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How to Use This Book


ABOUT THE MAPS

This book is divided into chapters based on regions that are within close reach of the city; an overview map of these regions precedes the table of contents. Each chapter begins with a region map that shows the locations and numbers of the trails listed in that chapter.

Each trail profile is also accompanied by a detailed trail map that shows the hike route.

Map Symbols
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ABOUT THE TRAIL PROFILES

Each profile includes a narrative description of the trail’s setting and terrain. This description also typically includes mile-by-mile hiking directions, as well as information about the trail’s highlights and unique attributes.

The trails marked by the B symbol are highlighted in the author’s Best Hikes list.

Options

If alternative routes are available, this section is used to provide information on side trips or note how to shorten or lengthen the hike.

Directions

This section provides detailed driving directions to the trailhead from the city center or from the intersection of major highways. When public transportation is available, instructions will be noted here.


Information and Contact


This section provides information on fees, facilities, and access restrictions for the trail. It also includes the name of the land management agency or organization that oversees the trail, as well as an address, phone number, and website if available.

ABOUT THE ICONS

The icons in this book are designed to provide at-a-glance information on special features for each trail.
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	The trail climbs to a high overlook with wide views.
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	The trail offers an opportunity for wildlife watching.
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	The trail offers an opportunity for bird-watching.
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	The trail features wildflower displays in spring.
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	The trail visits a beach.
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	The trail travels to a waterfall.
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	The trail visits a historic site.
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	The trail is open to snowshoers in winter.
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	Dogs are allowed.
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	The trail is appropriate for children.
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	The trail is wheelchair accessible.
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	The trailhead can be accessed via public transportation.





ABOUT THE DIFFICULTY RATING

Each profile includes a difficulty rating. Definitions for ratings follow. Remember that the difficulty level for any trail can change due to weather or trail conditions, so always phone ahead to check the current state of any trail.

Easy: Easy hikes are 4 miles or less and with an elevation gain or loss of 500 feet.

Easy/Moderate: Easy/Moderate hikes are 4–6 miles long and with an elevation gain or loss of 500–1,000 feet.

Moderate: Moderate hikes are 2–8 miles long and with an elevation gain or loss of 1,000–1,500 feet.

Strenuous: Strenuous hikes are 6–10 miles long and with an elevation gain or loss of 1,000–2,000 feet.

Butt-kicker: Butt-kicker hikes are 8–14 miles long with an elevation gain or loss of 2,000 feet or more.
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Author’s Note


Want to know about Phoenix hiking? Ask a native. Only, that might be easier said than done. Phoenix is a city of transplants.

Fortunately, with Moon Outdoors Take a Hike Phoenix, you can experience the best hikes in the Phoenix area, each recommended by me—a gal who was born and raised in Phoenix. Whether you’re a newcomer, visitor, or long-time resident, after a quick thumb-through of this guide, you’ll quickly see why my home town was named one of the best U.S. hiking cities by National Geographic.

As the fifth-largest city in the United States, Phoenix is a bustling, car-infested grid. Suburban streets, highways, and light rail train tracks make for total concrete coverage.

Except, of course, for our beloved trails.

Phoenix and its surrounding suburbs (locals refer to the 16,573-square miles of metro area as The Valley of the Sun) offer breathtaking views of the Sonoran Desert. This dusty terrain, dominated by iconic saguaro cacti, craggy boulders, and spiky plant life, occurs nowhere else on the planet. And with a quick drive to many trailheads, it doesn’t take long to escape the rushing traffic and enjoy the peace of this one-of-a-kind landscape.

The Phoenix Mountains Preserve sits in the heart of the city and invites residents to take advantage of more than 20 well-maintained trails that intersect to create endless combinations. Folks on the south side of The Valley easily access the South Mountain Park, which offers more than 16,000 acres. The trails boast a wealth of petroglyphs made by the ancient peoples of the prehistoric Hohokam society. For those on the east side, the Superstition Wilderness entices thrill-seekers who aim to explore the grounds of the legendary Lost Dutchman, who allegedly discovered a very rich gold mine. (To this day, the mine’s whereabouts remain unknown.) To the west, residents explore a whopping 30,000 acres in the White Tank Mountain Regional Park, named for its white granite rock formations, scoured by torrential rains.

And those are just the main parks. Smaller outcrops of buttes and peaks pepper The Valley, so no matter which direction you face, trails keep tempting those of us who can’t get enough of the desert dirt.

