gravel roads that are best driven in high-clearance all-wheel-drive vehicles.

THE OPEN ROAD

For decades, the open road and the Southwest have been intertwined in the popular imagination. Route 66 was immortalized in an eponymous TV show from the early 1960s, starring two guys and a Corvette. Memorable scenes from the 1969 motorcycle-driven counterculture classic Easy Rider were set in New Mexico. The climactic moment in Thelma & Louise occurs at the Grand Canyon. And Little Miss Sunshine revolved around a road trip in a temperamental VW bus. Can you think of more?
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TIP

If driving off the beaten path, take a detailed paper map.




Weather

Summer monsoons can create flash floods while winter can bring heavy snowfall, particularly in Utah and the northern parts of Arizona and New Mexico. The I-40 corridor between Flagstaff and Albuquerque is notorious for closing in spring due to dust storms.




Public Transportation

Unless you’re planning on staying in one place, public transportation is impractical for touring the Southwest. You simply won’t be able to reach many of the region’s best sights without your own vehicle, or without a major hassle.




Two-Wheeling

With a plethora of scenic drives and wide open spaces, the Southwest is a great place for bicycling and motorcycling. In general, September and October are the best months for riding, though any season is doable, keeping in mind the temperature gap between places like Tucson and Taos.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Distances can be long between gas stations – watch your tank!
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75 mph (NM, AZ, most of UT); 85 mph (NV, parts of UT)
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Always carry water – it’s the desert.








Money

CURRENCY: US DOLLAR ($)
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Credit & Debit Cards


Credit and debit cards are widely accepted, though smaller businesses may have a minimum purchase; it’s a good idea to carry some cash, too. ATMs are found at banks and in convenience stores; many charge fees (usually $3) if you don’t carry a card from the bank that owns the machine.

Tipping


A typical tip for decent service at sit-down restaurants is around 20% of the bill. At counter-service establishments, tipping is optional but has become something of a norm – the appropriate percentage is very flexible. Tip your bartender a dollar (or more) per drink and your taxi driver 10% of the fare.

Gambling

You won’t be shocked to find casinos spread across the Southwest, from the Vegas strip to remote locations on Native American reservations in Arizona and New Mexico. Gambling is illegal in Utah, even on tribal lands, and it’s one of only five states without a lottery – Nevada, perhaps ironically, is another.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

bottle of sunscreen
$7

refillable water bottle
$14

doughnut
$1.25

jar of local salsa
$6



HOW TO… Save on Park Fees

If you plan on visiting more than two national parks, the $80 America the Beautiful Annual Pass is a no-brainer. With it, you pay nothing to enter over 2000 federal recreation areas across the US – including the Grand Canyon, Arches, Zion and many more. 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.


FORREST FENN’S TREASURE

When Santa Fe art dealer Forrest Fenn was diagnosed with cancer in 2010, he filled a small bronze chest with gold coins, gold nuggets, jewelry and other items worth an estimated $2 million. Then he buried it and wrote a book laced with cryptic clues, setting off a treasure-hunting frenzy. Five people died while searching for it – two in New Mexico, one in Utah, one in Colorado and one in Wyoming; others were injured; one man was jailed for unearthing gravesites. It was finally discovered – in Wyoming – in 2020, by a man from Michigan.
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DIGITAL PAYMENTS

Digital smartphone payment apps – such as Google Pay – have some advantages over physical credit cards: they are more secure and less likely to be declined due to suspected fraudulent activity.








Accommodations

Hippie Habitats

The Southwest is dotted with fun and offbeat accommodations. Spend the night in an eco-friendly Earthship – built from tires, glass bottles, and, yes, earth – or in a converted school bus near Taos. Stay in an Airstream in Bisbee or a yurt near Flagstaff. And check Airbnb for other funky options across the region.

Budget Hotels

In some Southwestern cities, the cheapest hotels are often on the seedy side, known for drug use and crime – think Breaking Bad – and are sometimes used as weekly or monthly rentals for local homeless populations. Spend a little bit more and check online reviews to find a place more suitable for travelers.

Boutique Hotels

If you want a room with character but don’t want to stay in a place built from tires, there are plenty of boutique hotels and inns across the Southwest. Many feature regional artwork and include breakfast. Some are in historic houses (a few of which are said to be haunted).

Resorts

Resort options vary widely, from the glittering towers of Las Vegas to the spas of Santa Fe, from dude ranches to ski areas. Pick a theme that appeals to you and immerse yourself in the activities that are offered – or simply kick back and luxuriate, get a massage, and enjoy a few drinks beneath a legendary Southwestern sunset.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

an Earthship
$110–435

a campground
$0–25

a luxury boutique hotel
up to $1550
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Campgrounds

Many state and national parks, and other public lands, around the Southwest offer campgrounds with a range of facilities, from tent pads to RV sites, with (and without) picnic tables, toilets, water and electric hookups. Substantially less expensive than hotels, they allow you to stay close to the places in which you want to spend time. Many federal campgrounds can be reserved at recreation.gov.
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The Cheapest Sleeps

The best way to save money on accommodations is to take advantage of so-called dispersed camping on millions of federally managed acres that cover the Southwest. Simply drive out along a Forest Service or BLM road, find a sweet spot, park, and set up your tent, or sleep under open skies or in your vehicle for free. No facilities are available: bring your own food and water, and be prepared to nature-poop. State gazetteer maps are helpful in locating the best possibilities. This can be a great option for travelers with dogs.








Family Travel

There are caverns and dinosaurs (not alive), sand dunes and ski slopes, Ancestral Puebloan ruins and Spaceport USA, plus tales of Billy the Kid and Geronimo. And there’s Meow Wolf. In other words, the Southwest is a great place for a family vacation. Some of the most otherworldly landscapes on this planet jolt minds of all ages into states of wonder, remaining memorable for years.


Hydration

Keeping kids hydrated – crucial in the desert and at high altitudes – can be a challenge, so remember, it’s easier to stay hydrated than to rehydrate. One good strategy is to begin each day by drinking water – set a family rule that everyone has to drink a liter or a half-liter (depending on each person’s size) every morning (drinking more throughout the day).

River Trips

One of the ultimate ways to immerse in the Southwest with a family is on a multiday river trip. You’ll be outside, together, away from technology for three days or more, with opportunities to hike in spectacular canyons or just sit and play on a sandy beach. The best rivers for family trips include the San Juan and the Green, both in Utah.


Entry Fees

National parks are free for kids 15 and under. Many museums have free or discounted entry for kids, though ages and prices vary. Youth lift tickets at ski areas can cost nearly 50% less than an adult ticket.




Hiking

Hiking as a family, even on paved park trails, can require some forethought. Make sure your kids have comfortable and supportive footwear. Ask that they stay on the trail and in sight. Carry snacks, water and sunscreen. And explain in advance that cactus needles hurt!




FAMILY HIGHLIGHTS

Meow Wolf

This ‘interactive, mind-bending immersive art experience,’ with locations in Santa Fe and Las Vegas, is like candy for the imagination.

Lake Powell

Even though it is shrinking, kids love being out on the water in this surreal setting for a lake.

White Sands National Park

Irresistible swells of snow-white dunes can be climbed up and raced down, then climbed up again.

Dinosaur National Monument

Need we say more?
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JUNIOR RANGERS

National parks and monuments offer Junior Ranger booklets that kids fill in during their visit, akin to an informational scavenger hunt. Each park also has its own badge or patch, which children receive once they complete the booklet – and get sworn in as an official Junior Ranger. Many kids love to collect the badges, which can be affixed to Junior Ranger vests or sun hats. It’s a great way to keep youngsters engaged while you sightsee, and it turns the trip into a real learning experience. Attentive adults may find that they learn a few things along the way, too!






Health & Safe Travel

HEAT & ARIDITY

Welcome to the desert. Dehydration and heat stroke can, literally, kill a trip. Prevention is key. Proactively hydrate, drinking three to four liters of water per day. Plan summer hikes for the morning or early evening hours. If you do overheat, get out of the sun and get yourself wet. In severe cases, get to a hospital.

When Animals Attack

Several types of venomous critters live in the Southwest, including rattlesnakes, scorpions and black widow spiders. Don’t be excessively paranoid, but keep your eyes open and keep your distance from snakes. Though rarely fatal, after a rattler or widow bite, seek medical attention immediately; monitor scorpion stings closely, as they may require medical care. If camping, also be bear-aware.

