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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some things may have changed during this crisis and the recovery that followed. Be sure to confirm specific details when making your travel plans.
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a mountain biker on the Glenwild trail system
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frozen waterfalls en route to the summit of Mount Timpanogos
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Utah State Capitol building.





In 1861, Mark Twain took a trip you might be about to embark on yourself. By stagecoach, he rode into Salt Lake City through the mountains where he saw “the most stupendous panorama of mountain peaks.” With equal parts curiosity and fascination, he encountered Mormonism, speculating about polygamy and chatting up Governor Brigham Young. On horseback, he rode 17 miles from the city to “the American ‘Dead Sea’”—the Great Salt Lake. After his sojourn in Utah, Twain summed up Salt Lake City and its mysterious Mormon ways as “a fairy-land” and the mountains ringing it, a “sublime spectacle.”


Well over a century later, a similar trip awaits today’s visitor to the Wasatch. The capital is still the best place in the world to learn about Mormonism, though religion is no longer the sole heartbeat of the city. Balanced by a strong LGBTQ+ community, growing ethnic populations, and defiant counterculture, Salt Lake City offers a lot more than the Mormon experience to the traveler, from funky boutiques to funky beers. And if you’re curious about Mormonism as Twain was, or want to get in touch with your own religious roots, Temple Square and other historic sites offer a glimpse into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
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Silver Lake Trail at Deer Valley
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the Capitol Theatre in Salt Lake City
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panoramic view of Salt Lake City in evening





Culture aside, Salt Lake City is also base camp for a more modern stripe of adventure. Journeys to the capital’s nearby natural wonders and adventures go a lot faster by car than horseback, so you can easily visit the Great Salt Lake on a half-day or day trip. Another popular excursion from the city is a venture into Big or Little Cottonwood Canyon, our capital’s unofficial backyard.


Rising up around the city is the Wasatch Range of the Rocky Mountains. Salt Lake and the Ogden area fall into the Wasatch Front, on the western side of the mountains. On the eastern side of the range lies the Wasatch Back—Park City, Sundance, and a slew of small towns that make for quieter getaways.


From one of those towns—Kamas—the Uinta Mountains soar higher than any in the state, topping out well over 13,000 feet (3,962 m), and uniquely running east-west. Both the Wasatch and Uinta Mountains can be explored via the hundreds of miles of trails, or, come winter, by skiing at one of the Wasatch’s 10 resorts, which are buried in upward of 500 inches (12.7 m) of legendary powder every winter.


Whether you bike, hike, ski, climb, or ride across these mountains, the sublime landscape of the Wasatch remains a wilderness that beckons the wild inside us all.
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Lake Blanche
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the Egyptian Theatre in Park City.
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the Salt Lake Temple










8 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Ski or ride legendary powder at one of 10 ski resorts in the Wasatch.
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2 Step into the shoes of an Olympian on the bobsled track at the Utah Olympic Park.








[image: image]



3 Hear the famed Tabernacle Choir sing in Temple Square.
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4 Traverse a moon-like landscape and compose mind-bending photographs at the Bonneville Salt Flats.
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5 Discover Spiral Jetty, the world’s most famous land art, in the Great Salt Lake.








[image: image]



6 Watch film premieres and catch sight of celebrities at the Sundance Film Festival, the country’s largest independent film fest.
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7 Get a taste of local spirits and craft brews). You can even ride Town Lift from Park City Mountain to High West Distillery & Saloon for sips of award-winning bourbon.
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8 Summit Mount Timpanogos for sweeping views of the state.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Salt Lake City


Some come just to tour, explore, and shop Utah’s capital. For those who view Salt Lake City as merely base camp for adventure, it’s still worth allocating at least half a day to check out the main attractions. Family-friendly activities also abound. The metropolitan Salt Lake City area spans many distinct neighborhoods, including the downtown, university campus, 9th and 9th, Sugar House, the Avenues, and Capitol Hill.
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the top of the Living Room Trail overlooking Salt Lake City





Park City


Like any place on the National Historic Register, Park City is a transportive experience. While the businesses lining Main Street are in fine shape, they are by and large original structures, rebuilt after the 1898 fire burned down much of Old Town. Most visit Park City with an objective in mind—such as skiing, biking, or attending the Sundance Film Festival—but nearly all take time to wander Main Street, window shopping and eventually grabbing, say, a bison burger at No Name Saloon & Grill.


Big and Little Cottonwood Canyons


Salt Lake City has two backyards: Big Cottonwood Canyon and Little Cottonwood Canyon. Up both lie camping, hiking, climbing, and, of course, skiing. There’s Alta and Snowbird, which are connected, allowing you to ski both in one day. Head to Solitude if you’re seeking what its name suggests. And Brighton is considered by more than a few a best-kept secret. Travel time from Salt Lake City can take anywhere from 30 minutes to several hours depending on your destination and weekend ski traffic.
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Ogden


Once the bad boy of Utah, Ogden was home to brothels, moonshiners, and outlaws. Today, it’s cleaned up its act, but is still a blast to visit. Ogden is also just a 30-minute drive to skiing at Snowbasin, Powder Mountain, or Nordic Valley Ski Resort. Along with nearby Eden, Ogden also has a handful of distilleries and breweries worth the trip here in their own right.


The Great Salt Lake


Utahns love to hate the Great Salt Lake. The place is a little weird. Optical illusions at the sprawling white Bonneville Salt Flats. The bird-lined land bridge to Antelope Island. And the brooding Spiral Jetty land art. Fair warning: There’s also occasionally a rotten egg smell produced by algae blooms, and hatches of minuscule sand fleas (don’t worry, they don’t bite). But this otherworldly landscape is definitely worth exploring.
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the Great Salt Lake





The Wasatch Back: Heber to Sundance


Opposite Salt Lake City on the back side of the Wasatch Mountain Range lies Park City. But that’s not the end of the story. On the backside are a string of charming towns, including family-friendly Heber and “Little Switzerland” (aka Midway), as well as Sundance Mountain Resort. The latter is a mandatory overnight stop for couples looking to escape it all, and also a great day trip for scenic lift rides, hiking, and tasty milkshakes. Just south of Sundance lies Mount Timpanogos, the most legendary peak in the Wasatch Range.


Kamas, Oakley, and the Uintas


The Uintas are the only range in the United States that runs east-west, rather than north-south. But the real reasons you should visit are the mind-blowing panoramas and bottomless wilderness. It would take a lifetime to really get to know the Uintas, but give it all the time you can spare for a day hike or camping experience under epic night skies. Kamas and Oakley, the unofficial gateways to the Uintas, offer fun post-hike refueling options.



When to Go



Deciding when to visit the Wasatch all depends on what you hope to do. If you want to ski, the time to go is obviously winter. But to beat the crowds and find great deals, skiing in late fall or early spring is another great option. Resorts tend to open around Thanksgiving, and while some close mid-April, others keep the lifts spinning until the snowpack will no longer suffice—through May some years, to the Fourth of July on others. Snowbird has the reputation for staying open the longest of any ski resort in the Wasatch.


You may also want to come in the winter just to behold the snow-covered mountains, not to mention that Danish feeling of hygge that comes with winter in the Wasatch—wood-burning fires, sleigh rides, and mugs of something strong. And it’s not all about downhill skiing—Nordic trails, winter hiking with snowshoes, and ice climbing are just a few examples of other ways to explore outdoors in the cold. The one other consideration for a winter visit is whether you want to vie with crowds. Over Christmas, during the Sundance Film Festival (late Jan.-early Feb.), and on busy holiday weekends like Presidents’ Day, lodging books up early and slopes can get dangerously crowded.


Summer is actually the most popular time to visit the Wasatch, providing ease of travel and countless outdoor activities (including mountain biking, golfing, hiking, and water sports, to name just a few) that are more accessible and less expensive than winter sports tend to be. Summer is also the season of festivals, and you’ll often find parts of downtown Salt Lake and Park City’s Main Street closed for events.


