

[image: cover-image]





[image: Image]



ZION & BRYCE


W. C. McRAE & JUDY JEWELL


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]




[image: image]



[image: image]




Discover Zion & Bryce

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU WANT . . .

IN THE PARKS

The Best of Zion & Bryce

Red Rocks Road Trip

AVOIDING THE CROWDS

ANCIENT ROCK ART

Best Day Hikes

HOODOOS AND VIEWS

FUN FOR ALL AND ALL FOR FUN

[image: Image]

Southern Utah is so filled with staggering beauty, drama, and power that it seems like a place of myth. Five spectacular national parks and several national monuments are all within a day’s drive of one another. The colorful canyons, arches, and mesas found within this high dry area are surprisingly diverse, and each park has its own characteristic landscape.

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 National Park is famed for its red and pink hoodoos, delicate fingers of stone rising from a steep mountainside. At sunrise the lighting is especially magical, the air crisp, and the trails empty.

A large section of the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument preserves the dry washes and slot canyons trenched by the Escalante River and its tributaries. Long-distance hikers descend into the deep, narrow river channels here to experience the near-mystical harmony of flowing water and stone.

The highlight of Capitol Reef National Park is the Waterpocket Fold, an enormous wrinkle of rock rising from the desert. The Fremont River carves a magnificent canyon through the formation, offering a leafy, well-watered sanctuary from the otherwise arid landscapes of southern Utah.
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In Canyonlands National Park, the Colorado River carves through deep red sandstone. From the Island in the Sky District, expansive vistas take in hundreds of miles of canyon country, while rafting the Colorado’s Cataract Canyon is the wet and thrilling climax of many a vacation. The beauty is more serene and mystical at Arches National Park, where delicate rock arches provide vast windows into the solid rock. Short trails draw hikers into an eerily beautiful land of slickrock promontories and stone arches. High-spirited Moab is the recreational mecca of southeastern Utah, known for its mountain biking and comfortable—even sophisticated—dining and lodging.

Southern Utah is more than a showcase of erosion. Its cliffs and canyons have been home to Native Americans for thousands of years, and the haunting beauty of Native American rock art is on display at hundreds of locations.

Although many people first visit as part of a grand tour of the Southwest, they often return to further explore a smaller and distinctive corner of this vast landscape. After a small glimpse of the magnificence and variety, some latch on to one special place and return year after year, growing to know it intimately.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Zion National Park

In Zion National Park, hiking trails lead up narrow canyons cut into massive stone cliffs, passing quiet pools of water and hanging gardens. The park’s main canyon, carved by the Virgin River, is an easy place to find a day hike; however, the rest of the park’s canyons are the province of canyoneers and long-distance hikers.

Bryce Canyon National Park

Bryce Canyon has famous vistas across an eroded amphitheater of pink sandstone hoodoos. Short trails lead down from the canyon edge into a wonderland of fanciful formations and outcrops, and you’ll have quite a different experience from the amateur photographers perched along the rim if you venture into the park’s backcountry.
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Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument

Grand Staircase preserves some of the Southwest’s best canyon hiking. Numerous day hikes and long-distance hiking trails follow the slot canyons of the Escalante River. Mountain bikers can head down the Hole-in-the-Rock Road or the Burr Trail to visit some of the same landscape via jeep road; even cruising scenic Highway 12 in a car is an eye-popping experience.

Capitol Reef National Park

Capitol Reef preserves a vast wrinkle of rock called the Waterpocket Fold, which buckles up into a vertical barricade across more than 100 miles of southeast Utah. Of the few canyons that penetrate Waterpocket Fold, the Fremont River Canyon is most accessible along Highway 24. Ancient petroglyphs, pioneer farms and orchards, and soaring rock formations extend the length of the canyon. A paved scenic highway explores more canyons along the fold’s western face. The rest of the park is remote backcountry—just the way hikers and backpackers like it.

Canyonlands National Park

Canyonlands National Park is made up of four sections: the River District, containing the canyons of the Colorado and Green Rivers; the Needles District, with hiking trails and backcountry roads through a standing-rock desert; the Maze District, a remote area filled with geologic curiosities and labyrinthine canyons; and the Island in the Sky District, a flat-topped mesa that overlooks the rest. A separate area, the Horseshoe Canyon Unit, lies to the west and contains a significant cache of prehistoric rock art.
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Needles District, Canyonlands



Arches National Park

Just up the road from Moab is Arches National Park, with its famous rock bridges. Arches is a great family park: It’s not too large and there are lots of accessible hikes to explore. Unlike other Utah national parks, there’s plenty to see even if you can’t get out of the car and hike. Be sure to hike the Windows Section, a series of arches and rock fins at the center of the park, and to Delicate Arch, overlooking the Colorado River.

Moab

At the heart of Utah’s slickrock country, Moab is the recreation capital of southeastern Utah. Although mountain biking put Moab on the map, old mining roads make four-wheel-driving an increasingly popular alternative. Arches National Park is just minutes from downtown, and Canyonlands’ districts are an easy drive from Moab. But Moab is a destination in itself: a youthful, high-energy town that offers good restaurants, brewpubs, and coffee shops.

The Southeastern Corner

Although Arches and Canyonlands National Parks get most of the attention from first-time visitors, veterans of the area know that southeastern Utah has abundant other wonders in national recreation areas, national monuments, and state parks. After you have explored the national parks, take time to visit such fascinating destinations as Natural Bridges and Hovenweep National Monuments, Dead Horse Point State Park, and the lovely alpine glades of Manti-La Sal National Forest.


  If You Want . . .

  • Backpacking: Head into the canyons and washes of the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument.

  • Canyoneering: Hike through the water of the Virgin River on the Narrows hike in Zion. For something more challenging, plan ahead and go to the Subway, accessible via the less traveled Kolob Terrace area of Zion.

  • Horseback Riding: Sorrel River Ranch offers trail rides through dramatic red-rock landscapes just across from Arches National Park.

  • Kid-Friendly Activities: There’s something magical about the sandstone spans and hoodoos in Arches, and exploring these awe-inspiring landmarks doesn’t require a lot of stamina from little legs.
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    canyoneering the Virgin River Narrows

  

  • Mountain Biking: Moab gets all the press, and serious mountain bikers must visit, but Red Canyon (just outside Bryce) has good biking without the hype.

  • Photography: Sleep the day away if need be, but be sure to catch sunrise and sunset at Bryce. And don’t stop there; the hoodoos are at their most photogenic when you hike down to visit them close up.

  • Rafting: The Colorado River offers sensational river rafting, with outfitters in Moab tempting you with everything from tame family excursions to adrenaline-pounding white water.

  • Rock Climbing: The big walls in Zion Canyon attract climbers, but the true hotspot is just east of Canyonland’s Needles District, at Indian Creek.

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

  • Solitude: It’s true—the marquee parks like Arches and Bryce are busy places. Plan a backcountry trek in Capitol Reef to have the wilderness to yourself.

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



When to Go

High Season (Apr.-June, Late Sept.-Oct.)

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

Spring rain can also dampen trails, and late winter-early spring storms can play havoc with backcountry roads. Bryce Canyon, at 6,600-9,100 feet, can be snowy well into the spring, but it is pleasant during the summer when other areas of southern Utah bake.

Mid-Season (Nov.-Mar.)

A few highways 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. Around Escalante, the canyons can be quite nice in the winter during the day, but nights are freezing. In Canyonlands and Arches, winter days tend to be bright and sunny, but nighttime temperatures can dip into the teens or lower.
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winter in Arches National Park



• Natural Bridges, Capitol Reef: $15 per vehicle

Low Season (July-Early Sept.)