When the summer heat hits, hikes within the city are typically accessed during the one hour after sunrise and the one hour prior to sunset. Still, even the most acclimated hikers are slowed by constant water breaks and the relentless heat. The Valley’s trails are virtually abandoned during daytime hours, when the sun is at its most brutal.

It’s the perfect time for residents to head north. Within a two-hour drive, city-dwellers can easily escape the oven-like feel of the summer months and find plenty of trailheads. Hikers can experience the state’s high forest areas filled with pine trees and, with any luck, trickling streams.

Prescott, Payson, and other areas to the north assure hikers they can shave off at least 10 degrees from the day’s temperature high. And for some of the most stunning views in the state, Sedona is just about two hours away. The mars-like landscape of world-renowned red rock canyons and dramatic spires will stir the souls of even the most conservative. For the best summer temperatures, a trip to Flagstaff is sure to satisfy hikers who are fed up with the heat. With plenty of short trails for the family, it’s also the perfect place to set your sights high. Flagstaff’s Humphreys Peak offers a summit trail to the highest point in Arizona at 12,633 feet.

I’ve traveled every trail outlined in this book. And with each trail’s profile, I aimed to provide enough information for proper preparation and accurate expectations. It’s been an amazing challenge to research, categorize, and explore each of these hikes. I’ve called Phoenix home for my entire life. When it comes to hiking, this place has something for everyone, and each trail offers a chance to see some of the most soul-moving landscapes on the planet. I’m so grateful to have this opportunity to extend an invitation for others to find out why I love living here.

You in?

Great. Now, let’s hit the dirt!


Best Hikes


B Butt-Kickers

Charles M. Christiansen Memorial Trail 100, Central Valley, tap here.

National Trail, South Valley, tap here.

Hunter Trail, South Valley, tap here.

Siphon Draw Trail to The Flatiron, East Valley, tap here.

Humphreys Peak Summit Trail, High Country, tap here.

B Climbing and Scrambling

Echo Canyon Summit Trail, Central Valley, tap here.

Hunter Trail, South Valley, tap here.

Siphon Draw Trail to The Flatiron, East Valley, tap here.

Cathedral Rock Trail, High Country, tap here.

B Hikes near Water

Arizona Canal Loop at Arizona Falls, Central Valley, tap here.

Waterfall Trail, West Valley, tap here.

Butcher Jones Trail, East Valley, tap here.

Bell Trail to Wet Beaver Creek, High Country, tap here.

Fossil Springs Trail, High Country, tap here.

Horton Creek Trail, High Country, tap here.

B Historical Hikes

Waterfall Trail, West Valley, tap here.

Rogers Canyon Trail, East Valley, tap here.

Hieroglyphic Trail, East Valley, tap here.

Sears-Kay Ruin Loop, North Valley, tap here.

Rim Lakes Vista and General Crook Loop, High Country, tap here.

B Kid-Friendly Hikes

Piestewa Nature Trail 304, Central Valley, tap here.

Hole in the Rock Trail, Central Valley, tap here.

Waterfall Trail, West Valley, tap here.

Dragonfly Trail, North Valley, tap here.

Sears-Kay Ruin Loop, North Valley, tap here.

Buffalo Park Loop, High Country, tap here.

B Solitude

Ford Canyon Loop, West Valley, tap here.

San Tan Loop, South Valley, tap here.

Black Mesa Loop, East Valley, tap here.

Rogers Canyon Trail, East Valley, tap here.

Spur Cross and Elephant Mountain Loop, North Valley, tap here.

Highline to Donahue Trail, High Country, tap here.

B Summit Views

Piestewa Peak Summit Trail 300, Central Valley, tap here.

Echo Canyon Summit Trail, Central Valley, tap here.

Siphon Draw Trail to The Flatiron, East Valley, tap here.

Peralta Trail to Fremont Saddle, East Valley, tap here.

Brown’s Trail, North Valley, tap here.

B Wildflowers

Sunset Vista Trail, South Valley, tap here.

Siphon Draw Trail to The Flatiron, East Valley, tap here.

Main Trail, East Valley, tap here.

Pemberton and Tonto Tank Loop, North Valley, tap here.

Fat Man’s Loop, High Country, tap here.

B Wheelchair-Accessible Trails

Eliot Ramada to Double Butte Loop, Central Valley, tap here.

Waterfall Trail, West Valley, tap here.