Fall is my favorite time in the Wasatch because it’s a little quieter throughout the region and the cold air decks our hills in psychedelic shades of orange, red, and yellow. And while the days are shorter, we lose the oppressive midday heat that can be hard to stomach in the peak of summer. Generally, most of the summer activities continue on through autumn with less crowded trails. Our fall is short, however, with foliage usually peaking in September, and snow beginning to fall that same month or soon after.


Spring is perhaps the riskiest time to visit the Wasatch, because you never know what you’re going to get. It’s often a wet time of year, not a warm time of year, with snow pressing on through May or into June, and cold rain muddying up the trails everyone is so eager to get back on. That said, you’ll find great lodging and dining deals during this time—just don’t count on the ability to adventure outside.



Explore Salt Lake



Express Itinerary: Salt Lake City and Park City


Taking a long weekend to discover the Wasatch? Check out the urban and alpine highlights alike on an express trip through the capital and the state’s favorite ski town.


Day 1


Arrive in Salt Lake City early and plan a visit to Temple Square around one of the free daily performances of the Tabernacle Choir. Pick and choose how many museums, visitors centers (there are two), and other attractions you take in at Temple Square, depending on your appetite for Mormon history. For the full experience, get lunch at The Lion House Pantry. Go shopping and strolling around the 9th and 9th neighborhood, where you can look for souvenirs at Cahoots and get dinner at Pago. Head to one of the city’s many craft breweries for a drink before calling it a night.
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Natural History Museum of Utah in Salt Lake City





Day 2


In the morning, head straight to Gourmandise and order breakfast, plus a box of pastries (or even a cake, if you’re feeling decadent) for later. Take the scenic route to Park City via Emigration Canyon—this is the way the Mormons headed into town over a century ago! Stop at one of the Foothills attractions, like the Natural History Museum of Utah, and consider a short hike along the Bonneville Shoreline Trail, accessible behind the museum. Continue on through Emigration Canyon and stop for lunch at the iconic Ruth’s Diner. Emigration Canyon will connect with East Canyon and take you straight to Park City via I-80. When you arrive in Park City, head to Old Town in the early evening to stroll up and down Main Street, get a drink at No Name Saloon & Grill, and grab dinner at High West Distillery & Saloon.
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No Name Saloon & Grill in Park City





Day 3


Before breakfast, stroll around the McPolin Farm and get some impressive sunrise shots. Then head out for a hike at Deer Valley or at Park City Mountain Resort, before getting lunch at a base-area eatery like The Farm or the Glitretind Restaurant. If it’s the off-season, head to Old Town again to eat before making the drive back to Salt Lake City. This is also a great time to pocket some souvenirs and check out some of Main Street’s many art galleries.



Base Camp Salt Lake: The Cottonwood Canyons



Whether you’re headed to the Wasatch in summer or winter, make Salt Lake City your base camp for adventure in the city’s unofficial backyard: the Cottonwood Canyons. Staying in the Sandy/Cottonwood Heights area, at the Hansen House B&B, for example, will position you closest to the canyons.


Skiing


Plenty of resort, sidecountry, and backcountry skiing awaits in both Cottonwood Canyons. Skiers and snowboarders who want to maximize time on the slopes may wish to lodge at the ski resorts, while others who want to plan a rest day in between or take advantage of the greater diversity of dining and lodging options in an urban area can consider Salt Lake City their base camp.


LITTLE COTTONWOOD


Unless you’re a snowboarder, get a ticket transferrable between the canyon’s adjacent resorts, Alta and Snowbird, and ski the best of both worlds. You hit Snowbird first on the drive up, so park and start from there. If you’re a snowboarder, Alta only allows two planks, so just plan to ski Snowbird.


BIG COTTONWOOD


Brighton and Solitude are your two options in Big Cottonwood. Solitude skis like its name suggests—ditch the crowds and find quiet powder turns plus plenty of backcountry access. Brighton is beginner-friendly, family-friendly, low-key, and a park rat’s paradise.


Summer Trails


If you’re visiting Salt Lake City in the summer, take day trips into the Cottonwoods for first-rate hiking and rock climbing. Bear in mind that dogs are not allowed in either canyon.


LITTLE COTTONWOOD


Cecret Lake is a great jaunt if you’ve only got a couple hours to visit the Cottonwoods. It’s also very accessible and makes for a nice sunrise/sunset hike. If you’re looking for a longer excursion, consider summiting Mount Pfeifferhorn, the third-highest peak in the Wasatch.


BIG COTTONWOOD


One of the most popular hikes in Big Cottonwood Canyon is Donut Falls, which crescendos in a scramble over slick rock to view the waterfall that descends through a hole in a rock into a small watery cave (hence, the name). A somewhat less trafficked and arguably more scenic hike heads to Lake Blanche.



The Wasatch Back: Park City and Beyond



The Wasatch Back lies on the eastern side of the Wasatch Mountain Range. Park City is its most well-known town, but there are several other communities to discover in this region. As little as a 30-minute drive from the Salt Lake City International Airport, a long weekend getaway to the Wasatch Back can be filled with equal parts adventure and serenity.


Day 1


Arrive in Park City in the morning and go on a hike or snowshoe to work out your travel ya-yas. Head to the Kimball Junction area for lunch at 11Hauz and then spend the afternoon at the Utah Olympic Park, where you can learn about Olympic history, take a tour, and get your adrenaline pumping on the tubing hill or bobsled track. Then check into your lodging and head to Old Town in the evening for strolling, shopping, and dinner at Tupelo.


Day 2


Get breakfast at Windy Ridge Café and stock up on baked goods and sweets (the makings of a decadent lunch on the go!) at Windy Ridge Bakery across the parking lot. Then head through Kamas into the Uintas. Drive to the summit of Mirror Lake Scenic Byway and get your scenic shots (the summit at Bald Mountain Pass is just under 30 miles/48 km from Kamas; the road closes at mile marker 14.6 from around November through May). On the way back down, stop for a hike, cross-country ski, or snowshoe at one of the many trailheads. Then head to Midway and get dinner at Midway Mercantile on Main Street before going back to Park City for the night.
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Mirror Lake





Day 3


Spend the morning hiking in Wasatch Mountain State Park, doing some Nordic skiing at Soldier Hollow, or golfing at one of the three courses in the area, followed by a soak in the Homestead Crater. An alternative plan with young kids: Head to Heber to ride the Heber Valley Railroad. Get lunch at Back 40 Ranch House in Heber before departing.




Sundance Survival Tips


Utah’s largest tourist-attracting event, the Sundance Film Festival is an annual international film festival spanning a little under a fortnight in winter. Pioneered by Robert Redford, Sundance draws celebrities and film industry members to Park City with a program that includes documentaries, international films, shorts, and all genres of other independent films. Many of the films are paired with panel discussions from cast and crew, and after-parties are held across town. The festival typically runs from late January to early February, with most of the excitement spanning the first weekend of the event.


If you come to Park City during the Sundance Film Festival, you should do so on purpose. Otherwise, this is not the best time to visit the area, since you’ll find booked-out lodging, restaurants closed for private events, hiked-up prices, and a town so crowded you can scarcely get from point A to B.


If you will be in Park City during Sundance for Sundance, here are some tips to survive the film festival:


• Book lodging as early as possible before it reaches capacity, which it most certainly will. I’m talking six months or more out! Staying in Salt Lake City or outlying areas are good alternatives, though you’ll have to make the trek into Park City if you want to be in the thick of things.


• All tickets and passes must be purchased in advance online, then picked up at one of the main box offices in Park City (136 Heber Ave.), Salt Lake (Trolley Square, 602 S. 700 E.), or at Sundance Mountain Resort, regardless of which theater your screening will be held. Festival passes range around $300-4,000, while tickets are $25 and up.


• Park City isn’t the only place where you can catch screenings of Sundance films. Theaters in Salt Lake City, Ogden, Sundance, and Kimball Junction also host the festival. You’ll find securing tickets easier for theaters outside of Park City. And bigger cities like Salt Lake City or Ogden are better equipped to handle the rush.
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the Egyptian Theatre in Park City





• Another way to increase your chances of getting tickets is to consider more untraditional show times, from bright-and-early 8:30am shows to midnight screenings. The festival also runs about 10 days, so partaking in the second half of the festival is another strategy to beat the crowds.


