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Bryce’s hoodoos
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MOUNTAIN AND GRAVEL BIKING


An ancient sea with a sandy floor. Millions of years of erosion shaping canyons, arches, hoodoos, and more uncanny features. Petroglyphs carved by the Indigenous people who first called this region home thousands of years ago. Southern Utah’s public lands are a tour de literal force that demands to be explored, revered, and preserved for generations to experience.


Zion National Park is known for towering rock walls cut by steep canyons, through which the Virgin River flows alongside cottonwood trees and wildflowers. Bryce Canyon National Park is famed for its hoodoos—bizarre spires of stone rising from a steep mountainside. At sunrise, the light is magical and trails are quiet.


Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument preserves its namesake cliffs (the “staircase”), as well as the Escalante River’s tributaries and canyons, and backroad adventures abound. Capitol Reef National Park is centered on the Waterpocket Fold, an enormous wrinkle of rock rising from the desert. The Fremont River carves a magnificent canyon through the formation, nurturing an orchard-filled oasis.


In Canyonlands National Park, the Colorado and Green Rivers have sculpted sweeping canyon country, from the vast vistas of Island in the Sky District to the challenging rapids of Cataract Canyon. Getting up close to unique rock formations is the focus at Arches National Park, with numerous short trails leading to the park’s graceful namesakes. Base camp for both parks is the town of Moab, with great dining plus world-class mountain biking and other adventures of its own.


It’s impossible to say just how awestruck you’ll feel in the shadow of a spectacular arch at sunrise or between the narrow walls of a deep canyon. The word sublime was coined for landscapes like these, that swiftly shift your day-to-day into humble perspective and ignite a sense of lasting wonder.
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the bridge to the Fremont petroglyphs in Capitol Reef






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Hiking Angels Landing: Perhaps the most famous hike in Zion, this 5.4-mile (8.7-km) out-and-back trail is known for its exposed route, mandatory scrambling, and see-it-to-believe-it canyon views.
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2 Trekking the Narrows: With thousand-foot walls on either side, the Narrows can be hiked top down (requiring a permit) or bottom up, and it involves beginner canyoneering, including wading a shallow river.
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3 Marveling at Bryce’s Hoodoos: Bryce boasts the most hoodoos (odd-looking rock spires formed by erosion) in the world, forming a magical landscape to wander through.
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4 Climbing and Canyoneering: Southern Utah is home to world-class rock-climbing and canyoneering routes in Zion, Arches, and Moab.
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5 Seeing Delicate Arch: This iconic arch made the state’s license plate for good reason. Hike over a slickrock formation and desert sand to reach it—but go in the off-season or at dawn or dusk to beat the crowds.
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6 Mountain Biking Moab: From the world-renowned Slickrock Trail to the downhill epic Whole Enchilada—and plenty of beginner-friendly trails and dirt roads as well—the Moab MTB scene is unbeatable.
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7 Exploring Slot Canyons in Grand Staircase-Escalante: This massive national monument is filled with enticing narrow canyons, including beginner-friendly Peek-a-boo and Spooky.
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8 Pondering Petroglyphs in Capitol Reef: From the Fremont figures easily viewed off Highway 24 to the petroglyphs found up Capitol Gorge, discover ancient art in Capitol Reef National Park.
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9 Stargazing: All of Utah’s “Mighty Five” national parks are certified by the International Dark Sky Association, making southern Utah an incredible place to spy constellations and the Milky Way.
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10 Going Back-Roading in Canyonlands: Long dirt roads fill the backcountry of southern Utah, and a couple of the best ones wind their way through Canyonlands.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Zion National Park


In Zion, hiking trails lead up narrow canyons cut into massive sandstone cliffs, passing serene pools and hanging gardens. The park’s main canyon, carved by the Virgin River, is an easy place to find a day hike, while nearby (but non-adjacent) Kolob Canyons offer less crowded trails. Zion also offers world-class canyoneering, rock climbing, and backpacking.


Bryce Canyon National Park


Bryce is known for its famous vistas across an eroded amphitheater of sandstone hoodoos. Short trails lead down from the canyon edge into a wonderland of fanciful formations and outcrops. Venture into the park’s backcountry for a different perspective.


Grand Staircase-Escalante


Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument preserves some of the Southwest’s best canyon hiking. Numerous day hikes and long-distance trails follow the Escalante River’s canyons. Mountain bikers can travel the jeep paths of Hole-in-the-Rock Road or Burr Trail Road to visit more landscapes. Be sure to drive the monument’s highly scenic Highway 12 and leave plenty of time for overlooks and hikes along the way.


Capitol Reef National Park


Capitol Reef preserves a vast wrinkle of rock called the Waterpocket Fold, stretching across more than 100 miles (161 km). Of the few canyons that penetrate the Fold, Fremont River Canyon is most accessible along Highway 24, with ancient petroglyphs, pioneer orchards, and soaring rock formations. A paved scenic drive explores more canyons along the fold’s western face. The rest of the park is remote backcountry for explorers at heart to drive, bike, or hike.
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If You’re Looking For . . .


• Backpacking: Head into the canyons and washes of the Escalante River and beyond in Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument.
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• Canyoneering: Hike through the water of the Virgin River on the Narrows hike in Zion. For something more challenging, rappel, squeeze, and wade your way through the Subway route, accessible via the less traveled Kolob Terrace area of Zion.


• Horseback Riding: Zion and Bryce National Parks and Kodachrome Basin State Park all offer horseback rides into the backcountry.


• Kid-Friendly Activities: There’s something magical about the sandstone features of Arches, and exploring these awe-inspiring landmarks doesn’t require long treks. Dinosaur tracks and petroglyphs will also be a hit.


• Mountain Biking: Moab is the must-visit destination, but Red Canyon (just outside Bryce) and Canyonlands also offer good riding.


• Photography: Sleep the day away if need be, but be sure to catch sunrise and sunset at Bryce, golden hour at Arches, and the panoramic masterpieces of Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky District.


• Rafting: The Colorado River offers sensational rafting, and outfitters in Moab offer everything from tame family floats to heart-pounding white water.


• Rock Climbing: The big walls in Zion Canyon attract climbers, but the true hot spot is just east of Canyonlands’ Needles District, in the Indian Creek area of Bears Ears National Monument.


• Scenic Driving: Head east from Bryce and follow Highway 12 all the way to Capitol Reef. It’s only a little over 100 miles (161 km), but it’s best to allow at least half a day for this incredible drive.


• Solitude: It’s true—the marquee parks like Arches and Bryce are busy. Plan a backcountry drive or trek in Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument for a quieter adventure.


• Winter Sports: Cross-country skiers can enjoy the quiet (and cheap) season at Bryce, when snow makes the hoodoos especially lovely.


• Accessible Views: It’s hard to beat the views from the 0.5-mile (0.8-km) stretch of the paved Rim Trail between Bryce’s Sunrise and Sunset Points.






Canyonlands National Park



Canyonlands is made up of five zones. The River District contains the Colorado and Green Rivers. The Needles District offers hiking trails and backcountry roads through a standing-rock desert. The remote Maze District is filled with geologic curiosities and labyrinthine canyons. And the Island in the Sky District is a flat-topped mesa overlooking the rest. To the west, the noncontiguous Horseshoe Canyon Unit contains a significant cache of prehistoric rock art.


Arches National Park


Just up the road from Moab is Arches, which is a great family park and highly accessible. Unlike other Utah national parks, there’s plenty to see even if you can’t get out of the car and hike very far. Be sure to explore the Windows Section, a series of arches and rock fins at the center of the park, and catch views of the iconic Delicate Arch, or hike right up to it, if you can.


Moab


At the heart of Utah’s slickrock country, Moab is the recreation capital of southeastern Utah. Not only is the town a base camp for Arches and Canyonlands, it offers world-class mountain biking, off-road adventures, rock climbing, rafting, and many more adventures close to town. It also has the best lodging for miles and good restaurants and brewpubs.


WHEN TO GO


Peak Season


(April-October)


The parks are all open year-round, although spring (Apr.-early June) and early fall (Sept.-Oct.) are the most pleasant times to visit weather-wise. They are also the busiest seasons, and travelers may find that popular campgrounds and hotels are booked well in advance.


Spring rain can dampen trails, and late winter-early spring storms can wreak havoc on backcountry roads. Bryce, at elevations ranging 6,600-9,100 feet (2,012-2,774 m), can be snowy well into spring, but it’s pleasant during the summer when other areas of southern Utah bake.


Thunderstorms are common in summer (late July-early Sept.) and bring the threat of flash flooding, especially in slot canyons. In Zion, Canyonlands, Arches, and Moab, summer temperatures can exceed 100°F (38°C).