Altitude

When arriving at high altitudes from sea level, expect some fatigue, maybe a headache and other mild symptoms. Stay hydrated, don’t overdo it, and you should feel fine in a day or two. Though severe altitude sickness is relatively rare in the Southwest, if you have breathing or cognitive problems, descend to a lower altitude and get to a hospital.
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LIGHTNING

Summer is known for apocalyptic monsoon storms, and lightning is a real danger. For more information visit weather.gov/safety.



WILDFIRE RISK SIGNS
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Grand Theft Auto

New Mexico and Nevada have some of the highest rates of auto theft in the US, with Utah not too far behind (Albuquerque is currently ranked as the third-worst city for car theft in the country and is notorious for break-ins). Always lock your car when you park it and avoid leaving essential valuables inside whenever possible.


THE SWARM

Africanized ‘killer’ bees are well established in Arizona. Though each Africanized bee has less venom than the average honeybee, they are easily provoked and respond in an angry swarm. And lots of stings = lots of poison. If you happen to disturb a colony, run! Cover your face with your hands or clothing, and keep running until you reach shelter or they quit the chase.








Food & Drink


Southwestern Eats

You’ll surely have your share of tacos, burritos and enchiladas, but there’s more than that to Southwestern food. Try some Native dishes, such as lamb or mutton from Navajo-Churro sheep. Visit one of the many local farmers markets. Take a bite of rattlesnake in Arizona, fresh melons in Utah, and pie in Pie Town, NM.



The Three Sisters

Before the arrival of Europeans, the staple foods of Native Americans in the Southwest – and across much of the country – were what is known as the Three Sisters: beans, corn and squash. Beans have protein; corn is a carbohydrate; squash provides other important nutrients. If you order a calabacitas burrito or enchilada – Southwestern vegetarian favorites – you’ll get a contemporary version of the Sisters, folded in a tortilla, typically smothered in chile. Vegetarian tamales are usually stuffed with corn and squash.


MENU DECODER

Huevos rancheros Fried eggs and pinto or black beans atop a corn tortilla, typically smothered in a red chile sauce.

Migas Scrambled eggs served over fried tortilla strips, loaded with cheese, tomato, green pepper, onion and black beans.

Sopaipilla Puffy fried dough served with honey, eaten either with a meal to cut the heat of the chile, or as a dessert.

Fry bread A Navajo classic, very similar to a sopaipilla.

Navajo taco Basically a giant taco on fry bread instead of a corn flour shell.

Frito pie Bowl of Fritos (deep-fried corn chips) mixed with chile, cheese and onions.

Smothered burrito Burrito served on a plate, doused in chile sauce, topped with melted cheese.

Handheld burrito Everything, including the chile and the cheese, is wrapped inside a flour tortilla.
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HOW TO… Eat Fresh & Local

If you’ll be doing any cooking – while camping, short-term renting or staying with friends or family – head to a farmers market to get the freshest local ingredients. Much of the produce sold is certified organic and grown on small farms, while meats tend to be antibiotic and hormone free, and ethically raised. Even if you won’t be making big meals, farmers markets are still worth a visit: there are plenty of premade foods, including baked goods, cheeses, honey and jams, as well as handmade soaps, herbal tinctures and more. Often, the markets are simply beautiful to walk around, a much better experience than grocery-store aisles – you can talk to the people who grew the food you’re going to eat, and whatever you spend directly supports them. There are around 200 farmers markets in the Southwest. To find locations and schedules, see nevadagrown.com/farmers-markets (Nevada); utahsown.org/utah-farmers-markets-2022 (Utah); farmersmarketnm.org (New Mexico); goodfoodfinderaz.com (Arizona).


HOW MUCH FOR A…

burrito
$5–15

taco
$2.50

green chile cheeseburger
$8

regional wine
from $9 per bottle

locally roasted coffee
$3 per large cup

margarita
from $10

local microbrew
$4



HOW TO… Order Mexican Food

New Mexico is the only American state with an official state question – red or green? – which you will inevitably be asked every time you order a New Mexican dish, like a burrito or enchilada. It refers to the kind of chile (yes, with an ‘e’) you want with your food. There is no rule of thumb as to which is hotter, as it depends on the particular crop. The red and green chiles are actually the same fruit and can come from the very same plant; red has just been harvested later. You can always ask your server which might be more to your taste. And you can also order ‘Christmas’ – both red and green. While most dishes can swing either way, carne adovada is, by definition, tender pork simmered in red chile.
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Some chiles are made with meat, though many are meatless; if you’re a vegetarian, it’s a good idea to clarify. And some are thickened with a little flour, so if you have gluten sensitivities, don’t hesitate to check.

For the spice-sensitive, see if sopaipillas are on the menu – a few bites, coated with honey, do more to cut the heat than a glass of water. (Even a tortilla with honey will do, if sopaipillas are unavailable.) Sour cream helps, too. If you’re still trepidatious, order the chile on the side.

Fast fact: 51,000 tons of chile were harvested in New Mexico in 2021. Over 90% were green. Though still the country’s largest chile producer, New Mexico harvested 22% less than in 2020, mainly due to ongoing drought.


PICURIS BISON

For centuries, bison were an important part of the diet of some Southwestern Native American tribes. Northern New Mexico’s Picuris Pueblo would send hunters out to the plains east of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in search of the wild bovines, also known as American Buffalo; the Pueblo also traded for bison products with tribes from the Plains. Then, the animals were nearly hunted to extinction with the arrival of Europeans.

The Picuris Pueblo began raising its own bison herd in the 1990s, as did other tribes around the nation; today 69 tribes belong to the Intertribal Bison Cooperative, which manages over 20,000 head – 50 of which belong to Picuris. For a time, the Pueblo sold bison meat to shops and restaurants around the region, but they were forced to suspend their business operations by government regulators. Under federal law, bison are considered an ‘exotic species,’ meaning that meat processing must meet certain standards above and beyond those for, say, cows, sheep and pigs. These requirements are simply too onerous for a small enterprise tucked away in the New Mexico mountains, so sales ceased. The irony seems to be lost on lawmakers that bison are in fact indigenous to North America (hence not exotic) while domesticated cows, sheep and pigs were first brought to the continent by the Spanish.

For now, while working to change the laws, Picuris distributes meat to its tribal members. Aside from nourishment, there is a spiritual aspect to eating bison – a sacred animal, whose skins and horns have ceremonial functions.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers 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.

Native American Art

Some Native Americans make a living by making art, including weavings, silverwork, ceramics and jewelry. Some of it is of world-class quality (with prices to match). Try to buy directly from the artist if possible.

Spanish Colonial Art

In New Mexico, Spanish artistic traditions have been passed down the generations. Support this heritage by bringing home a handpainted retablo or a carved santo, found in shops and at Spanish Market in Santa Fe.

Outdoor Activities

In the Southwest, you’re never far from the great outdoors. Go for a hike. Raft a river. Ride a horse or a mountain bike. Have a picnic. Just forget about the ATV tours.

SUWA Trips

Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance (SUWA) offers multiday conservation-themed trips in Utah’s backcountry. You can help with trail maintenance, erosion mitigation, land restoration and more, while hiking and camping in a geologic wonderland. See suwa.org.

Botanical Gardens

Southwestern botanical gardens are not just showcases of regional flora – they also help promote conservation of endangered plants, as well as traditional cultural uses of local plants. Your entry fee helps them do that.
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Take a few days and volunteer at Best Friends Animal Sanctuary, in Kanab, UT, a nationally known shelter for dogs, cats, horses, rabbits and more. Kids as young as eight can participate. Visit bestfriends.org for information.


Visiting some of the Southwest’s Native American museums will open your eyes to the histories and cultures of the tribes who lived in the region long before Europeans arrived, deepening your sense of place.

Grand Canyon Trust

Grand Canyon Trust (grandcanyontrust.org) works to preserve the Colorado Plateau’s landscapes and ecosystems. Volunteer with them – perhaps modifying fences to improve wildlife movement – or collect data for their studies while you travel around.

Nuevo Mexico Profundo

Join expert-led tours of some of New Mexico’s most fascinating historic adobe churches, in small villages and pueblos around the state. Fees support restoration and preservation of unique regional art and architecture. Details at nuevo-mexico-profundo.com.


For all of the pampering with less eco-impact, Edgewood Tahoe is Nevada’s greenest resort.




Always ask before you photograph people on Native American reservations and in Pueblos.
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Dark Sky Parks

There are over 30 International Dark Sky Parks and communities in the Southwest, where you can take in literally stellar views. Some host ranger-led astronomy programs. Visit darkskies.com for locations.


RESOURCES
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Keep New Mexico Beautiful For information on green travel in New Mexico.
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Discover Navajo For information on experiences in the Navajo Nation.
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Reno Tahoe Sustainable options around Reno and Tahoe.