• Renting a car may seem like the right choice until you’re stuck in insane traffic for what amounts to hours on end. Public transit and walking are the most efficient way to get around Park City during the festival.


• Don’t expect to land a table at any restaurant in Old Town Park City without a serious wait. Some restaurants close and others won’t take reservations. Stave off a case of hunger by bringing snacks and eating opportunistically.


• If you’re in it for the experience and not the movies per se, take a deep breath, pack the necessities (water, layers, portable phone charger) and embrace the delays, traffic, and general chaos as you play paparazzi on Park City’s Main Street.


• Rumor has it one of the best places to see celebrities is the grocery store. Head to Fresh Market or Whole Foods if you’re hoping to catch someone famous shopping for the necessities.


• Embrace the madness! Be flexible with your plans, be opportunistic, and enjoy the craziness that is Sundance.






The Wasatch Front: Salt Lake City and Ogden



On the western side of the Wasatch Mountains lies the Wasatch Front, Salt Lake City, its many outlying areas, and Ogden to the north. This is by far the more urban side of the Wasatch, but just over a dozen miles east of Ogden, the towns of Eden and Huntsville offer skiing and a reprieve from the bustle.


Day 1


Start your day in Salt Lake City by heading to Temple Square in the morning. Tour the grounds, staying for a show from the Tabernacle Choir. In the afternoon, take a short hike on the Bonneville Shoreline Trail starting from the foothills of the city. Then get dinner at Laziz Kitchen and head downtown to Bar-X for drinks.


Day 2


Next, you’ll head to Ogden—but plan to stay in Ogden Canyon or in Eden or Huntsville, where the accommodations are quainter. Head to Snowbasin to ski a half day or go for a hike. Then check into your lodging and drive into Ogden for beers at Roosters B Street Brewery and Taproom and dinner at The Angry Goat.


Day 3


Get breakfast and a cup of worldly coffee at the Mad Moose Café in Eden. Then spend a half day skiing at Snowbasin again, or head into Ogden and hike the Bonneville Shoreline Trail. Then return to downtown Ogden to stroll Historic 25th Street and discover the exhibits at Union Station. Get lunch at Pig & a Jelly Jar before hitting the road.


The Sundance Kid


Robert Redford fanatic? Indie film buff? Or just all-around lover of alpine beauty? Then this Park City and Sundance Mountain Resort itinerary is for you.


Day 1


On your way to Old Town Park City in the early afternoon, stop by the Kimball Art Center, the host of the town’s annual arts festival, to check out the exhibits on display. Go gallery-hopping on Main Street, ogling paintings of cowboys and stunning wildlife photography. Don’t forget to pause at the art Banksy left behind when he visited for the 2010 Sundance Film Festival at the corner of 4th and Main! Get drinks on the rooftop patio at No Name Saloon & Grill. Then head to Grappa for an early dinner before catching a show at the Egyptian Theatre.


Day 2


Leave Park City early and stop at Dottie’s Kolache Co. in Heber for delectable filled pastries known as kolaches. Head to Timpanogos Cave National Monument for a tour of a cave with a romantic legend (book a tour time in advance). Then check into Sundance Mountain Resort. Spend the afternoon strolling around the grounds. Just beyond the general store, walk through a hallway that serves as a mini exhibit of Sundance’s past—you’ll find historic photos of skiing at Sundance in the early 20th century, Robert Redford in his heyday, and legendary musical acts that have played the venue. Get dinner at The Tree Room and drinks at The Owl Bar.


Day 3


Enjoy breakfast at the Foundry Grill, then set out for a hike to Stewart Falls. Afterwards, grab a sandwich and giant cookie to-go at the Sundance Deli and take a scenic lift ride up to get as close to Mount Timpanogos as you can without putting in the 19-mile hike!


On the Spirited Trail


The makers of local libations carry on a strange tradition of drinking in Utah. Prior to Prohibition, the Latter-day Saints in the state did imbibe a spirit all their own: valley tan. They also drank their own sacramental wine in church ceremonies. Brigham Young was known to sip the valley tan, and Orrin Porter Rockwell, his personal bodyguard, even owned a brewery. One of the biggest breweries in the state back in the day was called Wagener Brewing, located in Emigration Canyon and owned by a German immigrant. But since Prohibition took hold of the nation, Utah has imposed strict alcohol legislation, and the days of semi-sanctioned Mormon imbibing are long gone.


There’s nothing like a challenge to stoke the fires of creativity. Perhaps that’s what you can chalk up the award-winning beers and spirits of Utah to. Do brewers, distillers, vintners, and mixologists in one of the driest states in the nation face an uphill battle? You bet. Do they let it deter them? Heck no.


Beer and Spirits


SALT LAKE CITY


Increasingly, Utah is home to some great breweries. In Salt Lake City, some of the best include recent Great American Beer Festival award-winners Shades Brewing, TF Brewing, and Kiitos Brewing. While its location in a mall inside Trolley Square is less than glamorous, Desert Edge Brewery is one of the oldest in the state and worth a visit. Epic Brewing Company, which shifted headquarters from Salt Lake to Denver, but still has a brewery here, is a go-to for experimental, bold styles.




Utah’s Liquor Laws


Before you hit the spirited trail, know Utah’s liquor laws and how to navigate them. Here are some of the key rules to keep in mind:


• A dining or drinking establishment must be licensed as a restaurant or as a bar. If the establishment is licensed as a bar, only adults (ages 21 and over) are allowed inside. The majority of breweries and distilleries in the state are licensed as such. If the establishment has a restaurant license, customers of all ages are allowed inside, but you must order food when you order a drink. Usually, a low-cost item like chips and salsa will be presented as an option.


• The vast majority of liquor stores are owned by the state and closed on all holidays and Sundays, with relatively limited hours (e.g., closing at 7pm). The other drawback is that the state liquor stores do not sell refrigerated product. So, you’ll need to plan ahead if you’re picking up a 12-pack or a bottle of champagne, for example. Pro tip: The one liquor store I’ve discovered in the Wasatch that is not state-owned is in Kamas, of all places, right by the grocery store as you pull into town. ICBs, here you come.


• The Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control (DABC) requires all beers and beverages poured on draft or sold in grocery stores to clock in below 5 percent alcohol by volume (that’s 4 percent by weight). That means that if you visit a brewery, you can’t try any full-strength versions of its brews on tap. Unless you’re looking for a session experience, order that high-octane IPA by the bottle or can. Most breweries brew a compliant low-alcohol version and a full-strength version of their beers. Usually, this will be made clear on the menu.


• Utah is the only state in the nation with a legal definition of a shot: 1.5 fluid ounces. A cocktail can contain up to 1.5 fluid ounces of alcohol, as well as 1 ounce of a “flavoring agent,” which cannot be the same as the 1.5-ounce shot. So, a 2.5-ounce pour of Maker’s Mark neat: illegal. A 1.5-ounce pour of Maker’s and 1-ounce pour of Vermouth: A-Okay. This makes a drink like a martini less than ideal to order in Utah.


• Bars were once all required to have a “Zion Curtain” by the bar—a physical barrier to hide the drink-mixing process from patrons. Zion Curtain laws have grown laxer, but you may still find one in some restaurants, since minors cannot sit within 10 feet of a bar without one.


• It’s illegal to host a happy hour or offer any discounts or deals on alcoholic beverages. And set your alarms: Bars here must serve their last pour by 1am and close the doors at 2am.


• Legally, you can’t bring alcohol into or outside of the state. If you’re road-tripping in from Colorado, think twice before you illicitly import that growler of strong beer. And if you visit High West and want to purchase a bottle of bourbon to take home in your checked baggage, know that if you’re caught, your booze will be confiscated.


These are the main highlights when it comes to imbibing in Utah. Be grateful! It wasn’t always so “easy” to get a drink in the state. Laws have become progressively looser over time. Up until 2009, you had to be part of a private club to even order a drink in Utah, paying a membership fee on top of your drink!