Off-Season


(November-March)


A few highways close for the winter (Nov.-Mar.), including the roads around Cedar Breaks National Monument. However, winter can be a great time to visit the high country around Bryce, where cross-country skiers take to the park roads. Around Escalante, the canyons can be quite nice in the winter during the day, but nights are freezing. In Canyonlands and Arches, winter days tend to be bright and sunny, but nighttime temperatures can dip into the teens or lower.


Prices generally drop during the low season, and permits are easier to procure. Many businesses suspend operation especially in the depths of winter, so keep in mind that lodging and food options (especially in small towns like Escalante and Kanab) may be very limited in, say, January.


Also note that many park visitor centers, sights, and businesses often have reduced hours that may vary from year to year during the off-season. Information is not always up to date online, so try calling ahead of time and don’t rely on the accuracy of posted opening days and hours.




Avoid the Crowds


Are we loving southern Utah to death? It might feel that way on Zion’s shuttle circuit in July, or in Moab during spring break. Unless the Disneyworld vibes don’t bother you, consider crafting a trip that allows you to experience these lands a little more peacefully. You can also strike a balance by planning one day where you bear with the crowds to see those bucket list sights, followed by another day exploring a quieter area. While there are tips in most chapters on how to avoid crowds in specific regions, here are a few guidelines that apply throughout:
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• Avoid spring break and summer holiday weekends. These are some of the busiest times in southern Utah. Also check to see if there are any races or major events occurring in your specific destination, which would mean a spike in visitors.


• Visit on weekdays. While there will still be crowds late spring-early fall, they won’t be quite as challenging to deal with on a Tuesday or Wednesday compared to Saturday. You could plan visits to nearby quieter areas during the weekend, then hit the popular national park on a weekday, for example.


• Come in winter. November-early March, most of southern Utah grows quieter as snow falls on sandstone. Bryce is especially stunning in the winter months. A few upsides: If the sun is shining in January and the trails are dry, you’ll still be able to hike, bike on dirt or paved roads, and even climb. Rates also drop so your trip will be cheaper. The cons: Many businesses close in winter. And you could encounter difficult weather (snow, freezing rain) that interferes with adventure plans.


• Be a night owl. Utah’s national parks are open 24-7, which means you can cruise up to Delicate Arch at midnight, if you’re so motivated. Whether you visit at dawn, dusk, or in the pitch dark for some stargazing, you’ll find peace, quiet, star-filled skies, and a better shot at seeing wildlife too.


• Go on longer, more intensive adventures. Most tourists congregate on national park scenic drives, along the shortest trails, and at easily accessible scenic pullouts. Walk a couple of miles down most paths and the company thins. Even better, plan a longer backpacking excursion, multiday bike ride, or river trip (guided or self-guided).


Nearby Utah’s “Mighty Five” national parks there are several areas comparable in beauty, but not in crowds:


• Snow Canyon State Park offers beautiful hiking and rock climbing just outside St. George near Zion.


• Cedar Breaks National Monument preserves an area with formations similar to Bryce Canyon, but minus the masses.


• Red Canyon is immediately west of Bryce Canyon and shares its geology, but because it’s not a national park, you can mountain bike amid the red-rock formations. Dogs are allowed on the trails here too.


• Kodachrome Basin State Park, between Bryce Canyon and Grand Staircase, is ringed by remarkable pink cliffs plus odd rock pillars called sand pipes.


• Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park near Grand Staircase-Escalante spans 3,700 acres of dunes ripe for exploring by foot, sand board, or ATV.


• Dead Horse Point State Park, on the road into Canyonlands, provides an eagle’s-eye view over the Colorado River.






BEFORE YOU GO



Park Fees and Passes


If you’re planning on visiting a few national parks, buy an America the Beautiful—National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass (valid for one year, $80) at your first stop. Senior passes (lifetime pass $80) and free passes for residents with permanent disabilities are also available. Paid fees are good for seven days.


• Zion, Bryce: $35 per vehicle


• Canyonlands, Arches: $30 per vehicle


• Capitol Reef, Natural Bridges: $20 per vehicle


• Cedar Breaks: $10 pp


• Grand Staircase-Escalante: no entrance fee; backcountry permit required


Note that during the 2022 and 2023 high seasons (Apr.-Sept.), Arches National Park piloted a reservations program requiring all visitors to purchase a timed entry ticket. Reservations (www.recreation.gov, $2 pp on top of the park entry fee paid upon arrival) opened three months in advance. Check before your trip to see if a timed entry reservations system is still in place (www.nps.gov/arch).


You can also purchase a Southeast Utah Parks Pass (www.recreation.gov, valid for one year, $55), which is good for Arches and Canyonlands National Parks, as well as for Hovenweep and Natural Bridges National Monuments.


State parks also charge varying entry fees, though it’s probably not worth purchasing an annual state parks pass (https://parkspass.utah.gov, $100 Utah residents, $150 nonresidents).


Reservations


Many national parks now offer reserved campsites. If you want to camp in a park, reserve ahead—this is especially important at Arches—or plan to arrive early in the day to get an unreserved site. During the off-season, some campgrounds shift to first come, first served.


Zion


Reservations for the highly coveted Zion Lodge (888/297-2757, www.zionlodge.com) can be made up to 13 months in advance. Watchman and South Campgrounds (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov) accept advance reservations for some campsites.


Bryce


Make reservations at the Lodge at Bryce Canyon (877/386-4383, www.brycecanyonforever.com) as far in advance as possible. North and Sunset Campgrounds (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov) both accept some reservations: North (year-round) offers reservable sites late May-mid-October; Sunset (mid-Apr.-Oct.) has a group site that is reservable at least two days in advance.


Arches


Reservations at Devils Garden Campground (www.recreation.gov) must be made between 4-240 days in advance. Campsites are first come, first served during the off-season.


Guides, Outfitters, and Rentals


If you’re interested in going beyond day hikes and the well-trodden path, but lack the gear or expertise to do so, seeking out a guide service is a great way to elevate your trip. Guides tend to be clustered in cities and towns nearest to the public lands you want to explore—St. George, Escalante, and in particular Moab are hubs for these services.


Imagine just about any activity and you can probably find someone to take you out (assuming you’re in good physical condition). Canyoneering, rock climbing, a week rafting the river, a long hike that’s challenging to navigate, a three-day trip on mountain bikes, horseback riding—there are specialists out there, many willing to customize a trip to your specifications. If you’ve got the knowledge, but are flying in without your gear, it’s also easy to find rentals and demos in the towns of southern Utah.




Recreation Permits


Several recreational activities within national parks, national monuments, and state parks require permits. For example, most national parks require you to obtain a permit for overnight backpacking trips, rock climbing, canyoneering, and river rafting. Sometimes, specific areas or trails also require permits for entry, including Zion’s Angels Landing, Arches’ Fiery Furnaces, and the Wave in Vermilion Cliffs at Grand Staircase-Escalante.
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Some of these permits (for example, for rock climbing) are usually not very competitive and may be obtained the day before at the nearest visitor center. Others—like those for the aforementioned trails or for river rafting—are extremely sought after, hard to procure, and require advanced planning, sometimes four or more months in advance. Some of the more competitive permits also have lottery systems that enable interested hikers to throw their hats in the ring a couple days before their desired visit date for another chance. If you have your heart set on one of these coveted areas, keep in mind that it’s much easier to get a permit in the off-season, November-February.


Most permits are reservable online through www.recreation.gov and at visitor centers. Since permits are required for so many activities in Zion, the park maintains its own online permit portal (https://zionpermits.nps.gov). Some permits cost a reasonable fee (which is sometimes on top of a reservation fee), while others are free.





Some national parks—like Zion—don’t allow outfitters to operate within their boundaries, so it’s usually easier to plan a guided trip in a national monument or across other public lands. Within national parks, look to ranger-led tours (ask at the visitor centers). For example, spring-early fall, Arches offers ranger-guided hikes in the Fiery Furnaces area (reservations required, fees apply).


One thing to keep in mind is that many guiding services operate on a seasonal basis, with different rates in summer than in fall, for example, and temporary closures during the off-season. In summer, many guiding services and rentals are also booked far in advance, so do your research before your trip and try to make reservations ahead of time if possible.


IN THE PARKS


Visitor Centers


There are more visitor centers than can be listed here, but these will get you started.


• Zion Canyon Visitor Center (8am-6pm daily spring and fall, 8am-7pm daily summer, 8am-5pm daily winter) is located at the south entrance.


• Bryce Canyon Visitor Center (8am-8pm daily May-Sept., 8am-6pm daily mid-Mar.-Apr. and Oct., 8am-4:30pm daily Nov.-mid-Mar.) is 4.5 miles (7.2 km) south of the Highway 12 turnoff.


• Escalante Interagency Visitor Center (9am-4pm Thurs.-Tues.) is in Escalante.