Lake Powell has been long-reviled by environmentalists for drowning some of the most sublime canyon systems in the world. Due to sustained drought, some of those slots have re-emerged from the shrinking lake (and can be visited again).






LGBTIQ+ Travelers

In much of the Southwest, LGBTIQ+ individuals, couples and families are part of the fabric of everyday life. Even in conservative Utah, over 70% of residents support gay marriage rights, and Salt Lake City has the highest percentage of gay parents of any US city. In 2020 USA Today named Nevada as the best state for the LGBTIQ+ community; New Mexico was #7.


TAG-Approved Hotels

Created by the International Gay and Lesbian Travel Association (iglta.org), the Travel Advocacy Group brings together LGBTIQ+-friendly hotels, which are approved for membership based on their commitment to serving and supporting the LGBTIQ+ community. Fortunately, plenty of top-rated Southwestern hotels have joined. To find a TAG-approved hotel, it can be easiest to visit the websites of the tourist offices of the cities you plan to visit, most of which feature LGBTIQ+ travel information pages. Other resources for gay-friendly accommodations include outtraveler.com, gaycities.com and travelgay.com.
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Pride

With an estimated 70,000 attendees at its 2022 parade, Salt Lake City hosts the biggest Pride party (utahpridecenter.org) in the Southwest; a week of events includes the Drag Queen Sunday Brunch, a family fun run and live music. Other cities worth visiting during their Pride celebrations include Phoenix (phoenixpride.org), Santa Fe (hrasantafe.org) and Las Vegas (lasvegaspride.org). Different festivals in different places are held on different dates.




Nightlife

Southwestern cities offer a vibrant gay nightlife scene, from discos to biker-themed bars, country-western dance halls, burlesque shows and clubs for young people 18 and over. The most variety can be found in Las Vegas, Salt Lake City and Phoenix. For information on nightlife around the region, visit gaycities.com.



Rough It

Build community, confidence and wilderness skills with the National Outdoor Leadership School (nols.edu) on one of their LGBTIQ+ courses. Learn to rock climb on granite domes and spires over eight days in Arizona’s renowned Cochise Stronghold. A nine-day Utah Canyonlands backpacking trip is designed for participants of all experience levels.

GROUP TRIPS

Out Of Office (outofoffice.com) offers some of the best gay group adventures in the Southwest, including a nine-day Grand Canyon rafting trip and an eight-day Arizona cycling trip. They also design upscale bespoke trips for individuals and couples, including a self-drive trip that covers Las Vegas, northern Arizona and southern Utah. HE Travel (hetravel.com) offers a northern New Mexico/southern Colorado group trip.
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Gay Rodeos

Celebrating the often overlooked gay presence in cowboy culture, all of the Southwestern states have gay rodeo associations. Find rodeo schedules on the International Gay Rodeo Association’s website (igra.com).








Accessible Travel

With canyons and cacti, mountains, mesas, and lots and lots of rocks, the Southwest’s terrain is naturally rugged – but there are plenty of ways for people with disabilities to access its rewards, from art museums and casinos to wheelchair-friendly national park trails and adaptive outdoor adventures.


Access Pass

The America the Beautiful Access Pass provides free entry to national parks and other federal lands for US citizens or permanent residents living with disabilities. Scan this QR code for details.
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Airports

Airports are required to comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act, providing accessible facilities and assistance to those who need it. Trained service animals are permitted. Phoenix Sky Harbor offers an app to help blind people navigate the airport.




Accommodations

All hotels and resorts are required to have accessible public spaces and a certain number of accessible rooms – though some embrace this more completely than others. Airbnb has an ‘adapted’ search filter.



SKIING

Adaptive ski programs are available at a number of the Southwest’s top ski resorts, including Snowbird (snowbird.com), Park City (discovernac.org), Taos (skitaos.com) and Santa Fe (skisantafe.com).

Utah Adventures

The National Ability Center (discovernac.org) offers adaptive outdoor adventures in Utah, including skiing, climbing, horseback riding and camping. They also hold summer camps for teens and individuals with autism, plus winter family camps.

National Parks

National parks have accessible trails, activities and facilities. Roll along the rim of the Grand Canyon; explore the surreal Big Room at Carlsbad Caverns; stay overnight in adapted campgrounds.


RESOURCES

Society for Accessible Travel & Hospitality (sath.org) is an advocacy group that provides a boatload of useful tips for travelers with disabilities.

Travelability (travelability.net) offers state-specific information about accessible travel, including curated walking (or rolling) tours, places to explore the outdoors, and a list of specialized travel companies.

Wheelchair Getaways (wheelchairgetaways.com) rents accessible vans from locations in several Southwestern cities.

Also check out: Access Advocates (accessadvocates.com).



SANTA FE

With museums, shops and restaurants encircling its historic plaza, downtown Santa Fe is a top location for wheelchair-accessible walking tours (emerginghorizons.com). Nearby accessible sights include the Railyard District and farmers market, and Museum Hill.


If there is one undeniable ‘experience of a lifetime’ in the Southwest, it is rafting the Grand Canyon. Arizona River Adventures (azraft.com) excels at accessible trips, mainstreaming people with disabilities into larger groups or providing custom adventures with specialized equipment.








How to Backpack the Southwest

With vast areas of wilderness that include maze-like canyon systems, alpine peaks, multi-coloured slickrock plateaus and aspen forests, many of the wonders of the Southwest can’t be experienced from the roadsides. Throw on a backpack, hit the trail and walk out into it. With good planning, or a good guide, you can have a safe and truly awe-inspiring trip.


LOCATIONS

• The Sangre de Cristo range, including the Pecos and Wheeler Peak Wilderness Areas, is the top choice for backpacking in New Mexico – though make sure that your route isn’t impacted by the remains of the epic 2021 Calf Canyon-Hermits Peak wildfire.

• In Nevada, head for Great Basin National Park or to the Ruby Mountains, which include the Ruby Crest Trail.

• Grand Canyon National Park, AZ, is laced with numerous multiday backpack routes; apply for permits in advance.

• In Utah, Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument is a trove of opportunity, though you might have to do some wading in the Escalante River. For an archeologically themed trip, there’s Grand Gulch; for an alpine experience, the Uintas is the only mountain range in the US that runs east–west.

Flash Floods

Though dry creek beds can lure with flat sandy floors, resist the temptation to make camp in them. They were formed by water, and water can still flow through them, with terrifying (and deadly) force. It doesn’t need to be raining where you are for an arroyo or a canyon to flash – if there’s a cloudburst somewhere up-creek, even many miles away, a flood can sweep down with little warning.

Trip Prep

Always carry a first aid kit and know how to use it. Same for topo maps and apps. Check current fire restrictions – some areas may be completely closed due to fire risk, others may ban open fires and even cook stoves. Supportive hiking boots are recommended; break them in beforehand. In some national parks, like Zion, permits are required and must be reserved in advance. Make sure there will be water along your route, and carry a water filter or other treatment method. In the mountains, summer is the best time to backpack, though be prepared for monsoon rains. In canyon country, fall is perfection.


Packrafting

Packrafts are inflatable kayaks that are small and light enough to roll up and carry in your backpack, allowing you to create routes combining land and water. Some packrafts are designed to carry mountain bikes.



TECHNICAL CANYONEERING

Some routes in Utah’s canyon country require ropes and anchors to descend sheer drops, often into narrow sandstone slots. If this sounds intriguing but you’ve never done it before, hire an instructor, such as those at Excursions of Escalante (excursionsofescalante.com).
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Nuts & Bolts

WEIGHTS, MEASURES & LANGUAGE

The US uses the imperial system for weights and measurements. Temperatures are typically given in degrees Fahrenheit.


Most people speak English, but Spanish is also commonly heard. Thirty indigenous languages are spoken in the region.
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Cannabis

Recreational cannabis is legal in New Mexico, Arizona and Nevada for people 21 and older. Medical cannabis is legal but tightly regulated in Utah, while recreational weed is illegal. Officially, you’re not allowed to carry weed across state lines.


Water

The Southwest is in the grip of a mega-drought – please conserve water!

Mobile Data

Prepaid SIM cards are widely available but, for foreigners, eSIM plans are more convenient.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone NM/UT Mountain Time (UTC-7/6) NV Pacific Time (UTC-8/7) AZ Mountain Standard Time (UTC-7), but daylight savings not observed, except within the Navajo Nation

Country Code +1

Emergency number 911




PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Twelve public holidays are observed across the Southwest, when government offices and some businesses may be closed.