PARK CITY


Wasatch Brew Pub became the first post-Prohibition brewery in Utah when it opened atop Main Street in Park City in 1988. It has since opened a location in Salt Lake City and merged with the award-winning Squatters Craft Beers, which also maintains breweries in both Park City and Salt Lake. All Wasatch and Squatters locations are licensed as restaurants and allow families, except in the bar areas. This brewing family jabs at the state with its notorious Polygamy Porter—the label is a must-see.




Family-Friendly Fun


It should come as no surprise that Utah is a family-friendly state—we’ve got the highest number of kids per capita in the nation. Activities abound throughout the Wasatch that are great for the whole family. Most ski resorts offer kids’ lessons, bunny hills, and on-site childcare options. And with a little planning, our trails and campgrounds are great places for little ones to spend time in nature.


The one non-family-friendly aspect of Utah compared to other states, however, is that establishments licensed as bars are 21 and over only, which includes most of the state’s breweries. Don’t assume that a restaurant is family-friendly—call and ask if it allows minors before making plans.


Between the many attractions and outdoor activities, one more thing your kids will love is all the sweets. Plenty of edible rewards exist around the Wasatch, from ice cream shops to bakeries. The promise of an ice cream cone will work wonders in bribing your kids to power through a long hike!


SALT LAKE CITY


Some of Salt Lake City’s top kid-friendly attractions are This Is The Place Park and the Hogle Zoo, which are within walking distance of each other for a fully loaded day. The Leonardo Museum downtown is also filled with genius and creative exhibits that will appeal to kids of all ages—and parents, too.


PARK CITY


In Park City, one of the best places for kiddos is a ski resort, which offers bunny hills, kids’ lessons, and s’mores in the winter. In the summer, Park City’s base area offers a whole host of adventure activities, from the alpine slide to ziplining. A scenic summer chairlift ride and a little hiking is another option that’s great for the whole family.


In Old Town Park City, kids of all ages will love the activities and look into the past at the Park City Museum. For older kids, Park City Ghost Tours offers an experience they’re likely to talk about for days to come. In the Kimball Junction area, the Utah Olympic Park will inspire your kid to be an Olympian with obstacle courses, tubing, bobsled rides, and more fun experiences. And the Swaner Preserve and EcoCenter gets youth thinking about the local ecosystem and the characters inhabiting it.


OGDEN


Kids will have fun exploring Fort Buenaventura State Park, which has replicas of the 19th-century fort and cabins. Encounter life-size T. rexes and raptors at the George S. Eccles Dinosaur Park.
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George S. Eccles Dinosaur Park in Ogden





THE WASATCH BACK


Cap a day of skiing with a visit to the blinged-out frozen waterfalls of the Midway Ice Castles, a magical sight for young kids in particular. Over in Heber, a ride on the Heber Valley Railroad is a great year-round family experience, with rides themed according to the season.


OAKLEY, KAMAS, AND THE UINTAS


If you’re on a ski vacation, take a break from the slopes and wow your kids with a guided dogsledding experience through the forest.





For whiskey lovers, a visit to Park City isn’t complete without a stop at High West Distillery. Whether you visit the saloon in Old Town for one of the best Manhattans money can buy, trek over to the distillery in Wanship for a tour and brunch, or experience both locations, Utah’s most beloved distillery is a mandatory stop.
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High West Distillery





OGDEN


The Ogden area is home to a couple of noteworthy local breweries, as well as an award-winning distillery. Roosters B Street Brewery and Taproom doesn’t shy away from creative styles like a blackberry cream ale. And for small-batch Mexican beers to pair with your tacos, head to Cerveza Zólupez Beer Co. Head over to Eden to sample New World Distillery’s award-winning Oomaw Gin, Oomaw Vodka, and delightful liqueurs.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


A couple of great places to sample a wider variety of Utah beers include the annual summer Utah Beer Festival in Salt Lake City, as well as the fall Oktoberfest at Snowbird Resort.


Wine


If it’s wine you’re looking for, prioritize restaurants with great wine lists rather than local vintners. Whether it’s the terroir or the lack of deep-rooted winemaking experience, Wasatch-area wineries here are limited. Your best bets include La Caille, a restaurant in Sandy that creates a small private-label French wine from its own grapes, as well as the Wine Spectator-recognized BTG Wine Bar in Salt Lake City, with over 75 bottles served by the glass and wine-friendly small plates.



Get Outside!



Ski Utah


Winter is no time to hibernate or slow down in the Wasatch. The mountains are calling! Between our 10 ski resorts, ample backcountry terrain, and miles of groomed Nordic trails, the cold just calls for the right layers and a little ambition.


Which Resort Is Best for You?


With 10 great ski resorts to choose from in the Wasatch, where do you start? Here’s a primer on how to pick the best resort for your ski vacation.


IF YOU GET BORED EASILY


With 7,300 acres, Park City Mountain Resort is the biggest in the Wasatch—and in the entire United States. From a kids’ learning area and multiple terrain parks to traverse-accessed powder bowls, Park City also has a run for every skier/snowboarder.


IF YOU LOVE A LITTLE LUXURY


Ski with the stars on pristine groomed corduroy at Deer Valley in Park City, and enjoy an opulent après and lodging experience, to boot.


IF YOU WANT TO MASTER THE HALF-PIPE


You’ll find the best terrain parks in the Wasatch at Brighton in Big Cottonwood Canyon—not to mention fast chairlifts and the best night-skiing experience.



IF YOU’RE TRAVELING WITH A NORDIC SKIER



Also in Big Cottonwood Canyon, Solitude Mountain Resort offers a full Nordic Center, as well as a quieter skiing experience and plenty of lift-accessed backcountry terrain.


IF YOU’RE ALL ABOUT BIG EXPOSED LINES


Over in Little Cottonwood Canyon, Snowbird offers plenty of big mountain terrain, known for being the most extreme in the Wasatch and Utah in general. Even if you’re not a pro, you can bask in that alpine feeling with a ride up the aerial tram.


IF YOU’RE LESS THAN ENTHUSED ABOUT SNOWBOARDERS


Just a tad farther down the road from Snowbird lies Alta, which bans snowboarders and lays claim to being the second-oldest ski resort in the country, after Sun Valley.


IF YOU WANT TO ESCAPE THE CROWDS


Head to the family-owned Snowbasin in Huntsville near Ogden for peace, quiet, and tasteful luxury.
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skiing at Snowbasin





IF YOU’RE READY TO GET OFF THE CARVED-UP SLOPE


At 8,464 acres, Powder Mountain actually has more skiable acreage than Park City, but the majority of its terrain is not lift-accessed. If you’re ready to get farther afield by hiking or taking a cat, this resort in Eden near Ogden is your powdery dream come true.


IF YOU DON’T WANT TO FORK OVER A FORTUNE


Skiing is a notoriously pricey sport, but at Nordic Valley Ski Resort, you can get out for just $45 a day. Sure, the terrain is less sprawling than its Wasatch compatriots, but this little resort in Eden is great for beginners and families looking to get in a few turns.


IF YOU HATE THE CORPORATE FEEL


Escape to Robert Redford’s authentic, independently owned Sundance Mountain Resort, where you can stay in a log cabin and drink hot toddies at The Owl Bar.


Backcountry


Some of the best backcountry terrain in the region lies in the Cottonwood Canyons. Of the two Cottonwood Canyons, Little Cottonwood is known for having more extreme terrain, but both have many lines featured in the famous backcountry guide The Chuting Gallery by Andrew McLean.


In the Uintas, more backcountry skiing awaits, from yurt trips to alpine-style climbs. Due to the main road through the area, Mirror Lake Scenic Byway, closing around mile marker 14.6 from November through May, some of the backcountry skiing is only accessible by snowmobile.


And at most of the ski resorts throughout the Wasatch, the versatile skier or splitboarder can find ample sidecountry terrain. Some of the best resorts for backcountry access include Park City Mountain, Solitude, Alta, and Powder Mountain.


More Snow Sports


Not keen on the idea of hurtling down a hill? Winter isn’t only the season of skiing and snowboarding. The Wasatch offers incredible classic and skate cross-country skiing trails, from the White Pine Nordic Center in Park City to an Olympic course at the Soldier Hollow Nordic Center in Wasatch Mountain State Park, and both groomed and ungroomed trails in the Uintas. Many of these trails are also fair game for fat bikers and snowshoers. Other winter sports you can pursue in the region include dogsledding and ice climbing.