Thunderstorms are fairly common in summer (late July-early Sept.) and bring the threat of flash flooding, especially in slot canyons. In Canyonlands, Arches, and Moab, summer temperatures can reach the 100s.

Before You Go

Park Fees and Passes

If you’re planning on making the rounds of the national parks, buy an America the Beautiful—National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass (valid for one year, $80) at your first stop to cover entrance to all national parks. Senior passes (lifetime pass $10) and free passes for residents with permanent disabilities are also available. Note that at press time, national park fees were under review. Call ahead to confirm.

• Zion, Bryce: $30 per vehicle

• Arches, Canyonlands: $25 per vehicle

• Hovenweep: $6 per vehicle


• Cedar Breaks: $7 entrance fee

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

Reservations

Many national parks now offer reserved campsites. If you want to camp in a park, reserve ahead—this is especially important at Arches—or plan to arrive early in the day to get an unreserved site.

ZION

Reservations at Zion Lodge (888/297-2757, www.zionlodge.com) can be made up to 13 months in advance. Watchman Campground (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov) accepts advance reservations for some campsites.
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historic cottages at Zion Lodge



BRYCE

Make reservations at the Lodge at Bryce Canyon (877/386-4383, http://brycecanyonforever.com) as far in advance as possible. Reservations are accepted at least two days in advance for 20 sites at Sunset Campground (877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov).

ARCHES

Reservations at Devils Garden Campground (www.recreation.gov) must be made no less than 4 days and no more than 240 days in advance.

In the Parks

Visitors Centers

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

• Zion Canyon Visitor Center (8am-6pm daily mid-Apr.-late May and Sept.-mid-Oct., 8am-7:30pm daily late May-Aug., 8am-5pm daily mid-Oct.-mid-Apr.) is located at the South Entrance.



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

• Escalante Interagency Visitor Center (8am-4:30pm daily mid-Mar.-mid-Nov., 8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri. mid-Nov.-mid-Mar.) is in Escalante.

• Capitol Reef (Hwy. 24, 8am-6pm daily June-Sept., 8am-4:30pm daily Oct.-May) is on Highway 24 at the turnoff for Fruita Campground and the Scenic Drive.

• The Moab Information Center (8am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-6pm Sun. early Mar.-Nov.) can handle inquiries about the town and the nearby parks, Arches and Canyonlands.

• The Arches Visitor Center (7:30am-6:00pm daily mid-June-Aug., 8am-6pm daily Sept.-Oct, 8am-4:30pm daily Nov.-Mar.) is just past the park entrance booth.

Where to Stay

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

ZION

South Campground (Mar.-Nov.) has 126 first-come, first-served sites that fill by early afternoon. Outside the park, Springdale offers lodging and private campgrounds.

BRYCE

North Campground (year-round) has 86 sites available on a first-come, first-served basis. Sunset Campground (closed winter) has 80 first-come, first-served sites. There are many motel rooms just outside the park boundary, and the nearby towns of Tropic and Panguitch are also good bets. Kodachrome Basin State Park, about 20 miles south of Bryce, has great campsites.

GRAND STAIRCASE

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


CAPITOL REEF

All campgrounds are open year-round and are first-come, first served. It’s best to arrive here early in the day to claim a spot. Stay in nearby Torrey if you want a roof over your head.

CANYONLANDS

All campgrounds are open year-round and are first-come, first served. In the Needles District, both loops of the Squaw Flat Campground have excellent sites. If full, head east and camp either at the private Needles Outpost or at Bureau of Land Management sites along Lockhart Basin Road, east of the park entrance.


ARCHES

In winter, sites 1-24 at Devils Garden Campground are available first-come, first-served. Moab offers lodging. There are also many campsites in the Moab area, from primitive sites along the Colorado River to shady comfort in town at the private tents-only Up the Creek campground.
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Arches campground



Getting Around

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



PARK SHUTTLES

April-October, Zion’s park road is accessible only via free park shuttle. A free shuttle services Bryce Canyon May-October 8am-8pm.


The Best of Zion & Bryce


The following itinerary only scratches the surface of what there is to see, but with this sampler, you’ll know where to focus your adventure.

Day 1

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

Day 2

Hike up the West Rim Trail to Angels Landing, or hike the Emerald Pools trails for something a bit easier going. Visit Springdale’s galleries in the afternoon. End the day with an early evening hike up the Watchman Trail.

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



Day 3

Head east out of the park via the Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway (Hwy. 9); turn north onto U.S. 89 and east onto Highway 12 to reach Bryce Canyon National Park (84 miles from Zion). Park the car and spend the day riding the park shuttle to vista points and exploring hoodoos from trailheads along the road. Camp in the park, or stay at the historic park lodge or one of the motels just outside the park entrance.

With More Time

If you’re driving from Bryce back to Las Vegas, leave time for a stop in the Kolob Canyons section of Zion National Park. It’s just off I-15 south of Cedar City. This is a little out of the way for Salt Lake City-bound travelers, who may want to take time to visit Red Canyon, which is just a few miles outside of Bryce’s entrance.


Red Rocks Road Trip


Despite their proximity, visiting all of Utah’s national parks is a bit complicated because of the rugged terrain and lack of roads. You must plan on a lot of driving. So get in a road-trip frame of mind, cue up some good music, and head out.

Day 1

From Bryce Canyon National Park, drive 42 miles east on Highway 12 through the town of Escalante to the dramatic Lower Calf Creek Falls trail. Cool your toes in the pool under the falls, then continue east to Boulder, where you’ll spend the night at the Boulder Mountain Lodge (be sure to make reservations for dinner at Hell’s Backbone Grill when you book your hotel room).
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Hell’s Backbone Grill in the tiny town of Boulder



Day 2

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

Day 3

From Boulder, follow Highway 12 north 39 miles over Boulder Mountain to Highway 24 and Torrey, your base for exploring Capitol Reef National Park. In the park, explore the old pioneer town of Fruita, hike to see petroglyphs, and drive the scenic park road. Add a hike up the Chimney Rock Trail or along Grand Wash, then return to Torrey for dinner and bed.

Day 4

Head to the east side of Capitol Reef and turn south from Highway 24 onto the Notom-Bullfrog Road and follow this well-maintained (but mostly dirt) road 68 miles south to Bullfrog Bay, where a ferry (May-Oct.) crosses Lake Powell. Ride the ferry, and once on the other side, head away from the lake for 40 miles on Highway 276 to Highway 95 and Natural Bridges National Monument. (If you’d rather stick to pavement, or if the ferry isn’t in season, continue east on Highway 24 to Hanksville, then turn south onto Highway 95 to reach Natural Bridges.) Often overlooked, this small park is a gem, with three massive rock bridges and an Ancestral Puebloan cliff dwelling along a nine-mile loop highway. A small campground is the only lodging at Natural Bridges, so you’ll have to head back to Highway 95 and continue east to U.S. 191 to find a room for the night. The first town you’ll come to on U.S. 191 is Blanding, which has plenty of options; however, tiny Bluff, 26 miles south, is more charming.




Avoiding the Crowds

Many areas outside Utah’s national parks are often less crowded but equally compelling.

• Cedar Breaks National Monument preserves an area with formations similar to Bryce Canyon, but without the crowds.

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

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

• Hovenweep National Monument contains the ruins of ancient Ancestral Puebloan stone villages.
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Hovenweep National Monument



• Natural Bridges National Monument contains rock formations that rival Arches National Park.

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

• Goblin Valley State Park has trails among goblin-shaped hoodoos.