New Year’s Day January 1

Martin Luther King Jr Day Third Monday of January

Presidents Day 3rd Monday of February

Easter March or April

Memorial Day Last Monday of May

Juneteenth June 19 (or closest weekday)

Independence Day July 4

Labor Day 1st Monday of September

Columbus Day/Indigenous People’s Day Second Monday of October

Veterans Day November 11

Thanksgiving Fourth Thursday of November

Christmas December 25



Electricity
120V/60Hz
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A HISTORY OF THE SOUTHWEST IN
15 PLACES

Legends of gunslingers, gamblers and Geronimo are fascinating chapters in the story of the Southwest. But they are just one part of a complex and compelling history, one that sweeps from cliff dwellings and Spanish missions to hydroelectric dams and atomic bombs. By Amy C Balfour


GUIDES ON THE Colorado River like to point out the Vishnu schist as they float through the Grand Canyon on rafting trips. Among the oldest exposed rocks on earth, the Vishnu schist commands respect. And passengers uniformly ooh and ahh over its remarkable age – but without always appreciating the vast geologic time spans on display. One billion years there? Two billion over there? All the same to me.

But you know what they do grasp? The adventurous spirit of Georgie White, a pioneer of motorized rafting trips through the canyon – she started her own rafting company in 1953 and guided here for 45 years! And that’s what makes the history of the Southwest fascinating – the stories of the people, of Ancestral Puebloans, pioneers, copper miners, scientists and heroes.

Their stories are set against a dramatic landscape, shaped by water, wind and geologic upheaval. Prehistoric settlers carved out irrigation systems for farming, building communities. Prospectors and pioneers followed, lured by the promise of mineral riches, ranch land, religious freedom and self-determination. ‘Civilization’ resulted, muscling into the landscape with churches, government and enormous dams. In the 20th and 21st centuries, the land proved amenable to big-sky science projects, becoming home to rocket and atomic-bomb test sites, world-class observatories and a spaceport.

1. Grand Canyon National Park

THESE ROCKS HAVE SEEN IT ALL

If you really want to start at the beginning, there’s no better place than the Grand Canyon, which showcases a remarkably well-preserved, two-billion-year slice of geological history. In these exposed layers, where the Colorado River continues to carve into progressively older rock, half of the earth’s lifespan is revealed. The bottom layers of Vishnu schist and Zoroaster granite are among the oldest exposed rocks on earth, with sediments offering evidence that the canyon region lay beneath an ancient sea floor two billion years ago. Learn more on a hike into the canyon, at the Yavapai museum and along the Trail of Time.


2. Dinosaur National Monument

BIG OLD FOSSILS

Dinosaurs roamed the Southwest 150 million years ago, and there are footprints and fossils preserved throughout the region. One of the best places to check out the fossils is the Dinosaur National Monument, which is located in northeast Utah on a desolate stretch of the Colorado border. A massive wall of 1500 dinosaur fossils from the late Jurassic period is the star attraction inside the enormous Quarry Exhibit Hall. Best part? You can actually touch a genuine dinosaur skeleton here.

3. Pueblo Grande Museum & Archaeological Park

ANCIENT ARCHITECTURE AND ENGINEERING

By about 100 CE, three dominant cultures were emerging in the Southwest: the Hohokam of the desert, the Mogollon of the central mountains and valleys, and the Ancestral Puebloans. The Hohokam lived in Arizona’s deserts from about 300 BCE to 1400 CE, adapting to desert life by creating an incredible river-fed irrigation system. By around 1400, the Hohokam had abandoned their villages, most likely due to a combination of factors: drought, overhunting, conflict among groups and disease. The Pueblo Grande site in Phoenix preserves a platform mound, dwellings, a ceremonial ball court and hints of a surrounding 1000-mile canal network.
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4. Petroglyph National Monument

STRAPLINE

Petroglyphs are etched into desert-varnished boulders across the Southwest. This rock art is simple yet mysterious: who did this, and why? Dating from at least 4000 BCE to as late as the 19th century, rock art here has been attributed to every known ancestral and modern people. One way archaeologists track the spread of ancestral cultures is by studying their distinctive rock-art styles. Archaeologists believe much of the art was the work of shamans or elders communicating with the divine. About 800 petroglyphs dot the walking trails at Petroglyph National Monument in Albuquerque, likely carved by the ancestors of today’s Pueblo people between 1300 and 1680 CE.

5. Acoma Pueblo, New Mexico

ANCIENT MESA-TOP VILLAGE

Occupying a mesa top since about 1100 CE, Acoma Pueblo (Sky City) is one of the oldest continuously inhabited communities in the US. The Pueblo holds a tragic past. Beginning in 1540, the Spanish began leading expeditions into North America with the goal of finding the immensely rich Seven Cities of Cibola. Instead of gold and gems, the expeditions found adobe Pueblos. The Spaniards soon tried to subdue the Puebloans, resulting in much bloodshed. The fighting started at Acoma in 1598, when a Spanish contingent demanded tax payment in the form of food. The Acoma Indians responded by killing half of the force. About 1500 Acoma were murdered by the Spanish in retaliation.

6. Palace of the Governors, Santa Fe

HISTORY, POLITICS AND CULTURE

Originally the home of New Mexico’s first Spanish governor in 1610, this one-story adobe building, which overlooks the Santa Fe Plaza, is the oldest public building in continuous use in the US. It was occupied by Pueblo Indians following their rebellion in 1680, and after 1846 became the seat of the US Territory’s earliest governors. Its Spanish-Revival style is reflected in architecture across downtown Santa Fe. Today, it is part of the New Mexico History Museum. The portal area overlooking the Plaza has a long history as a marketplace. Today, approved artists from 23 New Mexico tribes and pueblos sell handmade jewelry, ceramics and crafts here.

7. Temple Square, Salt Lake City

MORMON HISTORY AND TRADITIONS

On July 24, 1847, Brigham Young, soon after entering the Salt Lake Valley, took a look around and famously declared, ‘This is the Place.’ Mormon settlers soon flowed into the region, then part of Mexico, and began establishing communities. The epicenter of the religion, now known as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS), is Temple Square in downtown Salt Lake City – but note that the actual ‘place’ is 15 minutes east of the city. Temple Square, anchored by the soaring Salt Lake Temple, extends to buildings and sites across a 35-acre area.

8. Tombstone, Arizona

HOME OF THE OK CORRAL

The discovery of rich deposits of gold, silver and copper brought fortune seekers to the Arizona territory in the 1880s. Mining towns mushroomed overnight, hosting rowdy saloons and bordellos where miners came to brawl, drink and gamble. Romanticized tales of these towns, and the gunslingers and outlaws who passed through, fueled Wild West legends. A prime example is Tombstone, a once-booming silver town. It is best known today as the site of the gunfight at the OK Corral in 1881, when Wyatt Earp, his brothers and Doc Holliday shot dead Billy McClanton and the McLaury brothers. The showdown took less than a minute but has lived on ever since.

9. Burma Shave Signs of Route 66

ROADSIDE RHYMES

Nicknamed the Mother Road by novelist John Steinbeck, Route 66 is a collection of small-town main streets and country byways between Chicago and Los Angeles. It was established in 1926 and fully paved by 1938. More than 750 miles of the classic route cross New Mexico and Arizona. A popular roadside distraction in the golden years of driving? The rhyming red-and-white signs advertising the Burma Shave Company, which posted about 7000 across the country. The town of Seligman, AZ, recreated 16 of the signs along Route 66 to the east and west of the town.

10. Los Alamos, New Mexico

TOP SECRET CITY

In 1943 Los Alamos, then a boys’ school perched on a 7400ft mesa, was chosen as the top-secret headquarters of the Manhattan Project, the code name for the research and development of the atomic bomb. Accessed by two dirt roads, the sprawling site had no gas or oil lines and only one wire service, and it was surrounded by forest. Isolation and security marked every aspect of life on ‘the hill.’ In just under two years, scientists detonated the first atomic bomb at New Mexico’s Trinity site, now White Sands Missile Range. Learn more at the Bradbury Science Museum.

11. Neon Museum, Las Vegas

BRIGHT LIGHTS, SIN CITY

The opening of the glitzy Flamingo casino in 1946 kicked off a building spree, and Sin City reached its first golden peak in the ’50s. The city skyline has changed regularly over the years, as hotels and attractions are demolished and created.