Hiking



The Wasatch isn’t only about extreme sports. Northern Utah is also home to plenty of hiking trails that can be explored nearly year-round. And from mountain bikers and trail runners to horseback riders, trails tend to be most crowded in the summer—be sure to abide by local trail rules (e.g., biking-only trails) and respect other trail users. Many trails also close intermittently throughout the summer for races.


When the snow melts, most of the ski areas become hot spots of hiking. You’ll find tons of trails for all ability levels at Park City Mountain, Deer Valley, and at the resorts in the Cottonwood Canyons, though you’ll often be competing for trail space with mountain bikers. And in the Cottonwood Canyons, no dogs are allowed.


One place you’ll hardly ever run into bikers? The Uintas—especially the parts that are designated wilderness areas, where bikers are prohibited.


Meanwhile, you can more or less hike right from the foothills of Salt Lake City. The trails in Salt Lake City are best in the late fall and early spring, but can feel pretty exposed and hot come summer.


Hiking Highlights


SALT LAKE CITY AND OGDEN


Following the original eastern shoreline of ancient Lake Bonneville, the relatively level Bonneville Shoreline Trail rings part of the capital and runs along the eastern foothills of the Ogden area—it actually travels over 100 miles (161 km) through northern Utah, stretching all the way from Provo into Idaho.


PARK CITY


With its rich flora and expansive views, the Mid-Mountain Trail (21.9 mi/35 km one-way, 8-10 hours, moderate) is beloved by all users, from canines to hikers and bikers to moose. The trail runs from Deer Valley to Pinebrook, west of Park City. Take advantage of the multiple entry/exit points to make your hike as short or as long as you’d like.
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a fall hike in Park City







Climbing


Where there are mountains, there’s rock. And where there’s rock, there’s climbing—sport, trad, bouldering, multi-pitch, and more.


COTTONWOOD CANYONS


Local climbers love the rock in the Cottonwood Canyons. Find quartzite walls in Big Cottonwood Canyon, and plenty of granite in Little Cottonwood Canyon. Little Cottonwood is the preferred local climbing spot of the two, and its exposed Hellgate Cliffs in particular will test your nerve and ability. You can also find bouldering in Little Cottonwood.


UINTA MOUNTAINS


In the Uintas lie a number of popular crags accessible via a short hike off the Mirror Lake Scenic Byway. The Ruth’s Lake area, which encompasses several crags, is a local favorite. And about a mile (1.6 km) hike in, Cliff Lake is another great spot to go with a mix of trad and sport lines, as well as the possibility of top-roping.





BIG COTTONWOOD CANYON


The mellow, short hike to Donut Falls (3 mi/4.8 km round-trip, 1.5 hours, easy) is rewarded with a beautiful waterfall that cascades through a doughnut-shaped hole in a shallow cave.


GREAT SALT LAKE


You can explore Antelope Island—and catch sight of the resident bison herds—by hiking around the various scenic stops along Antelope Island Road. The short jaunt to Buffalo Point (1 mi/1.6 km round-trip, 30 minutes, easy) makes for a great sunrise or sunset hike, with panoramic views of the island, the Great Salt Lake, and the Wasatch Range.


THE WASATCH BACK


While Wasatch Mountain State Park can be hiked year-round, trekking in fall is particularly glorious, with remarkable foliage and pleasant temperatures. The Wasatch Over Wasatch (WOW) Trail (9.4 mi/15.1 km one-way, 5-6 hours, strenuous) offers beautiful views all along the way as well as a heart-pumping workout.


THE UINTAS


Excellent for wildlife-spotting, the remote Uinta Highline Trail (95.7 miles/154 km, at least a week, extremely strenuous) is an epic traverse across the biggest mountains in Utah. Much of the trail lies above tree line, which makes for expansive views of the Uinta mountains, forest, lakes, and wildflower meadows.



Peak-Bagging



While Utah may not be filled with fourteeners—mountains at least 14,000 feet (4,267 m) high—like Colorado, there are plenty of tall peaks demanding to be summited, including a couple of thirteeners (3,962 m). The safest bet for a summit is summertime when mountains are mostly free of snow and avalanche danger. Mild autumns can also be a great time of year to bag peaks, since you’ll find less crowded trails. Spring is usually a little too early for summit season, due to big mountain snowpacks. And while attaining summits and ski mountaineering expeditions are absolutely possible in the wintertime, they typically require some technical knowledge of how to get up and down as well as specialized equipment.


Before you summit, always check the forecast to ensure a thunderstorm doesn’t lurk in the afternoon. Always bring plenty of water and food, sun protection, warm layers, and a rain shell.


Wasatch Mountains


You can summit a number of the peaks in the Wasatch with the help of a chairlift. Whether it’s winter or summer, many chairlifts will take you to the tops of mountains, or close enough to finish the job with 20 minutes of hard work. Outside the resorts in the Cottonwood Canyons are many other summer summits that can be attained via popular trails, including Kessler Peak (10,403 ft/3,171 m) and Mount Pfeifferhorn (11,326 ft/3,452 m), the third-highest peak in the range.
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There’s no shortage of peaks to bag in the Wasatch.





Indisputably Utah’s most famous peak, Mount Timpanogos (11,750 ft/3,581 m) is also a popular, non-technical summit. This is a full-day endeavor and one that many other locals and tourists undertake, so don’t be surprised to find a crowded summit and plenty of people on the trail.


Uinta Mountains


The Uinta Mountains tower higher than the Wasatch Range, and are home to the state’s tallest mountain: Kings Peak (13,527 ft/4,123 m). While on a map, it might appear that you could summit Kings via Mirror Lake Byway coming from Kamas, you actually need to drive up into Wyoming to start. The nearly 30-mile (48-km) round-trip hike is non-technical and typically completed as an overnight trip. Don’t let the Wyoming start deter you; Kings is still attainable as a two-day backpacking trip starting from Salt Lake City or the Wasatch Back.


Another popular summit in the Uintas is Bald Mountain (11,943 ft/3,640 m), which starts close to the summit of the Mirror Lake Byway. This short 4-mile (6.4 km) round-trip hike can easily be completed in a morning or afternoon, and takes you to sweeping views of the High Uintas. However, risks lurk at the top in the form of a narrow trail and big exposure that can become a hazard in the event of strong winds or lightning. Heed forecasts and the skies, and bring trekking poles if you’re anything shy of surefooted.


Biking


Northern Utah is a cyclist’s dream, whether it’s a course across International Mountain Bike Association gold-rated trails in Park City, or road biking Emigration Canyon.


Mountain Biking


Lung-busting climbs. Tacky single-track. Flowy berms. Steep wood features. Playful rock gardens. Park City’s biking knows no limits. You can string together just about any ride you’d like on the hundreds of miles of trails here, from beginner loops to expert shuttles.


One of the classic rides is the Wasatch Crest Trail, which be ridden a variety of ways, shuttled or looped. As the name suggests, the trail travels a ridgeline in the Wasatch through quaking aspen groves and fields of wildflowers. To complete this ride, you could weave in another Park City classic: the Mid-Mountain Trail, which traverses the Wasatch for over 20 miles (32 km) from Deer Valley to the neighborhood of Pinebrook, just west of Park City.


Speaking of Deer Valley, its lift-serviced downhill park is the best in Utah. Snowbird also offers lift-serviced downhill riding, but there’s really only one trail down from the hair-raising summit: the Big Mountain Trail. This 10-plus miles (16-plus km) of single-track is a dream for advanced and expert riders, touring exposed switchbacks, tight berms, and fast straightaways through aspen groves.