• Capitol Reef Visitor Center (Hwy. 24, 8am-4:30pm daily mid-May-Sept., 9am-4pm daily Oct.-May) is on Highway 24 at the turnoff for Fruita Campground and the Scenic Drive.


• The Arches Visitor Center (7:30am-6pm daily mid-Mar.-Sept., 8am-5pm daily Oct., 8am-4pm daily Nov., 9am-4pm daily late-Nov.-mid-Mar.) is just past the park entrance booth.


• The Moab Information Center (25 E. Center St., Moab, 435/259-8825 or 800/635-6622, www.discovermoab.com, 8am-5pm daily) can handle inquiries about the town, plus Arches and Canyonlands.


Where to Stay


If you don’t have a reservation, here are your best options for a last-minute overnight.


Zion


Outside the park, Springdale offers lodging and private campgrounds.


Bryce


Sunset Campground (mid-Apr.-Oct.) offers first-come, first-served sites; sites at the North Campground (year-round) are reservable late May-mid-October and available on a first-come, first-served basis during the off-season. There are many motel rooms and a large private campground just outside the park boundary. The nearby towns of Tropic and Panguitch are also good bets. Kodachrome Basin State Park, about 20 miles (32 km) south of Bryce, has great campsites.


Grand Staircase-Escalante


Deer Creek Campground (year-round), outside Boulder, and Calf Creek Campground (early Apr.-late Oct.), near Escalante, offer primitive first-come, first-served campsites. Escalante Petrified Forest State Park, just west of town, has showers. The town of Escalante offers a range of accommodations.




TOP EXPERIENCE


The Parks After Dark


Utah is home to the world’s highest concentration of places certified by the International Dark Sky Association (www.darksky.org). After the sun sets, you’ll see the canyons, arches, and spires from an entirely different perspective. A moonlit river lapping the walls of a canyon. The morning sun rising above an arch. Five thousand stars orbiting a desert tower. Rise early or stay late and you’ll be mightily rewarded.


[image: image]


All of Utah’s national parks, many of its state parks, and several other areas are all Dark Sky certified. Try to work a late night or early morning of stargazing into your trip. If you visit during a full moon, the stars won’t be as good, but you can take advantage of a full moon hike or other adventure, and some stars will still be visible. The astronomically inclined might even consider planning a trip to the area around a meteor shower or other celestial event. And in Bryce Canyon National Park, consider joining a star viewing with the Dark Rangers (www.darkrangertelescopetours.com).







Best Views


With a landscape characterized by mountain peaks and deep canyons, southern Utah is filled with big views. And the state’s trademark arches and hoodoos are breathtaking sights as well.


CANYON VIEWS


With a few exceptions, you won’t need to hike uphill for miles to get a bird’s-eye view—most of the vista points below are easily reached by a short hike or detour by car.


• Angels Landing and Court of the Patriarchs: Take the steep hike to Angels Landing in Zion National Park. For an eyeful without a hike, jump off the shuttle bus at the Court of the Patriarchs.


• Hogback: Between Escalante and Boulder, Highway 12—aka the Million-Dollar Road—climbs this steep fin of rock to a 360-degree vista of the Escalante River canyons and the Aquarius Plateau cliffs.


• Navajo Knobs: After a 6-mile (9.7-km) climb from the Hickman Natural Bridge trailhead in Capitol Reef, you’ll take in most of southern Utah and the snakelike ridge of the 100-mile-long (161-km) Waterpocket Fold.


• Dead Horse Point State Park and Grand View Point Overlook: From the main access road into the Island in the Sky section of Canyonlands, two vista points provide sweeping views over the incredible Colorado River canyon—although really, most of the Island in the Sky viewpoints will take your breath away. From Dead Horse Point State Park, a 30-foot-wide (9-m) neck of land extends into the void over the twisting channels of the river 2,000 feet (610 m) below. Continue to Grand View Point, above the confluence of the Colorado and the Green Rivers, for vistas of canyons, sheer rock walls, and distant mountains.


ARCHES AND HOODOOS


How do they stay standing? These gravity-defying stone pinnacles and arches have stood the test of time.


• Sunrise and Sunset Points: Though the name is cliché, the angle of the rising sun really does make Sunrise Point in Bryce a worthy stop. If you can’t quite make it by sunrise, try a sunset view at Sunset Point.


• Kodachrome Basin State Park: Just 10 miles southeast of Bryce lie the polychromatic sand spires of this often-overlooked state park.


• Delicate Arch: Looking across the Colorado River Canyon to the distant La Sal Mountains through Delicate Arch is a memory-of-a-lifetime experience.
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Delicate Arch









Capitol Reef



Most sites at the popular Fruita Campground are reservable and open year-round. It’s a green well-watered spot, unlike most dusty Utah campgrounds. Stay in nearby Torrey if you want a roof over your head.


Canyonlands


All campgrounds are open year-round. Reservations can be made at the Needles Campground March 15-November 15 in the Needles District. If the Needles Campground is full, head east to the first-come, first-served campgrounds, either at the private Needles Outpost or at Bureau of Land Management sites along Lockhart Basin Road, east of the park entrance.


Arches


In winter, sites 1 to 24 at Devils Garden Campground are available first come, first served. Nearby Moab offers year-round lodging as well as camping, from primitive sites along the Colorado River to shady comfort in town at the private tents-only Up the Creek campground.
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Devils Garden





Getting Around


Although Utah’s national parks are located in a geographically compact area, connecting the dots to visit each of them isn’t always straightforward. The rugged topography of the area has made road building difficult, so visiting all of the parks requires a lot of driving. Unpaved back roads can serve as shortcuts if you have a high-clearance vehicle, but check locally before setting out to determine current conditions, as rainstorms and snowmelt can render these roads impassable.


Park Shuttles


Early March-November, Zion’s park road is closed to private vehicles, and only accessible via a free park shuttle. A free shuttle serves Bryce Canyon 8am-8pm daily mid-April-mid-October.


Biking


In some parks, hopping on a bike is a great way to experience the scenic drive without battling traffic or taking a shuttle. Since Zion bans private vehicle traffic during peak season (shuttles only), its scenic drive lends itself to cycling. All of Utah’s national park scenic drives are accessible to cyclists, though shoulders can be narrow and car traffic heavy, so consider whether you’re a confident enough cyclist to deal with these conditions.
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BEST OF Zion and Bryce


This itinerary only scratches the surface of what there is to see in these expansive parks, but it’s designed to make the most of a long-weekend visit.


Day 1


If you fly into Salt Lake City or Las Vegas, you’ll probably get to Zion National Park in late afternoon. After checking into lodging or pitching your tent, head into the park to check out the visitor center and take a ride up Zion Canyon on the shuttle bus. Hop off for views at Court of the Patriarchs and take an easy hike up Riverside Walk.
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Court of the Patriarchs





Day 2


Hike up West Rim Trail to Angels Landing (advance permit required) for the best views in the park. An easier option that doesn’t require a permit is Kayenta Trail to Lower, Middle, and Upper Emerald Pools Trails. In the afternoon, visit Springdale’s galleries and cool off with some ice cream. End the day with an early-evening hike up Watchman Trail or bike ride along Pa’rus Trail.


Alternatively, if weather permits and you’re an experienced hiker and swimmer, spend the day hiking Riverside Trail into the Narrows. After a full day of hiking, enjoy dinner in Springdale.


Day 3


Head east out of the park via the Zion-Mount Carmel Highway (Hwy. 9), stopping briefly to take in Checkerboard Mesa. Turn north onto U.S. 89 and east onto Highway 12 to reach Bryce Canyon National Park, 84 miles (135 km) from Zion. Ride the shuttle or drive through the park, stopping at vista points along the way. From Sunset Point, hike Navajo Loop—if you’re running short on time, you can just follow the trail down a ways, then turn back at any point rather than doing the full loop. Camp in the park, or stay at the historic park lodge or one of the hotels just outside the park entrance.
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Checkerboard Mesa





With More Time


If you’re driving from Bryce back to Las Vegas, stop at the Kolob Canyons section of Zion National Park, just south of Cedar City off I-15. For Salt Lake City-bound travelers, the hiking and mountain biking trails of Red Canyon are just a few miles outside Bryce’s entrance and far less crowded.
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BEST OF Arches, Canyonlands, and Moab


Luckily, the highlights of east-central Utah are conveniently close together, and you can see the best of this region in just a few days. More immersive adventures will require more time.


Day 1


If you fly into Salt Lake City and land by mid-morning, you can arrive at the Island in the Sky District of Canyonlands by early afternoon. Plan to do the full scenic drive, stopping at overlooks for Shafer Trail Road, the Green River canyon, and Grand View Point. Get your legs moving on the short hikes to Mesa Arch (0.5 mi/0.8 km round-trip) and Upheaval Dome (2 mi/3.2 km round-trip). Then head into Moab to get dinner and stay in one of the many lodging options. If you have time, you can also stop at Dead Horse Point State Park before continuing to Moab. Camping is also available at Dead Horse.