One institution keeping track of the changes? The non-profit Neon Museum, which collects and displays vintage neon signs. Its neon boneyard is where the signs spend their retirement. Tours take a deep dive into the development of the city and its casinos, with plenty of details about its wildest characters. Take the spectacular evening tour.
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12. Glen Canyon Dam, Arizona

WATER, WATER NOT EVERYWHERE

Construction of the controversial Glen Canyon Dam was completed in 1963. Soon after, Lake Powell began to form, eventually covering Ancestral Puebloan sites and rock formations, but also creating 1960 miles of shoreline and a boater fantasyland. Today Lake Powell is at historically low levels due to an ongoing drought – the bleached ‘bathtub rings’ circling its shores are stark evidence of the loss of capacity. A band of eco-warriors plot to destroy the dam in Edward Abbey’s novel The Monkey Wrench Gang, which was not for sale in the dam’s visitor center gift shop the last time we checked.

13. Breaking Bad in Albuquerque

GRABBING THE CULTURAL SPOTLIGHT

Former governor Bill Richardson (2002–10) wooed Hollywood producers and their production teams to the state with a 25% tax rebate on production expenditures. His efforts helped inject more than $3 billion into the economy. On TV, Vince Gilligan’s critically acclaimed series Breaking Bad (2008–13) was set and filmed in and around Albuquerque. Its spin-off, Better Call Saul (2015–2022), was also shot in Albuquerque. Tours and shops pay homage to both series.

14. Spaceport America, New Mexico

SPACE TRAVEL GETS REAL

In 1950 the town of Hot Springs, New Mexico, changed its name to Truth or Consequences as part of a publicity stunt by the once-popular radio show Truth or Consequences. Publicity these days comes courtesy of Virgin Galactic CEO Richard Branson and other space-travel luminaries driving the development of Spaceport America, which will launch rich passengers into orbit sometime soon. Less wealthy travelers can take a fascinating guided trip through the facility, hopping onto a G-force machine along the way.

15. Angels Landing Trail, Zion National Park

PERMITS REQUIRED

In 2022 the National Park Service implemented a permit system to cap the number of daily hikers on the Angels Landing Trail, touted as one of the most dangerous day hikes in America. The last half-mile of the trail climbs a narrow ridge flanked by sheer 1000ft drops, with a steel chain the only source of protection. In 2019, 300,000 people tackled the hike. Pandemic-era crowds seeking outdoor distractions and social media influencers (and maybe a few guidebook writers) have kept the numbers high. Permits are now available by seasonal and daily lotteries.






RAFTING THE COLORADO RIVER THROUGH THE
GRAND CANYON

Condors, COVID-19 and a disappearing river. By Amy C Balfour


A RAFTING TRIP through the Big Ditch is a bucket-list adventure, a whirlwind ride featuring 160 rapids, campsites under the stars and a portable toilet dubbed the Groover. Slot canyons along the way hold waterfalls, petroglyphs and gorgeous pools, all part of a setting so uniquely beautiful that rafting guides call it ‘Riverworld.’

But the 277-mile trip isn’t totally disconnected from reality. There’s no cell service, sure, but on an eight-day trip in 2022, reminders of the real world and its issues – the good, bad and ugly – reached my fellow passengers and me in surprising ways.

Return of the Condors

Conservation, not surprisingly, is a big issue along the Colorado. And not all of the news is bad. One harbinger of hope, which we spotted the first day of our trip, has a face only a mother could love: the California Condor. With a 9½-ft wingspan, an enormous black body and a pink head devoid of feathers, this enormous scavenger looks like it soared out of prehistoric times – and in fact, it actually did.

The ancestors of this great bird patrolled North American skies during the Pleistocene. And though they have held on ever since, the birds were almost driven to extinction in the 1990s. Culprits include habitat degradation and lead poisoning from bullets left in the carrion they consumed. A breeding-and-release program has had some success, and today a number of wild condors call northern Arizona home. The birds often perch beneath the Navajo Bridge, and river guides will point them out as you float beneath the span.

The River Runs...Out?

Unfortunately, there’s not much good news about the river itself. The 2022 rafting season was actually in doubt for a time thanks to severely reduced water levels in Lake Powell, the vast reservoir behind the Glen Canyon Dam just upriver. Ultimately, the dam released enough water to support the rafting season, but according to our guides, the river was at the lowest level they’d ever seen.

Why is it so low? Do you have a few hours? In short, the river level is interconnected with the megadrought gripping the Southwest. A megadrought occurs when a region has endured persistent dry conditions for more than 20 years. And the Southwest qualifies – its dry period has lasted 22 years. Scientists are now calling it the region’s most extreme drought in 1200 years.

And yes, water and rainfall have been scarce in this semi-arid region for millennia. But factors connected to climate change are exacerbating and accelerating water loss. As temperatures soar, the amount of evaporation from Lake Powell and nearby Lake Mead increases. This means vital water supplies are simply lost to the atmosphere.
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Lake Powell was less than 25% full in the fall of 2022. If it drops much lower, the hydroelectric Glen Canyon Dam will not be able to generate power. Solutions? The Bureau of Reclamation demanded in early 2022 that states along the Colorado River devise a plan to reduce water usage by 25%, but the deadline was missed – with no regulatory consequences for the states. In the meantime, the bureau may decide to release less water from the dam than is currently required by its operating contract.

Additionally, the construction of dams and human-made water features throughout the Southwest has radically altered the delicate balance of water that sustained life for millennia. In other areas, the steady draining of aquifers to provide drinking water for cows and sprawling cities is shrinking the water table and drying up unique desert springs and wetlands that countless animals once depended on during the dry season.

The river is also dependent on spring and summer runoff from the snowpack on regional mountain ranges. With the exception of 2019, which brought one of the deepest snowpacks in two decades to the Rocky Mountains, the snowpack has, overall, seen persistent declines.

Safety First

Those most vulnerable to drought conditions are Native Americans, according to the EPA. Dry wells and reduced drinking supplies are a reality facing Navajo communities, and there’s a danger of crop and livestock loss as well.

As our river guide pointed out, the Navajo reservation and several others border the Colorado River as it flows through the canyon. These tribes, like others across the Southwest, have been severely impacted by COVID-19. Native Americans are three times as likely to be hospitalized with COVID-19 and twice as likely to die from it when compared to other ethnic groups. The river-adjacent Hualapai Reservation, famed for its striking blue-green falls, remained closed to visitors through 2022 as a precaution.

Toward the end of our trip, our raft passed a helicopter lifting out gear and supplies left by a paddler who had abandoned their adventure. Accidents on the river have happened since John Wesley Powell became the first European American to lead a boating expedition through the canyon in 1869, but numerous rescues canyon-wide these days seem related to a lack of proper planning and safety awareness.

Some recent rescues may stem from a surge in visitation at national parks following pandemic lows in 2020. This increase is a mixed blessing. With more awareness about the treasures protected in national parks, perhaps funding for their infrastructure will increase. And the health benefits for those enjoying the outdoors are incalculable. On the other hand, many visitors treat Mother Nature with less respect than she deserves.

Our river guides persistently reminded us to stay hydrated. The temperature of the inner canyon soars to 100°F in summer, and even short hikes can prove dangerous if you’re not drinking enough water. There are numerous rescue calls annually for hikers here, many of whom collapsed from a combination of heat, dehydration and overexertion.

Riverworld Everywhere, Every Day

The best part of the trip for me? Running the rapids. Closely followed by the camaraderie between the crew and guests. But a surprising joy was listening to my guides talk about geology, history and conservation. I’ll never be able to explain the Great Unconformity, but whoa, immersing in the age and immensity of those gorgeous ancient rocks drove home my place in the universe.

Some of the challenges we face in protecting this special place seem insurmountable. The simplest advice? Our lead river guide reminded us on the last night of our trip that we’re on this Earth for a strikingly short time. Make the most of that time, he said, by bringing the camaraderie and sense of wonder that we experienced in Riverworld back to our everyday lives. From there, with a basic concept of shared humanity, we can best instigate change.






THE COST OF SANTA FE’S
ADOBE ARCHITECTURE

‘The City Different’ has become a city divided, and Santa Fe’s beautiful adobe architecture is part of the reason why. By Joel Balsam


WALKING AROUND SANTA FE is a magical experience. Nearly every home looks like it has sprouted from the earth, with pinkish-brown walls, rounded corners, attractive balconies, and wooden beams poking out of the facade close to the roof. But Santa Fe hasn’t always looked this way, and deploying a single architectural style has come with a cost, especially for descendants of the very people who originally developed the style.

The History of Santa Fe’s Style

Four hundred years ago, the land that’s now Santa Fe and the areas surrounding it were packed with Pueblos, sustained Native American communities that thrived on tradition and agriculture. Pueblo dwellings were made from nearby stone, wooden beams (later called vigas) and puddled adobe – a handmade concoction of compacted sand, clay and straw mixed with water, then baked in the sun. When the Spanish arrived in 1598, they were smitten by the Pueblo architectural style and added their own features to it. The Spanish used wooden molds to make the bricks into uniform shapes and added corner fireplaces, terra-cotta tiles and covered porches (portales). They also kept doors and windows to a minimum, as in the Pueblo dwellings, so their homes would stay cool in the summer and warm in the winter.

