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(RE)DISCOVER PHOENIX & TUCSON



Connected by the craggy beauty of the Sonoran Desert, Phoenix and Tucson are sister cities, thriving metropolises teeming with things to do and places to see.


First things first: When Phoenicians say “Phoenix,” what we really mean is “the Valley,” a cluster of neighboring communities whose borders bleed into one another. Each offers a unique highlight. The college town of Tempe is home to Miss Gay Arizona Pageant. The Fresh Foodie Trail threads through the farmlands of Gilbert, Mesa, and Queen Creek, granting a taste (literally) of Arizona’s agritourism hub. The nation’s Major League Baseball teams gear up for the season at spring training games in Scottsdale. And there’s big-city Phoenix with its laid-back ways, where a James Beard Award-nominated chef like Silvana Salcido Esparza of Barrio Café cruises her neighborhood in a low-rider.


In Tucson, cycling is the preferred mode of transportation. Locals on two wheels take to the bike-friendly streets or ride The Loop, a paved path that surrounds the city. Tucsonans love a good party, too. The Return of the Mermaids festival celebrates the desert’s monsoon season, while La Fiesta de Los Vaqueros (cowboy party) is a rodeo so beloved in town that adults take off work to attend and kids skip school to watch the parade. You’ll find Mexican influences everywhere, from the Sonoran-style food to the street names.


Then there are the people. Many of us who live in Phoenix and Tucson came from somewhere else. We found our way to the desert for any number of reasons—better health, sunny days—and because of that, there’s a lively energy among Phoenicians and Tucsonans of having discovered a second lease on life, a chance to start again, a do-over, perhaps. There’s a sense that this scorched-in-the-sun place was chosen. It’s not the home we were given—it’s the home we made.
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TO DO LISTS


Phoenix Essential


1 Take to the sky in a hot-air balloon


2 Cheer on lucha libre at Crescent Ballroom


3 Taste the Fry Bread House’s namesake dish


4 Tour Taliesin West


10 Stretch out at goat yoga


12 Play hooky at a Cactus League Spring Training game


14 Learn about Arizona’s American Indian heritage at the Heard Museum


15 Explore Phoenix’s mid-century modern architecture


16 Celebrate the Miss Gay Arizona America Pageant


19 Play at the Musical Instrument Museum



[image: image]