Day 2


If you’re up for it, plan to explore Moab’s vast trail system on wheels by renting mountain bikes, e-bikes, or ATVs. Depending on your skill and comfort level, you could also hire a guide. If you’re mountain biking, check out the MOAB Brand Trails or Slickrock Trail (start on the practice loop). E-bikers or road bikers can head onto the Moab Canyon Pathway from town and pedal alongside the Colorado River in Grandstaff Canyon. ATV users can explore Sand Flats Recreation Area.


In the afternoon, drive up Kane Creek Scenic Drive and stop at petroglyphs at Moonflower Canyon and Birthing Rock. Then head back into Moab for the night, where you can get dinner, and also pick up food at a grocery store or café to pack for breakfast and lunch the following day.


Day 3


Wake up as early as you can (ideally before the sun) and head into Arches National Park. From Wolfe Ranch, set out on Delicate Arch Trail for a 3-mile (4.8-km) round-trip hike to Utah’s iconic arch, where you can pause for a breakfast picnic. After the hike, make a few more stops along the scenic drive at Fiery Furnace Viewpoint, Park Avenue, and the Windows area, where you might take another short walk to catch a few more arches up close. On your way back home, if you have kids, stop at Moab Giants for a tour de dinosaurs.
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Delicate Arch





With More Time


Plan a full-day guided adventure in Moab, whether that’s mountain biking the Whole Enchilada, floating the Green or Colorado Rivers, or rock climbing at Wall Street. You could also add a half-day ranger-guided hike in the Fiery Furnace section of Arches (advance permit required). Another good excursion with Moab as your base camp is a visit to the Needles District of Canyonlands, which is a 1.5-hour drive from Moab. Try out the short yet dynamic Cave Spring Trail (0.6 mi/1 km) in the Needles District and stop at the Newspaper Rock petroglyphs on your way back to Moab.
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Moab’s Wall Street climbing area
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Red Rocks Road Trip


Despite their proximity to one another, rugged terrain and lack of roads mean visiting all of Utah’s national parks requires a lot of driving. Get in a road-trip frame of mind, cue up some playlists and podcasts, and enjoy the open road.


Day 1


From Bryce Canyon National Park, drive 42 miles (68 km) east on Highway 12 through the town of Escalante to the dramatic Lower Calf Creek Falls Trail. Cool your toes in the pool under the falls, then continue east to Boulder, where you’ll spend the night at the Boulder Mountain Lodge; make reservations for dinner at the popular Hell’s Backbone Grill when you book your room.
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hike to Lower Calf Creek Falls along the waterfall’s namesake creek





Day 2


Explore more of the Escalante River canyons. Backtrack along Highway 12 about 23 miles (37 km) toward the town of Escalante and turn onto Hole-in-the-Rock Road to traipse around Devils Garden. You can also visit the slot canyons of Dry Fork of Coyote Gulch, 26 bumpy dirt-road miles (42 km) south of Highway 12. Return to Boulder for the night.


Day 3


In the morning, visit Anasazi State Park Museum to see a reconstructed Ancestral Puebloan village and learn more about the Indigenous people of the area. Then head out from Boulder on Burr Trail Road to take the long (90 mi/144 km) yet scenic route to Capitol Reef. There are numerous trailheads, spur roads, and slot canyons to explore along the way. This route consists of most of what’s known as the Loop the Fold scenic drive, though it won’t be a loop since you’re going from point A (Boulder) to point B (Capitol Reef). Burr Trail leads up and over the Waterpocket Fold, a massive geologic wrinkle in the earth. After 36 miles (58 km), turn right onto Notom-Bullfrog Road, which you’ll take for another 33 miles (53 km) to Highway 24. Turn left and stop at the Fremont petroglyphs just off the road. Then drive into Torrey for dinner and lodging.




Road Trip Stops Between Zion and Bryce


The trip from Zion to Bryce is 84 miles (135 km)—a little under two hours’ drive along U.S. 89. It’s just long enough that you might consider these worthwhile stops along the way. If you’re starting in Bryce and heading to Zion, reverse the order.
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• Rock Shops: There are lots of rocks in them there hills—get a bagful the easy way at The Rock Stop (385 W. State St., Orderville, 435/648-2747). The friendly owners also make a great cup of coffee.


• Diner Fare: Family-run since 1931, Thunderbird Restaurant (4530 State St., 435/648-2262, www.thunderbirdutah.com, Tues.-Sun.) serves up three square meals a day, homemade pie, and retro Western memorabilia amid its cozy booths.


• Zip Line: Soar on two zip lines (one that accommodates an adult and a small child) at Mystic River Adventures (5000 U.S. 89, 435/648-2823). This small family-run park north of Glendale also has a fishing pond.


• Horseback Rides: Even if you’re not spending the night, pull off at the Bryce Zion Campground (435/648-2490, https://brycezioncampground.net), 5 miles (8.1 km) north of Glendale, and saddle up for a guided trail ride. The campground makes a good base for visiting both national parks.


• Red Canyon: Pause and take a breath before you get to busy Bryce to enjoy Red Canyon’s many hiking and biking trails among red sandstone spires.






Day 4



Head into Capitol Reef National Park early and stop at the visitor center before embarking on the park’s scenic drive. Take it to Grand Wash to access the trail to Cassidy Arch, a challenging hike to a spectacular arch where Butch Cassidy is said to have once hidden. Continue on the scenic drive to Capitol Gorge, where the paved road turns into a 4WD dirt route through steep canyon walls. Park at the road’s end, and wander up the gorge, stopping to see petroglyphs on the left side of the canyon. On your way back up the scenic drive, stop in historic Fruita to pick fruit at the orchards or enjoy a treat from the Gifford Homestead. Then return to Torrey for dinner.


Day 5


Get an early start if you want to explore the Needles District of Canyonlands National Park. Head to BLM Newspaper Rock Historical Monument, one of the most captivating and accessible petroglyph sites in Utah. From Newspaper Rock, continue west on Highway 211 to the Needles District for a good short hike along Cave Spring Trail. Unless you’re camping in Canyonlands, head back to U.S. 191 and go north 40 miles (64 km) to spend the night in Moab.


Day 6


Moab is just a few miles south of Arches National Park. If you want to visit all the sites along the park road as well as hike to the iconic Delicate Arch, you’ll need a full day in the park. You can also tour the highlights of Arches in half a day if you stick to short hikes to viewpoints, then spend the other half of the day on a hike or petroglyph expedition in the Moab area.


Day 7


Spend your last day exploring Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky District, taking in the astonishing vista points (particularly Green River Overlook and Shafer Canyon Overlook). If you do one hike here, Mesa Arch or Upheaval Dome are both short treks that deliver unique views. In the evening, enjoy the restaurants and brewpubs of Moab.
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Best Day Hikes


These hikes through epic canyons, arches, and needles of sandstone invite you to get out of your vehicle and explore.


Desert Hiking Tips


Before you go, consider a few tips for hiking in the desert heat, especially if you’re visiting in summer:


• Go early or late in the day: The worst time to head out for a desert hike is midday. Bring a headlamp and rise early or head out late to keep cool.


• Wear sun-savvy gear: Shirts with UPF protection and a good hat will help keep you cool and protected from harmful UV rays. Sunscreen is also a must.


• Drink before you’re thirsty: In the desert, carry at least a gallon of water per person for a day-long hike. Proactively sip to stay ahead of dehydration.


• Don’t push it: If you start getting a headache or feeling lightheaded, try to find shade and take a break. Don’t force yourself to press on, especially on technical or exposed trails, like Zion’s Angels Landing, or Bryce’s Navajo Loop, where a fall could result in serious injury or death.


Zion


• Easier: Starting from the Grotto, hike Kayenta Trail to Lower, Middle, and Upper Emerald Pools Trails to see ponds, waterfalls, and verdant hanging gardens. It’s a total of 4 miles (6.4 km) to see all the pools, and you can skip one or two for a shorter trek.


• More Difficult: If you’re up for a stiff climb and sheer drop-offs, the 5.4-mile (8.7-km) West Rim Trail to Angels Landing (advance permit required) is a classic with unparalleled panoramic views. If you didn’t get a permit, rent special river hiking boots and gear in Springdale to hike Riverside Walk to the Narrows (10.4 mi/16.7 km round-trip), where you can wade through the mystical canyon for a once-in-a-lifetime adventure.


Bryce


• Easier: Given the high elevation and the fact that most of Bryce’s best hikes descend from the rim (meaning a climb back up to the rim at the hike’s end), it’s good to start with the relatively easy 1.8-mile (2.9-km) Queen’s Garden Trail.