In the 1800s the city was a trading hub on the Santa Fe Trail, and its architecture started to incorporate styles from the northeast. Victorian-era and Greek Revival-style buildings with white wooden columns, front porches, glass and metal roofs started to pop up all over town. As New Mexico sought to join the US as a state, it had a decision to make: let the city’s architecture continue to take on styles found elsewhere in the US, or stay true to its Pueblo/Hispanic roots.

In 1912 Santa Fe made its decision. It would revive the majestic adobe architecture while adding more sanitary sewage systems: the city’s individual wells and outhouses led to infectious diseases, and that wasn’t going to cut it for the capital of a US state. Santa Fe’s city plan also specifically highlighted tourism as a motivating factor for reviving the adobe architectural style.
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Santa Fe’s Style Revived

Meanwhile, so-called Pueblo Revival architecture was picking up steam elsewhere in the Southwest and California. Albert Cicero Schweinfurth, an architect for the wealthy publisher William Randolph Hearst, used features of the Pueblo adobe style for several buildings in California in the 1890s. And architect Mary Colter designed the mud-brick Hopi House on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon in 1905. But Pueblo Revival, or Santa Fe Style as we know it today, is largely attributable to one man: John Gaw Meem.

Born in Brazil, Meem studied civil engineering in the US and joined the military before returning to his home country to work at a bank. He contracted tuberculosis and, like many at the time, sought out New Mexico’s therapeutic dry desert climate. He checked into the Sunmount Sanatorium in Santa Fe in 1920 and, after hanging out with local artists, started to become fascinated with the city’s architectural style. In 1924 Meem opened his own architecture practice and began to design buildings that incorporated the traditional adobe techniques, though with modern materials. He used steel and concrete to reinforce the structures from the inside, while the outside was painted with earth-tone stucco to give the look of an old Pueblo or Hispanic dwelling. He also added rounded corners and viga wooden beams poking out through the facade, though these were just for show.

In 1929 Meem was hired to renovate La Fonda Hotel, a former Harvey House, part of railway businessman Fred Harvey’s empire. Meem went on to design Santa Fe’s Plaza portals, the Museum of International Folk Art on Museum Hill and several Santa Fe churches. In all, 150 buildings in and around Santa Fe were designed by Meem. The famous architect also designed many of the buildings on the University of New Mexico campus in Albuquerque, the Fuller House in Los Alamos and several Pueblo structures, including mission churches in Acoma, Nambé and Laguna Pueblos.

In 1947 Meem crystallized his impact on Santa Fe by helping to write the city’s first master plan, which stipulated that new structures must maintain the Pueblo Revival style. Those rules persist today. When anyone wants to build a structure in Santa Fe, they must present their plans to a panel to prove that Santa Fe Style is being respected – and the panel can be scrupulous. Some building plans are rejected for a slight variation in the color tone of the stucco. If the plans aren’t rejected, buildings that don’t conform to Santa Fe Style might be publicly shamed. In 2006 the New York Times reported that a couple’s greenish-gray house with right-angle walls was spray-painted with graffiti comparing the design to Nazi architecture.
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WHEN ANYONE WANTS TO BUILD A STRUCTURE IN SANTA FE, THEY MUST PRESENT THEIR PLANS TO A PANEL TO PROVE THAT SANTA FE STYLE IS BEING RESPECTED.

Contemporary Effects

Enforcing Santa Fe Style has had another major impact on the city: it has altered its demographic makeup and helped amplify gentrification.

The architectural style deployed by Meem has one key difference from the Pueblo dwellings seen before the arrival of Spanish conquistadors. Originally, Pueblo rooms were multi-family dwellings, akin to apartment complexes, centered around a communal area. Santa Fe Style homes, on the other hand, are usually for a single family and without shared communal areas. Without larger complexes, which may be rejected by the city master plan, Santa Fe home prices have skyrocketed, pushing those who can’t afford a single-family home to the outskirts.

A 2015 report found that the vast majority of residents living in downtown Santa Fe were older, white and high-income earners. Outside downtown, particularly on Airport Rd, the report found a much higher population of Latinx people, many of whom commute downtown to work. Native Americans were pushed out long ago. Expensive adobe homes have priced out of Santa Fe the very people whose ancestors created the original Santa Fe style.

It isn’t likely Santa Fe’s housing troubles will change anytime soon. For one, the downtown Plaza area is mostly shops, like an outdoor mall, with few people living there. Gentrification in places like Caynon Rd happened so long ago that it won’t reasonably be reversed. Plus, it’s not like expensive single-family homes and gentrification are unique to Santa Fe. High housing costs are an issue across small cities in the US, particularly since the pandemic’s push to remote work.

What then are we to make of Santa Fe’s irresistible adobe architecture? When you visit, walk around and take in the magic – but also consider the costs of your footsteps. Tourism has the power to revive historic places like Santa Fe, but also to reshape their demographic makeup.






RAINBOW
SALT LAKE CITY

The Mormon capital of the world has a surprisingly robust and nurturing LGBTIQ+ community. By Jade Bremner
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ONE THING THAT is apparent, and unexpected, when walking around the residential neighborhoods of Salt Lake City is the large number of rainbow flags hanging from balconies and windows. It’s surprising, as Utah’s capital is often perceived as one of the most culturally conservative places in the US due to its Mormon heritage. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has a long history of opposing same-sex relationships – but in recent years there’s been a shift in the city surrounding its headquarters.

Public Support

Jackie Biskupski became Salt Lake City’s first openly gay mayor, serving from 2016 to 2020. In 2021 Salt Lake City Council had an LGBTIQ+ majority, and the city now has the most diverse council on record in the US. ‘It’s been a liberal city for years,’ says Tanya Hawkins, co-CEO of the Utah Pride Center, of her home. ‘Socially, I think there’s a huge difference now in terms of displays of support here,’ adds Hawkins. Her colleague, Rosa Bandeirinha, moved to Salt Lake four years ago and has also seen the change in real time. ‘There are way more rainbow flags, trans flags, and LGBT groups,’ she observes.


Travelers may also be surprised to learn that Salt Lake City ranks in the top 10 US metropolitan areas with the highest numbers of LGBTIQ+ residents, according to a Gallup survey, while census data has previously shown that there are more gay and lesbian couples raising children in Salt Lake City than in liberal cities like New York City and San Francisco. Researchers from the Williams Institute at the UCLA School of Law found that one in four gay couples in Salt Lake City are parents. ‘It takes a little bit longer for some people to find themselves, because of their religious background,’ says local Randy Oveson, who grew up in the Mormon church before becoming the owner of Salt Lake City queer venue Why KiKi. ‘There’s a lot of gay, queer and everyone on the spectrum here. The community is a lot bigger than people think…visitors will be surprised at how many allies there are, and how friendly it is here for queer people.’

Oveson’s vibrant bar and restaurant couldn’t be further from his religious upbringing. He, like many in the church, was expected to get married young and have children. Now he hosts drag shows and a silent disco, and serves cheeky waffles prepared in the shape of penises. ‘I wanted to make a place that didn’t feel like the Utah people know,’ he says of his safe space, ‘I think people will also be surprised with how many queer events we have going on on a regular basis.’
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THE UTAH PRIDE CENTER IS A HUB OF TOLERANCE IN THE CITY, ORGANIZING ONE OF THE BIGGEST PRIDE FESTIVALS IN THE COUNTRY.

Safe Spaces

Unlike other US state capitals, Salt Lake City doesn’t have an established ‘scene’ or ‘gayborhood’, like Boystown in Chicago or Hillcrest in San Diego – both lined with LGBTIQ+ bars and cafes. The lack of a ‘scene’ is partly due to Utah having some of the most restrictive liquor laws in the US. Until 2020, the whole state had a 10pm curfew on alcohol service at restaurants and bars. While this has been extended to 1am for bars and midnight for restaurants, there’s also a strict limit on liquor pours, and as the local community knows well, these laws are ever-evolving.

As a result, a series of non-alcohol-centric LGBTIQ+ events and gatherings have emerged, including the Queer Sunday Dinners at Iowa House. This weekly fellowship is held for LGBTIQ+ strangers, inviting the rainbow community to eat and meet new friends while wearing name tags (with pronouns on them). ‘Sundays are typically for family and church,’ explains Bandeirinha of the city’s culture. ‘So for people who don’t have that, there’s this house; this private residence opens its doors to the queer community every Sunday.’ The dinners became so popular on Instagram, the organizers had to cap their guests at 30 people and create a weekly waiting list.