Tucson Essential


24 Taste Tucson’s global flavors


25 Honor the dead at the All Souls Procession


26 Bike the Loop


27 Outfit yourself in custom Western boots


29 Join La Fiesta de Los Vaqueros


30 Raise your glass in historic bars


31 Summit “A” Mountain at sunrise


33 See mermaids on Fourth Avenue


35 Transform your backyard with desert plants
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Native Cultures


3 Taste the Fry Bread House’s namesake dish


9 Buy authentic American Indian art


14 Learn about Arizona’s American Indian heritage at the Heard Museum


28 Hunt for murals


51 Pick saguaro fruit
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Local Scenes


2 Cheer on lucha libre at Crescent Ballroom


5 Discover new writers at local bookstores


8 Hear local voices at Arizona Storytellers Project


11 Feast on soul food at Mrs. White’s Golden Rule Café


21 Dive into the blues and R&B music scene


22 Shop local


25 Honor the dead at the All Souls Procession


29 Join La Fiesta de Los Vaqueros


34 Stroll the Heirloom Farmers Market at Rillito Park


45 Haunt a ghost town
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Beautiful Views


1 Take to the sky in a hot-air balloon


18 Watch the sun set at South Mountain Park


31 Summit “A” Mountain at sunrise


36 See wild horses along the Salt River


37 Helicopter over the world’s fourth-tallest fountain


38 Dine in the desert


52 Join a star party
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Art and Culture


4 Tour Taliesin West


5 Discover new writers at local bookstores


8 Hear local voices at Arizona Storytellers Project


9 Buy authentic American Indian art


14 Learn about Arizona’s American Indian heritage at the Heard Museum


15 Explore Phoenix’s mid-century modern architecture


16 Celebrate the Miss Gay Arizona America Pageant


19 Play at the Musical Instrument Museum


21 Dive into the blues and R&B music scene
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Outdoor Adventures


13 Ply the waters of Tempe Town Lake


18 Watch the sun set at South Mountain Park


20 Lace up your boots for an urban hike on Trail 100


26 Bike the Loop


36 See wild horses along the Salt River


37 Helicopter over the world’s fourth-tallest fountain


39 Dip into hot springs


42 Trek the Arizona Trail


46 Cool off in secret swimming holes


52 Join a star party
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Fun for Families and Kids


10 Stretch out at goat yoga


17 Go behind the scenes at sports stadiums


19 Play at the Musical Instrument Museum


33 See mermaids on Fourth Avenue


34 Stroll the Heirloom Farmers Market at Rillito Park


49 Pack up for a family campout


52 Join a star party
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Drink and Dine


3 Taste the Fry Bread House’s namesake dish


6 Toast an Arizona brew


7 Take a field trip on the Fresh Foodie Trail


11 Feast on soul food at Mrs. White’s Golden Rule Café


24 Taste Tucson’s global flavors


30 Raise your glass in historic bars


32 Savor Sonoran-style food


38 Dine in the desert


43 Go wine-tasting


44 Follow the Salsa Trail
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Shopping


5 Discover new writers at local bookstores


9 Buy authentic American Indian art


22 Shop local


27 Outfit yourself in custom Western boots


34 Stroll the Heirloom Farmers Market at Rillito Park


35 Transform your backyard with desert plants
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Day Trips


37 Helicopter over the world’s fourth-tallest fountain


41 Enjoy desert blooms and autumn leaves


43 Go wine-tasting


44 Follow the Salsa Trail


45 Haunt a ghost town


46 Cool off in secret swimming holes


48 Drive the Joshua Tree Parkway


50 Wander lavender fields
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Weekend Getaways


40 Backpack the backcountry


42 Trek the Arizona Trail


47 Hike the hoodoos at Chiricahua National Monument


49 Pack up for a family campout


51 Pick saguaro fruit





1 Take to the sky in a hot-air balloon



Phoenix Essential • Beautiful Views • Outdoor Adventures




Why Go: There’s something about drifting through a clear blue sky on a gentle air current, the Sonoran Desert sprawling in all directions, that grants you a little perspective.


Where: Rainbow Ryders, 715 E. Covey Lane, Ste. 100, 480/299-0154, www.rainbowryders.com [URL inactive]


Timing: Balloon flights depart daily at dawn and dusk. Sunrise flights take off year-round, but sunset flights run November through March only. The experience takes about 3-4 hours, which includes travel to the launch site and back from the landing site; in-air time is about 45 minutes to 1 hour. Pack light layers and a camera. Most flights include bottled water, as well as a celebratory snack upon landing, so there’s no need to pack food and drinks.





From any vantage point in metro Phoenix, if you’re awake just as the sun’s rays slice through the Four Peaks, you’ll see dozens of brightly colored hot air balloons hovering in the north. Some fly high while others hang low, their people-filled baskets skirting the tops of palo verde trees and the roofs of houses.


How many places can claim hot air balloons as a fact of daily life, as commonplace as rush-hour traffic? Not many. As far as epic, bucket-list, once-in-a-lifetime experiences go, hot air ballooning tops the list and it’s offered right here in our very own backyard. (Literally. One time a hot air balloon floated right over my swimming pool, sending my dogs into a barking frenzy.)


That’s why I’m always surprised at how few locals have actually taken to the sky. There are several outfits in town at which to book a flight, so it’s as simple as picking a date and a company.


I opted for Rainbow Ryders. They’ve been in business for 40 years, and all their pilots are FAA-certified, have flown more than 50,000 hours, and have a combined 200 years of experience. Plus, their balloons are pretty.
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powering a hot-air balloon
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soaring over the desert
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hot-air balloon
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hot-air balloons over Phoenix





My husband and I booked the sunrise flight (from $180/person). We met the pilot and our fellow basket-mates at the Rainbow Ryders office about 30 minutes before sunrise. We boarded a shuttle to the launch site, a day-of location determined by wind conditions, usually in northwest Phoenix.


When we arrived at the launch, it was still dark but the first pink and red hues of sunlight were sliding up from the east. Six or eight other ballooning groups were gathered in the same area, each prepping for takeoff. Big canvases of color—fabric that would swell into balloon shapes as soon as the pilots fired them with air—lay in giant folds across the ground.


We huddled with the other passengers in our group as the pilot readied our vessel. With the balloon inflated, he invited us to climb into the basket one by one. And by climb, I mean, climb. You slip your foot in a hole on the side of the basket and then swing your leg over to hop inside.


Once we were safely boarded, the pilot sent a fiery plume up and into the balloon. Our basket gently lifted from the ground and that was it; we were drifting up and away on an air current. It was exhilarating.