• More Difficult: Opt for the harder of the two trails into Bryce Amphitheater by taking the 1.3-mile (2.1-km) Navajo Loop Trail, then following Queen’s Garden back up, bringing the total distance to about 3 miles (4.8 km).


Escalante Canyons


• Easier: The 6-mile (9.6-km) round-trip hike to Lower Calf Creek Falls follows a creek through beautiful canyon country with rock-art views, ultimately leading to a stunning 126-foot (38-m) waterfall.


• More Difficult: If you’re up for a little squeezing and scrambling, the 3.5-mile (5.6-km) round-trip trek in the Dry Fork of Coyote Gulch off Hole-in-the-Rock Road leads through two beginner-friendly slot canyons: Peek-a-boo and Spooky.


Capitol Reef


• Easier: With its wide, choose-your-own-adventure path, 800-foot (244-m) walls, and endless boulders, the 2.25 miles (3.6 km) through Grand Wash feel more like exploring a desert playground than going on a trek. Pick up the trail from Highway 24, about 5 miles (8.1 km) south of the visitor center.


• More Difficult: Toward the beginning of the Grand Wash hike, turn left onto Cassidy Arch Trail (3.5 mi/5.6 km round-trip) for a steep climb leading to an arch where outlaw Butch Cassidy is said to have absconded from the law.


Canyonlands


• Easier: At Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky District, see a crater as massive as it is mysterious. Hike the 2-mile (3.2-km) round-trip trail to take in both viewpoints of Upheaval Dome and contemplate whether it was formed by salt uplift or a meteor strike (the jury’s still out).


• More Difficult: Hiking into Horseshoe Canyon to view the phenomenal rock art is a near-mystical experience. The Great Gallery Trail (7 mi/11.3 km round-trip) requires negotiating a steep canyon wall, but these stunning petroglyphs in a verdant canyon are well worth the effort. The trailhead is 30 miles (48 km) east of Highway 24 on gravel roads, making this a full-day adventure.


Arches


• Easier: The 3-mile (4.8-km) round-trip hike to Delicate Arch is by no means easy, but even those with less fitness and skill can usually make it at a slow clip with good hiking boots and poles. The hardest part of this trail is a section leading up a large slickrock formation, but you’ll be rewarded with transcendent views over the Colorado River canyon and of the legendary arch itself.


• More Difficult: The Fiery Furnace (2 mi/3.2 km) is a unique and magical way to experience the Arches backcountry, and well-worth the effort required to make a reservation for a ranger-guided hike, or secure a self-guided permit. If you didn’t manage to do this legwork, go early or late in the day to Devils Garden, which lies at the end of the park’s scenic road. Hike the 7.2-mile (11.6-km) loop trail past eight arches and the weird formations in Fin Canyon—you can turn back earlier if you want a shorter trek.




Ancient Rock Art


The Colorado Plateau contains a rich tapestry of pictographs (drawings painted on rock using natural pigments) and petroglyphs (images carved into stone). Searching out rock-art panels can easily become an obsession, and it’s a good one, because it often leads you far off the beaten path and deep into canyons once central to the people who called this region home.


• Boynton Overlook: Stop between the towns of Escalante and Boulder and scan the cliff face across the river to see a pictograph of many handprints.


• Fremont Petroglyphs: Right off Highway 24 in Capitol Reef’s Fremont River Canyon, these petroglyphs depict horned mountain sheep and humans in headdresses.


• BLM Newspaper Rock Historical Monument: This easily reached prolific display of rock art with astonishing variety is located just outside Canyonlands’ Needles District within Bears Ears National Monument.


• Great Gallery: One of the most important rock-art sites in the United States lies at the end of a half-day hike in Canyonlands’ noncontiguous remote Horseshoe Canyon Unit.
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figures at the Great Gallery





• Delicate Arch: On this popular hiking trail in Arches National Park, look for a signed spur trail to visit an often overlooked panel of Ute-style rock-art images.


• Birthing Rock: There are many petroglyphs to discover around Moab, including this giant sandstone boulder depicting a breech birth up Kane Creek Canyon.







Family Fun


Utah is famously family friendly, and the national parks all have programs for children (generally Memorial Day-Labor Day). Junior Ranger programs are essentially workbooks designed to keep kids occupied.


[image: image]


• Zion National Park: The Zion Nature Center offers daily programs on geology, animals, and ecosystems. Short hikes on weekdays may include lessons on using a global positioning system (GPS) unit. Horseback riding is a hit with kids ages seven and older; trail rides start at the corrals near Zion Lodge.


• Bryce Canyon National Park: Fantastically sculpted rocks ignite the imagination of adults and kids alike. Wander down Queen’s Garden Trail and make up your own names for the hoodoos.


• Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument: Let your kids discover how Indigenous people lived in Utah a millennium ago with the re-created dwellings and artifacts on display at the Anasazi State Park Museum in Boulder.


• Canyonlands National Park: The short Cave Spring Trail in the Needles District gives hikers a chance to scamper across slickrock, scale ladders up cliffs, examine pictographs, and visit an old cowboy line camp. Stop by the visitor center for an Explorer Pack loaded with binoculars, a hand lens, a notebook, and other naturalist tools.


• Arches National Park: A ranger-led hike in the Fiery Furnace requires a bit of hiking experience and agility. Children under age five are not permitted, but older kids will enjoy the scenery and scrambling. Advanced reservations required.


• Moab: Cap a visit to canyon country with a raft trip down the Colorado River. Rent rafts and life jackets for the put-in at Fisher Towers, 23 miles (37 km) north of town. With quiet stretches punctuated by white water, it’s a good choice for families.
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Best Scenic Drives


Southern Utah is home to endless wide open roads to nowhere—and to worthy trailheads, remote campsites, and breathtaking views too. These scenic drives are worthy experiences in themselves, and they also provide access to adventures.


Some of these drives follow paved roads that any vehicle can handle. Dirt roads should only be tackled by 4WD vehicles with decent clearance and a skilled driver behind the wheel. If rain is in the forecast or has recently fallen, check at a visitor center before heading out, since dirt road conditions can deteriorate quickly.


Zion-Mount Carmel Highway


Starting point: Zion Canyon Visitor Center


Ending point: Mount Carmel Junction (Hwy. 9 and U.S. 89)


Mileage: 24.5 miles (39 km) one-way


Driving time: 2 hours with stops


Road notes: fully paved; one tunnel that high-clearance vehicles must pay to use


This scenic stretch of Highway 9 connects Zion National Park’s main south entrance with the park’s quieter east entrance. Starting from the visitor center by the south entrance, this road climbs through a series of switchbacks, passes through a historic long tunnel, and provides access to the canyons and high plateaus east of Zion Canyon, where you’ll find fewer crowds. Take the easy 1-mile (1.6-km) round-trip Canyon Overlook Trail to peer down at the Great Arch of Zion, a “blind” arch that’s not carved all the way through (this arch is also visible from a pullout along the road).


Also stop and admire Checkerboard Mesa, a huge lump of hatch-marked sandstone at the road’s edge. From the east entrance to the park, the road continues about 13 miles (20.9 km) to its junction with U.S. 89. From here, head north to Bryce Canyon National Park or south to the Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park, the town of Kanab, and the southern part of Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument.


Bryce Scenic Drive


Starting point: Bryce Canyon Visitor Center


Ending point: Rainbow Point


Mileage: 36 miles (58 km) round-trip


Driving time: 3-4 hours with stops


Road notes: fully paved; road may have snowy conditions or closures in winter, when 4WD and snow tires are recommended


As you head out from the visitor center, don’t be tempted by the immediate turnoff for the amphitheater. Continue south to climb 18 miles (29 km) and 1,100 feet (335 m) to Rainbow Point to get an overview of most of the park. A short walk away, Yovimpa Point looks out onto the cliffs and terraces of the Grand Staircase. Turn the car around and take your time coming back. All the sights will now be on the right side of the road, making turning off easy since you’re not turning against traffic. Stop to photograph the Natural Bridge and the panorama from Farview and Piracy Points.


After about 15 miles (24 km), stop to check out the views of the hoodoo-studded amphitheater from Bryce Point and Inspiration Point. Head to the lodge for a bite to eat and the 0.5-mile (0.8-km) stroll on the Rim Trail to Sunrise and Sunset Points; from either point, you can descend into the amphitheater for a short hike, if you have the time, on Queen’s Garden Trail or Navajo Loop. For one last view, turn onto the access road for Fairyland Point between the pay station and the park exit.