Road Biking


Drive through any canyon or country road in Utah, and you’re likely to vie for asphalt with spandex-clad cyclists pumping up serious elevation gain. Join the peloton with a bike tour of Mirror Lake Scenic Byway or Emigration Canyon—two classic rides in the Wasatch. For more of a gravel experience, consider riding the Rail Trail in Park City, a historic railroad line converted into a bike path that stretches from Park City to Echo Reservoir.
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the Rail Trail in Park City





Get Out on the Water


Utah may be the second-driest state, but you can still find plenty of water in the form of reservoirs, lakes, and rivers. The reservoirs are usually strategically placed between more urban areas. Lakes are much smaller and are most often found in the high alpine. And rivers rage throughout the Wasatch, fed by melting snow and filled with trout for the catching.


Reservoirs


If you’ve got kids reluctant to vacation away from the beach, you can find a similar experience and activities at Utah’s reservoirs. With sand, rental boats, Jet Skiing, and more, the beach experience is totally attainable in the Wasatch. The area’s primary reservoirs include the Jordanelle between Park City and Kamas, Deer Creek between Heber and Sundance, Rockport between Oakley and Wanship, and Pineview in Ogden. Reservoirs are typically managed by Utah State Parks and charge day-use fees, and most also offer camping along the shore at an additional fee. Check with each individual reservoir for day-use fees and available boat/activity rentals.


Lakes


The biggest name in lakes in the Wasatch is the Great Salt Lake, which is the descendant of the much larger ancient Lake Bonneville. Today, the lake is known as the Dead Sea of the United States, with salty water that supports little in the way of marine life besides brine shrimp. While you might not want to jump in to partake in your usual lake activities, the Great Salt Lake is a special place to visit all the same, whether it’s for bird-watching, boating, or a trip out to Antelope Island.


The most beautiful lakes in the Wasatch usually require a hike or at least a drive on rough 4WD roads. These are our high alpine lakes, found in the basins beneath peaks. The Uintas is home to over 1,000 lakes, many of which offer superb fishing. The most accessible is Mirror Lake, which you can actually drive right up to on a paved road. For that reason, it’s also the most crowded. Cliff Lake requires a hike but offers a little more solitude. Here you can fish, swim, or paddleboard, if you’re willing to hike in with the gear.


You can also find turquoise high alpine lakes in the Cottonwood Canyons. Lakes Blanche and Catherine are a couple popular lakes within a half day’s hiking distance. However, the lakes in the Cottonwoods do not permit any swimming or water sports since this area is a watershed for Salt Lake City.


Rivers


The two main rivers that run through the Wasatch are the Provo and the Weber, both of which originate in the Uinta Mountains and are fed by snowmelt. The Weber runs down to the Great Salt Lake, while the Provo empties into Utah Lake in Provo. Both rivers are great for fly-fishing, tubing, and kayaking. You can fish for a variety of trout in both rivers. To float or boat the Provo, a popular put-in spot lies on Highway 189 just minutes from Sundance. For the Weber, the go-to put-in is off I-84 about 30 miles (48 km) east of Ogden. Local gear rental shops and outfitters can help arrange shuttles.


Sleep Outside


While there are plenty of luxurious lodges, charming bed-and-breakfasts, and Airbnbs to find in the Wasatch, why not sleep in the hotel outdoors if you’re visiting in temperate weather? There’s plenty of convenient car camping with all the amenities you could ask for alfresco, including both developed campgrounds and dispersed camping. And with ample wilderness and trails, there are even more backpacking destinations for those who wish to trade convenience for a little more solitude.


Car Camping


One of the most obvious places to camp in the area is at the local reservoirs, which double as state parks. You’ll also find plenty of campgrounds in the Uintas, at Wasatch Mountain State Park, on Antelope Island, throughout the Cottonwood Canyons, and at the trailhead to summit Mount Timpanogos. All of these campgrounds require advance reservations and nightly fees. Many book up months in advance, so plan your trip ahead of time if possible.
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the view from atop Mount Timpanogos





When the campgrounds all book up—or if you want a little more peace and quiet—the Uintas is also home to around 300 free dispersed campsites reachable in a 4WD/AWD vehicle. The best way to pursue a dispersed campsite is to stop at a ranger’s office for a map and recommendations. Of course, you’ll need a 4WD/AWD vehicle as well.


Backpacking


If you’re willing to carry your sleep system, food, and other supplies on your back, then backpacking offers a great way to sleep beneath the stars minus everyone else who had the same idea as you. Backpackers can almost always find a patch of solitude out in the wilderness on foot.


The best place to backpack in the Wasatch is indisputably the Uinta Mountains, where miles and miles of trail can take you past mountain goat herds to the state’s tallest summits beneath a vibrant Milky Way. Options in the Uintas abound. You can plan a mellow overnight that involves a mile (1.6 km) or less hike from the car. You might work a summit goal into your backpacking trip—say, Kings Peak, which offers great camping options off the trail. Or you can plan a backpacking epic on the Uinta Highline Trail, traversing nearly 100 miles (161 km) over the range’s spine.
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downtown Salt Lake City with the Wasatch Mountains in the background







Highlights


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


S Discover LDS history and the Tabernacle Choir at Temple Square, the heart of Salt Lake City (click here).


S Explore This Is The Place Heritage Park, a Mormon history theme park of sorts, and partake in the annual Pioneer Day celebration (click here).
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S Immerse yourself at the Natural History Museum of Utah, where you can learn about the state’s rich geologic history and Indigenous heritage (click here).


S Hike or bike along the Bonneville Shoreline Trail, following what was once the shore of the ancient predecessor to the Great Salt Lake (click here).


S Bike up Emigration Canyon and stop at the iconic Ruth’s Diner for epic biscuits on a picturesque patio (click here).


S Explore the craft brewery scene, which serves up a growing list of award-winning microbrews (click here).


S Experience Utah’s vibrant multicultural community through food, dance, and artwork at the annual Living Traditions Festival (click here).


S Surrender to your sweet tooth at one of the city’s many bakeries, patisseries, and ice cream shops (click here).
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partial view of the Ave Maria mural behind Gallenson’s gun shop
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chicken and waffles at Punch Bowl Social.








At the corner of 200 S. and 200 E. downtown, you will find two murals that embody the sundry and sometimes at-odds cultures of Salt Lake City. The first shows Ave Maria, pulling back her green shawl to reveal a fiery sacred heart. In 2009, El Mac and Retna—a widely known graffiti duo—sprayed this image onto the historic Guthrie Bicycles building, one of the oldest bike shops in the United States. The artists don’t depict Mary as the fair-skinned, pure-hearted virgin mama she’s often cast as. Instead, she looks like a young woman who could be of Latinx or Middle Eastern descent, with a facial expression and body language that reads confidence and sagacity, with a hint of “I-told-you-so” bite.


A few years after the Ave Maria mural came onto the scene, an artist plastered an elk in a psychedelic landscape on the building next door, a gun shop called Gallenson’s, established by a Russian immigrant in 1916. From afar, the two murals almost appear as one, with the Madonna rising from a wild landscape like a revisionist history from the organic chaos of the truth.


This confluence of religion, art, wildlife, powerful women, immigrants, guns, and bikes epitomizes the city of Salt Lake. Of course, as most people assume, Salt Lake City is Mormon. Not only is it the official headquarters of the religion, but parts of downtown are even owned by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Yet while Mormonism is foundational to the city, it’s also a hub of immigration, home to an emerging art scene, base camp for outdoor enthusiasts, and one of the gayest cities in America.


Did I mention that these two murals appear just across the street from Beer Bar, the craft brew-focused spot owned by Ty Burrell of Modern Family? And that around the corner is Gourmandise, a bakery owned by a husband-and-wife team originally from South Africa that would bowl over Mary Berry? Both businesses represent two other cornerstones of Salt Lake City: artisan alcohol and sweets, the twin indulgences of our city. The former is a newer trend in Salt Lake City. As liquor laws loosen and the state becomes increasingly heterogenous, more and more microbreweries and distilleries have opened. Utah’s sweet-toothed reputation, however, has been around for a while. Rumor has it, the prevalence of sweets in the state can be attributed to the fact that Mormons don’t indulge in alcohol, and thus need another consumable guilty pleasure. The city is filled with places to enjoy pastries, cookies, doughnuts, ice cream, chocolate, and other confections.