Earthbound Fun


To participate in the joy of hot air ballooning from the ground, join 20,000 spectators for the annual Arizona Balloon Classic (www.abcfest.com). The festival takes place every January at Goodyear Ballpark (1933 S. Ballpark Way, Goodyear) and features balloon races, tethered rides, food and retail vendors, fireworks, and dozens of illuminated balloons that light up in sync with music.





The thing I remember most about the ride is the silence. Not because our group wasn’t chatting—we were, mostly “wow!” and “did you see that?” and “can you believe this?”—but because there was a complete absence of wind. Zero sound of rushing air. We were in the wind. We heard only bird songs, the creak of the basket, and the whoosh of the flame that powered our flight.


Sometimes our pilot dipped us low to the earth and I spotted a family of javelina trotting through the creosote. Sometimes he soared us sky-high and I saw the entire city below, grids of streets and squares of lawns inching toward the mountains.


In all directions, the views were breathtaking—mountain peaks and emerald golf courses and desert creatures and white blooms of saguaros and a pickup truck dusting along a dirt road. And though familiar sights, I’d never seen them in quite this way before. A chance to look at your hometown with fresh eyes? Priceless.


Connect with…


4 Tour Taliesin West


18 Watch the sun set at South Mountain Park


23 Soak up city views at Wrigley Mansion





2 Cheer on lucha libre



at Crescent Ballroom


Phoenix Essential • Nightlife • Local Scenes




Why Go: When the masked and costumed luchadores leap into the ring, get ready for a wild night of lucha libre fun. Cheer on the heroes as they do battle against their dastardly foes.


Where: Crescent Ballroom, 308 N. 2nd Ave., 602/716-2222, https://crescentphx.com


Timing: A typical lucha libre match starts around 8pm and runs 2-3 hours. Arizona-based Rockstar Wrestling Alliance hosts the events at Crescent Ballroom. You can buy tickets ($12 general admission, $20 ringside) at the door, but I recommend purchasing them in advance online as lucha libre matches sell out quickly.





Lucha libre is as much about theatrics as it is about tradition. In Mexico and other Latin American countries, and even in Arizona, the sport—wrestling but with costumes and a dramatic story arc—is cherished as an art form and a cultural touchstone that goes back 100 years.
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lucha libre masks





Lucha libre translates to “free fight” or “freestyle fighting.” The superhero-like masked luchadores fight in highly choreographed matches that follow novelas (soap operas), which carry over from performance to performance. These stories build on rivalries between lucha libre promotions (or leagues, in non-wrestling jargon), as well as between the characters themselves. The continuing storylines also keep audiences coming back for more. You get the high-flying, mat-pounding, knee-throwing athleticism of wrestling combined with broad comedy and an engrossing narrative.


So what’s the deal with the masks? A luchador’s mask is their most important quality. It elevates them from regular personhood into the god-like being that the audience reveres. In the history of lucha libre, a mascara contra mascara fight narrative forces the defeated luchador to remove their mask—an irreparable loss of anonymity and a devastating fall from grace.


One of the most famous luchadores in the sport was the Mexican actor, El Santo. He gained fame in 1942 thanks to Mexican television programming airing his matches several times a week. Throughout his 50-year career, El Santo appeared in dozens of movies and comic books and never, ever removed his mask in public until shortly before his death in 1984.


Today’s luchadores abide by the same ethos. Masks never come off, under any circumstances, unless you’ve been defeated. Rockstar Wrestling Alliance is the local promotion for lucha libre matches at Crescent Ballroom (as well as at the Rialto Theatre in Tucson, 318 E. Congress St., 520/740-1000, www.rialtotheatre.com), and when the luchadores arrive in the parking lot for their fights, they emerge from cars and trucks fully masked.
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Crescent Ballroom in downtown Phoenix





During the fast-paced, action-packed matches at the Crescent, airhorns screech and noisemakers bang as the crowds cheer on the técnicos (the colorfully costumed, rule-abiding good guys) and boo the rudos (the dark-costumed, tough-talking, grizzled bad guys). Reigning champ Lord Drako usually makes an appearance to defend his title from the up-and-coming luchadores, and deejays spin cumbia and dance music in between the fights.
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masks for luchadores







Eat Like a Luchador


Snacking at lucha libre is almost as vital as watching the action in the ring. Crescent Ballroom’s Cocina 10 Kitchen keeps things authentic with some of the best Mexican fare around. Order yourself a michelada (a chilled, spicy, beer con tomato juice cocktail) and al pastor tacos on homemade corn tortillas.