Highway 12


Starting point: Junction of U.S. 89 and Highway 12, near Panguitch


Ending point: Junction of Highway 12 and Highway 24, Torrey


Mileage: 123 miles (198 km) one-way


Driving time: 4 hours without stops


Road notes: fully paved; road may have snowy conditions or closures in winter, when 4WD and snow tires are recommended


This “All-American Road” from U.S. 89 near Panguitch to Highway 24 in Torrey packs in more parks, monuments, and geology than just about any other route in the country. Pass through red rock arches in Red Canyon, skirt the edge of Bryce Canyon National Park, get within close range of Kodachrome Basin State Park, and continue east through the northern edge of Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, crossing the Hell’s Backbone Bridge and the narrow Hogback to Boulder. The road turns north to cross over Boulder Mountain, with impossibly long views of the Colorado Plateau, before practically landing in the lap of Capitol Reef National Park. You’ll pass cliffs, rock spires, petroglyphs, and views of the Grand Staircase, along with numerous trailheads and dirt road junctions where more excursions await.


The Capitol Reef Scenic Drive


Starting point: Capitol Reef Visitor Center


Ending point: Capitol Gorge


Mileage: 21 miles (34 km) round-trip


Driving time: 1.5-2 hours with stops


Road notes: fully paved, but spur roads up Grand Wash and Capitol Gorge are dirt


Head into the heart of the main park on this short yet scenic excursion, which also provides access to numerous trails. The first stop is the preserved former Latter-day Saint settlement of Fruita, where you can load up on fruit (late June-mid-Oct.) at historic orchards, or enjoy some pie and ice cream at the century-old Gifford Homestead. The road climbs out of the Fremont River valley beneath a tall escarpment with tilted rock layers. Stop to wander the dry channels of Grand Wash, or continue to Capitol Gorge—once the area’s main highway—to hike between tall sandstone walls, etched with petroglyphs and early settler signatures.




Mountain and Gravel Biking


Moab may be the center of mountain biking in southern Utah, but it’s by no means the only place with great trails and a solid infrastructure of bike rental shops and tour operators. Just a few of the top mountain and gravel biking trails and destinations in the area include:
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• MOAB Brand Trails: This series of interconnected trails north of Moab are great for slickrock beginners, with plenty of loop options to keep the ride interesting.


• Slickrock Bike Trail: This is the trail that put Moab on the map, with 12 miles (19.3 km) of trails on often steep sandstone outcrops. This is not the place to learn how to ride slickrock, though there is a practice loop to test your skills before you commit to the full ride. If you’re not totally confident, check out other local trails that will prime you to conquer this world-famous route.


• Gemini Bridges Trail: Accessed from Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky highway, this trail makes only moderate demands in terms of skill and endurance. If you take a shuttle to the trailhead, most of the ride is downhill.


• Burr Trail Road: Originally a cattle trail, this 67-mile (108-km) half-paved, half-dirt road skirts the north edge of canyons of the Escalante River between Boulder and the Notom-Bullfrog Road. Rides of varying lengths and difficulty can be pieced together for an enjoyable day on a gravel bike over terrain impassable to many vehicles.


• Red Canyon: Adjacent to Bryce Canyon National Park, this Bureau of Land Management (BLM) recreation area offers 17 miles (27 km) of trails through hoodoos and red-rock canyons, including the spectacular Thunder Mountain Trail. Bikes aren’t allowed off-road in Bryce Canyon National Park but are free to explore here.






Shafer Trail Road (Canyonlands)



Starting point: 1 mile (1.6 km) north of the visitor center in the Island in the Sky District


Ending point: At White Rim Road, either turn around, or continue on, ending at Potash Road or Mineral Bottom Road


Mileage: 19.3 miles (31 km) one-way


Driving time: 1 hour one-way


Road notes: dirt; high-clearance 4WD vehicles only


You may feel slight vertigo looking down at this steep, narrow route dropping 1,500 feet (457 m) from the Shafer Trail Overlook, but once you’re en route, the drive feels a little less dizzying. The National Park Service keeps this dirt road in good shape, and visibility is good, so you can usually see when another vehicle is coming to pull over in advance. Shafter Trail Road was once a Native American path, and ranchers later expanded it to move cattle to new grazing lands. After a series of switchbacks, the road turns into White Rim Road, where you can turn back, or continue on for a two- or three-day backcountry journey (reservations and permit required). Here, you could also turn left onto Potash Road, which will take you back to Moab.


Kane Creek Road (Moab)


Starting point: Main Street in Moab (U.S. 191)


Ending point: Hurrah Pass (turnaround point)


Mileage: 10 miles (16.1 km) one-way


Driving time: 45 minutes one-way


Road notes: first 4 miles (6.4 km) paved, last 6 miles (9.7 km) dirt


Petroglyphs, hiking, rock climbing, BASE jumping, mountain biking, camping, off-roading—you can do it all up Kane Creek Road, which mostly traverses BLM land. A few highlights along the drive include the mastodon petroglyph at Moonflower Canyon, the art-filled Birthing Rock, a hike on Hidden Valley Trail, and the Matheson Wetland Preserve, managed by the Nature Conservancy. You can also find good camping on BLM land up Kane Creek. The road ends at Hurrah Pass, where high-clearance 4WD vehicles can continue on and others can turn back.


Notom-Bullfrog Road


Starting point: Highway 24 at eastern edge of Capitol Reef National Park


Ending point: Bullfrog Marina, Lake Powell


Mileage: 70 miles (113 km) one-way


Driving time: 3 hours


Road notes: dirt for the first 37 miles (59 km); mostly paved for the last 30 miles (48 km)


Views of the eastern edge of the Waterpocket Fold—a giant wrinkle in the earth’s crust—are the highlight of this drive. Traveling from Capitol Reef to Lake Powell’s Bullfrog Marina in Glen Canyon National Recreation Area, this drive is long and slow yet beautiful. Consider taking the whole day to explore the relatively uncrowded hikes up dry washes into slot canyons.


From Bullfrog, you can take a car ferry across the lake to Halls Landing. You can also pick up Burr Trail Road about halfway down Notom-Bullfrog Road and take it to Boulder and Highway 12, which will take you back to Capitol Reef—a 125-mile (201-km) classic drive known as “Loop the Fold.”
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view of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob Peaks from the Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint







Highlights


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


S Drive the historic and scenic Zion-Mount Carmel Highway: The 11 miles (17.7 km) between the park’s main south entrance and east entrance make for a breathtaking journey through a historic 1930 tunnel, and past the Great Arch of Zion and captivating Checkerboard Mesa (click here).


S Stargaze from Kolob Canyons Viewpoint: Anywhere in the park is great for catching constellations, but at this quiet vista, your dark sky views are less likely to be disturbed by vehicle headlights or phone flashlights (click here).


[image: image]


S Hike Kayenta Trail to Emerald Pools: Trek along the Lower, Middle, and Upper Emerald Pools Trails and cool off by the green waters (click here).


S Seek adventure at Angels Landing via West Rim Trail: Zion’s most iconic trail isn’t for those afraid of heights, but its challenges are well-rewarded in the view department. Secure a permit in advance (or try the day-before lottery) and watch your step (click here).


S Get a taste of canyoneering in the Narrows: Hike the narrowest point of Zion Canyon through the Virgin River (which varies from wading to swimming, depending on precipitation levels and the season) alongside steep walls rife with hanging gardens (click here).


S Backpack La Verkin Creek Trail in Kolob Canyons: Solitude in Zion? It’s possible via this wilderness trail at the northwest corner of the park that leads to one of the world’s longest arches (click here).


S Bike the Pa’rus Trail and Zion Canyon Scenic Drive: Skip the Disneyworld vibes of crowded shuttles by biking your way from viewpoint to viewpoint (click here).


S Canyoneer the Subway (Left Fork of the North Creek): If you’re experienced in canyoneering, this is an iconic full-day route to check off your list, involving rappelling, scrambling, and swimming through the Narrows (click here).
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wading in the Virgin River on the Narrows
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Zion in the winter.








The original name of the area now known as Zion comes from the Paiute people who have roots in southwestern Utah: Mukuntuweap. The Paiute name, meaning “straight canyon,” tells you what you’ll find in this wildly popular park. The more common (and official) name—endowed by a Latter-day Saint missionary—suggests what you might feel: a sense of spiritual awe evoked by the planet’s most incredible landscapes.


With its staggering sandstone canyons, the park spreads across 147,000 acres containing eight geologic formations and four major vegetation zones. Elevations range from 3,666 feet (1,117 m) in lower Coalpits Wash to 8,726 feet (2,660 m) atop Horse Ranch Mountain.


The area’s colonialist name is credited to Isaac Behunin, a Latter-day Saint pioneer. When Brigham Young later visited the canyon, however, he found tobacco and wine in use and declared the place “not Zion”—which some dutiful followers called it for a while.


Zion’s grandeur is evident year-round. Even rainy days—when waterfalls plunge from nearly every crevice in the cliffs—are memorable as long as you heed flash-flood warnings. Summer can be uncomfortably hot, with highs hovering above 100°F (37°C). Though summer may be the most unpleasant time to visit due to the heat, crowds still predictably peak, making it the least optimal season to plan a visit.


