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Grand Canyon is a place of grand drama and serene vistas, so vast and varied that each visitor will experience it from a different perspective. Grand Canyon National Park’s mile-deep abyss and 1.2 million acres hold a multitude of experiences, from bustling Grand Canyon Village to wild and lonesome wilderness.

Layered cliffs of red, orange, gray, and tan record three eras of geological time, with rocks along the Colorado River that are two billion years old. The canyon itself is five or six million years old and still changing. Wind and moisture sculpt fantastical stone shapes one grain of sand at a time. But nature doesn’t always work slowly—a room-sized platform of limestone at Mather Point once toppled overnight, and a single storm transformed Crystal Rapid from a mellow ride to a maelstrom.

The canyon’s rocky expanse may look stark and forbidding, but it has sheltered people along its river and rim for 10,000 years. The native peoples left signs of their passing in rock art, stone pueblos, and potsherds. Diverse environments, from the North Rim’s boreal forests to the inner canyon’s deserts and river, support more than 2,000 species of plants, mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish, including several endangered and threatened species and a few species found nowhere else on the planet.
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Clockwise from top left: Antelope Canyon; an elk; cactus in bloom; a happy hiker



Hiking and rafting the inner canyon may be challenging, but those who enter Grand Canyon’s heart are rewarded with closer looks at features often hidden within its rocky folds—sinuous side canyons, sparkling waterfalls, and towering monuments of stone. Places like Vishnu Temple and Deer Creek Falls are just small pieces of a whole that is considered one of the world’s seven greatest natural wonders.

Features outside the park’s boundaries—forests, plateaus, and Indian Reservations—add further perspectives to the canyon experience. You can drive up to the Colorado River at Lees Ferry, mountain bike along the Rainbow Rim, or stroll onto the Hualapai Reservation’s Skywalk, a 70-foot-long glass-bottomed observation deck that stretches into the canyon.

In 1903, Teddy Roosevelt urged every American to see Grand Canyon. Today, some five million visitors each year do, but the Grand Canyon you experience is yours alone.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

The South Rim

The South Rim, the most visited area of Grand Canyon National Park, extends roughly 40 miles from Hermits Rest to Desert View. More than a dozen scenic overlooks offer views of the canyon and its maze of tributaries and monuments. Among them, Mather Point grants most visitors their first-ever canyon view. Grand Canyon Village bustles with lodging, dining, shopping, and activities from bicycle tours to star parties. Architect Mary Colter’s eccentric buildings perch along the rim, and several hikes, including historic Bright Angel Trail, lead into the canyon’s depths.

The North Rim

The North Rim, accessible spring through fall, is 1,000 feet higher than the South Rim and more remote. Only 1 in 10 park visitors travels to the North Rim, where Grand Canyon Lodge and the park’s campground offer accommodations on Bright Angel Point. Scenic Cape Royal Drive leads to Point Imperial and Angel’s Window, with stops for picnicking and hiking along the way. Jacob Lake is the nearest town, about 30 miles from the park’s entrance station. The North Rim’s mixed boreal forests include fir, spruce, and aspen, and remote forest roads lead to canyon overlooks, open meadows, and trails.
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  Angel’s Window



The Inner Canyon

Accessible only on foot, by mule, or by boat, the inner canyon contains tall buttes and monuments, hidden waterfalls, and dozens of tributary canyons, all linked by the Colorado River. The river drops nearly 2,000 feet on its 277-mile journey from Lees Ferry to Lake Mead, churning close to 200 rapids. The dangerously hot desert environs of the Inner Gorge are relieved by oases like Bright Angel Creek, where historic Phantom Ranch offers the only lodging and dining in the canyon’s heart.

Beyond the Boundaries

The rims and tributaries of Grand Canyon extend beyond national park boundaries into lands managed by the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management or held by the Havasupai, Hualapai, and Navajo tribes. The Havasu Canyon, Grand Canyon Skywalk, historic Lees Ferry, and Marble Canyon overlooks all lie beyond the boundaries of the park but share the essence of Grand Canyon. Though exploring remote areas sometimes requires a high-clearance vehicle or a permit, those who want to escape the crowds will be rewarded with lonely vistas, rich cultural traditions, and landscapes that vary from stark plateaus to dense forest.
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a steam train in Williams



Gateways to Grand Canyon

Flagstaff, Williams, Page, Fredonia, and Kanab are more than convenient gateways. The mountain town of Flagstaff combines urban pleasures with a dazzling array of outdoor activities. Williams will delight train buffs and Route 66 fans. At Page, Lake Powell’s sandstone canyons lure boaters and backpackers alike. Fredonia and Kanab straddle the Arizona-Utah border, making an ideal jumping-off point not only to the North Rim but also to Zion, Bryce Canyon, and other national parks and monuments on the Southwest’s Grand Circle.

When to Go

Be ready for anything. Even on the South Rim, it can snow in June, and it isn’t uncommon for temperatures to hit 90°F in October. Roads, trails, and buildings may close temporarily for needed maintenance, and the trans-canyon water pipeline is prone to breakdowns. Your phone may not get a signal, and the train could be late; however, the afternoon thundershower that spoils your hike to Indian Garden might yield a rainbow during a sunset viewed from Yaki Point. December storms might part to reveal one of the canyon’s most stirring sights, an inversion that fills the Inner Gorge with clouds.

High Season (Apr.-Oct.)

Throughout most of the Grand Canyon region, high season is April-October (with an early blip in March on the South Rim during spring break). At the North Rim, the season doesn’t begin until mid-May, lasting until most visitor services close in October. Snow can blanket North Rim locations into May, and spring snowstorms aren’t uncommon on either rim.


If You Want...

• Backpacking: Secure your backcountry permit in advance for overnights in the inner canyon. Or sign up for a tour with the Grand Canyon Field Institute.

• Bicycling: Ride the Greenway Trail on the South Rim. Mountain bikers can tackle the North Rim’s Point Sublime Road, a long up-and-down two-track with campsites for overnight (permit required).

• Historic Sites: Wander the Grand Canyon Village Historic District or climb Desert View Watchtower on the South Rim.

• Horseback Riding: Equines are allowed on the South Kaibab, Bright Angel, River, and Plateau Point Trails on the South Rim and on the North Kaibab, Uncle Jim, and Ken Patrick Trails on the North Rim.

• Rafting: Reserve a spot on a guided Colorado River trip through the inner canyon.
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a backpacker views the Colorado River



• Driving Tours: Cruise Desert View Drive and Hermits Road (Dec.-Feb.) on the South Rim or Cape Royal Drive on the North Rim.

• Waterfalls: Make advance reservations to hike into the Havasupai reservation’s Havasu Canyon for a series of waterfalls.



During summer, hikers must strategize. Though mornings and evenings on both rims are relatively cool, the midday sun bakes trails and overlooks, and the inner canyon becomes a shadeless furnace. Time hikes for early or late in the day, choose trails with afternoon shade, and pack plenty of water. Or stick to the higher environs of the North Rim, where purple lupine lingers under a canopy of aspen and spruce, and mule deer graze in mountain meadows.

Wildflowers begin blooming in the inner canyon deserts, moving up to the South Rim by April, adding splashes of red, yellow, and purple to rim overlooks and trails. Temperatures are usually comfortable, though the rim can be windy, especially in March.
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  Havasu Falls



Mid to Low Season (Nov.-Mar.)

Autumn is a glorious time to visit Grand Canyon. Summer crowds have eased, and summer temperatures lose their grip on the South Rim and inner canyon. Warm, sunny afternoons and clear nights bring ideal hiking weather. On the North Rim, aspens begin to turn gold in September, peaking in radiance the first week of October. Summer lingers longer on the South Rim, where fall arrives not with a burst of colors but with a crescendo of sound as the annual Grand Canyon Music Festival begins. If you’re a bird-watcher, bring your binoculars, because September and October are great months to watch migrating raptors use the canyon as a flyway.

Don’t let winter keep you from the canyon: The South Rim can be magical in winter months, and the inner canyon is temperate for hikers and backpackers, though commercial river trips don’t run during this time. Winter is also an especially good time for watching wildlife. Deer and elk wander close to Grand Canyon Village, and ponderosa pines shelter juncos, nuthatches, and chickadees.
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  Winter can be an especially good time to view wildlife in Grand Canyon.




Before You Go


To help you make the most of your time, the National Park Service (www.nps.gov) offers a host of trip-planning tools, including permit applications, trail descriptions, backpacking advice, and current weather forecasts.

Park Fees and Passes

The entrance fee for Grand Canyon National Park is $25 per vehicle, which includes all passengers. If entering on foot, bicycle, or motorcycle, the fee is $12 per person. (There’s no charge for kids 15 and younger.) Admission fees are good for seven days and include all areas of the national park, even if you go from one rim to the other.

Passes and fees can be purchased in advance at the following locations, allowing entrance through the park’s shorter “prepaid” lanes:

• National Geographic Visitor Center (Hwy. 64, Tusayan, 928/638-2468, www.explorethecanyon.com, 8am-10pm Mar. 1-Oct. 31, 10am-8pm Nov. 1-Feb. 28)

• Williams Visitor Center (200 Railroad Ave., Williams, 928/635-4061 or 800/863-0546, www.experiencewilliams.com, 8am-6:30pm daily summer, 8am-5pm daily fall-spring)

• Flagstaff Visitor Center (1 E. U.S. Rte. 66, Flagstaff, 928/774-9541 or 800/842-7293, www.flagstaffarizona.org, 8am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-4pm Sun.)

Each year, Grand Canyon National Park offers several fee-free days, most on federal holidays or park service occasions.

Discounts or free passes are available for seniors, military members, people with permanent disabilities, and federal lands volunteers with more than 250 hours of service. Other fee options include:

• Grand Canyon Pass ($50): Provides entrance to the park for one year.

• Interagency Pass ($80): Provides entrances to all national parks, monuments, and recreation areas for one year.

If you plan on backpacking or camping during your visit to the canyon, be sure to get a backcountry permit and make campground reservations well in advance.

Entrance Stations

SOUTH RIM

Most visitors enter through the South Entrance, accessible from Flagstaff via Highway 180 or Williams via Highway 64. The East Entrance, accessible from Flagstaff or Page via U.S. Highway 89 and Highway 64, is smaller and receives far fewer visitors.
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  Cars wait to enter Grand Canyon’s South Entrance.



NORTH RIM

The North Rim Entrance Station is 12 miles from Bright Angel Point on scenic Highway 67. Highway 67 is usually open to travel mid-May-November, a couple of weeks after most visitor services close for the season.

RESERVATIONS

Reservations in advance are a must. River trips and mule tours often fill up six months to a year in advance, and backpacking permits require making plans and sending applications up to four months before the start of your trip. Rooms and campsites on the South Rim often sell out during high season. North Rim accommodations are especially hard to get in autumn.

• For accommodations and mule trips on the South Rim and inner canyon: Xanterra Parks & Resorts (303/297-2757 or 888/297-2757, www.grandcanyonlodges.com)

• For North Rim accommodations: Forever Resorts (877/386-4383, http://grandcanyonforever.com)

• For North Rim Mule Rides: Grand Canyon Trail Rides (435/679-8665, http://canyonrides.com)

• For all campground reservations: Recreation.gov (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov)

In the Park

Visitor Centers

Grand Canyon Visitor Center (8am-6pm daily spring-fall, 9am-5pm daily winter) is located on the South Rim, a couple of miles north of the South Entrance.

The North Rim Visitor Center (928/638-2481, 8am-6pm daily) is at the end of Highway 67 at Bright Angel Point.

Where to Stay

SOUTH RIM

For same-day reservations try calling 928/638-2631; to check current availability call 888/297-2757. Accommodations outside the south entrance can be found in nearby Tusayan (7 miles) or Valle (30 miles). Further options can be found in the gateway cities of Williams (60 miles) or Flagstaff (80 miles).

The following campgrounds have some first-come, first-served sites, but all fill early in summer:

• Mather Campground is usually fully booked during summer months, but December-February availability is first-come, first-served.

• Desert View Campground has 50 first-come, first-served sites (May-mid-Oct.). During the summer months, the campground usually fills by early afternoon.

• Kaibab National Forest (928/638-2443 or 928/643-7395, www.fs.usda.gov/kaibab) provides primitive camping areas surrounding the national park on both rims.

NORTH RIM

Summer is the North Rim’s busiest season, and lodging availability is limited. Many lodges on this side of the canyon require advance notice of cancellations to avoid forfeiting a deposit. The nearest lodging and campgrounds outside the park are 18 miles away. Further options can be found in Jacob Lake and the gateway cities of Page and Kanab, Utah.

The North Rim Campground may have some first-come, first-served sites October 15-31.

Getting Around

The South Rim’s free shuttle system covers Grand Canyon Village (year-round) and Hermit Road (Mar.-Nov.). Buses arrive every 15-30 minutes 6am-sunset. The Guide, the park’s seasonal newspaper, includes a map showing routes and schedules (varies seasonally).


In-Park Lodging
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	cabin at Bright Angel Lodge
	Phantom Ranch





The Best of Grand Canyon


Even a lifetime isn’t long enough to experience all of Grand Canyon’s flavors and scenes, but with a well-planned week it’s possible to sample some of the best the region has to offer. To experience the widest variety of scenery, history, and activities, begin by touring the South Rim from Hermits Rest to Desert View, then travel through the Navajo Reservation and Marble Canyon area before winding up the Kaibab Plateau to Jacob Lake and the canyon’s quiet North Rim.

Day 1

Begin at the South Rim’s Grand Canyon Village, taking a day to get used to the elevation and acquaint yourself with the canyon during a ranger program or nature walk. If you plan to hike into the canyon, loosen up along the Rim Trail. The section from the village to Mather Point doubles as a sightseeing excursion, and trailside geology displays provide an overview of the layers you’ll pass through when you make your descent into the canyon. Learn more at the Yavapai Geology Museum and peer through its telescope at tomorrow’s destination, the inner canyon oasis of Phantom Ranch. Walk or shuttle to the Grand Canyon Visitor Center to watch an introductory film and browse through the bookstore. Enjoy sunset colors on your way back to the village. (If your journey to the inner canyon will be on a mule rather than on foot, remember to check in to confirm your tour reservations.)
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  Mather Point at sunset



Day 2

Hiking into the canyon? Have an early breakfast before hopping a shuttle to Yaki Point, where the South Kaibab Trail begins its steep descent. The trail follows ridgelines for amazing views: Find a scenic spot for a pack lunch before continuing to Bright Angel Campground to unroll your sleeping bag. (Mule riders will descend via Bright Angel Trail to their destination, Phantom Ranch.) Stretch sore muscles with a stroll around the historic stone-and-wood cabins designed by architect Mary Colter, or relax on the sandy beach along the Colorado River. If you’ve reserved a second night in the canyon, hike a mile or two up the Clear Creek Trail for fabulous views of Phantom Ranch and the Inner Gorge. Or spend your layover day drinking lemonade and writing postcards.


Best in One Day

SOUTH RIM

Enter through the park’s South Entrance and abandon your car in the parking lot at the Grand Canyon Visitor Center. Explore the visitor center, then walk a short distance to the jaw-dropping views at Mather Point. Follow the Rim Trail west to the Yavapai Geology Museum to learn how the canyon formed.

[image: image]

Mather Point

Board the shuttle bus to Grand Canyon Village, getting off at the train depot to explore the village’s Historic District including El Tovar, Hopi House, Lookout Studio, and Kolb Studio. Stop for lunch at Bright Angel Lodge or El Tovar.

Board the Hermits Rest shuttle route to take in the West Rim overlooks. The round-trip takes about 50 minutes (or more to stop and explore Hermits Rest).

For the grand finale, drive east along the park’s Desert View Drive for 25 miles, stopping at Tusayan Ruin and ending with a flourish at Desert View Watchtower.

NORTH RIM

Scenic Highway 67 crosses the Kaibab Plateau on its way to the North Rim entrance. Park your car at the visitor center and pick up a trail brochure for the 0.5-mile Bright Angel Point Trail. After you’ve soaked in the views, step into historic Grand Canyon Lodge, the center of North Rim activities and services. Have lunch in the landmark dining room or a light meal on the sunny veranda.
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Grand Canyon Lodge

Back in the car, head for Cape Royal Drive, a 23-mile (one-way) paved and winding road with spectacular overlooks. In five miles, follow a fork on the left to Point Imperial and descend the short path to the overlook and stunning views of Mt. Hayden.

Cape Royal Drive continues all the way to the edge of the Walhalla Plateau, ending at a large parking area. An easy 0.5-mile paved trail leads to Cape Royal, a rocky peninsula that curves dramatically into the canyon.




Day 3


In summer months, it’s important to start hiking to the rim before dawn to beat the heat. It takes eight hours or longer to ascend Bright Angel Trail, a route used for centuries by Havasupai Indians before it became a toll trail in the late 1800s. Today, the only toll is physical: About three miles up, the Devil’s Corkscrew is a seemingly endless stretch of steep, sunbaked switchbacks. Plan to reach Indian Garden (about 4.7 miles from camp) before 10am and rest in the shade before continuing the second half of the hike later in the afternoon. (Mule riders will ascend the South Kaibab Trail, traversing colorful Cedar Ridge before topping out on Yaki Point at midday.)
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  view of Indian Garden from Bright Angel Trail



After you’ve rewarded yourself with a rest and a cold drink upon emerging from the canyon, consider riding the shuttle to explore West Rim overlooks. Each offers a distinct perspective, from the wide panorama at Hopi Point to the sheer drop down at The Abyss. Stretch your legs along portions of the Rim Trail, or find a perch to watch light and shadow play across cliffs and monuments. Enjoy sunset before heading back to the village for dinner, or come prepared with selections from the General Store deli to eat at the best table in the house—the edge of the canyon.

Day 4

Make your last morning in Grand Canyon Village special. Watch the sunrise, have a leisurely breakfast at historic El Tovar Lodge, or take in a ranger program. Pick up a box lunch or snacks from one of the lodges to take with you as you explore the East Rim. Beginning just south of Mather Point, Highway 64 travels 25 miles to Desert View. Stop en route at Grandview Point to gaze down at Horseshoe Mesa before continuing to Tusayan Ruin, where rangers lead daily tours in spring and summer. You’ll want at least an hour at Desert View to explore Mary Colter’s fabulous Watchtower and enjoy the sweeping Marble Canyon panoramas. If you haven’t packed a picnic, save your appetite for a Navajo taco at the Cameron Trading Post, 30 miles away on the Navajo Reservation. En route, stop to peer into the Little Colorado River Gorge, a major canyon tributary. You can spend the night at the trading post’s comfortable motel or drive up to Page, arriving in time to watch a Lake Powell sunset.

Day 5

Start your morning in Page with a smooth-water float from Glen Canyon Dam to Lees Ferry, a scenic half-day voyage below gorgeously colored sandstone cliffs. Canyon Discoveries will shuttle you back to Page, where you can begin the three-hour drive to the North Rim. Stop at the Navajo Bridge Interpretive Center and stroll across the Colorado River on the historic bridge, a favorite condor hangout. As you continue your journey along the base of the Vermilion Cliffs, look south for glimpses of the canyon, a dark gash across the broad Marble Platform. The road quickly ascends the Kaibab Plateau toward Jacob Lake. From here, Highway 67 leads through forest and meadows for 50 miles to the North Rim. Enjoy sunset from the tip of Bright Angel Point or, if you’ve made reservations, through the expansive dining-room windows at Grand Canyon Lodge.


Best Campgrounds

Camping experiences in the canyon range from amenity-rich RV parks to lonely spots in the forest. Here’s a sampling of the best:

SOUTH RIM

• Desert View Campground (click here): Tucked into a juniper woodland near the park’s east entrance, this seasonal campground is small but truly special. There are no showers or hookups, but civilization (food, gas, and flush toilets) is nearby. The 50 first-come, first-served sites are $12 per night; the panorama of Desert View Watchtower and Marble Canyon—priceless.

• Ten X Campground (click here): Only four miles away from the park’s South Entrance, some of the 70 sites ($10 per night) are reservable; the rest are first-come, first-served. There are no showers or hookups, but a nature trail and amphitheater make this seasonal forest service campground a pleasant spot.

• Trailer Village (click here): Sidle up next to the South Rim’s Mather Campground ($35 per night) and general store for pull-through spaces accommodating RVs up to 50 feet long.

• Spring Valley Cabin and Bunkhouse (click here): Located halfway between Williams and Flagstaff, about an hour away from the South Entrance, these historic forest service cabins ($100-150 per night, spring-fall) make rustic but unique accommodations that can sleep up to 14 people.

NORTH RIM

• North Rim Campground (click here): More than 80 sites ($18-25 per night) come in a variety of shapes and sizes; some accommodate RVs up to 40 feet, though there are no hookups. For amazing views, reserve a walk-in site along the rim of Transept Canyon.

• Jacob Lake Campground (click here): A half-hour from the North Rim’s entrance station, this seasonal forest service campground ($18 per night) has 53 sites, half of which are reservable.
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  North Rim Campground in autumn



INNER CANYON

• Bright Angel Campground (click here): Obtain a backcountry permit ($10 plus $5/night) to stay at this inner canyon oasis of 30 tent sites along sparkling Bright Angel Creek.




Day 6


Get an early start to see the sun light up Mount Hayden at Point Imperial and then spend several hours exploring sights along the Cape Royal Road as it winds to the end of the Walhalla Plateau. Take time for a hike to Cape Final or the short-but-sweet Cliff Spring Trail. Stop at Walhalla Overlook to learn more about the Ancestral Puebloans who once called the canyon home. Cape Royal, where you can gaze through Angel’s Window and look down on Wotans Throne, has lovely picnic spots. Return to the lodge for a ranger program or a stroll through the ponderosas on the Transept Trail. Toast your last canyon sunset from the lodge’s veranda, watching as lights from Grand Canyon Village, 10 miles away as the raven flies, begin to twinkle across the canyon.
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  Cape Royal



Day 7

If you don’t need an early start for the long return back to civilization, you might begin your last day at Grand Canyon with a hike, heading partway down the North Kaibab Trail or getting a fresh canyon perspective from the rim-side Widforss Trail. Or you could drive the back roads to Jacob Lake, exploring shady forest byways as you plan your next canyon sojourn. Because this is when it hits you: Even though you’ve toured the national park from rim to river, west to east, and north to south, there’s so much more to explore.

A Romantic Winter Weekend

The most romantic time to visit the South Rim is during the winter, when crowds are lighter, sunrises are later, and frosty temperatures make snuggling by a fireplace even more fun.

Friday

Check into elegant El Tovar or a cozy cabin at Bright Angel Lodge. Some of the cabins have fireplaces or canyon views. If you want to impress your sweetie with a romantic dinner, make reservations in advance for El Tovar’s candlelit dining room.

Saturday

After breakfast, pick up a picnic lunch at the General Store deli and spend a few hours exploring the overlooks along the West Rim’s Hermit Road. Hike the Rim Trail from Pima Point to Hermits Rest (1.1 miles), where you can warm up with some hot chocolate. Rumor has it that Mary Colter, the architect of this fanciful structure, liked to steal away for a few moments of solitude along the rim close by. See if you can find her special perch or (if it’s not too icy), hike a short distance down nearby Hermit Trail.


Best Day Hikes

Start with short day hikes and save long wilderness routes for future adventures.

SOUTH RIM

• Rim Trail (click here): Though 13 miles long, the Rim Trail can be hiked in shorter sections for an easy, scenic stroll. To avoid the crowds around Grand Canyon Village, start farther west. The section between Monument Creek Vista and Hermits Rest (2.8 miles one-way) is paved but quiet, alternating between woodland and rim for great views.

• South Kaibab Trail (click here): This maintained corridor trail has wide-open panoramas. Make your first inner canyon hike to Ooh Aah Point (1.8 miles round-trip), suitable for beginners or families with children. Stronger hikers can try for Cedar Ridge (3 miles round-trip) or Skeleton Point (6 miles round-trip).
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  Skeleton Point on the South Kaibab Trail



• Hermit Trail (click here): For something off the beaten path, hike Hermit Trail to Santa Maria Spring (5 miles round-trip) or Dripping Springs (7 miles round-trip).

NORTH RIM

• Widforss Trail (click here): This shady ramble can be a rewarding day hike (4.2 miles round-trip). Pick up the brochure at the trailhead that describes highlights on the trail’s first two miles.

• Bright Angel Point Trail (click here): Short but spectacular, this paved trail (0.5 mile round-trip) starts near Bright Angel Lodge and descends a limestone fin overlooking Roaring Springs.



Winter sunsets arrive early and paint the canyon walls in glowing orange, pink, and lavender. Hopi Point is popular at sunset; opt for Maricopa or Mohave Points if you’d prefer to avoid a crowd. After watching the celestial show, return to the village and warm up by your cabin’s fireplace. No fireplace of your own? There’s usually a blaze going in El Tovar’s Rendezvous Room, and the lounge is a cozy spot for a warm drink.

The Shrine of the Ages hosts occasional evening programs in winter. But the most awe-inspiring show is outdoors: On dark, clear nights millions of diamond-bright stars will take your breath away. Pick up a star map at one of the park’s shops or use a stargazing phone app. If you bundle up and bring a flashlight, you can view the night sky almost anywhere, but the amphitheater at Mather Point has front-row seats.


Sunday


Sunrise or sleep in? If you decide to greet the dawn from somewhere other than your window, grab a coffee at the Canyon Coffee House in Bright Angel Lodge, and then hop the shuttle to Yaki Point. Watch as buttery golden sunlight spreads over the canyon’s inner peaks.

Return to the village for a hearty brunch, and then stroll along the rim to Hopi House, designed by architect Mary Colter in 1905. Inside this historic structure is the canyon’s finest collection of Native American jewelry, perfect if you want a memento of your special weekend.

Spend the rest of the day exploring the East Rim by car. Watch the sunset from Lipan Point or Desert View Watchtower, another of Mary Colter’s romanticized re-creations. To the west, inner canyon temples and buttes fade to layered silhouettes in blues and purples—a dramatic finale to the weekend.

Family Fun

The South Rim has so many activities and sights that it’s easy for kids (and adults) to get overwhelmed. Plan to disengage from the bustle for some quiet time, whether it’s a shady rest in the ponderosa pine forest around the village or a nap in your room. If all else fails, take the kids to the Grand Canyon IMAX movie in nearby Tusayan, guaranteed to mesmerize them for 34 whole minutes.

Programs and Classes

If this is your family’s first trip to Grand Canyon, you can learn about the canyon’s geology, ecology, and human history on a one- or two-day program led by an instructor from the Grand Canyon Field Institute. The two-day program includes meals and lodging as well as a guided hike partway down Bright Angel Trail and a walking tour of historic Grand Canyon Village. Activities are suitable for adults and children aged 10 and older.
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Kids enjoy touching the rocks along The Trail of Time.



Younger children can learn about the canyon by becoming a Junior Ranger. Kids aged 4-14 earn a certificate and badge when they participate in ranger-guided hikes or activities, such as condor talks, fossil walks, or stargazing. Bright Angel Lodge and El Tovar offer activity books that reward kids with stickers for visiting gift shops.

Hikes

The Rim Trail is relatively level and easy to hike a section at a time, making it an ideal place to teach younger children about nature. Between Verkamp’s Visitor Center and the Yavapai Geology Museum, the mile-long Trail of Time highlights touchable samples of the canyon’s rock layers. Pick up a Rim Trail brochure to help identify plants or animals. Alternatively, you can spend a few hours exploring the West Rim and Hermits Rest on the park’s free shuttle buses. Walk along the rim or picnic at an overlook, and then hop on a later shuttle bus to continue your journey.


The Wild Side

If outdoor adventure is your passion, there’s no better way to get to know Grand Canyon than by taking the road—or trail—less traveled.

BACKPACKING

With a backpacking permit (and a reservation) in hand, you can spend a night or two in the inner canyon. From the South Rim, hike South Kaibab Trail down to the inner canyon to overnight at Bright Angel Campground. Spend another night at Indian Garden Campground on the steep hike back up Bright Angel Trail.

If you’re ready to graduate to a wilderness trail, Grandview Trail to Horseshoe Mesa or Hermit Trail to the Colorado River combine views with historic sites on 2-3-day trips. If you already have a degree in canyon backpacking, get your post-doc on a multi-trail loop like Grandview-Tonto-South Kaibab or the ultimate challenge, Nankoweap Trail.

BACK-ROAD DRIVES

Kaibab National Forest has miles of dirt roads for driving or mountain biking, and you’ll rarely meet more than half a dozen other vehicles. Many forest roads are suitable for passenger cars, though they tend to get rockier as you approach remote North Rim viewpoints like Parissawampitts or Timp Points, which overlook the Tapeats Amphitheater.

One of loneliest spots in Grand Canyon National Park is Toroweap, where a primitive campground waits at the end of 60 miles of dirt roads. A trail leads to a rocky ledge where, 3,000 feet below, you’ll see and hear roaring Lava Falls.

WHITE-WATER RAFTING

Long, peaceful stretches of the Colorado River are sharply punctuated by wild rides through the canyon’s 160-plus rapids. Most guided trips last 6-18 days, exploring side canyons and waterfalls. Meals, gear, and shuttle service are included.

WINTER ADVENTURES

On the north side of the canyon, the higher elevations of the Kaibab Plateau may be blanketed in white. Although North Rim roads and visitor services are closed mid-October-mid-May, you can ski or snowshoe into the park and camp in the winter yurt. If you’d rather stay cozy and warm at Jacob Lake Inn, you can snowmobile, ski, or snowshoe in the surrounding Kaibab National Forest.
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boaters running Lava Falls Rapid on the Colorado River






Mule Rides


There’s no age limit for the two-hour Canyon Vista Mule Ride along the East Rim, though riders need to be at least 4 feet 7 inches tall, and children younger than 16 must be accompanied by an adult. Afterward, take an afternoon walk to the historic barns to watch the mules eat their dinner.

The one-hour mule tour on the North Rim is suitable for children as young as seven years old.
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  Mules await riders in the Old Stone Corral at the top of Bright Angel Trail.



Bicycling

Bright Angel Bicycles rents adult- and youth-sized bikes and guides tours to the Abyss, a plunging West Rim overlook. Children younger than age eight can ride in a pull-trailer behind an accompanying adult.

Train Spotting

If your youngster is crazy about trains, head for the depot and watch the Grand Canyon Railway arrive or depart. Serious train buffs will want to start their Grand Canyon visit on its vintage railcars, which depart from Williams in the morning and arrive at Grand Canyon before noon.

Hands-On History

Drive (or take a motor coach tour) to Desert View, the South Rim’s easternmost overlook. Be sure to stop en route to view 800-year-old Tusayan Ruin from the gentle loop trail. The grand finale for this 25-mile scenic journey along the East Rim is Desert View Watchtower. Kids love climbing the winding staircase to the top of the 70-foot tower.

If returning to Flagstaff via U.S. Highway 89A, you can make a side trip through Wupatki and Sunset Crater Volcano National Monuments, where you can explore ancient pueblos and clamber up an extinct cinder cone.

Rafting

Hualapai River Runners guides the only one-day white-water trip in Grand Canyon. Tours launch from Diamond Creek on the Hualapai Reservation, and children must be at least eight years old to participate.

Colorado River Discovery leads motorized rafting tours (Mar.-Nov.) through Glen Canyon ending at Lees Ferry, a pleasant trip suitable for children as young as age four.

Cookouts

In summer, the North Rim’s Grand Canyon Lodge holds a nightly Grand Cookout Experience (June 1-Sept.). A steam train departs for an outdoor chuckwagon-style meal, followed by a live music and stage show. Reservations are recommended and can be made until 4pm the same day.


Indian Legacy

Grand Canyon has provided food and shelter to people for thousands of years, and descendants of the canyon’s first residents continue to live in the region today.
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part of Fred Kabotie’s mural in Desert View Watchtower



• Hopi House (click here): The upstairs gallery showcases museum-quality wares.

• Desert View Watchtower (click here): This observation tower was designed by architect Mary Colter in 1932. The interior walls are painted with colorful murals, some by Hopi artist Fred Kabotie, that provide a symbolic history of Southwestern Indian cultures.

• Tusayan Ruin (click here): Park rangers lead daily tours (spring-fall) of these 800-year-old ruins. The adjacent museum has displays about prehistoric, historic, and contemporary Indian cultures.

• Walhalla Glades (click here): Rangers often lead tours of this prehistoric village on the North Rim.

• Havasu Canyon (click here): The home of the Havasupai (People of the Blue-Green Water) is famous for its waterfalls and travertine pools.

• Grand Canyon West (click here): The Hualapai (People of the Tall Pines), historically known for their vast trade network, have translated those entrepreneurial skills into tour operations near the Skywalk.

• Cameron Trading Post (click here): In the Navajo town of Cameron, this trading post and a Navajo Arts and Crafts Enterprise store have outstanding selections of jewelry and pottery.

• Museum of Northern Arizona (click here): Flagstaff’s excellent museum offers an introduction to the artistic traditions and lives of the Navajo, Hopi, and other tribes.

• Wupatki National Monument (click here): Archaeology buffs will enjoy this side trip to Ancestral Puebloan ruins and a superb visitor center.

• Pipe Spring National Monument (click here): Explore the history of Mormon pioneers and the Kaibab Paiute people via living history demonstrations and hands-on activities.
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The blue-green water of Havasu Creek meets the brown water of the Colorado River.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Mather Point: Get your first breathtaking views of the canyon from Mather Point, a short walk from the Grand Canyon Visitor Center and Canyon View Information Plaza (click here).

S Yavapai Point and Geology Museum: Learn how Grand Canyon was formed and study its geological layers, thanks to the displays inside this historic pueblo-style building (click here).

[image: Image]

S Grand Canyon Village Historic District: Meet the human side of Grand Canyon—Fred Harvey and the Harvey Girls, the Kolb brothers, sheriff and Rough Rider Buckey O’Neill, and architect Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter (click here).

S Hopi Point: From this West Rim overlook, you can see 30 miles or more in either direction (click here).

S Hermits Rest: Step inside this re-imagining of a prospector’s cave, designed in 1914 by Mary Colter, an architect for the Santa Fe Railway (click here).

S Grandview Point: Look down on Horseshoe Mesa from this forested viewpoint, one of the highest on the South Rim (click here).

S Tusayan Ruin and Museum: Visit this 800-year-old village, where Ancestral Puebloans spent summers tending fields. The adjacent museum highlights the canyon’s Indians (click here).

S Desert View Watchtower: Climb this 70-foot-high masonry tower designed by Mary Colter for long views of the Painted Desert and Vermilion Cliffs (click here).

S Bright Angel Trail: Walking even a short distance down this trail gives a sense of entering the canyon’s embrace (click here).



Grand Canyon National Park sprawls over more than 1,900 square miles, but it’s the 40-mile stretch along the South Rim that draws the most visitors.

It’s been that way since 1894, when miner John Hance guided the first tourists into the canyon’s depths. A lot has changed since then, but the most popular pursuits endure: traveling to overlooks for theatrical sunsets, hiking or riding a mule into the canyon, and marveling at starry night skies and wildlife.

The hub for South Rim activities is Grand Canyon Village, home to lodges, gift shops, Mather Campground, and a general store that stocks everything from toothpaste to tents. The village’s historic district surrounds the train depot, built by the Santa Fe Railway, whose spur line began carrying passengers to the South Rim in 1901.

Today, five million people arrive every year—by train, bus, car, and bicycle—giving the village a worldly ambience. Grab an ice cream cone at Bright Angel Lodge or wander the Rim Trail to Lookout Studio, and you’re as likely to hear German or Japanese as English. You might watch a Navajo rug weaver at work or go on a nature walk guided by a ranger who grew up in a Hopi village. You can hike all day, then enjoy a white-tablecloth dinner at El Tovar, see an art exhibit at Kolb Studio or, during September’s Grand Canyon Music Festival, listen to a chamber quartet.

To this rich cultural mix, add the local critter population: elk and mule deer wandering through the ponderosa pines at dawn, ravens eyeing unattended picnics or packs, or a skunk skulking through the parking lot at night. The South Rim offers a wide spectrum of experiences, along with spectacular views, fascinating history, comfortable lodging, and wilderness only a few steps away.

Even on a busy summer day, when 10,000 visitors crowd the roads and sidewalks, it’s possible to find a contemplative perch along the canyon’s rim. Minutes or even hours pass pleasantly, with limestone as your backrest and the canyon spread out at your feet as you watch cloud shadows chase each other across an infinity of cliffs.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME

The park’s South Rim is delineated into Grand Canyon Village, the West Rim (from the Village area west to the end of Hermit Road), and the East Rim, beginning where Highway 64 turns east and ending at Desert View.

You can sample the South Rim in two days, but a week allows time for a hike or three, a mule trip, and a leisurely exploration of the overlooks east and west of Grand Canyon Village. You can enter the park’s South Rim from either the south or the east. If you loop through Flagstaff, you’ll see a lot more of the Grand Canyon region, including the Navajo Reservation, Wupatki and Sunset Volcano National Monuments, and the San Francisco Peaks.

Grand Canyon Village

Set aside at least 1-2 hours to explore Grand Canyon Village. History and architecture buffs will want to spend even longer admiring the village’s landmark structures, including El Tovar, the train depot, and Lookout Studio. Buildings and sidewalks are most crowded during the afternoon, when tour buses unload and the train pulls into the station, so consider taking your village walking tour after dinner. Most of the gift shops, including historic Hopi House and Kolb Studio, are open late.

West Rim

You could easily spend 2-4 hours exploring the views west of the village, taking the Hermit Road shuttle or walking along sections of the gentle Rim Trail. For the best photos and fewest crowds, time your visit to the overlooks along Hermit Road for early morning. Sunsets are also dramatic, and crowds gather for the show like they would for an opening-night symphony performance.

East Rim

The East Rim is generally higher, cooler, and less visited than the West Rim, well worth the additional 2-6 hours it takes to explore. You can visit overlooks on a guided bus tour or in your own vehicle. (The exception is Yaki Point, which is closed to private vehicles year-round.) Although it’s just 30 miles from the village to Desert View, the easternmost overlook, you’ll need at least two hours to explore this section of the park. Sunrise and sunset panoramas of the eastern canyon and the river’s broad Unkar Delta are especially good from Lipan Point or Desert View. Archaeology buffs will enjoy the guided walk of Tusayan Ruin, and kids love climbing the Watchtower at Desert View.


Inner Canyon


Walking below the rim, even a short distance, takes you into a different realm where your senses seem fresh and new and the world seems very, very old. Many South Rim trails offer inner canyon day-hike destinations that are scenic, historic, and—of course—geologic. For day hikes, you’ll need to plan ahead to ensure you have adequate water, salty snacks, and sun protection. Do not attempt to hike from the rim to the river and back in one day.

To get to the bottom of the canyon from the South Rim, you’ll need at least two days for a mule ride or hike and you’ll need to apply for a backcountry permit. Well-maintained corridor trails, such as Bright Angel Trail and South Kaibab Trail, are the best choice for those new to hiking or to the canyon. Wilderness trails require backcountry skills and are best attempted in three days or more. Advance planning is essential, and backcountry permits go quickly for popular spots like Bright Angel Campground or Indian Garden.

Weather and Seasons

The South Rim is open year-round, and spring and fall are usually ideal for outdoor activities, though the weather can change quickly. Sudden wind gusts can catch you by surprise, especially along overlooks. Because of low humidity and high elevation, daytime and nighttime temperatures can vary 30°F or more: Wear layers and plan to shed them by midday.

In summer, temperatures along the rim are pleasant, topping out in the 80s. On summer afternoons, temperatures below the rim can rise above 100°F, so schedule your outdoor activities for early in the day. Afternoon thunderstorms—and dangerous lightning—are likely in July and August.

Most winter precipitation lands on the South Rim between December and March, but snowstorms can strike anytime from November through May, occasionally making travel difficult. Closed roads usually reopen within a day or two, giving you access to a wonderland of pines embellished by snow and icicles. Winter hikes into the canyon might start in ice and snow, making trails treacherous, before leading into pleasant, low-desert temperatures along the Colorado River.

Exploring the South Rim

Decisions, decisions: The South Rim offers a bounty of breath-stealing vistas, sites, trails, and tour options. When El Tovar opened in 1905, travelers would spend several weeks relaxing at the lodge and touring the rim. Today, most of us are lucky to have a few days, so research and planning are essential for making the most of a visit. The South Rim comes in many flavors—peaceful, frenetic, adventurous, laid-back, historic, scenic, pristine, and populated. Whether you decide to zero in on a single experience or to sample as much as you can, the better you prepare, the more likely you’ll be to get the flavor you want.

VISITOR CENTERS

You’ll find park information, copies of The Guide, and exhibits on the canyon’s natural and cultural history at many locations along the South Rim.

Grand Canyon Visitor Center

Grand Canyon Visitor Center (8am-6pm daily spring-fall, 9am-5pm daily winter) is located across from Mather Point, about five miles north of the South Entrance, part of a sprawling complex designed as an all-in-one stop. Facilities include parking, picnic pavilions, shuttle stops, pay phones, restrooms, a bike rental shop and café, and the capacious Books & More (8am-6pm daily, later during peak months). The plaza’s outdoor kiosks introduce canyon geology, hiking, and other topics and are open 24 hours a day, although the lights go out at 9pm. From here, you can opt to leave your vehicle behind and get on one of the park’s free shuttle buses, or walk or bike the paved two-mile Greenway Trail that connects the visitor center to Grand Canyon Village.

The main building has exhibits on natural history and news about the latest weather forecast, road conditions, and trail closures. Rangers are on hand to answer questions, and they love it when you ask one that tests their trail savvy or natural history knowledge, instead of just “Where are the bathrooms?” or “What time does the canyon close?” The adjoining theater screens the 20-minute orientation film, Grand Canyon: A Journey of Wonder, at every hour and half-hour. If you’re interested in a guided tour or need to make shuttle arrangements to the North Rim, you can find out more at the transportation desk.

Ranger programs are scheduled throughout the day, and they’re a good way to get to know the canyon in a short amount of time. Check the current schedule of programs in The Guide or posted inside the visitor center. While you’re here, you can also sign up the kiddos for the park’s Junior Ranger Program.

Grand Canyon Village

Each of these small visitor centers has a special interpretive theme or focus, and nearly all of them include retail areas with books and gifts.

The Yavapai Geology Museum (8am-6pm daily, later during peak months) combines displays about the canyon’s geology with afternoon ranger talks and telescopic views of the inner canyon. A hands-on outdoor geology experience, Trail of Time, follows the Rim Trail between the museum and Verkamp’s.

Verkamp’s (8am-6pm daily, later during peak months) hosts ranger talks on its shady veranda. Indoors you’ll find displays about the history of Grand Canyon Village and its pioneer residents.
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  Learn about Grand Canyon Village pioneers at Verkamp’s Visitor Center.



Kolb Studio (8am-6pm daily, later during peak months), perched on the rim near Bright Angel Lodge, was built by brothers who filmed and photographed their canyon adventures. Their movie auditorium is now an art gallery with changing exhibits.

Park Headquarters (8am-5pm daily) houses the Grand Canyon’s research library and the Shrine of the Ages Auditorium, where ranger programs and special events are held daily. The library, a Wi-Fi hotspot, has computers for public use.

The Backcountry Information Center (928/638-7875, 8am-noon and 1pm-5pm daily), located on Center Road behind Maswik Lodge, is the best resource for serious hikers and backpackers. You can learn more about trails and campsites, pick up a Trip Planner or hiking map, or apply for a backcountry permit.

East Rim

Tusayan Museum and Ruin (9am-5pm daily) highlights the region’s Indian cultures. Located 22 miles east of the village on Desert View Drive, the museum has a retail area specializing in titles on archaeology and anthropology. Ranger-guided walks of the ruin are held daily.

The Desert View Bookstore and Information Center (9am-5pm daily), 30 miles east of the village near the park’s East Entrance Station, has an especially fine selection of children’s books, games, and puzzles.

Tusayan

Outside the national park boundaries in the town of Tusayan, the National Geographic Visitor Center (928/638-2206, www.explorethecanyon.com, 8am-10pm daily Mar. 1-Oct. 31, 10am-8pm daily Nov. 1-Feb. 28) shows the most-watched, highest-grossing IMAX film ever made: Grand Canyon: The Hidden Secrets. Millions of viewers have seen this 34-minute film, which screens every hour on the half-hour, with the last show starting at 8:30pm (6:30pm in winter). Most bus tours stop here, and for those who don’t have the time or money for a white-water adventure, the rafting scenes and fly-over views of the river offer a taste of the real thing. Tickets are $14 for “adults” (age 11 and older), with discounts for children and groups that reserve in advance. The theater seats 500-plus, but if you have to wait for the next screening, you can pass the time browsing through the visitor center’s gift shop and exhibits or grab a quick bite at the food court. Park passes can also be purchased here, allowing you to enter the park through the shorter “prepaid” lanes.


ENTRANCE STATIONS


The park’s South Rim has two entrances, both located along Highway 64. When you enter the park, a ranger will hand you a park map and a copy of The Guide, the park’s official newspaper. The South Rim edition is updated each spring, summer, and winter, listing current ranger programs, special events, sunrise and sunset times, and other helpful information, including the über-important, color-coded diagram for parking areas and shuttle routes.

South Entrance

Most visitors arrive via the larger South Entrance, accessible from Flagstaff or Williams. During summer weekends and holidays, you might encounter lines of vehicles waiting to enter the park. To avoid idling in traffic on a sizzling summer afternoon, plan your arrival for the cooler, less busy morning or evening hours. You can skip the longest lines and use the special “prepaid” lane if you pay your entry fee before arriving at the canyon. You’ll find the nearest prepay location at the IMAX Theatre a mere two miles south of the entrance. You can also use the faster prepaid lane if you have a Grand Canyon annual pass or an interagency pass.

East Entrance

The East Entrance Station at Desert View is smaller than the South Entrance and receives far fewer visitors. About 30 miles east of Grand Canyon Village, the East Entrance Station is accessible via U.S. Highway 89 and Highway 64. It adds a few miles to the drive from Flagstaff, but you can start off your visit to the canyon by exploring the East Rim overlooks on your way to Grand Canyon Village, arriving just in time to check into your room at the lodge.

TOURS

You can tour the Grand Canyon in many ways: on foot, bicycle, mule or horseback, by air, motor coach, or raft. In some cases, you’ll need to plan ahead (four months to a year ahead for river expeditions, mule trips, or popular backpacking destinations), though cancellations and last-minute spots are possible. If you get the urge to take a tour after your bags are already unpacked, you can head for one of the transportation desks (928/638-2681, hours vary seasonally) located at Grand Canyon Visitor Center and in Maswik, Bright Angel, and Yavapai Lodges. A transportation desk concierge will describe available tour options and help you make reservations.

Travelers who stop en route to Grand Canyon will be greeted by racks of colorful brochures advertising Grand Canyon tours by Jeep, off-road vehicles, or passenger vans. Many of the companies that advertise outside of Grand Canyon National Park are not park-approved concessionaires, so inquire carefully about route locations and guide experience before making a decision. To arrange a tour with an approved concessionaire, visit one of the transportation desks in the park lodges or visitor centers.

West Rim Driving Tour

8 MILES

Historic Hermit Road has seasonal restrictions on personal vehicles. March through November free shuttle buses on the Hermits Rest Route leave every 15-30 minutes and stop at all the West Rim overlooks. You can get out and snap photos, catching a later shuttle or walking the Rim Trail to the next shuttle stop.
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From December through February, Hermit Road is open to passenger cars (weather permitting). The drive begins just west of Bright Angel Lodge, traveling between the canyon and the piñon-juniper woodland that characterizes much of the South Rim.

• For outstanding views of the historic village and Bright Angel Trail, make your first stop at either of the two Trailview Overlooks.

• Continuing on Hermit Road, about 1.5 miles from the village, Maricopa Point is marked by the tram tower that once served the Lost Orphan Mine, which yielded copper and later uranium. Far below, the Inner Gorge reveals the oldest rocks in Grand Canyon, Zoroaster granite (pink) and Vishnu schist (gray-black). The formation below the rim to the right is known as the Battleship.

• The memorial at Powell Point, two miles from the village, honors John Wesley Powell, the one-armed Civil War veteran who led the first expeditions down the Colorado River through Grand Canyon in 1869 and 1872.

• The views from Hopi Point, the northernmost point on the South Rim, stretch east from the Palisades of the Desert all the way west to Havasupai Point. It’s a panorama nearly 100 miles wide, making this one of the most popular overlooks for viewing sunrise or sunset.

• Look for the Colorado River far below Mohave Point, three miles west of the village. Three rapids—Hermit, Salt Creek, and Granite—are visible from this overlook. You might even be able to hear Hermit Rapids, the farthest west, formed by debris from Hermit Canyon.

• A mile farther down Hermit Road, The Abyss marks one of the steepest drops from the canyon rim. The Great Mohave Wall, a sheer cliff of sandstone and limestone, plunges nearly 4,000 feet down to Monument Creek and Monument Canyon, named for the pillars found in its depth.

• Pima Point is farther off the main road than the other overlooks, making it a good place to pause and enjoy the natural quiet. In addition to a sweeping cross-canyon view that takes in the North Rim from Powell Plateau to Cape Royal, you can see the crumbling foundations of historic Hermit Camp below.

• Built in 1914 as a rest stop for tourists traveling the West Rim stage, Hermits Rest, a National Historic Landmark, was designed by architect Mary Colter. Inspired by Louis Boucher, a prospector who lived at Grand Canyon in the 1890s, Colter imagined the building as a cavern-like refuge carved out of the cliffs. The fireplace—12 feet high and nearly 10 feet deep—has an expansive stone hearth, a good spot for warming your feet in winter. There’s a snack bar and a gift shop, and restrooms are south of the building. Nearby, Hermit Trail begins its nearly 10-mile descent to the Colorado River.

East Rim Driving Tour

23 MILES

South of Grand Canyon Visitor Center, Highway 64 turns east for Desert View Drive, a scenic 23-mile stretch along the East Rim. This good paved road is open to personal vehicles year-round, though snow sometimes forces road closures for brief periods in the winter. From Pipe Creek Vista to Desert View, the road climbs through ponderosa forest to the South Rim’s highest elevations. The East Rim is much quieter than the Grand Canyon Village and Hermit Road areas—sweet relief from summer sun and crowds. Stops are listed from west to east.

[image: Image]

• The first turnout just past the intersection is Pipe Creek Vista. Stop for a good view of the central canyon, including Plateau Point and O’Neill Butte.

• Twelve miles east of the village, ponderosa-shaded Grandview Point is one of the South Rim’s highest overlooks at nearly 7,400 feet. Today it’s peaceful, but at the turn of the 20th century, Grandview boasted a hotel, tent cabins, and a copper-mining operation centered on Horseshoe Mesa. The Grandview Trail starts at the east end of the stone barrier and leads to the mesa 3,000 feet below.

• About three miles past Grandview, you’ll see the Buggeln picnic area, a shady (and often un-crowded) place for lunch. Although the rim is brushy here, you can walk through the forest for glimpses of the Sinking Ship, a tilted rock formation.

• Moran Point, overlooking Red Canyon, honors artist Thomas Moran, who captured the canyon’s dramatic vistas in drawings and paintings, including Chasm of the Colorado, now part of the Smithsonian’s art collection. Moran joined explorer John Wesley Powell’s third canyon expedition in 1873, assigned to sketch scenes that would be converted to engravings for magazine articles about the canyon.

• Tusayan Ruin, 25 miles east of the village, was inhabited 800 years ago. This masonry complex of rooms sheltered about 30 people who farmed nearby in the summer, migrating to the canyon’s floor in the winter. Rangers guide daily walks of the ruin. The adjacent museum (9am-5pm daily), highlights regional Indian cultures and houses a small gift shop and bookstore. Restrooms are located just west of the building.

• Lipan Point has one of the East Rim’s best views, taking in the canyon from the undulating cliffs known as the Palisades of the Desert to the Inner Gorge. Across the canyon is the North Rim’s Cape Royal, and below it, the rocks of the Grand Canyon Supergroup: soft, colorful layers carved into the hills and valleys above the river’s Unkar Delta. Nearby, the challenging Tanner Trail leads to the river.

• Navajo Point also has fine views of the colorful Supergroup layers. In 1540, Hopi guides led a detachment from Francisco Vásquez de Coronado’s expedition to the rim of Grand Canyon somewhere in this vicinity. Though the Hopis knew of trails leading into the canyon, we can imagine that the guides watched silently—and perhaps with some amusement—as the Spanish explorers tried to reach the river, a frustrating and failed endeavor they recorded in expedition journals.

• Desert View, the easternmost overlook inside the park, offers gorgeous views of the Colorado River as it exits Marble Canyon and bends west toward the Inner Gorge. The highlight is Mary Colter’s fabulous Watchtower (9am-5pm daily), inspired by prehistoric structures built by the Ancestral Puebloans (also known as the Anasazi). From the top of the 70-foot tower, you’ll have 360-degree views of the canyon and the Painted Desert. Nearby is the park’s East Entrance Station, as well as a seasonal campground, gas station, general store, snack bar, and bookstore.

Guided Walks and Tours

The selection of free ranger-guided hikes varies seasonally, from gentle nature walks to a challenging four-hour hike to Cedar Ridge. (Fewer offerings are available in winter.) Tours and talks focusing on fossils, geology, flora and fauna, archaeology, and other topics are scheduled throughout the day at various locations around the village, including Lookout Studio, Yavapai Geology Museum, or the shady veranda at Verkamp’s. Twice-daily tours of the Tusayan Ruin, located on the East Rim, last 30-45 minutes. See The Guide for the current program schedule, and check at Visitor Centers for impromptu events like full-moon walks.

The Grand Canyon Field Institute (GCFI, 866/471-4435, www.grandcanyon.org/fieldinstitute) offers guided walking and hiking tours, some suitable for families with children as young as 10 years. GCFI is a nonprofit park partner with the goal of educating visitors and helping them enjoy the canyon.

Bicycle Tours

Bright Angel Bicycles (928/638-3055, www.bikegrandcanyon.com) rents bikes and offers daily guided tours spring-fall. The Hermit Road Tour ($48 adults, $38 under 16) lasts three hours and includes gear and shuttle service for the 5.5-mile ride from Hopi Point to Hermits Rest. Guides stop at several overlooks, sharing their knowledge of history, geology, and other topics. The 6-mile round-trip Yaki Point Ride ($48 adults, $38 under 16) also lasts three hours and has a sunset option ($49, adults only).

Air Tours

To see the canyon by helicopter or plane, you need to start outside the park. Grand Canyon Airport is in the town of Tusayan, although many tours originate from airports in the Las Vegas area and fly to the Hualapai Reservation (Grand Canyon West). Be sure to clarify if you’re seeking a flight over Grand Canyon versus to the canyon. Grand Canyon over-flights are strictly regulated by the Federal Aviation Administration and are confined to particular areas and routes that exclude the central canyon. Even after being restricted to the western and eastern ends of the canyon, there are nearly 100,000 air tours annually—plenty of options for those who want to fly over the canyon, and plenty of irritation for those who prefer natural quiet in national parks.

Keep in mind as you shop for a tour that canyon over-flight routes are limited, so your decision will factor in convenient scheduling, customer service, and what kinds of tour package features you’d like in addition to flights. Aircraft also vary in comfort, quiet, and visibility. Flights via helicopter, which fly slower and lower, are generally more expensive than fixed-wing flights. Air tours start around $150 per person, with longer combination tours topping out around $400-600 per person. Most companies discount rates for children.

• Grand Canyon Airlines (928/638-2359, 800/528-2413, www.grandcanyonairlines.com) offers options combining fixed-wing flights with helicopter flights, smooth-water rafting, and land tours. Tours are available in several languages.

• Grand Canyon Helicopters (702/835-8477, 800/541-4537, www.grandcanyonhelicopter.com) offers tours in several languages. Charter flights and custom itineraries are also available.

• Papillon Grand Canyon Helicopters (702/736-7243, 800/528-2418, www.papillon.com) offers a wide selection of destinations and tours, including package tours with rafting, motorcycle, and Jeep options. Tours are offered in several languages in addition to English.

• Maverick Airlines (702/405-4300, 800/962-3869, www.maverickairlines.com) tours depart from the Las Vegas area and travel to the South Rim or to the Hualapai Reservation’s West Rim, the location of the Grand Canyon Skywalk.

• Maverick Helicopters (928/638-2622, 800/962-3869, www.maverickhelicopter.com) offers the Canyon Spirit tour departing from the Grand Canyon Airport, as well as a wide range of tours and charters originating in Las Vegas, Scottsdale, and other locations.

• Vision Airlines (800/256-8767, www.visionholidays.com) has packages combining air/ground transportation from Las Vegas to the South Rim. One of their packages includes an over-flight of the West Rim.

• Westwind Aviation (480/991-5557, 800/869-0866) offers canyon over-flights, charters, and other tour options.

Bus Tours

Following a tradition established by the Fred Harvey Company, which offered stagecoach or limo tours during the early 1900s, Xanterra (303/297-2757 or 888/297-2757) offers year-round guided motor coach tours along the South Rim. Call or visit one of the transportation desks (928/638-2631) in Bright Angel Lodge, Maswik Lodge, or Yavapai Lodge for more information. Times vary according to season, but options include sunrise or sunset tours as well as scenic drives along Hermit Road and Desert View Drive. Tours are free for children aged 16 and under with an accompanying adult.


Fred Harvey’s Legacy

Fred Harvey, an Englishman, changed the face of the West. Appalled at the poor food and service he found at train stations, he convinced the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railway that he could do better. The first Harvey House opened in 1876, and its success led to dozens of restaurants, hotels, and shops along Western rail lines.

Critical to the company’s success were thousands of Harvey Girls, hired to work in lunchrooms from Topeka to Los Angeles. Neat and attractive, they brought refinement and wholesomeness to rough-and-tumble communities settled by prospectors, ranchers, and lumbermen. It’s said that many a boy baby was christened “Fred” or “Harvey” as the wild and woolly West was tamed.



[image: image]


Harvey Girl uniform inside Bright Angel Lodge



Between 1896 and 1920, the Santa Fe built 17 hotels and more than a dozen train stations, most designed with regional flair. The railroad encouraged artists to visit locations and paint them, and then distributed lithographs of their work to popularize destinations. At Grand Canyon, the Santa Fe Railway’s rustic but elegant El Tovar enticed guests with Harvey Girls, a chef from New York City, and “steak more tender than a woman’s love.”

But arguably the most brilliant collaboration between Fred Harvey Company and the Santa Fe Railway was to hire architect Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter. Her fanciful constructions, including Hopi House and Lookout Studio, romanced canyon visitors with atmosphere and an air of authenticity.

Fred Harvey died in 1901 without seeing the company’s marvelous Grand Canyon buildings, but several El Tovar staff members claim to have seen his ghost wandering about. You can see him too—his portrait hangs in the History Room at Bright Angel Lodge.



The narrated, two-hour Hermits Rest Tour ($28 pp) travels eight miles to overlooks along Hermit Road (the West Rim). The Desert View Tour ($47 pp) travels the East Rim, lasts nearly four hours, and stops at Lipan Point and the Desert View Watchtower. The highlight of the 90-minute Sunrise Tour ($20 pp) is watching the sun come up over the curtain of cliffs known as the Palisades of the Desert. The Sunset Tour, also 90 minutes, travels either to Mohave Point or Yaki Point, introducing historic Grand Canyon Village en route. The Desert View Tour ($60 pp) can be combined with any other tour, even on different days.

Train Tours

The Santa Fe Railway completed a spur line to Grand Canyon in 1901. The railroad partnered with the Fred Harvey Company to build and manage El Tovar, Hopi House, and other attractions, luring tourist services away from their original center near Grandview Point. Eventually, automobiles outpaced train travel, and the last train pulled out of Grand Canyon station in 1968. For more than 20 years, the tracks were silent. They were on the verge of being torn up by a salvage company when a retired couple wound up with 20 miles of track as repayment for a bad debt. Against the advice of business consultants, they determined to restore train service to the canyon.

Today, Grand Canyon Railway (800/843-8724, www.thetrain.com) offers six classes of passenger service from Williams to Grand Canyon’s South Rim, plus packages that combine the train ride with lodging and guided rim tours. All train travel is on refurbished vintage rail cars powered by steam or diesel, depending on the season. Trains depart from Williams in the morning and leave the South Rim depot in the afternoon. The route passes through ponderosa pine forest, piñon-juniper woodland, and open prairie.

Although you won’t get any canyon views from the train, old-time musicians stroll through the cars during the two-hour-plus ride. Ticket prices ($60-200 adults, $30-140 children) vary according to service level and railcar style, from a 1923 coach to a luxury observation dome. Group rates are available, and the railway offers discounts and specials, as well as dining and lodging options.

Seasonal themes have a family focus. On autumn’s Pumpkin Patch Train (call 800/843-8724 for prices), kids can dress in costume and tour a haunted train car before arriving at the pumpkin patch to select a favorite to take home. The Polar Express ($34-69 adults, $20-45 children) is a nighttime train ride through the forest complete with hot chocolate, cookies, and a visit to Santa’s workshop. Make reservations well in advance for this excursion, which has become a seasonal tradition for many families.

Mule Trips

The Grand Canyon tradition of mule tours began more than 100 years ago, when prospectors discovered that guiding tourists into the canyon was more profitable than mining. Mule riders depicted in historic photos of the Bright Angel Trail include Teddy Roosevelt, William Jennings Bryan, and Arizona’s indomitable Sharlot Hall.

Don’t be mistaken, however: There’s nothing “soft” about getting to the bottom of the canyon on the back of a mule. Riding requires good strength, especially in your back and abdominal muscles—and after several hours in the saddle, your bottom might not be the only part that’s sore. But it’s a great way to see a lot of the canyon in a relatively short time.

Although previous riding experience isn’t necessary for mule tours, height and weight restrictions are observed. Riders must be at least 4 feet 7 inches tall and weigh 200 pounds or less in full gear. (Weight limit for the Canyon Vistas ride is 225 pounds.) Children under 15 must be accompanied by an adult. All riders must speak English, must be in good health, and cannot be pregnant. Xanterra’s staff will provide you with a souvenir canteen and the loan of a rain poncho, but you’ll need to bring appropriate garb (wide-brimmed hat, long-sleeved shirt, long pants, closed-toed shoes, etc.). Xanterra sells DVDs of mule trips (Mule Trip Videos, Xanterra Parks & Resorts, P.O. Box 97, Grand Canyon AZ 86023, $20) that are useful as keepsakes or as preparation for a trip.



[image: Image]


A mule tour ascends South Kaibab Trail.



Xanterra Parks & Resorts (303/297-2757 or 888/297-2757) offers a couple of options for mule rides from the South Rim: a three-hour ride along the East Rim and two- or three-day rides with a layover at the inner canyon’s Phantom Ranch.

PHANTOM RANCH

The Phantom Ranch mule trip ($507 one night, $714 two nights, reduced rates for two or more) begins in the morning at the corral near the Bright Angel Trail. After lunch at Indian Garden, riders continue to the bottom of the canyon and Phantom Ranch, a total of 10.5 miles (about 5.5 hours). The return trip, after breakfast on the second or third morning, is via the South Kaibab Trail, 7.3 miles (4.5 hours).

The cost includes meals and a stay at the Phantom Ranch cabins. A duffel service ($67 per duffel each way) is available for those who want to take more than the essentials. Those who make the wise choice to stay a second night (an option available Nov. 1-Mar. 31) can spend a day stretching sore muscles on inner canyon trails or resting in the pleasant oasis of Phantom Ranch before saddling up for the return trip.

Reservations for overnight rides to Phantom Ranch can be made up to 13 months in advance. The tours often fill up quickly. Last-minute cancellations are possible, however, and you can add your name to the waiting list at one of the transportation desks when you arrive at the canyon. The waiting list is shortest in winter, when cancellations are most likely.

Confirm your reservations (928/638-3283) 2-4 days prior to your ride, not only to hold your place but also to learn about the latest weather and trail conditions. It’s preferable to check in at the Bright Angel Lodge transportation desk the day before your trip so you can attend an orientation and weigh-in session. If you fail to check in by 6:15am on the day of your ride, you risk losing your reservation and deposit.

CANYON VISTAS

An option for those who don’t have the time (or grit) for the long journey into the canyon is the rim-side Canyon Vistas mule tour ($114 pp). This three-hour trip, departing twice daily (once daily in winter months), is a pleasant guided ride along an East Rim trail. Reservations are required, and riders must check in at Bright Angel Lodge at least two hours prior to departure. (Weight limit for the Canyon Vistas ride is 225 pounds.)

Horseback Tours

Apache Stables (928/638-2891, www.apachestables.com) offers the only horseback tours near the South Rim. One-hour ($49 pp), two-hour ($89 pp), and campfire ($59 pp) rides are available. Guests can pack hot dogs and fixings to cook over the campfire. Wagon rides ($26 pp) are also available. Rates are discounted for children, who must be accompanied by an adult. None of the tours go below the rim but travel instead through National Forest lands that adjoin the park. The stables are located on Moqui Drive (Forest Rd. 328) between Tusayan and the park’s South Entrance.

Geocaching Tour

Generally speaking, geocaching is strongly discouraged throughout the West’s public lands because of damage to fragile soils and cultural resources. (It’s illegal to place a cache on National Park lands without applying for a special use permit.) However, tech-savvy Sherlocks can use their GPS devices in the park to seek out virtual caches and solve hidden clues along paved roads and established trails. Start by picking up EarthCache instructions at the Grand Canyon Visitor Center. The virtual geocaching tour takes 4-6 hours before arriving at the ultimate clue.
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