Day 5

Get an early start if you want to explore the Needles District of Canyonlands National Park. Head north 46 miles from Bluff and follow well-marked paved roads west and north to BLM Newspaper Rock Historical Monument, one of the finest and most accessible petroglyph sites in Utah. From Newspaper Rock, continue west on Highway 211 to the Needles District, where a good short hike is along the Cave Spring Trail. Unless you’re camping in Canyonlands, head back to U.S. 191 and north 40 miles to spend the night in Moab.

Day 6

Moab is just a few miles south of Arches National Park. You can tour Arches in half a day if you take only short hikes to viewpoints; if you want to visit all of the sites along the park road and hike to famed Delicate Arch, you’ll spend all day in the park.
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Delicate Arch



Day 7

Spend your last day exploring Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky District, taking in the astonishing vista points (particularly Grand View Point) and saving time for a hike to the cliff edge. In the evening, enjoy the lively scene in Moab, with its good restaurants and brewpubs.


  Ancient Rock Art

  The Colorado Plateau contains a rich tapestry of pictographs (drawings painted on rock using natural dyes) and petroglyphs (images carved into stone). Searching out rock-art panels can easily become an obsession, and it’s a good one, since it will lead you far off the beaten path and deep into canyons that were once central for the area’s ancient inhabitants.

  • Boynton Overlook: Stop at this overlook between the towns of Escalante and Boulder and scan the cliff face across the river to see a pictograph of many handprints (click here).

  • Fremont Petroglyphs: Easily viewed along Highway 24 in Capitol Reef’s Fremont River Canyon, these petroglyphs depict horned mountain sheep and humans in headdresses (click here).
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    The Horseshoe Canyon Unit of Canyonlands is a trove of ancient rock art.

  

  • Newspaper Rock: This easily reached showcase of rock art with an astonishing variety of images is located just outside Canyonlands’ Needles District (click here).

  • Great Gallery: One of the most important rock-art sites in the United States is found at the end of a half-day hike in Canyonlands’ Horseshoe Canyon Unit (click here).
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    Great Gallery

  

    • Delicate Arch: On this popular hiking trail in Arches National Park, look for an often-overlooked panel of Ute-style rock-art images (click here).

    • Holly Ruins: You’ll find many petroglyphs in this portion of Hovenweep National Monument, one of Utah’s best-preserved Ancestral Puebloan villages (click here).



Best Day Hikes

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

Zion

The Emerald Pools trails start from Zion Lodge and make good variable-length hikes. Depending on your stamina and time available, hike to Lower, Middle, or Upper Emerald Pool, or visit all three.

Bryce

Given the high elevation and the fact that all of Bryce’s best hikes descend from the rim (meaning a climb back up to the rim at the hike’s end), it’s good to start with the relatively easy 1.5-mile trek to Queen’s Garden. This will get you off the rim and down into the hoodoos and, unless you’re acclimated to the 8,000-foot elevation, give you a bit of a workout. You can connect with the Navajo Loop Trail to bring the total distance to about three miles.



[image: Image]


the Navajo Loop Trail



Grand Staircase-Escalante

The hike up Calf Creek to Lower Calf Creek Falls is a delectable sampler of the sights that make the slickrock canyon country of Escalante so compelling. From a trailhead right off Highway 12 (15 miles northeast of Escalante), a trail follows a desert canyon past rock art, ruins of an ancient Native American village, and beaver ponds, and terminates at a delicate 126-foot waterfall. The 5.5-mile round-trip trail is easy enough for families.


Capitol Reef

Many of the hikes in Capitol Reef involve quite a bit of climbing, but hiking Grand Wash is easy and scenic. Grand Wash is one of only five canyons that cut through the rock reef, with walls up to 800 feet high and narrows of just 20 feet. Pick up the trail from Highway 24, five miles south of the visitors center, where Grand Wash enters Fremont Canyon. For a view over the wash, continue on the trail and climb up to Cassidy Arch (3.5 miles round-trip), named after outlaw Butch Cassidy.

Canyonlands

Hiking into Horseshoe Canyon to view the phenomenal rock art at the Great Gallery is a near-mystical experience. The trail (7 miles round-trip) requires negotiating a steep canyon wall, but these stunning petroglyphs in a verdant canyon are worth it. The trailhead is 30 miles east of Highway 24 on gravel roads.

In Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky District, the landscape is nearly all vertical. The Grand View Trail traverses more level ground, ending at the southernmost tip of the Island in the Sky peninsula, where you’ll have views over much of the park, including the Green and Colorado River gorges.

The hike to Chesler Park, in the Needles District, begins at the busy four-wheeling Elephant Hill parking area but quickly leads away from the noisy crowds to a lovely meadow, complete with old cowboy line camp.

Arches

The three-mile round-trip hike to Delicate Arch is a moderately demanding trail up a slickrock formation to the arch and transcendent views over the Colorado River Canyon. If you’d prefer a trail without the crowds, go to Devils Garden, at the end of the paved parkway, and hike the 7.2-mile loop trail past eight arches and the weird formations in Fin Canyon.


Hoodoos and Views

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

CANYON VIEWS

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

• Angels Landing and Court of the Patriarchs: If you really want views, take the steep hike to Angels Landing in Zion National Park. For an eyeful without a hike, jump off the shuttle bus at the Court of the Patriarchs (click here and click here).
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Court of the Patriarchs



• Hog’s Back: Between Escalante and Boulder, Highway 12 climbs up this steep fin of rock from which the slot canyons of the Escalante River and the cliffs of the Aquarius Plateau form a jaw-dropping 360-degree vista (click here).

• Navajo Knobs: From this point 1,500 feet above the Fremont River Canyon, reached after a six-mile climb from the Hickman Natural Bridge trailhead, you’ll take in most of southern Utah and the snakelike ridge of the 100-mile-long Waterpocket Fold (click here).

• Dead Horse Point State Park and Grand View Point: From the main access road into the Island in the Sky section of Canyonlands, two road-end vista points provide swallow-your-gum views over the incredible Colorado River Canyon. From Dead Horse Point State Park, a 30-foot-wide neck of land extends into the void over the twisting channels of the river 2,000 feet below. Continue to Grand View Point, above the confluence of the Colorado and the Green Rivers, for vistas of canyons, sheer rock walls, pinnacles, and distant mountains (click here and click here).

ARCHES AND HOODOOS

How do they remain standing? These delicate-seeming stone pinnacles and arches have stood the test of time.

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

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

• Monument Valley: These towering pinnacles of stone have served as backdrop to innumerable Western movies (click here).

• Natural Bridges National Monument: Often overlooked, the incredible rock spans here are some of the largest and most dramatic in Utah (click here).




Fun for All and All for Fun

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

• Zion National Park: The Zion Nature Center (click here) offers daily programs on geology, animals, and ecosystems; short hikes on weekdays may include lessons on using a global positioning system (GPS) unit. Horseback riding (click here) is a hit with kids ages seven and older; trail rides start at the corrals near Zion Lodge. Or spend an afternoon or evening at the Zion Canyon Giant Screen Theatre (click here).

• Bryce Canyon National Park: Fantastically sculpted rocks give even the stodgiest hikers a child’s sense of imagination. Wander down the Queen’s Garden Trail (click here) and make up your own names for the rock formations.

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

• Arches National Park: A ranger-led hike in the Fiery Furnace (click here) requires a bit of hiking experience and agility; children under age five are not permitted, but older kids will enjoy the scenery and the scrambling.
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hiking in the Fiery Furnace in Arches National Park



• Moab: Cap off a visit to canyon country with a raft trip down the Colorado River. Rent rafts and life jackets for the put-in at Fisher Towers (click here), 23 miles north. With quiet stretches punctuated by white water, it’s a good bet for families.