Gila to Baseline Loop, West Valley, tap here.

Merkle Memorial Loop Trail, East Valley, tap here.

Fountain Lake Overlook Loop, North Valley, tap here.


Hiking Tips


Before you set out for a day of fun hiking, it’s best to know how to prepare for this unique environment. Your bare minimum is a backpack stocked with a handful of essentials and some basic know-how. Good preparation makes for a good experience and that makes for happy memories and more hiking. And that’s the whole point, right? Read on for your Hiking 101 lesson.

HIKING ESSENTIALS

Water, water, water. Oh, and don’t forget more water.

This will be a recurring theme when discussing hiking essentials. It’s a desert out there, folks, and often the only water you’ll see for miles is the water you carry. The importance of bringing water can’t be stressed enough. So, once you’ve got the whole water-is-the-most-essential-hiking-necessity thing down, check out the information about sun protection, clothing, general hiking safety, trail etiquette, and all that good stuff.

Water

If you take any advice from this book, let it be this: bring lots of water. Then bring another bottle, just in case. It only takes one water-shortage scare for a Phoenix hiker to wise up. Hopefully, you’ll bypass this hard-learned lesson. The rule of thumb for Phoenix-area hiking goes like this: Pack what you think you need. Double it. Then bring one more bottle, just in case.

There are lots of options when it comes to portable water devices. Many hiking backpacks come with water reservoirs (or “bladders”) that easily slide into an insulated pocket and deliver cool sips through a connected hose. Any outdoor equipment store will stock water bottles galore in hard and soft plastic. (Heck, even Dad’s old Army canteen will do!) As long as it doesn’t leak and holds enough water for your day, you should be good to go.

Most experts recommend bringing a minimum of 2-6 quarts (or 1.8-5.6 liters) of water for day hikes, depending on the length and weather. To put that in real-world terms, a large water bladder usually holds up to 3 liters. That should be enough for 2-4 miles on a temperate day. For longer hikes, fill a 3-liter water bladder then bring at least another gallon of water for refills. Each person in your hiking party should carry this much water—you’ll rip right through it, especially on a hot or warm day.

To be safe, drink 4-6 cups of water even before you hit the trail and you’ll start out ahead of the game. As an extra precaution, stock your vehicle with 2 gallons of water (per person) so you have a stash in case of an emergency. Driving while disoriented due to severe dehydration is dangerous. This may sound excessive, but if you’ve ever experienced the onset of dehydration (thirst, dark urine, headache, confusion, cottonmouth, muscle aches), you’ll soon be panicked for this life-sustaining fluid.

When you’re out on the trail, take constant stock of your water supply. Make continued judgments as to whether or not you have enough for your total journey—especially on a warm day and a strenuous trail. When in doubt, turn back and cut the hike short. The trail will always be there.

If your water level gets low, continue drinking the water you’ve got and return to civilization as soon as possible. Don’t be afraid to ask for help; if you come across fellow hikers, ask if they can spare enough water to get you back to the trailhead. Likewise, if you see someone else who’s not looking so great, ask if they’re okay and if they have enough water. This simple act might save a life.

If you run out of water, immediately take steps to conserve your precious sweat. Long pants and sleeves are your best friends here. Do not go off trail to search for water, especially in the desert where springs or washes indicated on a map are most likely dry. The only place you might see water near the trail is in the High Country, but this water should only be used for hydration in emergency situations (water purifying tablets are handy in this scenario).

Bottom line: Bring lots of water. Especially in the summer months, you’re going to drink more than you think possible.


[image: Image]

Teddy bear cholla is not to be snuggled.




Sun Protection


It’s called The Valley of the Sun. If you’re a hiker, you can title yourself The Person with the Sunblock.

Sun protection is a crucial skill to master to have any chance of enjoying these hikes. Your first line of defense against the sun is to stay out of it. For shorter hikes, consider heading out in the morning or evening to take advantage of the long shadows cast by a low-hanging sun. Wide-brimmed hats, long pants, and long sleeves are natural shade-makers that you can carry with you at all times. Take advantage of UPF (Ultraviolet Protection Factor) clothing, which shields skin from damaging rays with its fiber type, dye, construction, and (in some cases) chemical treatment. Just like sunblock, the higher the UPF rating, the better. Coverage is the most effective method to keep those rays off your skin.