The Utah Pride Center is another hub of tolerance in the city. Along with organizing one of the biggest Pride Festivals in the country – which is now a 2-mile-long parade and in 2022 attracted 95,000 people from all over the US – it also runs the Little Pride Festival, for families with children; the Silver Pride, for people over 50; and numerous weekly events, from board and video game sessions to trivia nights and social clubs for LGBTIQ+ veterans and queer people of color. Utah Pride Center’s vital work includes mental health support and programs such as Family Like Ours, for straight parents with a gay child. ‘Because of how strict the church culture is, the counter-culture is stronger than in other places where everybody’s super accepting. In New York or San Francisco, the counter-culture is almost general culture,’ says Bandeirinha, ‘here the [LGBTIQ+] community needs to be stronger. More united,’ she maintains. But what does this mean for travelers? Apart from the events you can join, what’s day-to-day life like for LGBTIQ+ people?

Changing Landscape

‘I feel like the culture is shifting, but it’s still very conservative in a lot of places,’ says Oveson, who cites Temple Square, the 10-acre complex owned by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, as an example. ‘If you were holding hands and walking around there, people might give you a look or might say something,’ he admits. ‘You don’t really see many same-sex partners holding hands in Salt Lake City in general; our streets aren’t super busy like New York, so you are more noticeable.’ But the downtown area, a couple of blocks away, is a place the queer community will feel welcome. ‘I wanted people to have a break from conservative Utah, but still be able to enjoy the things that they like, the nature, the mountains. I wanted them to feel like they could still be here,’ says Oveson of his bar Why KiKi, ‘there’s a lot of difference between the people who will tolerate you and the people who will accept you.’

There are hopes attitudes in Salt Lake’s Mormon church are changing; its leaders recently voiced support for a Senate bill that would safeguard same-sex marriage, but skeptics say it was a move intended to support religious freedoms in marriage over gay marriage. Regardless, local LGBTIQ+residents maintain there is evidence of growing support in the city. ‘I’ve noticed the big increase in the quantity and quality of LGBT-friendly options and the visibility of the support,’ says Hawkins. ‘People are less afraid of putting a rainbow flag on their porch and they’re more willing to participate in the Pride Parade and to come out during the festival,’ says Hawkins, ‘Things are changing. It’s so refreshing, Salt Lake City is becoming ever more welcoming and accepting.’
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JUST
MARRIED

Weddings are easy in Vegas. By Jay Jones


LATE ON A Saturday night in July 2022, superstars Jennifer Lopez and Ben Affleck joined the line at the marriage license bureau in downtown Las Vegas. They chatted with the young couple in front of them and learned they were getting married on their daughter’s second birthday. Soon, two very-in-love men joined the queue behind them. It was one of those only-in-Vegas moments, where couples can get their marriage licenses from 8am to midnight, 365 days a year.

‘Jennifer Lopez and Ben Affleck came in at 11:15 and were out of here before midnight,’ recalled Clark County Clerk Lynn Marie Goya. ‘They called a chapel…and got married within an hour of coming in to get their license. Nowhere else in the world can you do something like that.’

For the actual ceremony, J Lo and Ben chose A Little White Wedding Chapel, one of six chapels along a 1-mile stretch of Las Vegas Blvd. ‘They got here 15 minutes before closing. They were rushing the midnight clock to get a marriage license and to get married,’ recalled Melody Willis-Williams, president of Vegas Weddings, a company that operates three Las Vegas chapels, including Little White. ‘They were incredibly gracious.’ ‘Little White is the place where celebrities get married. It always has been,’ Willis-Williams added. ‘It’s rich in wedding history and I think that’s the appeal.’

The illustrious list of celebrities who’ve married in Vegas is a long one. It includes Elizabeth Taylor to Eddie Fisher, the fifth of her eight husbands, in 1959. Elvis Presley and Priscilla Beaulieu tied the knot in 1967 and celebrated with a five-tiered wedding cake that cost $22,000. Britney Spears infamously wed childhood friend Jason Alexander in 2004; the marriage was annulled two days later.

Wedding City

With about 80,000 weddings a year – that’s an average of 220 a day – Vegas certainly has earned the title of Wedding Capital of the World. Goya pointed out that there are so many chapels along Las Vegas Blvd that some people call it Honeymoon Highway.

Vegas’ popularity as a wedding destination began in the 1930s when, in an effort to promote tourism, Nevada beckoned couples by relaxing its marriage license requirements. No longer was there a three-day waiting period or a mandatory blood test. In 2022 the county issued its five-millionth marriage license. ‘Pretty consistently over the years, 80% of the licenses we issue are to out-of-staters,’ Goya noted. ‘Of that 80%, about 20% to 25% are international.’

The number of wedding chapels is mind-boggling. Nearly every resort has one, but it’s the standalone chapels – some of which look like miniature churches – that are the most iconic, often for their unabashed kitsch. Where else can everything from photos to flowers be arranged almost instantly? And where else can your legal wedding officiant be an Elvis impersonator? ‘We have a roster of about seven to 12 (Elvis impersonators) at any given time,’ Willis-Williams said. ‘It is incredibly popular. People from literally all over the world that have never been here before want that Vegas experience. And none other than Elvis can deliver that experience.’

[image: jpg]
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Your Wedding, Your Way

Various needs can be met at the chapels, including quickie services for those who just can’t wait to get hitched. At A Little White Wedding Chapel, there’s even a drive-thru window under a canopy bearing cherubs and the words, ‘I want you…I can’t live without you.’ The window is a time-saver for folks in a hurry – and a money-saver, too. ‘[It’s] just about 100 bucks,’ Willis-Williams said. There’s an extra charge when couples want to arrive at the window in true Vegas style, in a vintage pink Cadillac that would make Elvis proud.

Weddings aren’t, however, confined to chapels. ‘Vegas is set up to deliver any and every type of experience you would want for a wedding,’ Willis-Williams said. ‘You could dream for a hot air balloon in the sky. You could dream to be married in the Grand Canyon. Only Vegas can do that, and do it in hours.

‘A gorgeous couple from LA came in with a whole bunch of their friends. And the groomsmen all had rented Lamborghinis in different colors,’ she said of one memorable marriage. The men revved their sports cars’ engines as the barefoot bride walked down a makeshift, outdoor aisle. ‘It was the coolest thing in the world,’ the wedding coordinator said.

‘We had a Grand Canyon (wedding) that was quite extravagant,’ she continued, noting that it took two helicopters to fly the bride and groom, plus showgirls and an Elvis impersonator, to the canyon. ‘We pulled it off.’

Save the Date

While Valentine’s Day is often thought of as the most popular day to get married, that’s not the case in Las Vegas. Willis-Williams said that, by far, ‘numeric dates’ are when couples want to exchange vows. The busiest-ever day for weddings was July 7, 2007, or 7/7/07. ‘That is the reigning champion,’ she said. ‘7-7-7 are the lucky numbers for Las Vegas.’ On busy days like that, the line for licenses can stretch out the front door of the marriage license bureau and around the block.

Also big were 4/3/21 – ‘Four, three, two, one, blastoff!’ as Willis-Williams put it – and 2/22/22. ‘I’ve worked every single one of those,’ she observed. ‘The only one I couldn’t finish was 11/12/13, and that’s because I had a baby.’

The Clark County Clerk’s office has done away with a difficult-to-remember.gov website for people seeking information about getting married in Las Vegas. They have replaced it with a stylish site with a simple URL: weddings.vegas.






GAMBLING
IN LAS VEGAS

From casinos to airports and even laundromats, gambling is seemingly omnipresent in Nevada. But its prevalence comes with problems. By Jay Jones
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STEPPING OFF A plane at the Las Vegas airport, passengers are sometimes startled to see slot machines just steps away. Grabbing their phones, they take pictures of the colorfully lit machines to post on social media and amaze their friends.

Gambling is big business in Las Vegas – and that includes Harry Reid Las Vegas International Airport, where there are a whopping 1430 slot machines. In 2022 the airport’s gaming revenue topped $1 billion. It took the airport 36 years to reach that stunning sum. Elsewhere in the Las Vegas Valley, from 2021, casinos began raking in that much dough – yes, a billion bucks – every month.

‘They’re in high cotton,’ gaming expert Anthony Curtis said, referring to the casinos’ profits. Curtis publishes the Las Vegas Advisor, a long-established newsletter for Vegas visitors. His readers often began gambling near their homes as casinos proliferated across the country. But as Curtis pointed out, the experience in Talladega or Tulsa is nothing like the Las Vegas experience. ‘These casinos in other states are almost like starter kits for Vegas,’ he said. ‘It’s almost like going to the big leagues.’