The patchwork of cultures that is Salt Lake City means that its identity at times feels indeterminate, self-contradictory, and in flux. The city has changed dramatically since it became the state capital in 1856, going from an agricultural Mormon settlement to a place where Mormons are now in the minority and LGBTQ+ residents are many. One minute, you’re strolling through the immaculate grounds of Temple Square; the next, you’re drinking martinis at The Copper Onion, only to impulse-buy an old Black Sabbath vinyl at The Heavy Metal Shop next door. That’s all within a five-block radius downtown!


The upside of Salt Lake’s composite identity is that you can experience the city in a variety of ways. Witness the city rising up together during Pride Fest, parades, and protests flooding the capitol building. Take a deep dive into Mormon history, from downtown up to the foothills. Explore the more marginal histories of Salt Lake, from the Indigenous people who’ve been here for thousands of years, to the vibrant immigrant communities and their amazing food. And when you’ve had your fill, escape to one of the city’s backyards—from Park City to the Cottonwoods.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Salt Lake City is small as far as state capitals go, and you can easily get to know it fairly well in a few days. If you want an in-depth exploration of the state’s Mormon history, give yourself at least half a day to stroll through Temple Square and This Is The Place Park. For any of the museums, budget at least a few hours. And to explore a certain neighborhood—like Downtown or Sugar House—plan for about half a day as well.


If your main destination in Utah lies outside Salt Lake City, but you’d like to spend a little time in the city, consider spending a full day or two half days in the city on either end of your trip. Explore Temple Square and downtown, then head up into the foothills for a little perspective. From there, you can visit the Natural History Museum or Red Butte Garden, take a hike to get a bird’s-eye view of the city, and venture into Emigration Canyon to grab a bite at Ruth’s Diner.
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To spend a few days in the city, string together an itinerary suited to your interests. Tap into the left and right sides of your brain at The Leonardo Museum, then peer into an eccentric sculptor’s mind at Gilgal Sculpture Garden. Eat your way through the city, then keep up your appetite with a short hike right from the foothills or the capitol. Or plan an aggressive tour of craft breweries in Salt Lake. If you’re in it for the Mormon history, consider staying downtown. If you’d like a quieter place to spend the night, head to The Avenues or Capitol Hill.


If you only want to spend a half day or so in the city, I recommend strolling around downtown to get a sense of Salt Lake, popping into Temple Square, and then getting some food or a beer in one of the other neighborhoods that sound appealing to you, like Sugar House or 9th and 9th.


ORIENTATION


Salt Lake City is a very manageable city to explore. It’s reasonable to expect that you could get a decent sense of the city and its prominent neighborhoods in just a day or two. Walkability, bikeability, ample parking, and the TRAX light rail also help make Salt Lake easy to navigate.


Generally speaking, Salt Lake City can be divided into about seven neighborhoods, including downtown. There are also many bedroom communities surrounding Salt Lake that might be considered part of the Greater Salt Lake area. Most of what I discuss in this chapter lies in Salt Lake City proper, though I do include a few sights and dining options in the adjacent cities of Sandy and Cottonwood Heights, which lie south of the city. If you plan to visit the Cottonwood Canyons, you’ll pass through one of these two communities on the way from Salt Lake.


Downtown


The nucleus of the city is its most Mormon area. This is where the official world headquarters of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is located, also known as Temple Square. The church also extends its influence at City Creek, an outdoor shopping mall owned by the church with a similar immaculate feel to the Temple grounds. While City Creek and Temple Square are among the most prominent landmarks downtown, you’ll also find high-rise office buildings, the convention center, and the Gallivan Center, where food trucks dock on Thursdays.




Decoding Addresses


One thing you’ll immediately notice about Salt Lake is that it’s constructed on a grid, with each street denoting the distance and direction from the Mormon Temple. For example, 100 S. is one block south of Temple Square, while 200 E. runs two blocks east of Temple Square. So, the address 209 E. 500 S. would be located on the fifth block south of Temple Square, just slightly past its intersection with 200 E. This is how most of the cities and towns in northern Utah are plotted as well, with all streets oriented around the downtown Mormon Temple. Minor streets are often the exceptions to this rule. In addition, some of the numbered streets have been assigned secondary names. For example, 500 S. is also Cesar Chavez Boulevard, while 900 S. doubles as Harvey Milk Boulevard. If you’re a left-brain thinker, this grid system makes the city fabulously easy to navigate. But if you’re a right-brain thinker like me, you can’t remember which street a certain restaurant is located on for the life of you.
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street sign using the grid system








Downtown might be Mormon-dominated, but it is cut with decidedly non-Mormon enterprises—namely, bars. All of the city’s major hotels and some great restaurants can also be found downtown.


Central City


There’s no clear distinction where downtown ends and Central City begins, but you may be able to sense it. Just southeast of downtown, buildings grow a little farther apart and more homes and parks begin to pop up amid businesses. The vibe will feel a little less manicured and a little more organic. Along University Boulevard (400s), you’ll find a mix of strip malls, tasty fast-casual finds, a Trader Joe’s, and some dives. Central City is also home to the restaurants and retail of historic Trolley Square, as well as the enormous Liberty Park, and the Tracy Aviary that lies within it. Central City is also a great place to discover a few funky boutiques and some great food. Wide streets and bike lanes make much of Central City very bikeable as well.


The Avenues


If “The Avenues” sound a little high and mighty to you, you’re not totally off the mark. Located on a hill northeast of downtown, this neighborhood is known as one of the nicest places to live in Salt Lake. This is because of its historic and stately housing stock, in addition to its position slightly above the city, where the inversion causing poor air quality is not quite as bad as in, say, low-lying South Salt Lake. The northern part of The Avenues also backs up to open space and hiking and biking trails, making it an even more appealing place to live. While the neighborhood leans residential, you’ll also find quieter places to lodge—think bed-and-breakfasts in historic Victorians—plus a few good cafés.


Capitol Hill


As the name implies, this neighborhood is home to Utah’s state capitol, site of politics and protests alike. Once known as Arsenal Hill, this land was the site of explosives manufacturing until the city donated it to the state to serve as the location for the capitol. As downtown slopes north into the foothills of the Wasatch, the capitol building and grounds rise over the city. Capitol Hill sits so close to the foothills that you can even go for a short hike directly from the capitol for views of the city. In character, Capitol Hill is similar to The Avenues: historic buildings, ample trees, and charm. Thanks to fruit trees planted along streets by Mormon settlers, the western part of Capitol Hill is known as the Marmalade District. These early inhabitants used to produce and sell jam (or marmalade) made from these trees, and the name stuck. Marmalade also has a strong LGBTQ+ community, and was even once home to a gay club called JAM.


9th and 9th


Coffee shops that take themselves seriously (in a good way), an eclectic mix of restaurants, funky boutiques—this is what defines the small 9th and 9th district. Named for the confluence of E. 900 S. (Harvey Milk Boulevard) and S. 900 E., this very walkable neighborhood is known for being equal parts hip and pleasant. It lies just southeast of Central City and also includes residential areas.


Sugar House


In addition to planting fruit trees in what’s now the Marmalade District, the Mormon settlers also grew sugar beets southeast of downtown. What’s now known as Sugar House is a far cry from a religious agricultural outpost. Just south of Central City, Sugar House is considered by most to be a quirky, liberal place to shop, eat, and live. Discover breweries, restaurants, fun shops, and an eponymous park. Believe it or not, this 110-acre public park with trails and a big pond used to be the site of the state prison, but you won’t see much in the way of a relic of that history here.


Foothills


East of downtown and Central City, the Foothills are dominated by the University of Utah campus and the student housing surrounding it. You may also hear this neighborhood referred to as the University area. However, there are other players in the Foothills, namely several sights worth the uphill trek. South of campus, where Emigration Canyon runs into the city, lies the Hogle Zoo and This Is The Place Park, a heritage site of the Latter-day Saints. This is also your entry point into Emigration Canyon, where you can find the historic Ruth’s Diner, squeeze in a quick road biking ride, or take a more scenic route toward Park City. On the eastern end of the Foothills area, you’ll find the Natural History Museum, as well as Red Butte Garden and its amphitheater, a popular outdoor concert venue. And if you head up past the museums, office buildings, and campus squares into the foothills of the Wasatch itself, you’ll find the Bonneville Shoreline Trail and other hiking and biking paths that lead you to vistas of the city.
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view of downtown Salt Lake City from trails in the Foothills





Ballpark/Granary District


The area surrounding Smith’s Ballpark, where the Minor League Baseball team the Salt Lake Bees play, is known as the Ballpark neighborhood. Previously more of an industrial area home to the city’s flour mills and silos, this section of the city is also referred to as Granary Row or the Granary District. While restaurants and retail are sparser in this area, there are some gems to be discovered, accessible by the TRAX light rail.


South of the Center


The areas of South Salt Lake, Millcreek, Holladay, and everything else south of the central core are categorized here as South of the Center. Go south for fabulous ethnic eats and some entertainment options in the city.


Sandy/Cottonwood Heights


Venture 13 miles (20.9 km) southeast of Salt Lake City toward the Wasatch Mountains and you’ll encounter the adjacent communities of Sandy and Cottonwood Heights. Both were settled shortly after Salt Lake City as farming communities. Today, they exist as bedroom communities of the capital and entryways to the Cottonwood Canyons. In light of their location between Salt Lake City and the Cottonwoods, they can make for convenient places to stop en route to and from Salt Lake and Big and Little Cottonwood Canyons.


West of the Center


Glendale, West Valley City, and other areas farther west of downtown are where you’ll find a handful of Salt Lake’s breweries and more fine ethnic food.


Sights


DOWNTOWN



S Temple Square



Just like Arches and Zion National Parks and Utah’s ski resorts, Temple Square (between North Temple, West Temple, South Temple, and N. State St., www.templesquare.com [URL inactive], 9am-6pm daily, free) draws millions of visitors every year. The headquarters for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) is the heart of the city—all of the streets are named for their distance from the temple. It’s also located right smack in the middle of downtown. Today, the original 19th-century temple is joined by a dome-shaped concert hall, library, museum, and many other buildings filling a four-acre religious complex, adorned with impeccably manicured grounds, colorful flowers, and very friendly people.
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If you’re a member of this Church, then Temple Square is probably already at the top of the list for your visit. If you’re not, however, you might still consider a visit to the headquarters of a religion with 15 million followers worldwide. For one, it’s a historical and cultural look into the religion, as well as into the state as a whole. Exploring Temple Square will also help you better understand the influence of this Church on the culture of Utah, which you’ll encounter throughout your visit to the Wasatch—from the logic behind the street naming and the celebration of multiculturalism, to the drink menu at every restaurant.


The Church provides free daily tours of Temple Square at regular intervals starting at the west side of the Conference Center. You can also book your own free private tour or tour a specific attraction on-site, such as the Beehive House or the gardens (www.templesquare.com/tour).


Currently, Temple Square is undergoing a renovation that will conclude in 2024. Some buildings may be partially or fully closed during this period.


THE SALT LAKE TEMPLE


While Latter-day Saints can explore the inside of the Salt Lake Temple, non-believers are not allowed beyond the fence surrounding it. But anyone can walk the perimeter of the towering temple of quartzite and—if you’re there on a weekend—witness wedding party after wedding party posing for photographs outside. This is just one of many excellent people-watching opportunities at Temple Square—count the different languages you hear spoken from visitors worldwide!


The first stone of white was laid in 1853, and some four decades later, the 210-foot (64-m) Latter-day Saints temple, the largest in the world, was complete. The church is crowned by a golden statue of the angel Moroni—the LDS believe that he delivered the source material for the Book of Mormon to Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism, and will blow his trumpet to signal the return of Christ. The Salt Lake Temple does not hold regular services and is only open to church members for “sacred rites,” such as marriages. While anyone who is not a member of the Church is not permitted to visit, nonmembers may check out a to-scale replica of the temple in the South Visitors’ Center.



VISITORS CENTERS



The South Visitors’ Center (50 W. South Temple, 801/240-2534, 9am-9pm daily) gives you a peek into the history of both the religion as well as the construction of the Salt Lake Temple.


The North Visitors’ Center (50 W. North Temple, 801/240-4872, 9am-9pm daily) offers a somewhat more spiritual experience, with a galactic rotunda and a giant statue of Christ. Here you’ll also find exhibits on the roles of family and altruism in the Church.


CHURCH HISTORY MUSEUM


Dive deeper into Latter-day Saints history with a visit to the Church History Museum (45 N. West Temple, 801/240-3310, 9am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., free), which stores church records from 1830 on, including books, photographs, audiovisual archives, and Church artifacts, like the design plans for churches and a pair of Brigham Young’s sunglasses.


BRIGHAM YOUNG’S HISTORIC HOMES


The Beehive House (67 E. South Temple, 801/240-2681, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., free), one of the former homes of Mormon leader Brigham Young, derives its name from a beehive sculpture that sits on top of the house—a symbol of the hard, hive-like work of the Latter-day Saint pioneers in turning a salty desert into a fruitful, thriving home (and the reason why Utah is nicknamed “The Beehive State”). In this 1854-built Greek Revival home, you can also view the former belongings of Young and take a free 30-minute tour anytime between 10am and 5pm. You might find it on the large side for a single-family home in the 19th century, but as a polygamist with 55 wives, Young had a larger-than-average family. He lived in the Beehive House until he passed away in 1877, and the adobe-sandstone structure was restored in the mid-20th century and staged with period decor.


In 1856, just a couple of years after the Beehive House was built, another even larger home was built to accommodate Young and his growing family: The Lion House, named for the statue of a lion at the entryway. This veritable mansion made from sandstone stands just a couple doors down from the Beehive House, and once housed over 70 of Young’s family members. It now houses a series of private-event rental rooms as well as a restaurant open to the public and known as The Lion House Pantry (63 E. South Temple, 801/539-3257, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat.).


TOP EXPERIENCE


THE TABERNACLE


A must on any Temple Square tour should be a visit to the Tabernacle—home to the legendary Tabernacle Choir at Temple Square, formerly known as the Mormon Tabernacle Choir (and still known colloquially as MoTab). The Tabernacle was completed in 1875, but Brigham Young had integrated music into the Church far earlier than that. He brought along musicians in some of the first groups of pioneers to travel to Utah, and staged a small choir performance within the first few weeks of arriving. And it was Young who is said to have conceived of the Tabernacle’s unique design, which he envisioned after beholding a hollow, cracked eggshell.


Today, the Grammy- and Emmy-decorated choir sings inside what is considered one of the most acoustically impeccable buildings in the world. Built from 1863 to 1875 and renovated in 2007, the choir hall is equipped with an 11,623-pipe organ capped by a domed roof enclosed in steel. There are free daily performances (noon Mon.-Sat., 9:30am and 2pm Sun.), as well as more elaborate scheduled choir events like the three-day Christmas concerts that sell out each year.


FAMILY HISTORY LIBRARY


Though the Family History Library (35 N. West Temple, 801/240-6996, www.familysearch.org/locations/saltlakecity-library, 8am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., free) is located within Temple Square and is owned by the Latter-day Saints Church, it’s a terrific resource for all. A family-oriented religion, Mormonism has a natural interest in preserving family records. According to LDS belief, families can be joined together for eternity through the performance of sacred sealing services in the temple. Proxy rites can also be performed for the dead. The ancestors on whose behalf the services are performed are believed to have a choice of accepting or rejecting these rites.


As the largest genealogical record-keeper in the world, the Family History Library is a must for anyone exploring their ancestry. With data on over three billion of our collective ancestors, 600,000 books, and 1.4 million microfilm rolls of archived material to peruse, you’re bound to find something about someone to whom you’re related. Staff and volunteers are on-site to help you with your search. While you rustle around your family tree, send your kids over to a children’s area to keep them entertained.



MORE AT TEMPLE SQUARE



While the buildings and attractions listed above are the primary highlights of a Temple Square visit, there are several other buildings you can tour. The Conference Center (60 W. North Temple, 801/240-0075, 10am-8pm daily) is a massive auditorium that holds 21,000 and hosts the semiannual conferences of the church, broadcasted in dozens of languages around the world.
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