The luchadores exhibit all sorts of acrobatics—jumping, rolling, spinning, flying, flipping, throwing, body slamming—and while there’s no argument as to the scripted nature of the antics, the athleticism of these fighters is real. So is the enthusiasm of the audience. It’s impossible not to get caught up in the spectacle, impossible not to buy into the ruse, though you know, of course, it’s fake.


It’s funny. When you give in to the energy of lucha libre, all that jaded irony and hyper self-awareness that we arm ourselves with—not unlike a luchador mask—falls away and you feel something genuine: unbridled joy.


Connect with…


8 Hear local stories at Arizona Storytellers Project


21 Dive into the blues and R&B music scene


32 Savor Sonoran-style food





3 Taste the Fry Bread House’s namesake dish



Phoenix Essential • Native Cultures • Drink and Dine




Why Go: The Fry Bread House was the first Native-owned restaurant in the country to earn a James Beard award, an accolade for the restaurant’s Tohono O’odham fare and also for its mission to create a welcoming space in the community for American Indians.


Where: 4545 N. 7th Ave., www.facebook.com/frybreadhouse


Timing: The restaurant opens mid-morning for breakfast and the lunch rush picks up soon after. Despite how busy the one-room eatery gets, midday is the absolute best time to go to relish the buzz of the lunchtime crowd—a diverse mix of Melrose District locals, Native regulars, and visiting tourists.





Let’s be clear. Fry bread is not a traditional Native food. Made with white flour, baking powder, salt, and shortening, the pillowy dough’s debut in the cuisine of the American Indians of the Southwest is murky. And thorny.
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American Indian artwork by Bunky Echo-Hawk on the outside of Fry Bread House





Navajo Indians—who comprise the Navajo Nation, the largest tribe by population in the United States—trace the origins of fry bread to the U.S. government’s forced 300-mile migration from Arizona to New Mexico. Known as the “Long Walk,” the deportation consisted of more than 50 marches from 1864 to 1866 that removed the Navajo from their land. It was during this time that the government doled out rations of flour, sugar, salt, and lard. It’s believed that the tribe used these ingredients to make what we now know as fry bread.


Another theory for fry bread’s arrival in the kitchens of Native people was years later, as a 20th-century dish created when tribes began to cook with more commercial ingredients, such as white flour and sugar.


Whatever its origin, know this: For Native people, fry bread symbolizes both their survival and their colonialism.


The James Beard Foundation acknowledged the complicated legacy of fry bread when it honored The Fry Bread House in Phoenix with an “America’s Classics” designation in 2012. The judges lauded the restaurant for its “blissfully delicious specialty” and “quality food that reflects the character of the community.”
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the famous fry bread taco





Opened in 1992 by Cecelia Miller, a member of the Tohono O’odham Nation, The Fry Bread House is a beloved family-run neighborhood staple.


Miller (who passed away in 2020 at the age of 81) learned her hand-stretched fry bread technique from her mother while growing up on Tohono O’odham land in southern Arizona. She left a job in real estate to launch the restaurant, introducing Phoenicians to Indigenous foods and offering a home away from home for Native diners. Miller’s hiring practices included a dedication to an all-Native staff, with a soft spot for giving Native women—regardless of tribe—an opportunity at employment. Members of her staff stay for years.


Step inside The Fry Bread House and you’re greeted with the mouthwatering aromas of traditional Tohono O’odham cuisine—chumuth, spicy pozole, chippies and salsa—and the nontraditional namesake dish—fry bread.


I recommend return visits in order to try everything on the menu, but if you do nothing else, get the fry bread. Rolled out flat and wide, then deep fried for a crispy-on-the-edges-fluffy-in-the-middle consistency, fry bread can be ordered two ways. I like the savory version topped with beef, beans, lettuce, cheese, and a cooling dollop of sour cream. For a sweet option, order it slathered with honey, or smothered in chocolate and butter, or simply sprinkled with powdered sugar.




The Power of Art


Post-meal, head to the side of the building. Spanning edge to edge, roof to pavement, is a powerful mural painted by Native artists Bunky Echo-Hawk and Votan Henriquez. In 2020, the Phoenix Indian Center partnered with the National Congress of American Indians and Illuminative to paint Native-themed “Get Out the Vote” murals around Phoenix.





The original iteration of Miller’s restaurant was located on Indian School Road and 8th Street. Today, it’s a proud member of the Melrose District on 7th Avenue, where it rubs shoulders with the neighborhood’s LGBTQ+-friendly shops, bars, and restaurants.


Connect with…


9 Buy authentic American Indian art


11 Feast on soul food at Mrs. White’s Golden Rule Café


14 Learn about Arizona’s American Indian heritage at the Heard Museum





4 Tour Taliesin West



Phoenix Essential • Art and Culture




Why Go: The ideal way to avoid the throngs of tourists at famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s winter home? Join one of the smaller, more intimate summer tours.


Where: 12621 N. Frank Lloyd Wright Blvd., Scottsdale, 602/800-5444, https://franklloydwright.org/taliesin-west


Timing: Taliesin West is open year-round. Because Wright designed the buildings to embody indoor-outdoor living, there’s no central AC. Summer tours operate during the (relatively) cool mornings, 9am-11:30am Thursday-Sunday. Tours last 60-90 minutes. It’s about a 35-minute drive to Taliesin West from downtown Phoenix.





When you live in metro Phoenix, there’s no escaping Frank Lloyd Wright.


There’s the Scottsdale street named after the architect, for one. And the illuminated blue spire—all edges and angles and points—that he designed in 1957 and which now looms near the Scottsdale Promenade. How about Grady Gammage Auditorium at Arizona State University, which Wright designed to be acoustically perfect? Those landmarks don’t even begin to take into account his legacy, which includes homes and buildings sprinkled throughout the Valley designed by students of Wright, each structure wearing Wright-esque architectural details like badges of honor.


Ask anyone who lives here if they’ve heard of Frank Lloyd Wright, and they’ll nod their heads in the affirmative. Ask if they’ve ever visited his masterpiece, Taliesin West, and you might get a different answer. Maybe something like a sheepish shrug of the shoulders and a response along the lines of: “Not yet, but I’ve been meaning to.”
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Frank Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin West interior
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gift shop at Taliesin West
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one of three theaters at Taliesin West





To us locals, visiting Taliesin West feels like a touristy thing to do. And it is. But Taliesin West is an important architectural gem, not just in Arizona, but in the country.


In 1937, on a mesa in Scottsdale’s McDowell Mountains, Frank Lloyd Wright designed a complex of buildings as a winter home and architecture school for his apprentices. He named it Taliesin West after his Wisconsin house, Taliesin, yet he took inspiration from the surrounding desert.


Wright believed in creating structures that allowed for harmony between humans and the environment. It was an architectural philosophy he pioneered called organic architecture. Taliesin West so embodies this ideal that it’s now the headquarters for the esteemed Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation, and it was recently named a UNESCO World Heritage Site.


Taliesin West is a place where people from all over the world come to see Wright’s groundbreaking designs in person. So, instead of skipping out on the experience altogether, let’s embrace it—albeit in the off-season. Two tours are offered in the tourist-free, blazing heat of summer.


The 60-minute “Guided By Wright Tour” ($40/adults, $19/children ages 6-12, reservations required) is a self-paced audio tour that uses recordings from Wright himself, along with added narration from Taliesin West’s tour guides. As you walk under Wright’s tilted ceilings, through his low-roofed breezeways, and alongside his cool stone walls, you’ll hear the architect discuss the art, poetry, and nature that inspired him throughout his lifetime.




More Than a Souvenir


Gift shops aren’t all kitsch mugs and goofy tees—not the one at Taliesin West anyway. The Frank Lloyd Wright Store (summer hours, 9am-1pm Thurs.-Sun.) masquerades as a museum, one where all the art is for sale. Pick up wood model kits of Wright-designed buildings, cocktail glasses etched with Wright’s signature triangles and circles, glossy art books, leather-stitched satchels, and home decor.





The guide-led “Insights Tour” ($40/adults, $19/children ages 6-12, reservations required) is the signature experience at Taliesin West. On the 60-minute journey, you’ll visit Wright’s private quarters, drafting studio, living room, music pavilion, and the cabaret theater. The connected spaces—rooms that link to terraces that morph into gardens that merge into pools—and the endless windows showcase Wright’s compositional balance of human-made structures and the natural landscape. Note, too, his use of local materials, such as desert rock.


His accolades and achievements aside, Frank Lloyd Wright wasn’t all that different from most of us: a Midwesterner just trying to flee the harsh winters for the warm Arizona sun.


Connect with…


9 Buy authentic American Indian art


15 Explore Phoenix’s mid-century modern architecture


43 Go wine-tasting





5 Discover new writers at local bookstores



Local Scenes • Art and Culture • Shopping




Why Go: These stores do more than just peddle books. They foster community, they inspire connection, and they amplify voices that have been historically silenced. They’re also, quite simply, great places to find your next weekend read.
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