‘Vegas is always the place that you can do it bigger and better,’ he continued. ‘All of this competition has only served to up the game here. That’s how Vegas is able to keep differentiating, because they are forced to keep upping their game to keep people coming and wanting to come back.’

Raking It In

Gambling may be the key attraction for many visitors, but they no longer spend the majority of their money in casinos –at least not on the Strip. At the roughly three dozen resorts along Las Vegas Blvd, what’s called ‘non-gaming revenue’ long ago surpassed casino profits. Other spending accounts for about three quarters of the bottom line. ‘Rooms, shows, food, drink and shopping outpaces gambling,’ Curtis said.

The publisher added that when profits soar, comps – the freebies offered by the resorts – slump. They simply don’t need to give as much back to their customers. ‘As long as the casinos are raking it in, they’re not going to give anything back that they don’t have to,’ he said. ‘They’re reinvesting. They’re putting their money into their product to keep the wave of people coming.’

Curtis said his subscribers typically have a budget of $1500 per trip to spend in casinos. That, he noted, is three to four times what the average Vegas visitor spends. But dropping $1500 probably won’t get his readers a free dinner at Restaurant Guy Savoy or a free room at a classy hotel.

‘These people who are getting comped, they’re flying out here [and] they’re players. By that I mean, they’re coming out here with $5000 bankrolls and they’re rolling that through the machines and on the tables,’ Curtis said. ‘Mathematically, what they’re playing is costing them a lot more than what they’re getting. That’s the nature of the business. It has to be like that.’

The amount of money people spend is tracked through what are called ‘player cards.’ Guests register for the free cards at the casinos’ player clubs. For low-rollers, the folks he calls ‘beginners’ due to their modest gambling budgets, Curtis said it’s still important to join the clubs and use the cards. ‘If they [the casinos] don’t know who you are, they can’t give you anything. But your expectations have to be pretty low to begin with,’ he explained. A common offer, according to Curtis, is one free room night with the purchase of two additional nights. Such deals are sent to players club members by email or snail mail.

Learning to Play – Responsibly

Thanks to the growth of casinos elsewhere – for example, there were 108 casinos in Oklahoma in 2022 – most gamblers who arrive in Vegas already know how to play the various table games. But for those who don’t, a handful of resorts both on and off the Strip offer free lessons in how to play blackjack, craps and roulette. Cashiers at the casino cage will know whether lessons are given at their property.

In casinos run by MGM Resorts, head to the players club to learn about GameSense, a comprehensive source of information about gambling. Much of the information also appears its website (mgmresorts.com/en/gamesense.html). On the Gambling Myths page, common falsehoods about gambling are debunked:

‘“If I play long enough, eventually I can win back all the money I’ve lost.” Myth. The longer you play the more money you’re likely to lose. “Chasing losses” almost always leads to bigger losses.’

The website also tackles the sensitive subject of compulsive gambling. It identifies some key signs that a person may have crossed the line into addiction. ‘If gambling no longer feels like a game, it may be time to step away,’ the site suggests. ‘In some cases, you may decide you need support in getting control of your gambling.’

It isn’t easy to nail down how many people gamble compulsively, but experts estimate the number at between 1% and 5% of all gamblers. In the US, the National Council on Problem Gambling operates a confidential, 24/7 helpline: (800) 522-4700.
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‘Experience the highest density of rock arches on the planet at Arches National Park, just 5 miles north of Moab.’
JADE BREMNER
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‘The Fremont Street Experience in Las Vegas is home to street performers, outdoors stages with free concerts and the SlotZilla Zipline.’
JAY JONES
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Grand Canyon National
Park

This geologic wonder is worth the
hype, with billion-year-old rocks,
luminous sunsets and hiking trails
that immerse you in the vast beauty.

Rafting the Colorado is a classic
adventure.

Monument Valley &
Canyon de Chelly
Located deep within the Navajo Nation, Monument Valley
and Canyon de Chelly are known for their beauty. Tours by
Navajo guides add meaning and complexity to your visit.

Colorado
City

Greater Phoenix

The capital of Arizona, Phoenix is
an epicenter of culture, cuisine and
relaxation in the Sonoran Desert, and
luxurious resorts abound. Alfresco
dining and sunsets are highlights.
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Petrified Forest National Park
&Route 66

Distractions are many in the national park:
fossilized logs, multi-hued badlands, a wall

of petroglyphs and the Painted Desert at
sunset. Route 66 swings past a meteor
crater.

n

Sedona & Oak Creek
Canyon

Enormous red rock formations overlook

The biggest airport in Arizona is Sky
Harbor International Airport in Phoenix.
From here it is 220 miles to the South
Rim of the Grand Canyon and 335 miles
to the North Rim. Tucson International
Airport serves southern Arizona.
American Airlines offers daily flights
between Flagstaff and both Phoenix
and Dallas/Fort Worth.
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picturesque creeks and lush riparian areas,
drawing spiritual seekers, outdoor enthu-

siasts and photographers. Petroglyphs are
plentiful too.

i

Tucson

Tucson, we like you. Restaurants
celebrate regional cultures, museums
spotlight minerals and miniatures, and
4th Ave keeps things quirky with dive
bars and indie shops.

' TRAIN

Amtrak train connections are available
from Los Angeles to Kingman, Flagstaff,
Winslow and Albuquerque on the daily
Southwest Chief. The thrice-weekly
Sunset Limited links Tucson with Los
Angeles, Yuma, Benson, ELPaso, San
Antonio, Houston and New Orleans, LA.
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USA for your next adventure

Plan Your Trip

Explore some of the most
spectacular parts of the country
as you start to build the itinerary

for your journey

The Guide

Navigate the destination with
in-depth tips on the best
experiences and the best way to
make the most of your trip

ARCHES A
NATIONAL PARK

Storybook

Gointo greater depth as
you explore a destination or
make sense of something you
experience on your trip
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Four Corners

Wide-open desert decorated with
stark mesas and otherworldly
rocks. This is Navajo country and
home to important Indigenous
sites.

Albuquerque

The biggest city has a cute Old
Town and a spicy restaurant and
bar scene. Hit old Route 66 to
explore nearby Pueblos and ghost
towns.

Las Cruces

Southern city 45

miles from the Mexico
border with a vibrant
Spanish-speaking culture.
From there, check out
ghost towns, White Sands
and hot springs.
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Taos

Small town big on art and

adventure. Hike, mountain bike,
raft, fish and skiin the enchant-
ed forests, mountains and epic

SantaFe

Artsy capital for museum
hopping, shopping and eating.
Then scale the neighboring
Sangre de Cristo Mountains

with or without skis.
canyons nearby.
oRaton  cicom CAR
S canuli ] Renting a car is your best bet if you
apulin
Taos Pueblo want to travel beyond Albuquerque
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Utah

A FREAK SHOW OF NATURE

Several national parks celebrate the region’s
striking red rocks, offering abundant hiking and
biking trails, gorgeous campsites and scenic
overlooks with seriously breathtaking views. The
rocks also hold dinosaur prints and cliff dwellings.
Learn Mormon history and culture in Salt Lake City.

Las Vegas .
& Nevada New Mexico

Utah WONDERFULLY WEIRD

The Land of Enchantment is a top destination for
artists, with galleries keeping Santa Fe and Taos
abuzz. The two cities are also known for their New
Mexican restaurants and crisp mountain views.
Pueblos and cliff dwellings are an introduction
to Native American culture while UFO lore rules
inRoswell. Sand dunes shimmer at White Sands
National Park.

Las Vegas & Nevada

NEON, THEN THE NATURAL NEVADA

Las Vegas dazzles travelers seeking
urban adventures, from fine dining
to sizzling shows to late-night club-
hopping. Beyond the city limits,
mountains and deserts serve up views
and outdoor thrills. The Loneliest Road
and Burning Man keep things offbeat.

. New Mexico
Arizona

Arizona

RED ROCKS, SUNSETS AND
LEGENDS OF THE WEST

The Granite State earns bragging rights at the
Grand Canyon, but its historic mining towns and
Native American sites are also fascinating. Culture,
cuisine and Camelback Mountain are the iconic
highlights of stylish Phoenix, while Tucson keeps
the vibe chill with its saguaros and Sonoran dogs.
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Several airlines connect Las Vegas q:reyhound operates one direct
and Reno. Allegiant, JetBlue, service between Las Vegasand
Southwest and Spirit offer non-stop Reno each day. It takes more than
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