[image: Image]


Zion National Park

HIGHLIGHTS

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Exploring the Park

VISITORS CENTERS

TOURS

ZION NATURE CENTER

ZION HUMAN HISTORY MUSEUM

ZION CANYON

EAST OF ZION CANYON

KOLOB TERRACE

KOLOB CANYONS

Recreation

HIKING IN ZION CANYON

HIKING EAST OF ZION CANYON

HIKING OFF HIGHWAY 9

HIKING FROM KOLOB TERRACE ROAD

HIKING IN KOLOB CANYONS

BIKING

HORSEBACK RIDING

CLIMBING

OUTFITTERS

Accommodations and Food

ZION LODGE

CAMPGROUNDS

Transportation

GETTING THERE

GETTING AROUND

Springdale and Vicinity

SIGHTS

ACCOMMODATIONS

FOOD

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

GETTING THERE

St. George

SIGHTS

RECREATION

ACCOMMODATIONS

FOOD

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

GETTING THERE

Cedar City

SIGHTS

SCENIC DRIVES

ACCOMMODATIONS

FOOD

INFORMATION AND SERVICES

GETTING THERE


[image: Image]

hiking Zion trails.




Highlights

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

S Zion Canyon Visitor Center: It’s always a good idea to drop by a park’s visitors center, and this one is an especially interesting place to explore. The highlights are the outdoor exhibits, the excellent bookstore, and a shuttle bus stop that will ferry you up the canyon (click here).

S Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint: Hop off the shuttle bus to spend a few moments trying to fit all three mountains into your camera’s viewfinder. The Patriarchs are emblematic of Zion’s massive sandstone rocks (click here).

S Emerald Pools Trails: A little bit like in the story of the three bears, there’s an Emerald Pool Trail that’s right for just about everyone. The trail to the lower pool is paved (though nonelectric wheelchair users may need a push), the trail to the middle pool offers a good short hike, and the trail to the upper pool will make most hikers break a sweat. All three pools are indeed emerald green, and the trails are lined with wildflowers (click here).
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S West Rim Trail to Angels Landing: If you want to do one vigorous day hike, this is a classic. Be prepared for spectacular views and some tenuous footing along the way—not for acrophobes or children (click here).

S Hidden Canyon Trail: Hike up the East Rim Trail to the turnoff for Hidden Canyon. After a chain-assisted traverse of a cliff face, you’ll pop into a shady, steep-walled narrow canyon with caves, pools, a small arch, and moisture-loving plants (click here).

S The Narrows: Step into the Virgin River to wade upstream into spectacular canyons. This hike requires special preparation (gear up at local outfitters with river-walking shoes and a hiking stick) and careful walking. Although it can be extremely strenuous when water levels are high, it’s accessible to reasonably strong hikers during the low-water summer months. (click here).



Zion is a magnificent park with stunning, soaring scenery. The canyon’s name is credited to Isaac Behunin, a Mormon pioneer who believed this spot to be a refuge from religious persecution. When Brigham Young later visited the canyon, however, he found tobacco and wine in use and declared the place “not Zion”—which some dutiful followers then began calling it.

The geology here is all about rocks and water. Little trickles of water, percolating through massive chunks of sandstone, have created both dramatic canyons and markedly undesertlike habitats, enabling an incredible variety of plants to find niches.

The first thing that catches the attention of visitors are the sheer cliffs and great monoliths of Zion Canyon, reaching high into the heavens. Energetic streams and other forces of erosion created this land of finely sculptured rock. The park spreads across 147,000 acres and contains eight geologic formations and four major vegetation zones. Elevations range from 3,666 feet, in lower Coalpits Wash, to 8,726 feet, atop Horse Ranch Mountain.
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Zion’s grandeur is evident all through the year. Even rainy days can be memorable as waterfalls plunge from nearly every crevice in the cliffs above. Spring and fall are the choice seasons for pleasant temperatures and the best chances of seeing wildlife and wildflowers. From about mid-October through early November, cottonwoods and other trees and plants blaze with color. Summer temperatures in the canyons can be uncomfortably hot, with highs hovering above 100°F. Summer is also the busiest season. In winter, nighttime temperatures drop to near freezing, and the weather tends to be unpredictable, with bright sunshine one day and freezing rain the next. Snow-covered slopes contrast with colorful rocks. Snow may block some of the high-country trails and the road to Lava Point, but the rest of the park is open and accessible year-round.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Visitors short on time should drop in at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center and ride the shuttle along Zion Canyon Scenic Drive, stopping for short walks on the Weeping Rock and Riverside Walk Trails. If you have a full day, you can also include an easy hike to the Emerald Pools or an ambitious trek up to Angels Landing.

It’s always worth spending part of a day hiking with a park ranger. If you can join a ranger hike, spend the morning of your second day going wherever the ranger leads you. In the afternoon, depending on your energy, hike to Weeping Rock (short) or Hidden Canyon (longer).

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



For visitors with more time and a desire to leave busy Zion Canyon, the Kolob is great for longer hikes. It’s also worth taking just a couple of hours to drive Kolob Canyons Road, which begins at I-15 about 17 miles south of Cedar City. Motorists with more time may also want to drive Kolob Terrace Road to Lava Point for another perspective of the park; this drive is about 44 miles round-trip from the town of Virgin and has some unpaved sections.

Exploring the Park

Zion National Park (435/772-3256, www.nps.gov/zion, $30 per vehicle, $25 per motorcycle, $15 pedestrians and cyclists) has four main sections: Zion Canyon, a higher-elevation area east of Zion Canyon, the Kolob Terrace, and Kolob Canyons. The highlight for most visitors is Zion Canyon, which is approximately 2,400 feet deep. Zion Canyon Scenic Drive winds through the canyon along the North Fork of the Virgin River, past some of the most spectacular scenery in the park. A shuttle bus ferries visitors along this route spring-early fall. Hiking trails branch off to lofty viewpoints and narrow side canyons. Water-loving adventurers can continue past the pavement’s end and hike up the Virgin River at the Narrows in upper Zion Canyon.


Zion in One Day

Park your car at Zion Canyon Visitor Center. Enjoy the exhibits, then jump on the free park shuttle for a stroll on the Riverside Walk or Weeping Rock, which is only half a mile round trip. Jump off the shuttle at Zion Lodge for lunch at the Red Rock Grill. Then take a longer hike: Hidden Canyon is lots fun and won’t utterly deplete experienced hikers. If you don’t hike much, the trails to the Emerald Pools are easier. Springdale is just a short walk or shuttle bus ride from the park entrance, and it has several very good restaurants, shops, and galleries.



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

VISITORS CENTERS

S Zion Canyon Visitor Center

The park’s sprawling visitors center (435/772-3256, 8am-6pm daily mid-Apr.-late May and Sept.-mid-Oct., 8am-7:30pm daily late May-Aug., 8am-5pm daily mid-Oct.-mid-Apr.), between Watchman and South Campgrounds, is a hub of activity. The plaza outside the building features several interpretive plaques, including some pointing out environmentally sensitive design features of the visitors center. Inside, a large area is devoted to backcountry information; staff members can answer your questions about various trails, give you updates on the weather forecast, and help you arrange a shuttle to remote trailheads. The backcountry desk (435/772-0170) opens at 7am daily late April-late October, an hour earlier than the rest of the visitors center. A Backcountry Shuttle Board allows hikers to coordinate transportation between trailheads.