And, of course—sunblock, sunblock, sunblock. Grease every inch of exposed flesh thoroughly before you head out and always carry at least a small tube of SPF 30 (or above) in your pack for reapplications (check the sunblock directions for guidance here). Include sunglasses with UV protection and SPF lip moisturizers in your basic sun-protection essentials as well. One way to guarantee a sure-fire bad memory is to feel a raging burn for days after your hike. Not fun.

Clothing

Clothing in the desert can be quite tricky. The desert can dramatically drop its temperature in a 24-hour period (Arizona’s record: 120°F to 39°F) and your wardrobe has to fluctuate right along with it. Under the sun, your greatest risk is heat stroke; after sunset, you can easily find yourself in a battle with hypothermia. Your best bet is to dress in cotton or other lightweight fabrics then pack fleece, wool, blended knits, or various high-tech winter fabrics in case you get stuck overnight.

Cotton and moisture-wicking blends work wonders in the heat. Outdoor recreation stores offer a huge selection of high-tech and lightweight nylon pants (look for “convertible” styles that can quickly become shorts with a few unzips). Most survival books will tell you to avoid cotton at all costs because it fails to insulate and actually robs your body of heat. Desert survivalists, however, assert that cotton is your best friend because of these features. Old-timers and cowboys swear by loose fitting, long-sleeve shirts and long pants made from cotton.

Most hikers have trouble resisting the urge to strip down during a summer hike. But the more coverage your clothing provides, the less exposed you are to the sun. Conserving your sweat under those longer sleeves can save you from dehydration if you’re low on water (but you brought extra, right?). Use your best judgment here and find your comfort zone of protection versus temperature.

For longer hikes in cooler weather, increasing clothing layers is your best bet. Shorts and short-sleeve shirts should be your base layer with heavier pants, a coat, and a jacket on top; opt for winter fabrics like wool, wool blends, fleece, and water resistant or waterproof materials. When you get hot, peel yourself like an onion and then pack it back on to accommodate fluctuating weather and sun intensity. And always pack a beanie to keep that head warm under your wide-brimmed hat.

And now the most important wardrobe item: a bandana. A bandana is an absolutely crucial piece of clothing. With a few clever folds, this square of cotton is a sweatband, beanie, wet neckerchief, fly swatter, sponge, or tourniquet. Take at least one with you on every hike, no matter the distance. Not to mention, it can add a sharp splash of color to any ensemble!

SHOES AND SOCKS

Every hiker has a preference when it comes to footwear. On desert trails, the most common shoes fall into two categories: trail runners and hiking boots.

Trail runners are low-cut sneakers with an intense, cleat-like tread for skilled climbing among Phoenix’s rocky trails. A new pair of these puppies will make you feel like Spiderman as the ticky-tacky tread sticks to every surface. These are great for summit trails in the desert and make for sure-footed scrambling up steep terrain.

Traditional hiking boots are heavier, made of leather, water resistant, and offer ankle support. These are best for long, flat trails of six or more miles. For northern Arizona’s High Country, heavy hiking boots are much more popular in the pine forest terrain, where you might come across a creek or a muddy path.

For desert hikes, lightweight, moisture-wicking socks with a padded sole or support are king. Also consider hiking shoes that offer ventilation (via breathable mesh) to keep those feet cool. For High Country hikes, consider bringing along a thicker, more heavy-duty pair of socks to protect your feet from the cold climate and elements, especially if you head up in fall, winter, or spring.

In both shoe styles, look for designs with mesh ventilation to keep feet cool during your hot-weather hikes.

RAIN GEAR

Most desert hikers have been stuck in a rainstorm at least once. Rainstorms come on fast and furious—especially during monsoon season—and will soak you to the bone in a matter of seconds, transporting you instantly from sweating to shivering. It is ideal to carry rain gear in your pack at all times, but at the very least an inexpensive poncho will do the trick in a pinch.

Navigational Tools

A compass, map, and GPS device (or trail-tracking app on a smartphone) are the magic combination to keep you oriented. Even if you’ve hiked a trail multiple times before, unexpected closures, weather, or animal attacks may require a change of plans to find a different route to safety. In fact, most preventable survival situations occur on short day hikes as a result of an unexpected change and poor preparation.

Every hiker gets a little lost from time to time. Referencing these essential tools can make the difference between “just getting turned around” to “lost for days and presumed dead.” Always bring a paper trail map. Never leave home without a compass. And download that app while you’re at it. One of these tools does not replace the other, so take them all, every time.

