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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 and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.








WELCOME TO ZION & BRYCE



BEST DAY IN ZION & BRYCE


ITINERARY DETAILS


SEASONS OF ZION & BRYCE


SPRING


SUMMER


EARLY FALL


LATE FALL-WINTER


NEED TO KNOW: ZION


NEED TO KNOW: BRYCE


Filled with staggering beauty, drama, and power, Southern Utah seems like a place of myth.


Zion National Park contains stunning contrasts, with towering rock walls deeply incised by steep canyons containing a verdant oasis of cottonwood trees and wildflowers. Bryce Canyon National Park is famed for its red-and-pink hoodoos, delicate fingers of stone rising from a steep mountainside. At sunrise, the light is magical, the air crisp, and the trails nearly empty.


There are countless ways to explore the parks. Trek through narrow canyons, take in sweeping vistas on a scenic drive, or explore hoodoos up close on horseback. Whatever you choose, once you’ve caught a glimpse of the region’s magnificence, it’s likely you’ll want to start planning your return trip.



BEST DAY IN ZION & BRYCE






Morning
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1 Get an early start for your half day in Zion. Stop at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center to fill up your water bottles, then board the Zion Canyon shuttle.
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2 Hop off at Zion Lodge and warm up with the easy hike to Lower Emerald Pool Trail.
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3 Ride to the end of the shuttle route, the Temple of Sinawava, and follow the paved Riverside Walk along the Virgin River. Take time to admire hanging gardens, where plants grow from cracks in the cliff walls. At the end of the 1-mile (1.6-km) walk, the trail goes into the river, but water-hiking the Narrows is a seasonally accessible, full-day plunge that demands preparation. Save it for your next trip.
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4 Ride the shuttle back to Zion Lodge and grab a quick lunch at the Castle Dome Café snack bar before returning to the visitor center and your car.







Afternoon
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5 Leave some time to enjoy the drive to Bryce. The Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway, which leads from Zion Canyon through a series of switchbacks to a high plateau with fine outcroppings of Navajo sandstone, has plenty of roadside viewpoints and even better vistas from the 1-mile (1.6-km) round-trip Canyon Overlook Trail.
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6 Once in Bryce, you’ll want to get an eyeful from the Rim Trail, and then head down to commune with the hoodoos. The Queen’s Garden Trail, which descends from Sunrise Point, is a favorite.








Evening



[image: image]


7 By this time, you’ll need a real meal, so treat yourself to a sit-down dinner at the Lodge at Bryce Canyon.
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8 After dinner, a stroll on the Rim Trail between Sunset and Sunrise Points will leave you with memories of glowing orange and pink spires.
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9 Summer days are long, but try to stick around for sunset and join the scrum of photographers at Sunset Point. Bryce is even spectacular after dark—the lack of light pollution makes this an excellent place to view the Milky Way.







ITINERARY DETAILS


• This itinerary works best April-October.


• Avoid the largest crowds and intense heat by traveling outside the July-August window.


• Make reservations for lodging and dining up to a year in advance at Zion Lodge (888/297-2757; www.zionlodge.com) or the Lodge at Bryce Canyon (877/386-4383; www.brycecanyonforever.com); however, last-minute bookings are often available. The Lodge at Bryce Canyon is open April-October.


• Check to make sure shuttle reservations aren’t required at Zion.


• Stuff your pack with a picnic lunch, lots of water, and snacks.


• Parking may be full, especially in summer, at Zion. Pay for parking in Springdale for easy access to the free Zion-Springdale shuttle.
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Navajo Loop hoodoos









SEASONS OF ZION & BRYCE



The parks are both open year-round, although spring and early fall are the most pleasant times to visit. These are also the busiest seasons, and travelers may find that popular campgrounds and hotels are booked well in advance.


SPRING


(APR.-EARLY JUNE)


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


Temperatures
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Day: 54-73°F (12-23°C)


Night: 29-43°F (-2-6°C)


SUMMER


(LATE JULY-EARLY SEPT.)


Thunderstorms are fairly common in summer and bring the threat of flash flooding, especially in slot canyons. By July and August, it’s quite warm in Zion, and July is the warmest month in Bryce Canyon.


Temperatures
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Day: 80-100°F (27-38°C)


Night: 57-68°F (14-20°C)


EARLY FALL


(SEPT.-OCT.)


September and October are lovely times to visit Zion, with moderate temperatures during the day and cool nights. Be sure to pack layers, because temperatures can easily vary by 30°F during the course of the day. Late October is a good time to view fall colors in Zion Canyon. Since Bryce is at a considerably higher elevation, October visitors should pack warm clothing and not be shocked to see snow.



Temperatures
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Day: 57-78°F (14-26°C)


Night: 27-49°F (-3-9°C)


LATE FALL-WINTER


(NOV.-MAR.)


A few highways in the Zion-Bryce area close for the winter, most notably the roads around Cedar Breaks National Monument. However, winter can be a great time to visit the high country around Bryce, where cross-country skiers take to the park roads. Note that winter snows can close the southern reaches of Bryce Canyon’s scenic route from time to time.


Temperatures
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Day: 36-48°F (2-9°C)


Night: 12-24°F (-11- -4°C)




NEED TO KNOW: ZION


• Park website: www.nps.gov/zion


• Entrance fee: $35 per vehicle


• Main entrance: South Entrance


• Main visitor venter: Zion Canyon Visitor Center


• Hotel and park activity reservations: www.zionlodge.com


• Campsite reservations: www.recreation.gov


• Gas in the park: None available inside the park. Gas up in Springdale, just south of the main entrance.


• High season: Apr.-Sept.







NEED TO KNOW: BRYCE


• Park website: www.nps.gov/brca


• Entrance fee: $35 per vehicle


• Main entrance: Hwy. 63 (north side of Bryce Canyon National Park)


• Main visitor center: Bryce Canyon Visitor Center


• Hotel and park activity reservations: www.brycecanyonforever.com


• Campsite reservations: www.recreation.gov


• Gas in the park: None available inside park. Gas up at Ruby’s Inn, just north of the Bryce Canyon entrance.


• High season: May-Sept.
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BEST OF THE BEST ZION & BRYCE



BEST HIKES


ZION


BRYCE


BEST VIEWS


ZION


BRYCE


BEST SCENIC DRIVE


ZION-MT. CARMEL HIGHWAY


BEST GEOLOGIC FEATURES


ZION


BRYCE



BEST HIKES



ZION


Emerald Pools Trails


EASY-MODERATE


Starting from Zion Lodge, hike both the Upper and Lower Emerald Pools Trails to small ponds, waterfalls, and verdant hanging gardens.


West Rim Trail to Angels Landing


STRENUOUS


Climb the steadily rising West Rim Trail through a series of switchbacks to Scout Lookout, gaze down on the valley, then grab hold of a trailside chain to traverse the final white-knuckle stretch to a 360-degree view at Angels Landing. (This is not a hike for kids.)


The Narrows


STRENUOUS


It’s hard to say what’s more of a treat—hiking through the Virgin River on a hot day or peering up at the tall sandstone walls that narrow into a slot canyon as you hike upstream.
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the Narrows





BRYCE


Rim Trail


EASY


Stroll along the edge of Bryce Amphitheater as you take in expansive views of the park’s legendary hoodoos.


Queen’s Garden Trail


EASY-MODERATE


Hike down from the amphitheater rim to a little hoodoo-filled basin. This is the most intimate red-rock experience with the least effort in the park. At the bottom of the trail, a stony Queen Victoria awaits.
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hikers on Queen’s Garden Trail






BEST VIEWS



ZION


Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint


For an eyeful without a hike, jump off the shuttle bus at the Court of the Patriarchs.




[image: image]


Court of the Patriarchs





Angels Landing


You’ll work to get here, but from Angels Landing, the views go in all directions. An early park visitor said the peak was so high, only angels could land there.
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Angels Landing





BRYCE


Sunrise Point


Though the name is cliché, the angle of the rising sun really does make Sunrise Point in Bryce special.
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Sunrise Point





Inspiration Point


This cluster of three viewpoints looks over row upon row of hoodoos lining the scooped-out amphitheater below; climb a short but steep path to the highest point for real breathtaking beauty.


Yovimpa and Rainbow Points


Here at the park’s highest point (9,100 ft/2,773 m), the rock cliffs making up the Grand Staircase are visible. Bryce’s formations were sculpted from the Pink Cliffs; below this step of the staircase, spot the Grey and White Cliffs, with a little Vermillion Cliff layer at the bottom.
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Yovimpa Point







ROAD STOPS BETWEEN ZION & BRYCE


The trip from Zion Canyon to Bryce Canyon is just over 70 miles (113 km)—a little more than an hour’s drive along U.S. 89. It’s just long enough that you might want some diversions along the way. Here are some worthwhile stops between Zion and Bryce. If you’re starting in Bryce and heading to Zion, reverse the order.


• Rock Shops: There are lots of rocks in the hills—get a trunkful the easy way at the Rock Stop (385 W. State St., Orderville; 435/648-2747). The friendly owners also make the best coffee in this part of the state.


• German Bakery: Dreaming of an artisanal bakery? Head to Orderville, where Forscher Bakery (110 N. State St., Orderville; 435/648-3040; www.forschergermanbakery.com) makes outstanding naturally leavened breads (go for the rye) and good sandwiches.


• Zip Line: Soar on two zip lines (one that’ll accommodate an adult and a small child) at Mystic River Outdoor Adventures (5000 U.S. 89; 435/648-2823; http://mysticriveradventures.com [URL inactive]). This small family-run park north of Glendale also has a fishing pond.


• Horseback Rides: Even if you’re not spending the night, pull off at the Bryce Zion Campground (5 mi/8 km north of Glendale; 855/333-7263; https://brycezioncampground.net) and saddle up for a guided trail ride. The campground makes a good base for visiting both national parks.


• Red Canyon: Pause and take a breath before you get to busy Bryce. Red Canyon has lots of hiking and biking trails among the red sandstone spires.
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Red Canyon hiking trail









BEST SCENIC DRIVE



ZION-MT. CARMEL HIGHWAY


MILEAGE: 24.5 miles (39.4 km) one-way


DRIVING TIME: 2 hours one-way


START: Zion Canyon Visitor Center


END: Mt. Carmel Junction
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Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway





From Zion Canyon, this road climbs through a series of switchbacks, passes through a crazy long tunnel (and a much shorter one), and provides access to the canyons and high plateaus east of Zion Canyon, where you’ll find fewer hikers than on the canyon trails. Take the easy 1-mile (1.6-km) round-trip Canyon Overlook Trail to peer down at the huge Great Arch of Zion, a “blind” arch that’s not carved all the way through. Even if you’re not up for a hike, be sure to stop and admire Checkerboard Mesa, a huge lump of hatch-marked sandstone right at the road’s edge. From the east entrance to the park, the road continues about 13 miles (20.9 km) to its junction with Highway 89. From here, head north to Bryce Canyon National Park.
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Checkerboard Mesa







INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF ZION & BRYCE


It’s an oddity of history that most visitors to Utah’s national parks will see much more evidence of the state’s ancient indigenous residents—in the form of rock art, stone pueblos, and storehouses—than they will of today’s remaining Native Americans. Ancestral Puebloans once resided in Utah and had a settlement in present-day Zion National Park. Thousands of stone dwellings, ceremonial kivas, and towers built by the Ancestral Puebloans still stand in the state.


The Ancestral Puebloans departed from this region about 800 years ago, as did the Fremont, perhaps because of drought, warfare, or disease. (The abandonment of Ancestral Puebloan villages is a mystery still being unearthed by archaeologists.) Some of the Ancestral Puebloans moved south and joined the Pueblo people of present-day Arizona and New Mexico.


When the Mormons arrived in the 1840s, isolated bands of Native Americans lived in the river canyons. Federal reservations were granted to several of these groups.


UTE


Several bands of Utes, or Núuci, ranged over large areas of central and eastern Utah and adjacent Colorado. Originally hunter-gatherers, they acquired horses around 1800 and became skilled raiders. Customs adopted from Plains people included the use of rawhide, tepees, and the travois, a sled used to carry goods. The discovery of gold in southern Colorado and the pressures of farmers there and in Utah forced the Utes to move and renegotiate treaties many times. They now have the large Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation in northeast Utah, the small White Mesa Indian Reservation in southeast Utah, and the Ute Mountain Indian Reservation in southwest Colorado and northwest New Mexico.


SOUTHERN PAIUTE


Six of the 19 major bands of Southern Paiutes, or Nuwuvi, lived along the Santa Clara, Beaver, and Virgin Rivers and in other parts of southwest Utah. Paiute people hunted in the area around Bryce starting in the 1200s. Historically, extended families hunted and gathered food together. Fishing and the cultivation of corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers supplemented the diet of most of the communities. Today, Utah’s Paiutes have their headquarters in Cedar City and scattered small parcels of reservation land. Southern Paiutes also live in southern Nevada and northern Arizona.


NAVAJO


Calling themselves Diné, the Navajo moved into the San Juan River area around 1600. The Navajo have proved exceptionally adaptable in learning new skills from other cultures: Many Navajo crafts, clothing, and religious practices have come from Native American, Spanish, and Anglo neighbors. The Navajo were the first in the area to move away from hunting and gathering lifestyles, relying instead on the farming and shepherding techniques they had learned from the Spanish. The Navajo are one of the largest Native American groups in the country, with 16 million acres of exceptionally scenic land in southeast Utah and adjacent Arizona and New Mexico. The Navajo Nation’s headquarters is at Window Rock, Arizona.


SIGHTS


The Zion Human History Museum contains Ancestral Puebloan artifacts. As you explore Bryce, keep in mind that early indigenous peoples considered some hoodoo areas to be sacred spaces, although there is no evidence to say that they worshipped the rocks themselves.
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Ancient Native Americans left behind an incredible rock art legacy in Utah.
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