In terms of enjoyable temperatures, spring and fall are the best times to visit. These shoulder seasons present the best chance of seeing wildlife and wildflowers. Around mid-October-early November, cottonwood trees and other plants blaze with color.


Winter may be the most underrated time to plan a Zion trip. Nighttime temperatures drop to near freezing, and the weather tends to be unpredictable, with bright sunshine one day and freezing rain the next. If you can tolerate the cold, you’ll find snow-covered slopes contrasting with colorful rocks. Snow may block some of the high-country trails and the road to Lava Point, but the rest of the park is open and accessible year-round.


ORIENTATION


When most people think of Zion National Park, they imagine the stretch of Zion Canyon that lies along the main scenic drive. But there’s much more to explore. The park has four areas: Zion Canyon, the main—and very scenic—drag; East Zion, a higher-elevation area home to unique formations like Checkerboard Mesa; Kolob Terrace, a remote area west of and parallel to Zion Canyon; and Kolob Canyons, a 30,000-acre, high-elevation area northwest of Zion Canyon that has its own entrance and visitor center.


Most people enter Zion Canyon via the South Entrance, which is just over 1 mile (1.6 km) from the town of Springdale, and is also where you’ll find the park’s main visitor center. Just before the official park entrance is Zion Canyon Village, a small commercial district along the Virgin River with a couple lodging options, restaurants, and an outfitter. It’s less than 0.5 mile (0.8 km) from Zion Canyon Village to the visitor center, from where the Scenic Drive follows the Virgin River north to the Narrows.


You can also make your way into Zion Canyon via the East Entrance, which lies along the 25-mile (40-km) Zion-Mount Carmel Highway (a stretch of Hwy. 9). Entering the park this way requires navigating the Zion-Mount Carmel Tunnel. This highway also provides access to East Zion.


Off Highway 9, Kolob Terrace Road provides access to the many trailheads and canyoneering routes in the Kolob Terrace Road, which is usually impassable in winter. To reach Kolob Canyons from Zion Canyon, take Highway 9 to I-15 north.


Springdale, with its many charming lodges and restaurants, is the closest town to Zion Canyon. Nineteen miles (31 km) north of Kolob Canyons, Cedar City is the best base camp for this section of the park. And an hour west of Zion Canyon, St. George is the biggest city near the park, with the most lodging options and amenities. There are several other towns southeast of the park, including Virgin and Hurricane.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


The fastest way to experience the highlights of Zion is to board the shuttle at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center, stop at a few of the scenic views and short hikes along the way, then ride to the end of Zion Canyon Scenic Drive to end the day with the Riverside Walk that leads to the Narrows. If you have a full day, you can also include a longer hike to the Emerald Pools or a challenging trek up the West Rim Trail to Angels Landing, if you’ve secured a permit or you’re visiting in the off-season.


[image: image]




Zion in One Day


• Park your car at Zion Canyon Visitor Center. Enjoy the exhibits, then jump on the park shuttle.


• Head to The Grotto, where you’ll hike to the three Emerald Pools via the Kayenta Trail and explore the majestic waters.


• Walk or take a short shuttle ride to Zion Lodge and lunch at Red Rock Grill.


• Ride the shuttle to its final stop, the Temple of Sinawava, and stroll the Riverside Walk.


• For dinner, walk or take the shuttle to Springdale, which has good restaurants, shops, and galleries.





If you can spend a little more time, you could plan your visit around a more immersive experience, like canyoneering the Narrows, floating the Virgin River, or backpacking Kolob Canyons.


It’s always worth spending part of a day hiking with a park ranger. If you can join a ranger hike, spend the morning of your second day going wherever the ranger leads you. In the afternoon, depending on your energy, hike the short but steep Watchman Trail or drive to the east entrance of the Zion-Mount Carmel Tunnel and get a bird’s-eye view of Zion Canyon from the Canyon Overlook Trail.


After that, it’s time for longer hikes: Angels Landing is a classic for those who are in good shape and not afraid of heights. Alternatively, if weather conditions and your own abilities are suitable, the hike up the Virgin River (largely in the river) is a spectacular way to spend another full day.


Beautiful Zion Canyon does get crowded; 2021 saw over five million visitors, most of them planning to see the sights along the 6-mile (9.7-km) scenic drive. Escape the crowds by heading to the Kolob sections of the park. Take an extra day to drive Kolob Canyons Road, which begins at I-15 about 17 miles (27 km) south of Cedar City, and hike the less crowded trails. Visitors with more time may also want to drive Kolob Terrace Road and hike from Lava Point for another perspective of the park; this steep drive is about 44 miles (71 km) round-trip from the town of Virgin.


Advance Reservations


While Zion itself doesn’t require reservations to get in, certain experiences within the park do require permits that are best obtained in advance, including the popular Angels Landing hike and navigating the Narrows of Zion Canyon from the top down. Those who want to canyoneer, attempt a multiday rock-climbing route, or plan a multiday backpacking trip also need to get a permit. Angels Landing is the most competitive in terms of permitting, and you may not be successful during peak season. Permits are available at https://zionpermits.nps.gov.


Avoid the Crowds


Zion continues to see record visitor numbers summer after summer—but these days the crowds flock to this legendary canyon nearly year-round. Here are a few strategies for enjoying some solitude in Zion:


• Visit Kolob Canyons: For a less hectic Zion experience, head some 40 miles (64 km) northwest from Zion Canyon to Kolob Canyons, a quieter area of the park with astounding canyon views and trails leading to beautiful arches.


• Cruise down Kolob Terrace Road: Another more subdued part of Zion are the sights and trails along this road west of Zion Canyon. Check out Lava Point or Wildcat Canyon Trail.


• Bike Pa’rus Trail and Zion Canyon Scenic Drive: Instead of boarding the shuttle, enjoy the freedom and relative quiet of pedaling down the paved Pa’rus Trail and Zion Canyon’s main road. On this 16-mile (26 km) round-trip ride, you’ll be able to stop whenever you want, and during peak season, private vehicles aren’t allowed in the park, so you’ll only have to pull over for shuttle buses.


• Explore trails off the main scenic drive: Check out the hikes off Highway 9, off Kolob Terraces Road, or east of Zion Canyon—like the less crowded Canyon Overlook Trail—where fewer visitors go.


• Stay at Zion Canyon Campground or Zion Lodge: Sleeping in the park makes dawn or nighttime explorations a whole lot easier. Plus you’ll be able to drive before or after shuttle hours to get around.


• Rise early, stay late, and come in the cold: If you’re really determined to experience Zion without the crowds, keep odd hours and consider a winter (or late fall, or early spring) visit. This advice applies throughout the popular public lands of southern Utah, but especially for Zion, the busiest destination in the region. If you show up by 7am, you may be able to find parking at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center rather than in Springdale. If you arrive before 6am, you’ll be able to drive into the park in your car and bask in quiet viewpoints and trails before the masses arrive.


See click here for more general tips on avoiding crowds throughout southern Utah.


Exploring the Park


Zion National Park (435/772-3256, www.nps.gov/zion, $35 per vehicle, $30 motorcyclists, $20 pedestrians or bicyclists, valid for 7 days) has four main sections: Zion Canyon, a higher-elevation area east of Zion Canyon, the Kolob Terrace, and Kolob Canyons. The highlight for most visitors is 2,400-foot-deep (732-m) Zion Canyon. Zion Canyon Scenic Drive winds through the canyon floor along the North Fork of the Virgin River, past some of the most spectacular scenery in the park. A shuttle bus ferries visitors along this route spring-fall, when it’s closed to private vehicles. Hiking trails branch off to lofty viewpoints and narrow side canyons. At the end of the drive, water-based adventures await with the canyoneering route through the Virgin River at the Narrows.


The spectacular Zion-Mount Carmel Highway, with its switchbacks and tunnels, provides access to the canyons and high plateaus east of Zion Canyon. Two other roads enter the rugged Kolob section northwest of Zion Canyon. Kolob is a Latter-day Saints name meaning “the brightest star, next to the seat of God.” The Kolob section includes rarely visited wilderness areas.


VISITOR CENTERS


Zion Canyon Visitor Center


The park’s sprawling Zion Canyon Visitor Center (435/772-3256, 8am-6pm daily mid-Apr.-late May and Sept.-mid-Oct., 8am-7pm daily May-Aug., 8am-5pm daily mid-Oct.-early Apr., hours vary year to year, see www.nps.gov/zion for up-to-date information), between Watchman and South Campgrounds, is a hub of activity. The plaza outside the building features good interpretive plaques with enough info to get you going on a hike. Inside, a large area is devoted to backcountry information; staff members can answer your questions about various trails, give you updates on the weather, and help you arrange a shuttle to remote trailheads. The wilderness desk (435/772-0170) opens at 7am daily late April-late November, an hour earlier than the rest of the visitor center. A Backcountry Shuttle Board allows hikers to coordinate transportation between trailheads.