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

Kolob Canyons Visitor Center

Although it is small and has just a handful of exhibits, this visitors center (435/772-3256, 8am-5pm daily mid-Apr.-late May and Sept.-mid-Oct., 8am-6pm daily late May-Aug., 8am-4:30pm daily mid-Oct.-mid-Apr.) is a good place to stop for information on exploring the Kolob region. Hikers can learn about current trail conditions and obtain the permits required for overnight trips and Zion Narrows day trips. Books, topographic and geologic maps, posters, postcards, slides, and film are sold. The visitors center and the start of Kolob Canyons Road are just off I-15’s exit 40.


TOURS

With the exception of ranger-led hikes, Zion Canyon Field Institute classes, horseback rides from Zion Lodge, and the running commentary from the more loquacious shuttle-bus drivers, Zion is a do-it-yourself park. Outfitters are not permitted to lead trips within the park. If you’d like a guided tour outside park boundaries, there are several outfitters in Springdale that lead biking, canyoneering, and climbing trips.

The best way to get a feel for Zion’s impressive geology and variety of habitats is to take a hike with a park ranger. Many nature programs and hikes are offered late March-November; check the posted schedule at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center. Children’s programs, including the popular Junior Ranger program, are held Memorial Day-Labor Day at Zion Nature Center near South Campground; ask at the visitors center for details.

The Zion Canyon Field Institute (435/772-3265, www.zionpark.org) is authorized to run educational programs in the park, which include animal tracking, photography, and archaeology; fees vary.

ZION NATURE CENTER

At the northern end of South Campground, the Zion Nature Center (noon-5pm daily summer) houses programs for kids, including Junior Ranger activities for ages 6-12. Although there’s no shuttle stop for the Nature Center, it’s an easy walk along the Pa’rus Trail from the Zion Canyon Visitor Center or the Human History Museum. Check the park newsletter for kids’ programs and family hikes. Programs focus on natural history topics such as insects and bats in the park. Many Junior Ranger activities can be done on your own—pick up a booklet ($1) at the visitors center bookstore.

ZION HUMAN HISTORY MUSEUM

The old park visitors center has been retooled as the Zion Human History Museum (10am-5pm daily, closed Dec.-early Mar., entry included in park admission fee), covering southern Utah’s cultural history with a film introducing the park and fairly bare-bones exhibits focusing on Native American and Mormon history. It’s at the first shuttle stop after the visitors center. This is a good place to visit when you’re too tired to hike any farther or if the weather forces you to seek shelter. The museum’s back patio is a good place to watch the sun rise over the tall peaks of the West Temple and Altar of Sacrifice (so named because of the red streaks of iron on its face).

ZION CANYON

During the busy seasons, April-October, the six-mile Zion Canyon Scenic Drive is closed to private cars, and you must travel up and down Zion Canyon in a shuttle bus (90 minutes round-trip, free). Most visitors find the shuttle an easy and enjoyable way to visit Zion Canyon sites. The road follows the North Fork of the Virgin River upstream, passing impressive natural formations along the way, including the Three Patriarchs, Mountain of the Sun, Lady Mountain, Great White Throne, Angels Landing, and Weeping Rock. The bus stops at eight points of interest along the way; you can get on and off the bus as often as you want at these stops. The road ends at Temple of Sinawava and the beginning of the Riverside Walk Trail.
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The Virgin River cuts a path through Zion Canyon.



S Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint

A short trail from the parking area leads to the viewpoint. The Patriarchs, a trio of peaks to the west, overlook Birch Creek; they are, from left to right, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Mount Moroni, the reddish peak on the far right, partially blocks the view of Jacob. Although the official viewpoint is a beautiful place to relax and enjoy the view, you’ll get an even better view if you cross the road and head about 0.5 mile up Sand Bench Trail.

Zion Lodge

Rustic Zion Lodge (435/772-7700, www.zionlodge.com), with its big front lawn, spacious lobby, snack bar, restaurant, and restrooms, is a natural stop for most park visitors. You don’t need to be a guest at the lodge to enjoy the ambience of its public areas, and the snack bar is not a bad place to grab lunch.

Cross the road from the lodge to catch the Emerald Pools trails, or walk a 0.5 mile north from the Zion Lodge shuttle stop to reach the Grotto.

The Grotto

The Grotto is a popular place for a picnic. From here, a trail leads back to the lodge, and across the road, the Kayenta Trail links up with the Emerald Pools trails and the West Rim Trail leads to Angels Landing and to the Kolob Terrace section of the park.

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


Navajo Sandstone

Take a look anywhere along Zion Canyon and you’ll see 1,600-2,200-foot cliffs of Navajo sandstone. The big walls of Zion were formed from sand dunes deposited during a hot dry period about 200 million years ago. Shifting winds blew the sand from one direction, then another—a careful inspection of the sandstone layer reveals the diagonal lines resulting from this “cross-bedding.” Studies by researchers at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln conclude that the vast dunes of southern Utah were formed when the landmass on which they sit was about 15 degrees north of the equator, at about the same location as Honduras is today. The shift patterns apparent in the sandstone—the slanting striations easily seen in cliff faces—were caused in part by intense monsoon rains, which served to compact and move the dunes each rainy season.

Eventually, a shallow sea washed over the dunes. Lapping waves left shells behind, and as the shells dissolved, their lime seeped down into the sand and cemented it into sandstone. After the Colorado Plateau lifted, rivers cut deeply through the sandstone layer. The formation’s lower layers are stained red from iron oxides.



Weeping Rock

Several trails, including the short and easy Weeping Rock Trail, start here. Weeping Rock is home to hanging gardens and many moisture-loving plants, including the striking Zion shooting star. The rock “weeps” because this is a boundary between porous Navajo sandstone and denser Kayenta shale. Water trickles down through the sandstone, and when it can’t penetrate the shale, it moves laterally to the face of the cliff.

While you’re at Weeping Rock, scan the cliffs for the remains of cables and rigging that were used to lower timber from the top of the rim down to the canyon floor. During the early 1900s, this wood was used to build pioneer settlements in the area.
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hanging gardens at Weeping Rock



Big Bend

Look up: This is where you’re likely to see rock climbers on the towering walls or hikers on Angels Landing. Because outfitters aren’t allowed to bring groups into the park, these climbers presumably are quite experienced and know what they’re doing.

Temple of Sinawava

The last shuttle stop is at this canyon, where 2,000-foot-tall rock walls reach up from the sides of the Virgin River. There’s not really enough room for the road to continue farther up the canyon, but it’s spacious enough for a fine paved wheelchair-accessible walking path. Plants sprout from hanging gardens on the cliffs, and birds nest in some of the holes in the cliff walls. The Riverside Walk heads one mile upstream to the Virgin Narrows, a place where the canyon becomes too narrow even for a sidewalk to squeeze through. You may see people hiking up the Narrows (in the river) from the end of the Riverside Walk. Don’t join them unless you’re properly outfitted.


EAST OF ZION CANYON

The east section of the park is a land of sandstone slickrock, hoodoos, and narrow canyons. You can see much of the dramatic scenery along the Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway (Hwy. 9) between the east entrance station and Zion Canyon. If you want to pull off the road and explore, try hiking a canyon or heading up a slickrock slope (the pass between Crazy Quilt and Checkerboard Mesas is one possibility). Highlights on the plateau include views of the White Cliffs and Checkerboard Mesa, both near the east entrance station, and a hike on the Canyon Overlook Trail, which begins just east of the long tunnel. Checkerboard Mesa’s distinctive pattern is caused by a combination of vertical fractures and horizontal bedding planes, both accentuated by weathering.
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the high plateau east of Zion Canyon



The highway’s spectacular descent into Zion Canyon goes first through a 530-foot tunnel, then a 1.1-mile tunnel, followed by a series of six switchbacks to the canyon floor. Because the longer tunnel, completed in 1930, is narrow, any vehicle more than 7 feet, 10 inches wide, 11 feet, 4 inches high, or 40 feet long (50 feet with trailer) must be escorted through in one-way traffic; a $15 fee, good for two passages, is charged at the tunnel to do this. Bicycles must be carried through the long tunnel on a car or truck; it’s too dangerous to ride.

KOLOB TERRACE

The Kolob Terrace section of the park is a high plateau roughly parallel to and west of Zion Canyon. From the town of Virgin (15 miles west of the south entrance station on Hwy. 9), the steep (but now paved) Kolob Terrace Road runs north through ranch land and up a narrow tongue of land with drop-offs on either side, and then onto a high plateau where the land widens out. The Hurricane Cliffs rise from the gorge to the west, and the back sides of Zion Canyon’s big walls are to the east. The road passes in and out of the park and terminates at Kolob Reservoir, a popular boating and fishing destination outside the park. This section of the park is much higher than Zion Canyon, so it is a good place to explore when the canyon swelters in the summertime. It’s also much less crowded than the busy canyon. Snow usually blocks the way in winter.

Lava Point

The panorama from Lava Point (elevation 7,890 feet) takes in the Cedar Breaks area to the north, the Pink Cliffs to the northeast, Zion Canyon Narrows and tributaries to the east, the Sentinel and other monoliths of Zion Canyon to the southeast, and Mount Trumbull on the Arizona Strip to the south. Signs help identify features. Lava Point, which sits atop a lava flow, is a good place to cool off in summer—temperatures are about 20 degrees cooler than in Zion Canyon. Aspen, ponderosa pine, Gambel oak, and white fir grow here. A small primitive campground near the point offers sites during warmer months (free), but there is no water. From Virgin, take the Kolob Terrace Road about 21 miles north to the Lava Point turnoff; the viewpoint is 1.8 miles farther on a well-marked but unpaved spur road. (Vehicles longer than 19 feet are prohibited on the Lava Point road.) Expect the trip from Virgin to Lava Point to take about an hour.


Kolob Reservoir

This high-country lake north of Lava Point has good fishing for rainbow trout. An unpaved boat ramp is at the south end near the dam. People sometimes camp along the shore, although there are no facilities. Most of the surrounding land is private. To reach the reservoir, continue north 3.5 miles on Kolob Terrace Road from the Lava Point turnoff. The fair-weather road can also be followed past the reservoir to the Cedar City area. Blue Springs Reservoir, near the turnoff for Lava Point, is closed to the public.

KOLOB CANYONS

North and west of Zion Canyon is the remote backcountry of the Kolob. This area became a second Zion National Monument in 1937, and then was added to Zion National Park in 1956. The paved five-mile Kolob Canyons Road begins at the Kolob Canyons Visitor Center just off I-15 and ends at the Timber Creek Overlook Trail; it’s open year-round.

Kolob Canyons Road

This five-mile scenic drive winds past the dramatic Finger Canyons of the Kolob to Timber Creek Overlook Trail. The road is paved and has many pullouts where you can stop to admire the scenery. The first part of the drive follows the 200-mile-long Hurricane Fault, which forms the west edge of the Markagunt Plateau. Look for the tilted rock layers deformed by friction as the plateau rose nearly one mile. Taylor Creek Trail, which begins two miles past the visitors center, provides a close look at the canyons.

Lee Pass, four miles beyond the visitors center, was named after John D. Lee, who was the only person ever convicted of a crime in the infamous Mountain Meadows Massacre; he’s believed to have lived nearby for a short time after the 1857 incident, in which a California-bound wagon train was attacked by an alliance of Mormons and local Native Americans. About 120 people in the wagon train were killed. Only small children too young to tell the story were spared. The close-knit Mormon community tried to cover up the incident and hindered federal attempts to apprehend the killers. Only Lee, who was in charge of Indian affairs in southern Utah at the time, was ever brought to justice; he was later executed.

La Verkin Creek Trail begins at the Lee Pass trailhead and offers trips to Kolob Arch and beyond. Signs at the end of the road identify the points, buttes, mesas, and mountains. The salmon-colored Navajo sandstone cliffs glow a deep red at sunset. Timber Creek Overlook Trail begins from the picnic area at road’s end and climbs 0.5 mile to the overlook (elevation 6,369 feet); views encompass the Pine Valley Mountains, Zion Canyon, and distant Mount Trumbull.

Recreation

Zion’s hiking trails are tailored to all abilities, making it easy to explore. Both the Pa’rus Trail and Riverside Walk are wheelchair accessible. Casual hikers can spend several days riding the shuttle bus up Zion Canyon and hopping off for day hikes. These hikes, past lush hanging gardens or up to vertiginous viewpoints, may whet your appetite for extended backpacking trips or an in-water hike up the Virgin River Narrows.

Experienced hikers can do countless off-trail routes in the canyons and plateaus surrounding Zion Canyon; rangers can suggest areas. Rappelling and other climbing skills may be needed to negotiate drops in some of the more remote canyons. Groups cannot exceed 12 hikers per trail or drainage. Overnight hikers must obtain backcountry permits from the Zion Canyon or Kolob Canyons Visitor Centers or from https://zionpermits.nps.gov. The permit fees are based on group size: $10 for 1-2 people, $15 for 3-7, and $20 for 8-12, plus an additional $5 for online purchases. Some areas of the park—mainly those near roads and major trails—are closed to overnight use. Ask about shuttles to backcountry trailheads outside Zion Canyon at the visitors center’s backcountry desk (435/772-0170). Shuttles are also available from Zion Rock and Mountain Guides (1458 Zion Park Blvd., Springdale, 435/772-3303, www.zionrockguides.com) and the Zion Adventure Company (36 Lion Blvd., Springdale, 435/772-1001, www.zionadventures.com) in Springdale.


  Zion Hikes

  
  
    
      	Trail
      	Eff­ort
      	Dis­tan­ce
      	Dur­at­ion
    

    
      	Wee­ping Rock Trail
      	easy
      	0.5 mile rou­nd-­trip
      	30 min­utes
    

    
      	Can­yon Over­look Trail
      	easy
      	1 mile rou­nd-­trip
      	1 hour
    

    
      	Sand Bench Trail
      	easy
      	1.7 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	3 hou­rs
    

    
      	Riv­ers­ide Walk
      	easy
      	2.2 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	1.5-2 hou­rs
    

    
      	Coal­pits Wash
      	easy
      	3.5 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	2 hou­rs
    

    
      	Pa’­rus Trail
      	easy
      	3.5 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	2 hou­rs
    

    
      	Nort­hgate Peaks Trail
      	easy
      	4 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	2 hou­rs
    

    
      	Huber Wash
      	easy
      	5 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	2.5 hou­rs
    

    
      	Tim­ber Cre­ek Over­look Trail
      	ea­sy-mod­er­ate
      	1 mile rou­nd-­trip
      	30 min­utes
    

    
      	Emer­ald Po­ols Tra­ils
      	ea­sy-mod­er­ate
      	0.6-1.4 mil­es one-way
      	1-3 hou­rs
    

    
      	Wat­ch­man Tra­il
      	ea­sy-mod­er­ate
      	2.7 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	2 hou­rs
    

    
      	Tay­lor Cre­ek Tra­il
      	ea­sy-mo­der­ate
      	5 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	4 hou­rs
    

    
      	Wild­cat Can­yon Tra­il
      	mod­er­ate
      	10 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	5 hou­rs
    

    
      	Hid­den Can­yon Tra­il
      	stre­nuo­us
      	3 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	2.5-3 hou­rs
    

    
      	West Rim Tra­il to An­gels Land­ing
      	stre­nuo­us
      	5.4 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	4 hou­rs
    

    
      	Ob­ser­vat­ion Poi­nt Tra­il
      	stre­nuo­us
      	8 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	5 hou­rs
    

    
      	The Sub­way
      	stre­nuo­us
      	9 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	7 hou­rs
    

    
      	East Rim Tra­il
      	stre­nuo­us
      	10.6 mil­es one-way
      	6-8 hou­rs
    

    
      	West Rim Tra­il
      	stre­nuo­us
      	13.3 mil­es one-way
      	8 hou­rs or over­night
    

    
      	Hop Val­ley Tra­il to Kol­ob Arch
      	stre­nuo­us
      	14 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	8 hou­rs
    

    
      	La Ver­kin Cre­ek Tra­il to Kol­ob Arch
      	stre­nuo­us
      	14 mil­es rou­nd-­trip
      	8 hou­rs
    

    
      	The Nar­rows
      	stre­nuo­us
      	16 mil­es one-way
      	12 hou­rs
    

  



HIKING IN ZION CANYON

The trails in Zion Canyon provide perspectives of the park that are not available from the roads. Many of the hiking trails require long ascents but aren’t too difficult at a leisurely pace. Carry water on all but the shortest walks. Descriptions of the following trails are given in order from the mouth of Zion Canyon to the Virgin River Narrows.

[image: Image]

Pa’rus Trail

Distance: 3.5 miles round-trip

Duration: 2 hours

Elevation change: 50 feet

Effort: easy

Trailheads: South Campground and Canyon Junction (see map click here)

Shuttle stops: Zion Canyon Visitor Center and Canyon Junction

This paved, wheelchair-accessible trail runs from South Campground to the Canyon Junction shuttle-bus stop. For most of its distance, it skirts the Virgin River, and it makes for a nice early-morning or evening stroll. Listen for the trilling song of the canyon wren (easy to hear!), then try to spot the small bird in the bushes (not so easy to see). The Pa’rus Trail is the only trail in the park open to bicycles and pets.

Watchman Trail

Distance: 2.7 miles round-trip

Duration: 2 hours

Elevation change: 370 feet

Effort: easy-moderate

Trailhead: just north of Watchman Campground (see map click here)

Shuttle stop: Zion Canyon Visitor Center

No, this hike doesn’t go to the top of 6,555-foot Watchman Peak, but it does lead to a mesa southeast of the visitors center with a good view of this prominent mountain. The hike starts off fairly unspectacularly, but it gets more interesting as it gains elevation. Be sure to look back over your shoulder for views of Zion Canyon’s high walls.

At the top of the mesa, the Watchman pops into view. The short mesa-top loop trail is worth taking for its views of Springdale and its nice assortment of wildflowers, including barrel cacti.

During the middle of the day, this trail can bake in the sun. Try to hike it on a cool day or early or late in the day. In fact, it’s a good shakedown hike to do on the evening you arrive at Zion. As soon as the sun drops behind the canyon walls, set out—on long summer evenings, you’ll have plenty of time to complete it before dark.
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Sand Bench Trail


Distance: 1.7 miles round-trip

Duration: 3 hours

Elevation change: 500 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Zion Lodge (see map click here)

Shuttle stops: Court of the Patriarchs or Zion Lodge

This loop trail has good views of the Three Patriarchs, the Streaked Wall, and other monuments of lower Zion Canyon. During the main season, outfitters across the road from Zion Lodge organize three-hour horseback rides on the trail. The horses churn up dust and leave an uneven surface (among other things), so hikers usually prefer to go elsewhere during those times. The trail soon leaves the riparian forest along Birch Creek and climbs onto the dry benchland. Piñon pine, juniper, sand sage, yucca, prickly pear cactus, and other high-desert plants and animals live here. Hikers can get off the shuttle at the Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint, walk across the scenic drive, and then follow a service road to the footbridge and trailhead. A 1.2-mile trail along the river connects the trailhead with Zion Lodge. In warmer months, try to hike in the early morning or late afternoon.

S Emerald Pools Trails

Distance: 0.6 mile one-way to Lower Emerald Pool; 1 mile to Middle Emerald Pool; 1.4 miles to Upper Emerald Pool

Duration: 1-3 hours

Elevation change: 70 feet to Lower Emerald Pool; 150 feet to Middle Emerald Pool; 350 feet to Upper Emerald Pool

Effort: easy-moderate

Trailhead: across the footbridge from Zion Lodge (see map click here)

Shuttle stop: Zion Lodge

Spring-fed pools, small waterfalls, and views of Zion Canyon make this hike a favorite. You have a choice of two trails. The easiest is the paved trail to the Lower Pool; cross the footbridge near Zion Lodge and turn right. The Middle Pool can be reached by continuing 350 yards on this trail.
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A hike to the Emerald Pools is especially pleasant on a hot afternoon.



Another trail begins at the Grotto Picnic Area, crosses a footbridge, and turns left before continuing for 0.7 mile; the trail forks left to the Lower Pool and right to the Middle Pool. A steep 0.4-mile trail leads from the Middle Pool to Upper Emerald Pool. This magical spot has a white sand beach and towering cliffs rising above. Don’t expect to find solitude; these relatively easy trails are quite popular.

Although these trails are relatively easy, they do get icy and slippery. More people have died from falls on the Emerald Pools trails than on the hike to Angels Landing, so do hike with attention and care.
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S West Rim Trail to Angels Landing

Distance: 5.4 miles round-trip

Duration: 4 hours

Elevation change: 1,488 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailhead: Grotto Picnic Area (see map click here)

Shuttle stop: The Grotto

This strenuous trail leads to some of the best views of Zion Canyon. Start from Grotto Picnic Area (elevation 4,300 feet) and cross the footbridge, then turn right along the river. The trail, which was blasted out of the cliff side by Civilian Conservation Corps members during the 1930s, climbs the slopes and enters the cool and shady depths of Refrigerator Canyon. Walter’s Wiggles, a series of 21 closely spaced switchbacks, wind up to Scout Lookout and a trail junction—it’s four miles round-trip and a 1,050-foot elevation gain if you decide to turn around here. Scout Lookout has fine views of Zion Canyon. Turn right at the junction and continue 0.5 mile to the summit of Angels Landing.
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Walter’s Wiggles, a series of 21 tight switchbacks on the way to Angels Landing



Angels Landing rises as a sheer-walled monolith 1,500 feet above the North Fork of the Virgin River. Although the trail to the summit is rough, chains provide security in the more exposed places. Hike this final approach to Angels Landing with great caution and only in good weather; don’t go if the trail is covered with snow or ice or if thunderstorms threaten. Children must be closely supervised, and people who are afraid of heights should skip this trail. Once on top, the panorama makes all the effort worthwhile. Not surprisingly, it’s most pleasant to do this steep hike during the cooler morning hours.

Energetic hikers can continue 4.8 miles on the main trail from Scout Lookout to West Rim Viewpoint, which overlooks the Right Fork of North Creek. This strenuous 12.8-mile round-trip hike from Grotto Picnic Area includes 3,070 feet of elevation gain. West Rim Trail continues through Zion’s backcountry to Lava Point (elevation 7,890 feet), where there’s a primitive campground. A car shuttle and one or more days are needed to hike the 13.3 miles (one-way) from Grotto Picnic Area. You’ll have an easier hike if you start at Lava Point and hike down to the picnic area; even so, be prepared for a long day hike. The trail has little or no water in some seasons.

[image: Image]

Weeping Rock Trail

Distance: 0.5 mile round-trip

Duration: 30 minutes

Elevation change: 100 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Weeping Rock parking area (see map click here)

Shuttle stop: Weeping Rock

A favorite with visitors, this easy trail winds past lush vegetation and wildflowers to a series of cliff-side springs above an overhang. Thousands of water droplets glisten in the afternoon sun. The springs emerge where water seeping through more than 2,000 feet of Navajo sandstone meets a layer of impervious shale. Signs along the way identify some of the trees and plants.
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Observation Point Trail

Distance: 8 miles round-trip

Duration: 5 hours

Elevation change: 2,148 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailhead: Weeping Rock parking area (see map click here)

Shuttle stop: Weeping Rock

This strenuous trail climbs to Observation Point (elevation 6,507 feet) on the edge of Zion Canyon. Trails branch off along the way to Hidden Canyon, upper Echo Canyon, the east entrance, East Mesa, and other destinations. The first of many switchbacks along the East Rim Trail begins a short way up from the trailhead at Weeping Rock parking area. You’ll reach the junction for Hidden Canyon Trail after 0.8 mile. Several switchbacks later, the trail enters sinuous Echo Canyon. This incredibly narrow chasm can be explored for short distances upstream and downstream to deep pools and pour-offs. Echo Canyon Trail branches to the right at about the halfway point; this rough trail continues farther up the canyon and connects with trails to Cable Mountain, Deertrap Mountain, and the east entrance station (on Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway). The East Rim Trail then climbs slickrock slopes above Echo Canyon with many fine views. Parts of the trail are cut right into the cliffs; this work was done in the 1930s by the Civilian Conservation Corps. You’ll reach the rim at last after three miles of steady climbing, and then it’s an easy 0.6 mile hike through a forest of piñon pine, juniper, Gambel oak, manzanita, sage, and some ponderosa pine to Observation Point. Impressive views take in Zion Canyon below and mountains and mesas all around. The East Mesa Trail turns right about 0.3 mile before Observation Point and follows the plateau northeast to a dirt road outside the park.


S Hidden Canyon Trail

Distance: 3 miles round-trip

Duration: 2.5-3 hours

Elevation change: 850 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailhead: Weeping Rock parking area (see map click here)

Shuttle stop: Weeping Rock

See if you can spot the entrance to Hidden Canyon from below. Inside the narrow canyon are small sandstone caves, a little natural arch, and diverse plantlife. The high walls, rarely more than 65 feet apart, block sunlight except for a short time at midday. From the trailhead at the Weeping Rock parking area, follow the East Rim Trail 0.8 mile up the cliff face, then turn right and go 0.7 mile on Hidden Canyon Trail to the canyon entrance. Footing can be a bit difficult in places, but chains provide handholds on the exposed sections. Steps chopped into the rock just inside Hidden Canyon help bypass some deep pools. After heavy rains and spring runoff, the creek forms a small waterfall at the canyon entrance. The canyon itself is about one mile long and mostly easy walking, although the trail fades away. Look for the arch on the right about 0.5 mile up the canyon.
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The hike to the Hidden Canyon has a couple of scary stretches, but it’s beautiful.




Riverside Walk


Distance: 2.2 miles round-trip

Duration: 1.5-2 hours

Elevation change: 57 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Temple of Sinawava parking area

Shuttle stop: Temple of Sinawava

This is one of the most popular hikes in the park, and except for the Pa’rus, it’s the easiest. The nearly level paved trail begins at the end of Zion Canyon Scenic Drive and heads upstream along the Virgin River to the Narrows. Allow about two hours to fully take in the scenery—it’s a good place to get a close-up view of Zion’s lovely hanging gardens. Countless springs and seeps on the canyon walls support luxuriant plant growth and swamps. Most of the springs occur at the boundary between the porous Navajo sandstone and the less permeable Kayenta Formation below. The water and vegetation attract abundant wildlife; keep an eye out for birds and animals and their tracks. Late morning is the best time for photography. In autumn, cottonwoods and maples display bright splashes of color. At trail’s end, the canyon is wide enough only for the river. Hikers continuing upstream on the Narrows hike must wade and sometimes even swim.
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A stroll along the Riverside Walk offers a chance to take it easy and contemplate the river and the rock walls.



S The Narrows

Distance: 16 miles one-way

Duration: 12 hours

Elevation change: 200 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailheads: end of Riverside Walk or Chamberlain’s Ranch

Shuttle stop: Temple of Sinawava

Upper Zion Canyon is probably the most famous backcountry area in the park, yet it’s also one of the most strenuous. There’s no trail, and you’ll be wading in the river much of the time, which can be knee- to chest-deep. In places, the high fluted walls of the upper North Fork of the Virgin River are only 20 feet apart, and very little sunlight penetrates the depths. Mysterious side canyons beckon.

Hikers should be well prepared and in good condition—river hiking is more tiring than hiking over dry land. The major hazards are flash floods and hypothermia; even in the summer, expect water temperatures of about 68°F (winter temps run around 38°F). Finding the right time to go through can be tricky: Spring runoff is usually too high, summer thunderstorms bring hazardous flash floods, and winter is too cold, unless you hike in a dry suit. That leaves just early summer (mid-June-mid-July) and early autumn (mid-Sept.-mid-Oct.) as the best bets. You can get through the entire 16-mile (one-way) Narrows in about 12 hours, although two days is best to enjoy the beauty of the place. Children under 12 shouldn’t attempt to hike the entire canyon.
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entering the Narrows



Don’t be tempted to wear river sandals or sneakers up the Narrows; it’s easy to twist an ankle on the slippery rocks. If you have a pair of hiking boots that you don’t mind drenching, they’ll work, but an even better solution is available from the Zion Adventure Company (36 Lion Blvd., Springdale, 435/772-1001, www.zionadventures.com) and other Springdale outfitters. They rent specially designed river-hiking boots, along with neoprene socks, walking sticks, and in cool weather, dry suits. Boots, socks, and sticks rent for $22 for the first day, $11 for each additional day; with a dry suit the package costs $51 for the first day, $25.50 for each additional day. They also provide valuable information about hiking the Narrows and lead tours of the section below Orderville Canyon (about $150 pp, depending on group size and the season).

Just outside the park entrance, Zion Outfitter (95 Zion Park Blvd., Springdale, 435/772-5090, http://zionoutfitter.com) provides similar services at comparable prices.

Talk with rangers at the Zion Canyon Visitor Center before starting a trip; they also have a handout with useful information on planning a Narrows hike. No permit is needed if you’re just going partway in and back in one day, although you must first check conditions and the weather forecast with rangers. Permits are required for overnight hikes, which must be “top down,” starting at Chamberlain’s Ranch and hiking downstream to the Riverside Walk; get permits from the backcountry desk at the visitors center the day before you plan to hike or the morning of your hike (7am-noon) or by applying at https://zionpermits.nps.gov. You will also be issued a plastic bag specially designed to collect human waste. Only one-night stays are allowed. No camping is permitted below Big Springs. Group size for hiking and camping is limited to 12 along the entire route.

A downstream hike saves not only climbing but also the work of fighting the river currents. If you’re planning to hike the full length of the Narrows, it is strongly recommended that you take the downstream route. The main hitch is that this requires a shuttle to the upper trailhead near Chamberlain’s Ranch, reached via an 18-mile dirt road that turns north from Highway 9 east of the park. The lower trailhead is at the end of the Zion Canyon Scenic Drive. The elevation change is 1,280 feet. During the summer, Zion Rock and Mountain Guides (1458 Zion Park Blvd., