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Discover Tucson


Planning Your Trip

Explore Tucson

THE THREE-DAY BEST OF THE OLD PUEBLO

SONORAN DESERT ADVENTURES

MIDTOWN BIKE RIDE

SOUTHWEST STYLE

[image: Image] Over the past two centuries, Tucson has grown from an adobe-hut village on the far edge of the Spanish frontier into a major Sunbelt city, and yet through all that time and change the Old Pueblo has held on to the disparate cultural ingredients that have made it one of North America’s most unique destinations.

In Tucson, visitors will find the true Southwestern experience, one that is neither encased under glass nor petrified through architectural uniformity; the Southwestern lifestyle is lived, not merely marketed. And what is this lifestyle? It involves a dedication to cultural mixing and a concentration on an active life lived outdoors on the saguaro-lined trails of the desert. This lifestyle is casual and laid-back, with flip-flops and shorts sufficing for dinner-wear, and a friendly margarita-and-sunshine-inspired smile sufficing for a general greeting.

If you’re looking for extreme pampering, holistic poolside navel-gazing, brisk hikes into the cactus foothills, and horseback rides along ancient trails, there are numerous world-famous resorts at which to stay and play. If you’re longing for physical proof of the myths of the Old West, you’ll find it in many of the city’s museums and historic buildings. If you want to experience the Sonoran Desert, one of the continent’s most exotic natural landscapes, you’ll find it within a short drive of your hotel. This Old Pueblo is bustling with life, the Southwestern life—one lived just a bit off center, a bit slower, with a mild sunburn and a big happy smile.
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Planning Your Trip


  WHERE TO GO

  Downtown



The downtown area is where Tucson began and where its heart still beats today—although downtown usually becomes a bit deserted after 5 P.M. on Friday. History is everywhere here, and it’s the only truly pedestrian-friendly section of the city.

University District

The University District has 4th Avenue—the city’s bohemian-chic enclave—sometimes called a smaller version of Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley, California. It’s busy here most hours of the day with a mix of University of Arizona students and hipsters.

Midtown

Tucson’s midtown neighborhood is where most of the Old Pueblo’s real-life living takes place. The Fort Lowell Museum in the northern part of this district preserves the artifacts of the military’s role in Tucson, and the Tucson Botanical Gardens are the best place to learn about the unique local flora that thrives on aridity. The small but prestigious Reid Park Zoo is a must for families.

The Foothills

The foothills area features artist Ted DeGrazia’s romantic DeGrazia Gallery in the Sun and renowned architect Josias Joesler’s imprint on Tucson. And at Sabino Canyon Recreation Area, the desert meets the mountains and a cool-water creek rushes down from the peaks to create one of the state’s most beautiful and popular desert riparian areas.
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  DeGrazia Gallery in the Sun



West Side and the Tucson Mountains

This rugged desert land, west of central Tucson, is where you’ll find Tucson’s premier attraction, the world-renowned Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. Here you’ll see mountain lions and black bears lounging on warm rocks, and watch baby bighorn sheep negotiating the man-made cliff sides. But before you even reach the museum, you’ll rise and descend over spectacular Gates Pass, looking down across a sweeping saguaro-dotted landscape.

East Side and the Rincon Valley

The top draw here is Saguaro National Park East, the park’s largest and oldest section. You can walk, bike, or drive through a thick saguaro forest, one of the best and most accessible portions of the Sonoran Desert and the very best place to learn about and witness the desert’s fauna and flora. Head east from the park to tour Colossal Cave Mountain Park, where Old West outlaws used to hide out.

South Side

The South Side holds one of Tucson’s top sights, San Xavier del Bac (the “white dove of the desert”), one of the nation’s finest remaining examples of mission architecture. Lovers of Mexican food in all its varieties will want to return to the small incorporated city of South Tucson again and again, for it is here that you’ll find the region’s best enchiladas, tamales, and carne asada.

Greater Tucson

Greater Tucson includes the forested heights of the Santa Catalina range, whose highest peak, Mount Lemmon, reaches above 9,000 feet and holds the nation’s southernmost ski run. The mountains feature such a different ecosystem that the trip along the twisting Sky Island Scenic Byway is like driving from Mexico to Canada in about an hour. To the south is the lush Santa Cruz Valley, where you can learn all about the nuclear missiles that once ringed the city.
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  boulders on Mount Lemmon



WHEN TO GO

The Tucson calendar can be divided into just three seasons: spring, summer, and second spring. In January, the average high is about 64°F. February is the Old Pueblo’s so-called “golden month,” with an average daily high of 70°F. At least three major events—the Gem, Mineral, and Fossil Showcase, the Fiesta de los Vaqueros, and the Accenture Match Play golf tournament—have the hotels booked solid during this time. Unless you’re coming to town for one of these popular events, I’d recommend staying away from town in February, despite the near-perfect weather.

In March, the average high is about 73°F, and in April, Tucson and Southern Arizona is a paradise, with an average daily high of 81°F.

The high season, during which prices are highest and tourists are everywhere, runs from February to the end of April. This is the first spring, and it is the most popular time of the year. You need to plan ahead and get a reservation if you’re coming to town during this time. The spring months also feature the multicolored bloom of all the desert’s cacti, trees, and wildflowers.

It’s very hot in the desert in the summer (often over 105°F), but it’s perfect in the mountains, and in July and August Tusconans can usually count on near-daily late-afternoon thunderstorms.


Explore Tucson


THE THREE-DAY BEST OF THE OLD PUEBLO

The following suggested itinerary is meant to guide you to the city’s very best—the essential Old Pueblo experience. You’ll need your own car, a camera, a hat, and a comfortable pair of walking shoes.

Day 1

3 Try to get an early start for sightseeing, especially during the hot months, when you only have a few hours before the weather gets unbearable. If you’re an early riser, I’d suggest heading downtown to the St. Augustine Cathedral before 7 A.M. You can stand across the street and watch as the rising sun lights up the Spanish revival cathedral, and the tall, skinny imported palm trees cast their shaggy shadows against the glowing building. It’s a perfect Southwestern scene.
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  St. Augustine Cathedral in early morning light



3 Head downtown to the Hotel Congress, have a big breakfast at The Cup Café, and take a look around the historic old hotel.

3 Hop in the car and head west from downtown into Tucson Mountain Park, stopping to enjoy the view of the desert below at Gates Pass.

3 Spend a few hours exploring the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum, just down the hill.

3 Next, head back over the Tucson Mountains to downtown and stroll, shop, and eat a late lunch or early dinner on 4th Avenue and nearby Main Gate Square.

3 If you have it in you, barhop around Congress Street, 4th Avenue, and Main Gate Square, taking in a few bands at The Hut, The Playground, and Plush along the way.

Day 2

3 Drive to midtown for a filling greasy-spoon breakfast at Frank’s.

3 On your way back downtown, stop by the Arizona Inn and have a look around the lush grounds.

3 Then drive to the El Presidio district downtown and explore the Tucson Museum of Art and Historic Block and El Presidio Real de San Agustín del Tucson for a few hours.
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  Tucson Museum of Art, downtown



3 For lunch, go to El Charro, right near the museum, or to Little Cafe Poca Cosa, a short walk away, then take a short drive south on I-19 and check out San Xavier del Bac.

3 In the late afternoon, drive into the foothills to Sabino Canyon Recreation Area and take a tram ride up into the canyon or hike one of the trails.

3 As the sun dips behind the Santa Catalina Mountains, head on over to Hacienda del Sol for drinks and appetizers (or dinner) on the patio overlooking the city.

3 Hit El Parador (assuming it’s a Friday or Saturday night) for salsa dancing, or knock back a few drinks at The Tap Room and dance, or watch a band at Club Congress.


  SONORAN DESERT ADVENTURES

  There are myriad ways to experience the Sonoran Desert’s unique landscape. At the top of the list should be a visit to the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. On your way to the museum you’ll drive through Tucson Mountain Park, where some of the largest saguaro stands in the world are protected.

  Both sections of Saguaro National Park have some of the oldest and largest saguaros in the desert. Consider hiking the many desert trails around the park, or visit one of Tucson’s many stables, where you can hire a horse to do the work for you.

  To see how just a small but steady amount of water can change the desert into a relatively verdant Eden, make sure to visit Sabino Canyon Recreation Area.

  To learn about the various ways the indigenous peoples of Southern Arizona have adapted to life in the desert, check out the Arizona State Museum; and to learn how other cultures have learned (or failed to learn) to live in this harsh land, check out the Arizona Historical Society Museum.

  For gifts, souvenirs, food, and other items related to the desert, make sure to visit Native Seeds/SEARCH.



Day 3

3 Depending on your personal inclinations, you should either tour Kartchner Caverns State Park near Benson, or head north up the Sky Island Scenic Byway into the Santa Catalina Mountains. Both trips are scenic and fun and take about two hours of driving time round-trip; it just depends on whether you prefer sweeping mountain views or otherworldly underground sights.

3 If you’re headed up to the mountains, stop at the Rincon Market on your way out of town and pick up a picnic lunch. If you take a trip to the caverns, stop afterwards at the Horseshoe Café in Benson for lunch. Either way you go, you’ll likely get back to town in the late afternoon if you get an early start.

3 Once back downtown, head to Old Town Artisans to have a few drinks in the lush courtyard and check out the shops.

3 For your final dinner in Tucson, go to Mi Nidito or La Fuente, where you’ll be sent home with the brassy sounds of mariachi ringing in your sunburned ears.

MIDTOWN BIKE RIDE

Tucson is a biker’s paradise, what with the nearly constant beautiful weather, the many dedicated bike routes, and that perfect mixture of flatland breezeways and steep mountain roads. This ride through Midtown’s residential neighborhoods stays on the flats.

3 Pick up the 3rd Street Bike Route at the far eastern edge of Midtown at Wilmot Road and Rosewood Street. Follow the signs along the quiet residential streets, checking out all the little desertland bungalows along the way.

3 After about five miles of easy pedaling, you’ll pass Himmel Park, where you can pause for a dip in the public pool, or a quick set of tennis at the Himmel Park Tennis Center.

3 Cruise through the beautiful tree-lined Sam Hughes neighborhood. Cross Campbell Avenue and you’re on the campus of the University of Arizona.
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  University of Arizona campus



3 Ride to the west side of campus on the bike lanes, then take a rest and have some lunch at one of the many restaurants and bars at Main Gate Square.

3 From there you can continue your ride along the same route through the West University neighborhood, to 4th Avenue and the many attractions downtown.


  
SOUTHWEST STYLE
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Mission Tumacácori



There are many Southwest art and architectural styles in Tucson, from Spanish realism to Spanish revival, pueblo chic to adobe row house, mission revival to railroad hacienda, to dryland art nouveau:

• The top draw, of course, is the “white dove of the desert,” San Xavier del Bac, a mission that dates back to the 1600s. A bit south of San Xavier, the half-ruin Mission Tumacácori awaits at Tumacácori National Historical Park.

• Take a look around the elegant old hotels from the golden age of Southwestern tourism, such as the Arizona Inn and Hacienda del Sol.

• Two churches warrant a look: St. Augustine Cathedral, a Spanish revival church that puts on a mariachi mass every Sunday; and the Josias Joesler–designed, Mexican-influenced St. Philip’s in the Hills Episcopal Church.

• Several buildings on the University of Arizona campus reflect both revival and territorial styles. To really get an idea about the various styles that influence Tucson, visit the Tucson Museum of Art and Historic Block.

• Lovers of Western art should visit the galleries in the foothills, around the intersection of Campbell and Skyline.
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Great examples of Western art can be found in the galleries in the foothills.








SIGHTS



HIGHLIGHTS


Downtown


University District


Midtown


The Foothills


West Side and the Tucson Mountains


East Side and the Rincon Valley


South Side


Greater Tucson


Many of Tucson’s attractions are meant to provide easy access to, and to put a human-made frame around, the exotic natural beauty of the Sonoran Desert, one of the rarest and strangest landscapes in North America. Even the Old Pueblo’s most urban sights—art museums and galleries, historic neighborhoods, the ruins of lost civilizations—must be seen and judged within the context of how their creators, residents, and builders adapted and responded to the area’s unique, often harsh environment.


Sightseeing in and around Tucson, you’ll discover not only the arid beauty of a mythic landscape, but also a kind of living timeline of a region that has been home to many different, often contradictory cultures going back at least 12,000 years.


You’ll see the left-behind evidence of the Hohokam, desertland farmers who lived here long before the Spanish came to the New World. You’ll learn the lifeways of the Tohono O’odham, and the Apache, who fought the Spanish, the Mexicans, the Americans, and each other for the right to make a life in this forbidding land. You’ll see the remains of the Spanish, who were building whitewashed missions and ranching the region’s fertile river valleys back when Jamestown was just somebody’s crazy idea. Everywhere you go you’ll feel and see the influence of Mexico, just an hour or so south of the city: The language, the culture, and the food of that dynamic nation infuse Tucson and its environs quite thoroughly. And you’ll also see evidence of the American pioneers, who began moving into the valley about 150 years ago, and their generations-long efforts to create a pretty typical American city in a decidedly atypical environment. Most of all, though, you will see the land. Its secrets may seep into your soul, and you may find yourself irrevocably changed because of it.
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HIGHLIGHTS


LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS.


M Best Museum: See the art and artifacts left behind by the many cultures who have called this desert home at the Tucson Museum of Art and Historic Block (click here).


M Best In-Town Walk: At the Tucson Botanical Gardens, you can stroll through the varied gardens that are cool and quiet, yet right in the heart of town (click here).


M Best Artist-Built Gallery: Even if you aren’t a fan of famous artist Ted DeGrazia’s impressionistic work, you must visit the DeGrazia Gallery in the Sun to see the romantic home he built in the desert (click here).


M Best Place to See Water in the Desert: Sabino Canyon Recreation Area is a popular riparian area that will change your idea about aridity (click here).


M Best Place to Learn about the Desert: The world-famous Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum is both a museum and zoo, where you can learn about the general structure and the minute details of the surrounding desert and see live native animals in a tame environment (click here).


M Best Place to See the Desert: At Saguaro National Park West you can really get to know the saguaro and its desert compatriots; also check out the eastern section of the park (click here).


M Best Adventure with Kids: At Colossal Cave Mountain Park you can tour an old cave (once a hideout for Old West bandits), ride horses, say hello to ancient tortoises, and much more (click here).


M Best Historical Site: Mission San Xavier del Bac, called the “white dove of the desert,” is the foremost example of mission architecture remaining in the United States (click here).


M Best Place to Outrun the Heat: On the Sky Island Scenic Byway, an hour-long scenic drive takes you from the desert into a cooler ecosystem akin to Canada’s (click here).


M Best Reminder of the Cold War: Learn about Tucson’s past as a nuclear missile hot spot at the Titan Missile Museum (click here).
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DeGrazia Gallery in the Sun












	
Downtown


	Map 1 (tap here)







BARRIO HISTÓRICO


Bordered by S. Stone Ave., I-10, W. Cushing St., and W. 18th St.


The photogenic Sonoran-style row houses in the Barrio Histórico district on the southwest edge of downtown are well adapted to the desert environment. Their front entrances hug the property line (unlike their Anglo counterparts with large front and back yards) to make space for central courtyards hidden from the street, which provide a shaded outdoor living space within the home. Many of the adobes here have been lovingly and colorfully restored and now serve as offices, working galleries, and private residences. Sometimes called Barrio Viejo (the Old Neighborhood), the barrio has been on the National Register of Historic Places since the 1970s. It dates from the mid-1850s and, as its dominant architecture suggests, has traditionally been a Mexican enclave. Many similar neighborhoods once sprawled out to the edge of the El Presidio district, a large quarter referred to as Barrio Libre (Free Neighborhood), due either to the anything-goes atmosphere in some corners or because the Mexican population was mostly left alone to follow its own rules and culture. Much of the quarter was razed in the late 1960s to make way for the “urban renewal” program that built the Tucson Convention Center. The best examples of the adobe row houses can be found along Myer, Main, and Cushing. Along Myer look for the old Teatro Carmen, a now-empty Spanish-language theater that opened in 1915. The adobe building, which over the years would become a movie house, a boxing arena, and an Elks Lodge, still retains the charm and historic interest that once pervaded this district.


EL PRESIDIO PARK AND PIMA COUNTY COURTHOUSE


160 W. Alameda St.


HOURS: El Presidio Park daily 6 A.M.–10:30 P.M.; Pima County Courthouse Mon.–Fri. 8:30 A.M.–noon and 1–5 P.M.


COST: Free


The 80-year-old Pima County Courthouse has a sea-green tiled dome that is a landmark of the Old Pueblo’s modest skyline, and it’s worth a walk around the grounds of the city’s government beehive to take in the Spanish colonial revival touches and, on weekdays, to see downtown at its most industrious. On the weekends, especially in the summer, you’ll likely find the area mostly deserted but still inviting. Walk across the front courtyard through a few arches and you’ll be in El Presidio Park, with its fountains and memorial to the Mormon Battalion, which occupied the presidio briefly in late 1846. There are also memorials and statues in this large, urban government-center park honoring World War II veterans, John F. Kennedy, and various pioneers of the Old West. There’s usually a hot-dog cart on the plaza on weekdays, and plenty of opportunities for people-watching and shade.


EL PRESIDIO REAL DE SAN AGUSTÍN DEL TUCSON


Corner of Washington St. and Church Ave., 520/884-4214, www.tucsonpresidiotrust.org


HOURS: Oct.–May Mon.–Sun. 10 A.M.–4 P.M.; June–Sept. Thurs.–Sun. 10 A.M.–3 P.M.


COST: Free


Experts on the history, lifeways, and architecture of the original Spanish settlers of the Tucson valley have re-created a portion of the old Presidio de San Agustín del Tucson at the downtown corner of Washington Street and Church Avenue. Within the newly raised adobe walls there’s a large, realistic mural depicting daily life in and around the fort; the details are all historically accurate, and there are a few dark, cool adobe rooms set up in period style to show visitors what life was like on the far, lonely northern edge of the Spanish Empire circa 1776, when an Irishman working for the crown rode north to Tucson from Tubac to establish the fort in an effort to outrun Apache predations. During the week parking is available in a nearby parking garage on Alameda Street; metered parking is also available on nearby streets. On weekends, street parking is free.
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El Presidio Real de San Agustín del Tucson





EL TIRADITO SHRINE


221 S. Main Ave.


HOURS: Daily 24 hours


COST: Free


Roadside shrines are common in Southern Arizona even in the most out-of-the-way places, but only one is dedicated to a folk saint who was, by the Catholic Church’s standards, an unredeemed sinner. El Tiradito (The Castaway) dates to the 1870s, when Juan Oliveras, a young shepherd, fell in love with his mother-in-law and the two gave in to an illicit passion. They were discovered by her ax-wielding husband, who killed Oliveras and tossed his dead body away on the land that now holds the shrine (such is the legend, anyway). The church wouldn’t allow the doomed lover to be buried on consecrated land, so the people of the barrio interred him where he was “cast away” and erected a shrine. Some say that if you make a wish at the shrine by night and leave a lit candle, and you find it still burning in the morning, your wish will come true—this is why it’s sometimes called the Wishing Shrine. Next door to the shrine is La Pilita, an old adobe house that now holds a small museum and store selling handmade items by local schoolchildren, with a few exhibits on local history created by neighborhood kids. There’s an excellent mural on the south wall that tells the story of Tucson’s Mexican American community.
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El Tiradito shrine





JARDÍN DE CÉSAR CHÁVEZ


S. 6th Ave. and W. 18th St.


HOURS: Sunrise–sunset


COST: Free


This tiny park on the edge of South Tucson is dedicated to the Mexican American labor organizer and human-rights activist (a native of Yuma, Arizona), and is worth seeing for its brilliant mural depicting ancient Aztec gods lounging around and seemingly passing stern judgment on all who pass. Artist Melchor Ramirez, known for painting the heroes and legends of the Aztec and Maya, painted the mural in vibrant yet earthy colors, and the names and dates of well-known human-rights advocates—Tolstoy, Ghandi, etc.—are scrawled alongside the oversized figures. There isn’t a parking lot here, but you can park along a small road on the west side of the park. As you drive south on Stone Avenue, look to your right as you approach 6th Avenue. There are several benches perfect for sitting and contemplating the fascinating paintings as the traffic zips by.


ST. AUGUSTINE CATHEDRAL


192 S. Stone Ave., 520/623-6351, www.augustinecathedral.org


HOURS: Mass Mon.–Fri. 7 A.M. and noon, Sat. 7 A.M. (Spanish), 5:30 P.M., Sun. 6:30 A.M., 8 A.M. (Spanish, mariachi), 10 A.M., noon, 5:30 P.M. (Spanish); office hours Mon.–Fri. 9 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: Free


Facing Stone Avenue on the eastern edge of Barrio Histórico in downtown, this cathedral dedicated to Tucson’s patron saint was built in 1896 and remodeled several times over the years. The facade has stone-carved yucca, saguaro, and horned-toad flourishes, and there are statues of the Virgin Mary and the titular saint near the big heavy-wood entrance. Catholics or anyone interested in regional variations on the Mass may want to attend the lively mariachi mass at 8 A.M. every Sunday. Inside, one of the bells formerly used in the Spanish-era cathedral is preserved in the vestibule.



M TUCSON MUSEUM OF ART AND HISTORIC BLOCK



140 N. Main Ave., 520/624-2333, www.tucsonmuseumofart.org


HOURS: Wed. and Fri.–Sat. 10 A.M.–5 P.M., Thurs. 10 A.M.–8 P.M., Sun. noon–4 P.M.


COST: $10 adult, $8 senior, $5 student


The Tucson Museum of Art’s permanent collection is heavy with mysterious artifacts of the Americas prior to Columbus’s arrival in the New World, the art of the American West, and contemporary art with a Latin flavor. This is a good place to introduce yourself to that tri-cultural mixing that makes Southern Arizona unique. Together known as the “historic block,” five historic homes built in the last half of the 19th century survive next to the museum. Just beyond the museum’s wide Main Avenue entrance is the oldest of the historic block’s buildings (and probably the oldest building in Tucson), La Casa Cordova, its two west rooms built several years before the Gadsden Purchase made Tucson part of the United States in 1854. The home is a perfect example of the style of Mexican townhouse that once lined the city’s core, with its central courtyard and entrance right on the street. A shady courtyard behind the museum’s main building, the Plaza of Pioneers has a wall honoring Tucson pioneers from the Spanish, Mexican, and American periods.
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St. Augustine Cathedral









	
University District


	Map 2 (tap here)







ARIZONA STATE MUSEUM


1013 E. University Blvd., 520/621-6302, www.statemuseum.arizona.edu


HOURS: Mon.–Sat. 10 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $5 per person suggested donation


Established in 1893 the Arizona State Museum is the oldest anthropology museum in the Southwest. Here you’ll find several rooms of fascinating displays on the state’s various Native American tribes, and the world’s largest collection of Southwest Indian pottery, including many contemporary pieces that prove pottery-making is certainly not a lost art. Every year in February the museum’s grassy grounds play host to the Southwest Indian Art Fair, one of the more important and well attended of such events in the Southwest. A permanent exhibition inside the stately old building explains the origins and histories of 10 of Arizona’s Native American groups, including the Hohokam, the O’odham, and the Apache, all of whom ruled Southern Arizona at one time or another.


THE DIAMONDBACK BRIDGE


Spanning Broadway Blvd. near Euclid Ave.


COST: Free


Artist Simon Donovan completed this rather literal work of public art in 2002 to be a kind of memorable entrance to downtown. The Diamondback Bridge, spanning Broadway Boulevard just as the busy street dips into the central city, has since become a popular local landmark, winning the prestigious American Public Works Project of the Year in 2003. The pedestrian bridge, which looks like a monster-sized rattlesnake taking it easy (albeit with his jaw perpetually stretched open), is 300 feet long and cost about $2.7 million to build. There’s a small, pleasant park on either end of the snake. The easiest way to see it is to pull over at Euclid and Broadway, park, and walk across. Just after the snake bridge, as you enter downtown, you’ll see huge black-and-white photographs on the sides of the underpass. These are actual photos from the 1940s and 1950s of Tucsonans walking, shopping, and generally bustling about downtown, back when it used to be a place where people did such things.


4TH AVENUE


4th Ave., 520/624-5004, www.fourthavenue.org


Lined with chic thrift stores, exotic clothing boutiques, smoke shops, ethnic food restaurants, and cocktail lounges, this is an ideal place to people-watch, and there are some really good places to eat and many treasures to be found in the quirky shops. Beware the young men and women of the bohemian persuasion who spend their days panhandling along the street. Twice a year, in spring and fall, the area closes to vehicle traffic for a street fair featuring artisan booths, concerts, and greasy food galore. Located between downtown and the university district, 4th Avenue is just a short walk from campus, and on Friday and Saturday nights you can expect hordes of college kids out looking for inebriation. It’s best to avoid driving in this area on weekend nights altogether.


UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA


Campbell Ave. and 3rd St. (eastern entrance), Park Ave. and University Blvd. (western entrance), 520/621-2211, www.arizona.edu


Since it was founded in 1885 as the first institution of higher learning in the Arizona Territory, the University of Arizona’s fate and that of its host pueblo have been inextricably linked. It’s difficult to imagine what Tucson would be without the shady central campus. A land-grant school that has educated countless Arizona leaders and citizens, UA has nearly 37,000 students (more than the number of residents of most Arizona towns). Not surprisingly, the school is world-renowned for its arid land research, and it has an allopathic medical school founded by best-selling healer-doctor Andrew Weil. It’s also the place where anthropology, archaeology, and many other disciplines were revolutionized through the discovery of tree-ring dating. For more information on the campus, or to book a tour, stop by the state-of-the-art UA Visitor Center (811 N. Euclid Ave., 520/621-5130, Mon.–Fri. 9 A.M.–5 P.M.).




THE MODERN STREETCAR


The Sun Link Modern Streetcar (tucsonstreetcar.com), a sleek rail system being constructed across several neighborhoods downtown, is expected to transform the Old Pueblo’s downtown and entertainment districts—only it won’t be complete until sometime in late 2013. If you happen to experience ripped-up streets and the dust-up of construction before then, just concentrate on the future, which will likely be grand.


The project will put seven brand-new railcars on the streets of downtown, 4th Avenue, Main Gate Square near the University of Arizona, and the so far mostly undeveloped Mercado district west of I-10—connecting all the neighborhoods to each other. All told the route will comprise about four miles. The streetcars, each with a 180-passenger capacity, will run the route every 10 minutes during the day and every 20 minutes in the evening, making 17 stops along the way.
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New tracks await the arrival of the Modern Streetcar.
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Arizona State Museum





The university is also becoming known for contributing to the U.S. space program (particularly the exploration of Mars) in a big way. Check out the displays on the HiRISE Mars Camera, the Phoenix Mars Lander, and the Cassini mission to Saturn at the Sonett Visitor Center (northwest corner of University Blvd. and Cherry St., 520/626-7432, Mon.–Fri. 9 A.M.–5 P.M.).


Kids will enjoy the hands-on exhibits, laser shows, and sky-watching at Flandrau: The UA Science Center (1601 E. University Blvd., 520/621-7827, www.flandrau.org, Mon.–Thurs. 10 A.M.–3 P.M., Fri. 10 A.M.–3 P.M. and 6–9 P.M., Sat. 10 A.M.–9 P.M., Sun. 1–4 P.M.). Downstairs at Flandrau, you’ll find the UA Mineral Museum (520/621-4227, www.uamineralmuseum.org, Thurs. 9 A.M.–3 P.M., Fri. 9 A.M.–3 P.M. and 6–9 P.M., Sat. noon–9 P.M., Sun. noon–4 P.M.), which has on display a wondrous collection of rocks from Arizona and beyond.


On campus you’ll find a number of other museums and galleries, and the entire campus itself is an arboretum. Indeed, the green central campus claims to be the “oldest continually maintained green space in Arizona.” Flora enthusiasts can stroll around the campus and take in a cactus garden, a collection of rare tropical trees, and various arid land species that have been brought to UA from all over the world. If you want to learn more about the campus’s natural wonders, go by the Campus Arboretum at Herring Hall (520/621-7074, http://arboretum.arizona.edu, Mon.–Fri. 9 A.M.–5 P.M.). Don’t miss the Joseph Wood Krutch Cactus Garden in the center of the campus’s long, grassy mall.


There are also numerous public art installations on campus. One that should not be missed is the hulking border commentary called Border Dynamics, created by artists Alberto Morackis and Guadalupe Serrano.


It’s not always easy to find parking on campus, and it’s impossible during sporting events. Visitors can pay to park at the Park Avenue Garage at the corner of Park and Helen Street, and at the Main Gate Parking Garage at Euclid Avenue and East 2nd Street.


THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA MUSEUM OF ART


University of Arizona campus, 1031 N. Olive Rd., 520/621-7567, www.artmuseum.arizona.edu


HOURS: Tues.–Fri. 9 A.M.–5 P.M., Sat.–Sun. noon–4 P.M.


COST: $5 adult, kids free


This worthwhile museum’s permanent collection has mostly minor works by Tintoretto, Piazzetta, Goya, Bruegel, Rodin, Picasso, Hopper, Pollock, Rothko, O’Keeffe, and many more. Asian and Latin American traditions are also well represented. Special shows often feature the work of well-known local artists and artists from Mexico. The museum has an impressive collection of Spanish medieval art, the signature piece of which is the 26-panel Retablo of Ciudad Rodrigo, an altarpiece depicting the sweep of biblical events from Genesis, through the life of Jesus Christ, to the Last Judgment.
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REID PARK ZOO


1100 S. Randolph Way, 520/791-4022, www.tucsonzoo.org


HOURS: Daily 9 A.M.–4 P.M.


COST: $9 adult, $7 senior, $5 child 2–14


Take Broadway Boulevard east to Randolph Way at Reid Park to Tucson’s small but prestigious zoo. The zoo specializes in anteater research, and there are several of these strange beasts to look at here. Make sure to take the kids to the giraffe habitat, where for $1 they can buy some treats to feed the long-necked residents, who stick out their long, purple tongues, dripping with saliva, to capture the treat—much to the squealing delight of the feeders. A gift shop sells all kinds of zoo-related stuffed animals, shirts, and books, and a fast food–style eatery serves hamburgers, corn dogs, and the like. If you get there early enough you might catch a glimpse of the sleek black jaguars, sisters born at a wildlife park outside of Phoenix, lounging in the cool of the morning. The zoo is small enough that little kids aren’t likely to get too tired out. Plan about three hours, less if you don’t have kids.



M TUCSON BOTANICAL GARDENS



2150 N. Alvernon Way, 520/326-9686, www.tucsonbotanical.org


HOURS: Daily 8:30 A.M.–4:30 P.M.


COST: $13 adult, $7.50 child 4–12


Gardeners and anybody who appreciates beauty should stop at this midtown oasis for a few hours. Flat walking trails wind around the nearly six-acre property, which feels secluded and hidden away even though it’s right in the path of busy midtown. There are benches throughout on which to sit and contemplate the various gardens—16 in all, each one showcasing a different gardening tradition. Especially lovely is the Mexican-influenced garden, Nuestro Jardín (Our Garden), with its shrine of the Virgin of Guadalupe and found items. A cactus and succulent garden has examples of cacti not just from the nearby deserts but also from around the world, and the xeriscape garden demonstrates how you can grow desert-adapted plants without using a lot of water. If you go between October and March you’ll get to see Butterfly Magic, a live tropical butterfly exhibit. Call ahead for times and availability.


Included in the price of admission is your choice of one of several tours of the gardens. Different tours are offered throughout the month, and not every tour is offered every day, so it’s best to call ahead or check the website. The Garden Gallery has rotating art shows that can be viewed daily 8:30 A.M.–4:30 P.M.
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M DEGRAZIA GALLERY IN THE SUN



6300 N. Swan Rd., 520/299-9191, www.degrazia.org


HOURS: Daily 10 A.M.–4 P.M.


COST: Free


Images of Ettore “Ted” DeGrazia’s sad-eyed native children are ubiquitous here, on mugs and Christmas ornaments and other such objects. A visit to DeGrazia’s amazing foothills home and gallery, which he largely built himself, may help you better appreciate the artist. When you see the home he built, and get a close-up look at the more serious paintings that hang throughout the gallery—epic cycles about the Mexican Revolution, the “founding” of the Southwest by Cabeza de Vaca and his doomed companions, and the lives and traditions of the Tohono O’odham, to name just a few—you may conclude that DeGrazia actually created some of the most enduring impressionistic visions in the Southwest. A native of Southern Arizona, DeGrazia attended the UA and published his first work in Arizona Highways magazine. He went on to study in Mexico with muralists Diego Rivera and Jose Clemente Orozco. He died in 1982 at the age of 73, but the DeGrazia Foundation carries on his memory at the Gallery in the Sun, DeGrazia’s first studio and gallery in Tucson, built in honor of Padre Kino and dedicated to Our Lady of Guadalupe. A mission on the grounds features DeGrazia murals, with a roof open to the sky. The gallery has a gift shop stocked with DeGrazia reproductions for sale. Even if you can’t muster an appreciation of this admittedly overexposed artist’s work, go for the native architecture and design to be found at his Gallery in the Sun, which may, after all, be DeGrazia’s greatest work of art.
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The chapel at DeGrazia Gallery in the Sun is dedicated to Our Lady of Guadalupe.







SHUTTLE YOUR WAY THROUGH SABINO CANYON


If you don’t feel like walking to the many popular trailheads in the Sabino Canyon Recreation Area, or if you don’t want to walk up the paved road to see the upper reaches of the gorgeous riparian canyon, consider a ride on the Sabino Canyon Shuttle (520/749-2861, www.sabinocanyon.com, July–mid-Dec. Mon.–Fri. 9 A.M.–4 P.M., Sat.–Sun. 9 A.M.–4:30 P.M., mid-Dec.–June daily 9 A.M.–4:30 P.M., $8 adult, $4 child 3–12, free under 2). The shuttle runs 45-minute narrated trips into the canyon all day, pausing at nine stops along the way to pick up or drop off hikers at various trailheads. At the last tram stop, 3.8 miles into the canyon, hikers can get off and take an easy stroll down the road, crossing the creek at nearly every turn, or try the Phoneline Trail, which winds along the canyon slopes overlooking the riparian beauty below. Perhaps the most popular trail in the entire Tucson valley is the hike through nearby Bear Canyon to Seven Falls, a wonderful series of waterfalls and collecting pools. You can access the Bear Canyon Trail from just outside the visitors center, or take the shuttle to a trailhead 1.5 miles on. From the trailhead to the falls it’s a total of 3.8 miles one-way, and worth every step. The Bear Canyon shuttle leaves the visitors center every hour on the hour (daily 9 A.M.–4:30 P.M., $3 adult, $1 child 3–12).






M SABINO CANYON RECREATION AREA



5700 N. Sabino Canyon Rd., 520/749-8700, www.fs.usda.gov/coronado


HOURS: Recreation area daily sunrise–sunset; visitors center and bookstore Mon.–Fri. 8 A.M.–4:30 P.M., Sat. 8:30 A.M.–4:30 P.M.


COST: $5 per car for one day, $10 for a week, $20 for annual pass


Though in the range’s foothills, Sabino Canyon is inextricably linked to the Santa Catalinas because without the mountains there would be very little water to fill up Sabino Creek, and without Sabino Creek this Edenic desert canyon would be just another rugged notch dominated by saguaro. As it is, though, Sabino Creek starts as springs high up in the mountains, gathering snowmelt and runoff as it descends into the foothills, where it rushes through Sabino Canyon with sometimes-deadly vigor, creating a riparian oasis of cottonwoods, willow, walnut, sycamore, and ash, while saguaro, barrel cactus, prickly pear, and cholla dominate the rocky canyon slopes away from the creek’s influence. It is a truly spectacular place that should not be missed. Sabino Canyon Recreation Area, about 13 miles northeast of downtown Tucson, is easily accessible, user-friendly in the extreme, and heavily used—best estimates say 1.25 million people visit every year. Many locals use the canyon’s trail system for daily exercise, and hikers, picnickers, and sightseers usually pack the canyon on any given day in any given season. A paved road, closed to cars since 1978, rises nearly four miles up into the canyon, crossing the nearly always-running creek in several places. During Southern Arizona’s summer and winter rainy seasons, it is nearly impossible to cross the small overflowing bridges without getting your feet wet. It’s a relatively easy walk along the road to the top of the canyon and access to trails that go far into the Santa Catalinas. The Sabino Canyon Visitors Center and Bookstore has trail guides and sells gifts and books. There are bathrooms, drinking fountains, and dozens of tucked-away picnic areas throughout the canyon, and many of the trails link up with one another, so it is easy to cobble together a loop hike that will take you through all of the various life zones. Bikes are allowed in the canyon only before 9 A.M. and after 5 P.M., never on Wednesday and Saturday, and never on trails that lead into the Pusch Ridge Wilderness. Consider a ride on the Sabino Canyon Shuttle (520/749-2861, www.sabinocanyon.com, $8 adult, $4 child 3–12, free under 2).



ST. PHILIP’S IN THE HILLS EPISCOPAL CHURCH



4440 N. Campbell Ave., 520/299-6421, www.stphilipstucson.org


HOURS: Mass Tues. 10 A.M. and 6 P.M., Thurs. 11 A.M., Sun. 7:45 A.M., 9 A.M., 11:15 A.M., 4 P.M., and 5:30 P.M.


COST: Free


This church was originally designed in 1936 by Josias Joesler, a Swiss-born architect who designed the majority of the tony foothills structures and is responsible for the amalgam of native and revival architecture sometimes known as the Tucson Style. Joesler’s structures can be counted on to mimic Mexican, Spanish, and Moorish styles with upscale flourishes, many of them stylish desertland haciendas on the bajada of the Catalinas, an area long reserved for the region’s wealthy. A longtime Tucson architect once told me that Tucson, at least when it came to architecture, divorced itself from Mexico (and thereby Spain and its Moorish traditions) too quickly; these styles, with their courtyards and native materials and passive solar heating, are ideal for living in the hot, dry Sonoran Desert, certainly much better than the cheaply built tract homes that proliferate in the valley these days. Very few Tucsonans build homes in the Joesler style anymore (to do so, or to live in one that’s already extant, is out of the financial question for most of us), and that’s too bad, because Joesler, like the originals he was inspired by, had it right. St. Philip’s, my favorite of all Joesler’s structures in Tucson, is along the busy River Road corridor and yet retains a peaceful atmosphere with gardens and fountains and thick, silent walls. The building and grounds have been added to and changed over the years, but always with respect to the original vision. Church officials welcome visitors and students of architecture and anybody else who wants to look around. It’s best not to go on a Sunday if you’re just looking, and best to go before 4 P.M. weekdays if you want to talk to someone about the church and its history.


TOHONO CHUL PARK


7366 N. Paseo del Norte, 520/742-6455, www.tohonochulpark.org


HOURS: Daily 8 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $8 adult, $6 senior, $4 student, $2 child 5–12


This 49-acre desert preserve is worth the short drive north on Oracle Road out into Tucson’s sprawl. Turn left on Ina Road, and then right on Paseo del Norte, and you’ll find native-plant gardens with easy trails punctuated by interpretive signs. The Ethnobotanical Garden, with rows of maize and other crops once planted by the O’odham and the Spanish settlers, demonstrates the different methods used by each group to coax subsistence out of the dry ground. Kids will love floating little boats shaped like fish on the miniature stream in the Garden for Children, where they can also see some old desert tortoises lolling about. If you stay quiet and sit by one of the many fountains or other water features on the grounds, you might get a glimpse of the many bobcats or javelina that call the preserve home.


One night a year, in June or July, the garden’s night-blooming cereus comes to life, an event so rare and spectacular that there’s a hotline (520/575-8468) for visitors to keep up-to-date on the expected bloom. There are gift shops and galleries on the property, and exhibits generally feature Native American and Mexican folk and fine arts.
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M ARIZONA-SONORA DESERT MUSEUM



2021 N. Kinney Rd., 520/883-2702, www.desertmuseum.org


HOURS: Mar.–May and Sept.–Feb. daily 7:30 A.M.–5 P.M., June–Aug. Sun.–Fri. 7:30 A.M.–5 P.M., Sat. 7:30 A.M.–10 P.M.


COST: $14.50 adult, $5 child 6–12


A big part of the fun of a visit to the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum is the getting there. Driving west out of Tucson over dramatic Gates Pass, you’ll see thousands of sentinel-like saguaros standing tall on the hot, rocky ground below, surrounded by pipe cleaner–like ocotillo and fuzzy cholla, creosote, and prickly pear. But the saguaro forests of Tucson Mountain Park and Saguaro National Park West, both of which surround the Desert Museum, are only one of several distinctive desert life zones you’ll see and learn about at this world-famous museum and zoo, where native mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish, and arthropods live in displays mimicking their open-desert habitats. This is the best place to learn about both the general structure and the minute details of the surrounding desert, and probably your only realistic chance to see all of the unique creatures that call it home. Easy trails wind through the beautiful 21-acre preserve, passing exhibits on semidesert grasslands and mountain woodlands similar to those surrounding and growing on the Sonoran Desert’s high mountain ranges. The Desert Loop Trail leads through a lowland scrub and cactus landscape with javelina and coyote. In Cat Canyon, a bespeckled ocelot sleeps in the shade and a bobcat lounges on the rocks. A mountain lion can be seen close up through a viewing window, and a black bear strolls along a man-made stream and sleeps on a rock promontory. There are also rare Mexican wolves, white-tailed deer, bighorn sheep, and adorable prairie dogs with which to commune. A riparian habitat has beavers and otters, water lovers that were once abundant in the Southwest. There’s a desert garden exhibit, a cactus and succulent garden, and a butterfly and wildflower display. There are also displays on desert fish, dunes, and a walk-in aviary that holds dozens of native birds. Docents are scattered throughout the complex to help with questions and give presentations on special topics. All this, plus a restaurant, snack bars, and a gift shop that sells excellent Pueblo and Tohono O’odham crafts make the Desert Museum Tucson’s very best attraction. If you’re planning on doing any exploring in the desert, do so after a trip to the Desert Museum, where you’ll get a comprehensive mini-course in desert ecology.
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a bobcat at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum





OLD TUCSON STUDIOS


201 S. Kinney Rd., 520/883-0100, www.oldtucson.com


HOURS: Oct.–May daily 10 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $16.95 adult, $10.95 child 4–11


Since 1939 Old Tucson has been the setting for more than 400 film productions, the majority of them Westerns. It was originally constructed to make the film Arizona, starring Jean Arthur and William Holden, which tells the story of Tucson’s early days before and after the Civil War. In the 1950s, impresario Bob Shelton bought the disused property and rebuilt its circa-1860s town, again drawing productions west from Hollywood, several starring Shelton’s friend John Wayne. It remained popular as a movie set as long as Westerns were popular at the box office, and so went through boom and bust periods along with the genre. Shelton added gunfight shows and other family-oriented tourist attractions to ride out the lean times. Today a rebuilt Old Tucson (the town burned to the ground in the 1990s) concentrates on re-creating a movie-house version of the Old West for tourists. Make sure to check out the collection of vintage posters from the films produced at the studio. Tours talk about the history of the studio and the stars who walked its dusty streets, and musical acts and vaudeville-style revues go on all day. There are several restaurants on-site, including Big Jake’s, which serves up good barbecue and beans, and El Vaquero, offering Southwestern-style entrées and a wide variety of specialty drinks. Unless you’re a Western-film buff, Old Tucson is a little stale. If you’re into the genre you’ll find the film-related aspects worth a look. Kids might enjoy it, but the entry price is rather expensive for what you get.



M SAGUARO NATIONAL PARK WEST



2700 N. Kinney Rd., 520/733-5158, www.nps.gov/sagu


HOURS: Daily 7 A.M.–sunset; visitors center daily 9 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $10 per vehicle, valid at both sections


This is where the icon of arid America holds court. The split Saguaro National Park has a western section at the base of the Tucson Mountains and a larger eastern section at the base of the Rincon Mountains. Both are worth visiting, but if you have time only for one go to the eastern section, which is older and larger. Together they protect about 91,300 acres of magnificent Sonoran Desert landscape, including large and crowded saguaro forests surrounded by a thick underbrush of ocotillo, prickly pear, cholla, mesquite, and palo verde. If you want to see an accessible and wondrous example of the Sonoran Desert at its best, there are few better places to go. The place to start your tour of the western park is the Red Hills Visitor Center, where you can learn about the ancient symbiotic friendship between the Tohono O’odham and the saguaro. Here you’ll find a guide to the park’s 40 miles of trails, and you can also book a tour with a naturalist and peruse the bookstore stocked with titles on local history and nature. A good way to see the park, especially in the heat of summer, is to drive the six-mile Bajada Loop through a thick saguaro forest. The route is graded dirt and it can get dusty; you can also walk or bike the loop. Or you can drive the loop and stop at the Valley View Overlook Trail, an easy one-mile round-trip trail off the loop road that rises to an expansive view of the Avra Valley, the saguaro-lined desert, and the skulking rock mountains. A half-mile round-trip walk to the Signal Hill Picnic Area offers a look at ancient petroglyphs. Both trails can be accessed off the Bajada Loop drive and are well marked. There are also a few very short, paved walks around the visitors center featuring interpretive signs about the saguaro and other desert fauna.


SENTINEL PEAK AND TUMAMOC HILL


Sentinel Peak: 1000 S. Sentinel Peak Rd., Tumamoc Hill: Tumamoc Hill Rd.


HOURS: Mon.–Sat. 8 A.M.–8 P.M., Sun. 8 A.M.–6 P.M.


COST: Free


Also called “A” Mountain for the large “A” repainted on its face every year by University of Arizona students (a tradition that began in 1915), Sentinel Peak served the early populations of the Tucson valley with spring water and black basalt. When Father Kino first rode into the valley in the 1690s, he found the native population living in the small peak’s shadow, and it was surely an important landmark in the basin for eons before that. During the presidio days it earned its name as a promontory from which soldiers would scan the desert for Apaches. Now there’s a park on the peak, reached by a paved, winding road to the top: Take Congress Street west under I-10 and follow the signs. There are a few short trails around the park, a little rock shelter to sit under, charcoal barbecues, and some great views of the valley. The hill just to the north of Sentinel Peak is called Tumamoc (horned-lizard) Hill, and is home to a living-desert laboratory founded in 1903. For thousands of years indigenous residents of the Tucson valley farmed on and around Tumamoc Hill, as evidenced by numerous archaeological sites found there. Among the legends of the Tohono O’odham is the story of a giant horned lizard that threatened to devour the tribe had not the god I’itoi, in response to prayers, turned the great reptile into a hill—hence the name Tumamoc Hill.


TUCSON MOUNTAIN PARK AND GATES PASS SCENIC OVERLOOK


Gates Pass to Kinney Rd.


HOURS: Daily sunrise–sunset


COST: Free


Robert Gates was a typical Southwestern frontier entrepreneur: He did a little mining, a little ranching, a bit of saloon keeping, some homesteading. In 1883, in order to connect his Avra Valley mine with his other interests in Tucson, he set about building a precipitous route over the Tucson Mountains, and in the process set the stage for local officials, about 50 years later, to establish one of the largest public parks of its kind in the nation. Thus we have the 37-square-mile Sonoran Desert preserve called Tucson Mountain Park. The 20,000 acres of wild desert features one of the largest saguaro forests in the world, and has something like 62 miles of trails for hiking and mountain biking. The park has a rifle and pistol range, and three large picnic areas with grills, ramadas, and picnic tables; also within park boundaries is the world-renowned Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. If all these activities seem a bit sweaty and active for your taste, at least make it to the top of the road named for the man who conquered the comparatively short Tucson Mountains at Gates Pass. You can drive to the pass and park at a large lot with bathrooms and a ramada and two little stacked-rock huts decorated inside with eons of graffiti. There are short trails out to a promontory from which you can see the whole sweeping expanse of the desert below. It’s one of the best views in Arizona—a state that has no shortage of sweeping views. If you want to stay the night at the park, the Gilbert Ray Campground (8451 W. McCain Loop, off Kinney Rd., 520/883-4200, $10–20) has sites with RV hookups and picnic tables, plus restrooms and a dumping station.
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Sentinel Peak, also known as “A” Mountain
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TRAIL DUST TOWN


6541 E. Tanque Verde Rd., 520/296-4551, www.traildusttown.com


HOURS: Daily 5–8 P.M.


COST: $2–3 for each attraction


The best way to visit Trail Dust Town, an Old West–themed family attraction on the east side, is to wrap it up with a cowboy steak-and-beans dinner at Pinnacle Peak Steak House. But if you don’t have kids, rethink the entire venture. I’m not saying that there’s nothing for the adult at Trail Dust Town; anyone interested in the more popularized notions of Old West culture might get a kick or two here—there’s some movie set–style buildings, a miniature train that circles the property, a few on-cue gunfights in the dusty streets, and various shops and displays featuring touristy gifts and frontier artifacts. There’s also a gold-panning game, a shootout gallery, and a lot of other commotion. If you have young or even youngish children, though, you and the spouse can sit in the saloon and wait for your table while the kids explore the attractions.
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Trail Dust Town
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PIMA AIR AND SPACE MUSEUM


6000 E. Valencia Rd., 520/574-0462, www.pimaair.org


HOURS: Daily 9 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $15.50 adult, $12.75 senior and military, $9 child 7–12


One of the largest museums of its kind in the West, the Pima Air and Space Museum has interesting exhibits and an impressive number of decommissioned aircraft that tell the story of our fascination with defying gravity. Nearly 300 rare airplanes, many of them military—among them Kennedy’s Air Force One and the Blackbird spy plane—rest on the grounds and in six different hangars. The Air and Space Museum is operated by the same group that operates the Titan Missile Museum near Green Valley, and for one price you can see both attractions. Warplane enthusiasts will have to take the hour-long bus tour to the Aerospace Maintenance and Regeneration Center (AMARC) to see the hundreds of dust-gathering planes ending their days in this “boneyard.”
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AGUA LINDA FARM


2643 E. Frontage Rd., Amado, 520/398-3218, www.agualindafarm.net


HOURS: By reservation only


COST: Free except during festivals


A local leader in the Community Supported Agriculture movement, this small riverside farm in the lush Santa Cruz Valley south of Tucson sells fresh seasonal crops from a farm store open on weekends. The family-owned farm also puts on several festivals throughout the year, including one in fall involving pumpkin patches and hayrides. There isn’t always something going on at Agua Linda, and often the farm is used for private events like weddings. If you’re interested in looking around and touring the farm, picking your own vegetables, and generally communing with the fertile land, check the farm’s website to make sure there’s something happening.


BIOSPHERE 2


32540 S. Biosphere Rd., Oracle, 520/838-6200, www.b2science.org


HOURS: Daily 9 A.M.–4 P.M.


COST: $20 adult, $13 child 6–12


In the early 1990s eight scientists took up residence in this 3.14-acre simulation of the earth in hopes of lasting two years and gaining important knowledge about how humans will survive in the future. They weren’t able to remain self-contained owing to problems with the food supply, but two members of the team fell in love at least.


The unique laboratory may yet save the world, however, as the UA is now running experiments under the dome and researching ways to combat climate change. While the science is fascinating—there are actually small savannas, rainforests, deserts, and even an ocean under the glass—many who take the tour seem more intrigued by the doomed experiments in togetherness. The tour takes you into the “Biospherians’” apartments and kitchen, and guides field more questions on this part of the tour than all the others. The tour lasts about 45 minutes and is not wheelchair-accessible. The Biosphere is in a beautiful 35-acre desert setting about 30 minutes north of Tucson near the small town of Oracle.




[image: Image]


Biosphere 2






BUENOS AIRES NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE



Hwy. 286, milepost 7.5, Sasabe, 520/823-4251, ext. 116, www.fws.gov/refuge/Buenos_Aires


HOURS: Refuge: daily 24 hours; visitors center: June 1–Aug. 15 Mon.–Fri. 7:30 A.M.–4 P.M., Aug. 16–May 31 daily 7:30 A.M.–4 P.M.


COST: Free


This remote 118,000-acre refuge preserves large swaths of endangered semidesert grassland, home to the pronghorn. The refuge’s flagship program was once the reintroduction of the rare masked bobwhite quail to the grasslands, but the program was transferred to a private organization in 2007. Its proximity to the U.S.-Mexico border has caused some trouble on the refuge, and portions are indefinitely closed to the public because of smuggling activity. One of the most accessible portions of the refuge is the Arivaca Cienega, a swamplike desert wetland just outside the tiny village of Arivaca. The easy two-mile loop trail includes boardwalks over the wetter portions, and birds, frogs, and snakes abound. Take Arivaca Road about 20 miles from I-19 exit 48 until you see the sign for the Cienega, just east of Arivaca. At the western end of town, turn at the Y and drive 2.5 miles to Arivaca Creek, also managed by the refuge, where there’s easy creekside hiking among cottonwoods and mesquite. Keep on Arivaca Road to Highway 286 and turn left at milepost 7.5 to get to refuge headquarters. Far off to the northwest in the Baboquivari Mountains is Brown Canyon, a riparian area accessible only with a guide and by appointment.


CATALINA STATE PARK


11570 N. Oracle Rd., Oro Valley, 520/628-5798, www.azstateparks.com


HOURS: Daily 5 A.M.–10 P.M.


COST: $7 per vehicle


This popular desert preserve just north of Tucson (about 14.5 miles from midtown) in the saguaro-dotted north-side foothills of the Santa Catalinas is heavily used, especially on weekends—hikers shouldn’t be surprised to pass large families carrying coolers and bags of chips up the trail. The 5,500-acre park has eight trails—most of them range in difficulty from easy to moderate—picnic areas, charcoal grills, and a small gift shop. It’s an easily accessible place to see the desert, lush here thanks to the runoff and snowmelt that barrels down from the mountains through boulder-strewn washes. In the early spring and late summer there are many natural pools that fill up with runoff, some of them deep enough to be called swimming holes. The seven-mile Romero Canyon Trail will take you to an array of natural pools—and you don’t have to hike the whole trail to get there. If you want to get off the beaten track a little, veer right about a mile into the trail near a bench and pick your way down into the wash, then head up the wash following a footpath that leads to some out-of-the-way, less-used pools. For an easy walk, take the 0.5-mile round-trip Romero Ruin Interpretive Trail to an ancient Hohokam site. The ranger station/gift shop has a guide to all of the park’s trails, some of which link to other trails going all the way up into the mountains.



M COLOSSAL CAVE MOUNTAIN PARK



16721 E. Old Spanish Trail, Tucson, 520/647-7275, www.colossalcave.com


HOURS: Mar. 16–Sept. 15 daily 8 A.M.–5 P.M., Sept. 16–Mar. 15 daily 9 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: Park entry $5 per vehicle; cave tours $13 adult, $6.50 child 6–12


Sure it’s a “dead cave,” and certainly in recent years it has become but a poor country cousin to the living underground wonderland that is Kartchner Caverns State Park just a few dozen miles to the southeast, but Colossal Cave Mountain Park near Vail, about a half-hour drive through the desert east of Tucson proper, has many charms nonetheless. The cave has been used as a shelter, an altar, a hideout, and a tourist attraction by various bands of natives and colonists for the last 1,000 years or so, according to prehistoric artifacts and historical local newspaper accounts. In the 1930s the Civilian Conservation Corps built a few structures near the cave’s entrance in that inimitable stacked native-stone style, and installed lights and railings through about a half mile of the sprawling grotto. The typical tour follows this route, while the guide narrates a general natural history of the cave with a bit of human history (including a tale of outlaws) peppered in. It’s all very basic, but interesting and really fun, especially with kids. Those looking for a more adventurous route should check out the Saturday-night Ladder Tour (5:15–9 P.M., $45 with dinner, must be at least 12 years old and fit, reservations required), on which you’ll shimmy and squeeze through passageways far off the tourist path in a helmet and headlamp. After the cave tour, there’s a gift shop and a café and long views of the desert. A few miles down the road but still within the park, the 130-year-old La Posta Quemada Ranch offers more activities, particularly for children. In addition to trail rides and a gift shop, the ranch features a large sundial, displays on the cave and the CCC’s work in the park, and a habitat for two old desert tortoises, Henry and Big Nasty. It’s unlikely you’ll see either tort unless you arrive in the morning, especially during the hotter months. There are plenty of shady and peaceful places to picnic here, and you can even camp if you make a reservation.
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