The busiest part of the visitor center is the bookstore, stocked with an excellent selection of books covering natural history, human history, and regional travel. Topographic and geologic maps, posters, and postcards are also sold here.


Kolob Canyons Visitor Center


Although it’s small and has just a handful of exhibits, the Kolob Canyons Visitor Center (435/772-3256, 8am-5pm daily mid-Mar.-early Oct., 8am-4:30pm daily mid-Oct.-mid-Mar.) is a good place to stop for information on exploring the Kolob region. Hikers can learn about current trail conditions and obtain the permits required for overnight trips and Zion Narrows day trips. The visitor center and the start of Kolob Canyons Road are just off I-15 exit 40.


TOURS


Except for ranger-led walks, classes, horseback rides from Zion Lodge, and the shuttle bus, Zion is a do-it-yourself park. Outfitters are not permitted to lead trips in the park. For a guided tour outside park boundaries, where you’ll find equally stunning scenery and adventure, several outfitters in Springdale lead cycling, canyoneering, and climbing trips.


A great way to get a feel for Zion’s impressive geology and variety of habitats is to take a walk with a park ranger. Many nature programs and hikes are offered late March-November; check the posted schedule at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center. Children’s programs, including the popular Junior Ranger program, are held intermittently in March-April and daily Memorial Day-mid-August at Zion Nature Center near South Campground; ask at the visitor center for details.


The Zion National Park Forever Project (435/772-3264, www.zionpark.org) is authorized to run educational programs in the park, which include animal tracking, photography, and archaeology; fees vary.


Sights


ZION NATURE CENTER


At the northern end of South Campground, the Zion Nature Center (2pm-6pm daily Memorial Day-Labor Day) offers programs for kids, including Junior Ranger activities for ages 6-12. Although there’s no shuttle stop for the Nature Center, it’s an easy walk along the Pa’rus Trail from the Zion Canyon Visitor Center. Programs focus on natural history topics like insects and bats. Many Junior Ranger activities can be done on your own—pick up a booklet ($1) at the visitor center bookstore.


ZION HUMAN HISTORY MUSEUM


The Zion Human History Museum (9am-6pm daily mid-Apr.-late May, 9am-7pm daily late May-early Sept., 9am-6pm daily early Sept.-early Oct., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun. early Oct.-mid.-Apr., entry included in park admission) takes you on a tour through southern Utah’s cultural history with a film introducing the park and exhibits about Native American and Latter-day Saints history. It’s at the first shuttle stop after the visitor center. This is a good place to stop when you’re maxed out on hiking or if the weather forces you inside. The museum’s back patio is a good place to watch the sun rise over the tall peaks of the West Temple and Altar of Sacrifice, so named because of the red streaks of iron on its face.


ZION CANYON


During the busiest times (7am-6:15pm Sat.-Sun. Feb.-early Mar., 7am-7:30pm daily mid-Mar.-mid-May, 6am-8:15pm daily mid-May-Sept., 7am-6:30pm daily Oct., 8am-5:45pm Christmas week, hours vary year to year, see www.nps.gov/zion for up-to-date information), the 6-mile (9.7-km) Zion Canyon Scenic Drive is closed to private cars, and you must travel on the Zion Canyon Shuttle (90 minutes round-trip, free, buses run every 7-10 minutes). The Zion Canyon Shuttle includes nine stops oriented around popular sights, attractions, and trails; you can get on and off the bus as often as you want. The road ends at Temple of Sinawava, where the Riverside Walk Trail begins. Note that you can travel up Zion Canyon Scenic Drive by bicycle, and shuttles are required to wait to pass until you pull over.


If you can’t find parking at the visitor center area, park in Springdale (expect to pay at a private lot or business), and walk to the park or ride the Springdale Shuttle (every 10-15 minutes 7am-9pm daily mid-Mar.-early Nov., 8am-7pm daily Nov., 8:10am-6:15pm Christmas week, hours vary year to year, see www.nps.gov/zion for up-to-date information, free) to the park entrance.


Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint


A very short trail from the shuttle stop leads to the view of the Patriarchs, a trio of peaks named, from left to right, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Mount Moroni, the reddish peak on the far right, partially blocks the view of Jacob. Although the official viewpoint is a fine place to behold these peaks, you’ll get an even better view if you cross the road and head about 0.5 mile (0.8 km) up Sand Bench Trail.


Zion Lodge


Rustic Zion Lodge (435/772-7700, www.zionlodge.com), with its big front lawn, spacious lobby, and accessible snack bar, restaurant, and public restrooms, is a natural stop for most park visitors. You don’t need to be a guest at the lodge to enjoy the ambience of its public areas, and the snack bar can, in a pinch, be your lunch stop.
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1: Kayenta Trail to Emerald Pools 2: walkway beneath the spring that feeds Lower Emerald Pool 3: Zion Lodge





From the lodge, you can cross the road to take the Lower Emerald Pool Trail, which leads to the Upper Emerald Pool Trail (I recommend you start the Upper Emerald Pool hike from the Grotto).


The Grotto


Positioned right along the riverbank with plenty of shade, the Grotto is a popular place for a picnic. From here, the Grotto Trail leads back to the lodge; across the road, the Kayenta Trail links to the Upper Emerald Pool Trail and the West Rim Trail, which leads to Angels Landing and, eventually, to the Kolob Terrace section of the park.


Visible from several points along Zion Canyon Drive is the Great White Throne. Topping out at 6,744 feet (2,055 m), this bulky chunk of Navajo sandstone has become, along with the Three Patriarchs, emblematic of the park. Ride the shuttle in the evening to watch the rock change color in the light of the setting sun.


Weeping Rock


Several hikes start at Weeping Rock, including Weeping Rock Trail, which was closed 2019-2022 due to rockfall. The slab of Navajo sandstone that dropped 3,000 feet (914 m) from the side of Cable Mountain injured several visitors (all survived). A Utah Geological Survey report has found the area to be susceptible to large rockfalls, and partial closures persist.


Weeping Rock is home to hanging gardens and many moisture-loving plants, including the striking Zion shooting star, which you can still peer at from behind the closure gate off the road. The rock “weeps” because this is a boundary between porous Navajo sandstone and denser Kayenta shale. Water trickles down through the sandstone, and when it can’t penetrate the shale, it moves laterally to the face of the cliff. You can also see cables and rigging used by pioneers at this site in the early 1900s.



Big Bend



Look up: This is where you’re likely to see rock climbers on the towering walls or hikers on Angels Landing.


Temple of Sinawava


The last shuttle stop is at this red rock amphitheater—named for a Paiute coyote spirit—that precedes the most drastic narrowing of these 2,000-foot (610-m) canyon walls. Riverside Walk (1 mi/1.6 km one-way), a paved wheelchair-accessible path, hugs the eastern side of the Virgin River up the canyon alongside hanging gardens and birds nesting in holes in the cliffs. This path terminates at the Narrows, where you have to wade (and sometimes swim, depending on the water level) the Virgin River to continue. Don’t continue without proper footwear and gear.



S ZION-MOUNT CARMEL HIGHWAY



The east section of the park is a land of sandstone slickrock, hoodoos, and narrow canyons. You can get a good eyeful of the dramatic scenery along the Zion-Mount Carmel Highway (Hwy. 9) between Zion Canyon Visitor Center and the east entrance station. Highlights on the plateau include the Canyon Overlook Trail, which begins just east of the long tunnel, and the bizarre Checkerboard Mesa, near the east entrance station.


Mile 0: Zion Canyon Visitor Center


Mile 1.6: Canyon Junction; 3.5 miles (5.6 km) from the visitor center. Highway 9 turns east here and begins to climb from the floor of Zion Canyon through a series of six switchbacks to a high plateau. Pullouts provide views of the canyon below.


Mile 3.3: Stop at an overlook pullout on the left side of the road to catch views of the Great Arch of Zion.


Mile 5.0: Zion-Mount Carmel Tunnel. This narrow 1.1-mile (1.8-km) tunnel, completed in 1930, offers glimpses of park scenery through several windows cut into the tunnel wall.


Any vehicle more than 7 feet, 10 inches (2.4 m) wide, 11 feet, 4 inches (3.5 m) high, or 40 feet (12.1 m) long (50 ft/15.2 m with a trailer) must be escorted through in one-way traffic; a $15 fee charged on-site gets you two passages. Park staff will stop oncoming traffic, allowing you enough time to drive down the middle of the tunnel, but you don’t actually follow an escort vehicle. Hours for large vehicles are limited (8am-8pm daily Apr.-Sept., 8am-4:30pm daily Nov.-Mar., hours may vary year to year, more information at 435/772-3256, www.nps.gov/zion).
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