Studying the trail ahead of time is another easy task that can save you. Know your mileage (this is also important for planning how much water to take), the elevation climb, and the general direction the correct trail should take you. Desert vegetation is slow to replenish misleading paths, so it’s easy to get off course.

Always let a friend or family member know where you plan to hike and for how long. Sign in at the trailhead when a registry is available. In a search-and-rescue situation, you’ll dramatically increase your chances of being found if authorities know where to look.

When on the trail, stop as soon as you get that sinking feeling that you don’t quite know where you are. Immediately consult your map and use nearby ridges, washes, and other landmarks to identify your location. If high ground is available nearby (and doesn’t stray too far from your current location), climb to a perch and look for the trail, trail markers, or cairns (stacked rocks obviously arranged by people, not nature). If you’re still disoriented, place your map on the ground, place your compass over the map, and orient the map to north. Don’t move further until you’ve regained your orientation. Consider marking your current spot with a cairn if you should need to return.

Most important, take your time and stay calm. A clear head for sound judgment makes a huge difference. One rushed or poor decision can lead to a series of cataclysmic events, so take a deep breath and double-check your work.

Food

Hiking is exercise—that means you’re burning calories as you cruise through the terrain. For day hikers, a jaunt on the trail can last up to 10 hours, depending on terrain and weather. Your body’s energy is a simple equation of calories in, calories out. If you plan ahead for your food intake for longer hikes, you’ll never hit the trail hungry.

As you sweat, the water flushing through your system can put you in a sodium deficit. A salty snack—pretzels, trail mix, or salted peanuts—will replace the sodium in your bloodstream. A lack of sodium, essential for maintaining balanced electrolytes, can lead to hyponatremia or water intoxication, which in severe cases is a serious medical emergency.

For hikes longer than 5 miles, pack a heavy snack or a full lunch. Energy bars, dried fruit, carrot sticks, hard-boiled eggs, and beef jerky are all great trail snacks. For hikes that last 6 miles or more, a hefty, mid-hike meal is essential to keep your energy and spirits high. Pack a sandwich with cheese, veggies, and cold cuts and be sure you have plenty of water. (Digestion requires water, so if you’re in a no-water situation, get hydrated before attempting to eat.)

Light Source

While perched on a summit during an evening hike, it’s easy to stare too long at The Valley’s vast sea of twinkling city lights below. Before you know it, the sun has set and you’ve still got some craggy desert trail to descend. Whoops.

Always carry a small flashlight in your pack for such occasions. Or, consider a headlamp to free your hands for a safer trek down. Don’t want to splurge on a headlamp? A popular trick is to clip a bicycle light on the bill of your hat. Brilliant, eh?

Whichever item you choose, check the batteries frequently and pack a spare battery or two just in case.

First-Aid Kit

This is a must-have for all hikes, no matter the length or effort involved. You can pick up a waterproof first-aid kit at any outdoor store for $10-20. Carry it in your pack at all times. A basic first-aid kit should include:

• Ace bandage

• Adhesive bandages

• Alcohol wipes

• Aspirin or an anti-inflammatory

• Athletic tape

• Gauze pads

• Iodine ointment

• Knife or scissors

• Moleskin

• Safety pins

• Tweezers

HEALTH AND SAFETY

Fitness

What better way to stay fit than to hike? You’d be surprised how big a difference just a few good hikes per week can make.

When starting out, be sure the hikes are reasonable for your fitness level. Begin with easy, flat hikes to strengthen muscles and increase your cardiovascular conditioning. If you don’t hike regularly, don’t take on a moderate, strenuous, or butt-kicking hike. Be sure to stretch before and after every hike to avoid any injuries that might keep you out of commission and off the trail.

Though hiking is a great workout, it’s best in combination with other physical activities like biking, jogging, and yoga. The variety of exercise increases muscle condition and strengthens your body’s connective tissue.


Hiking Solo


Whenever possible, it’s best to bring a partner on the trail for increased safety. However, solitude is something often craved by city-dwelling hikers, and solo hikes are common.

Before heading out on your own, be sure that someone knows which hike you plan to complete, including your start time and end time, and let them know once you’ve finished. If your regular hiking partner is not with you, consider working out a pre-arranged system in which you keep one another informed of your respective solo hikes. A simple call or text message at the beginning and end of each hike is good practice.

Speaking of cell phones, always take a fully charged mobile phone with you. While in the Central Valley, you’ll most likely have reception during your hike. On the outskirts of the city and in the High Country, however, reception is less reliable (that’s why a whistle, signal mirror, and other rescue items are on your checklist).

If you should become injured, lost, or overheated, stay calm and assess your situation before making any decisions. In that situation, your brain is your number-one partner. If you find yourself in trouble, remember the acronym for STOP: Stop, Think, Observe, Plan. Your plan might be as simple as waiting in the shade for a hiker to pass by or as complicated as using rope and other supplies to make camp for the night. Either way, take a few minutes to think about your next moves.

Heat Exhaustion and Heat Stroke

Here’s a brief explanation of how heat exhaustion and heat stroke (also known as hyperthermia) go down—and take you down with it.

In a heat-stress situation, symptoms of heat exhaustion will come first. This includes clammy skin, profuse sweating, light-headedness, rapid or shallow breathing, and heat cramps. As soon as you feel sickly, seek some shade and rest. Sit on your pack to elevate yourself off the hot desert floor. Remove some clothing to help cool off. Slowly drink water and eat a salty snack to restore hydration and electrolytes. Feel better? Good. Now give it a solid 10 minutes more. It can take up to 24 hours to fully recover from heat exhaustion, so don’t push yourself. Seek medical attention if symptoms persist.

Heat stroke is a medical emergency. It means the body is no longer capable of cooling itself and your core temperature can climb to 105°F or higher. Symptoms include a red face, hot dry skin, rapid pulse, and dilated pupils. Evacuation or medical intervention is required. In the meantime, get the victim into the shade and remove their clothing. Wet the victim’s skin with cool water and fan it to increase evaporative cooling. Use wet clothing or ice packs and place them on the neck, armpits, and groin. Maintain an open airway if the victim loses consciousness, and get medical intervention as quickly as possible.

Your best defense is prevention. Avoid hiking in the middle of a summer day. Bring more than enough water and stay hydrated. Keep aware of your physical state and head into shade at the first sign that something is off. Make your hiking partners aware of your condition. And, if you observe a fellow hiker experiencing these symptoms, take the lead and insist that they take a long break in the shade. Do what you can to cool them off. Most hikers feel a little embarrassed to admit that they’re overheating, so make sure you’ve got each other’s backs to avoid a more serious situation.


BEAT THE HEAT!

Here’s a quick rundown to help you avoid heat stress that may lead to heat stroke, a serious medical emergency:

• In the summer months, restrict hiking to the cooler hours in the early morning and evening, or stick to hikes in the High Country region.

• Pre-hydrate before hitting the trail.

• Wear a wide-brimmed hat and lightweight clothing to protect yourself from the sun.

• Pack a hat, your pockets, and extra clothing with ice-filled baggies.

• Bring water, water, and more water.

• Wet any clothing and a bandana to help with evaporative cooling.

• Take constant inventory of your water and head back to the trailhead if you start running low.

• Munch salty snacks along the way to maintain sodium levels and electrolyte balance.

• At the first signs of overheating, head to the shade for a long break.

• If you start to feel symptoms of heat stress, make your hiking party aware of your condition.

• Offer help to other hikers who look confused or disoriented, and be assertive if necessary.

• When in doubt, turn back and return to civilization…your survival ensures that you can hike another day!



Hypothermia

Desert hikers can become so heat-focused that it’s easy to forget about hypothermia. This occurs when the body drastically drops its core temperature. It can be fatal and is the number one killer of people in the outdoors.

Remember that the desert is the land of extremes. Dirt doesn’t hold heat through the night, so as quickly as it bakes during the day, it turns freezing at night. Hypothermia can happen when temperatures are in the 50s, and desert temperatures can drop way below that number.

Symptoms include shivering, weakness, loss of coordination, disorientation, cold skin, drowsiness, slowed breathing, and low heart rate. At the first signs of hypothermia, seek medical intervention. While waiting for help to arrive, immediately move the victim out of the wind and cold. Seek shelter in a dry, warm area. Wrap the victim in warm, windproof clothing and material. Start a fire (this is why matches, lighter, and a magnesium spark rod are on your checklist) and encourage the victim to attempt eating something high in sugar. Just as in a heat-stress situation, it’s best to be vigilant and assertive when treating hypothermia.

Again, prevention is key here. When hiking in the colder months or in the High Country, always carry a fleece jacket or winter coat, an emergency blanket, and a beanie in your pack. Be aware of your physical state and look for symptoms in other hikers.

Flash Floods

Flash floods are the second leading cause of death in the desert and the first leading cause of weather-related deaths in the United States. This is no joke, people. Check the weather forecast before you hit the trail, be particularly vigilant while hiking in canyons and washes, and plan carefully when hiking during high-risk rainy seasons (from noon to 8pm between July and September). Postpone your hike if the weather looks iffy. Even if the sky above is clear, a micro-burst of rain miles away could send a wall of muddy water (complete with boulders, branches, and dangerous debris) your way. Rarely will you have enough time to react—and if you do, it will only be a few seconds.

Dust Storms

“Haboob” has become a favorite new word in The Valley, ever since 2011 when a monstrous dust storm (called a haboob) covered the metropolitan area. The haboob spread 50 miles across and 10,000 feet high when it rolled through town, causing flight delays and power outages throughout the city.

If you have the misfortune of getting stuck in a haboob, stop and take cover. A nearby rock outcrop is your best option, but if you’re caught out in the open, crouch down and keep your back to the wind. Cover your face with a bandana or shirt and do not attempt to navigate your way back to the trailhead—the dust-filled air will completely blind you. Be patient and wait for the haboob to pass. Then have fun saying the word over and over when you share the story later.

WILDLIFE AND PLANTS

In Phoenix, you can step out of your car and right into the thick of the wild desert. No matter how popular the trail or how close it is to the city, you’re sharing the environment with all the unique vegetation and specially evolved animals that call the desert home. It truly is alive out there, and after just a handful of hikes, you’re sure to see something scurry, crawl, trot, or slither by.

Coyotes

With coyote population on the rise across the United States, you’ll be hard pressed not to see (or at least hear) one while hiking. A coyote is a canine species with tan fur that typically hunts in pairs and travels in a pack. They can be seen at any time of day but are mostly nocturnal. If you hear high-pitched howling or yipping in the distance, it means there are coyotes somewhere nearby.

Coyote attacks on humans are rare and, in those few cases, usually occur toward small children. However, coyotes can be confrontational when encountering dogs. If your dog is a small breed, they may target it as a potential meal. As a precaution, keep dogs on a leash and small children close by.

If you do see a coyote, it’s best to stop at a safe distance and observe its behavior. If it starts trotting toward you, clap your hands and yell or make some noise so the coyote sees you as a potential threat. Never, ever try to feed a seemingly docile coyote. Usually, coyotes remain disinterested and will move along without bothering you.

Snakes and Lizards

It’s inevitable that you will see reptiles during your hike in the desert. All reptiles are cold blooded and will avoid extreme temperatures. On a hot day, they often hang out under rocks or in the shade; be wary of those areas and never, ever, stick your hand in a rock crevice. Walking sticks are useful for prodding the ground ahead.

If you hear a creature scurry along the trail, chances are it’s a small lizard trying to get out of your way. Most lizards are less than six inches from nose to tail. Chuckwallas (up to 16 inches) and desert iguanas (up to 17 inches) are rare, but you might get lucky and spot one or two during your adventures. Most lizards are passive, non-poisonous, and fearful of humans—you can usually count on them to book before you even see one. Gila monsters grow up to two feet in length, and while venomous, they are rarely seen and are so sluggish that they represent little threat to humans. As with all creatures in the desert, if you see a lizard, keep your distance and let it be.

As the sun goes down and the desert floor cools, you’re more likely to encounter rattlers and other snakes. In the early morning, it’s not uncommon to see a snake sunning itself after a long, cold night. Masterfully camouflaged, rattlesnakes are tough to spot, and you’ll often cruise by one without even knowing it. If you do get too close, however, they’ll let you know. There are few things in this world that will stop you dead in your tracks like the sound of a rattlesnake rattle. Once you hear that distinct sound, stop and try to visually locate the snake, then back away slowly. Once you’ve cleared some distance, the snake will move along. It has no interest in you, so if you leave it alone, you’ll be fine.

Rattlesnakes typically only bite when provoked. If you have the misfortune of receiving a bite, don’t bother with any field remedies—sucking out the poison and using a snake-bite kit have proven ineffective methods, and tourniquets do more harm than good by isolating the poison to one area of the body, creating further damage. Stay calm and return to the trailhead as quickly as possible, then visit a hospital immediately for treatment. The good news is that rattlesnake bites are rarely fatal.

Scorpions and Insects

Bad news: There are more than 40 species of scorpions in the desert. The good news? Only one scorpion’s sting—that of the bark scorpion—is fatal, and it’s usually fatal only to babies, the elderly, and people with pre-existing medical conditions. If you take off your shoes or discard any clothing while taking a break, give each item a good shake and inspection before you get dressed. Scorpions do enjoy a dark, dank place, and human clothing fits the bill.

Bees are another concern while out in the desert. With so many Africanized or killer bees in the area, be aware of loud buzzing noises that may indicate a nearby nest. (Bee nests can be as large as a basketball.) If you hear or see lots of bees, head the other way. If attacked, cover your head as best you can with a shirt or other clothing and run (and run, and run) to a car or building. If you’re allergic to bee stings, carry a prescription Epi-Pen while on the trail.

Cacti, Succulents, and Wildflowers

Desert vegetation is a uniquely beautiful sight on the trail. With more than 3,000 species of plants in Arizona, the state is hardly barren. While the endless spikes of desert cacti can seem menacing, few deny the beauty when each needle catches the waning light during sunset to make the desert glow. These spiky species are often surrounded by soft succulents and stunning wildflowers that smooth the visual harshness of the desert. Spend enough time out here and you’ll soon appreciate the slight variations that make each plant a one-of-a-kind survivor.

The general rule when it comes to desert plant life is to look, don’t touch. Still, with so many spikes and cholla dropping their prickly pods, it’s tough not to accidentally pick up a pokey “friend” via attachment to a shirt, sock, a dog’s paw, or straight into the skin. Always carry tweezers or pliers for such an occasion. A good pair of gloves can also come in handy when removing these pesky orbs.


  [image: Image]

  Saguaros make for dramatic sunset scenes.



Springtime in the desert is truly a sight. With the help of winter rains and lovely temperatures, the dry brush that covers the desert floor in summer and winter suddenly explodes in a rash of fabulous color. Wildflower season typically occurs from February to April and is the most popular time of year to hit the trail.


  WHAT’S A PETROGLYPH?

  Petroglyphs are designs that have been carved onto rock, most often by ancient Native Americans. You’ll undoubtedly come across tons of petroglyphs as you hike The Valley’s trails. Most take the shape of spirals, suns, or animals and were carved by the ancient native peoples who originally inhabited the Phoenix area.

With time, light-colored granite and other desert rocks become coated with microorganisms, moisture, and minerals. These elements bake in the sun and cover the rock in a dark (sometimes black) patina over the course of thousands of years.


  [image: Image]

  Look for the faint spiral shape of a petroglyph, carved into the rock centuries ago.



Ancient native societies—including the Archaic People (5000 BCE) and the Hohokam (100 CE to 1200s CE)—made their designs by chipping away at the rock’s patina with a hand-held pointed rock called a hammerstone. As the patina was removed the light-colored rock surface beneath was revealed. While no accurate interpretation exists, it’s believed that the shapes are to be read as symbols and story-telling signs rather than as a written language.

Petroglyphs are fragile, irreplaceable, and sacred to modern-day Native Americans. Admire petroglyphs from afar and never touch them; the oils in your skin can damage this ancient treasure.




ON THE TRAIL

Trail Etiquette

You’re not the only person who enjoys the trails around Phoenix. And of course you’re happy to share, right? Here’s the best way to do it.

First, know how to yield. Officially, hikers only yield to horses. When a horse approaches, hikers should step to the side of the trail and wait until it has passed. Mountain bikers should yield to hikers by slowing down, announcing themselves, and then passing slowly.

When encountering other hikers, a friendly hello is often expected. Practice common courtesy and offer to allow other hikers to pass—particularly if a hiker comes from behind at a faster pace. Scoot to the right and let them breeze by. On busy trails, it’s a good idea to stick to the right side of the trail just like you would in traffic, creating a “slow lane” and a “passing lane.” Always yield to hikers who are climbing up—don’t interrupt their hard-earned pace. Also, be aware of any signs of overheating, injury, disorientation, or dehydration and don’t be shy about offering help. It never hurts to ask.

Respect the trail itself. Stay to the center of the path as much as you can to avoid destroying surrounding plant life. Trailblazing is a huge no-no and is strongly discouraged by park officials and your hiking peers. The desert is a sensitive environment, and certain forms of plant life (like saguaro cacti) take decades to gain a foothold. It’s hard to survive out here, so let them do their thing by staying on the trail.
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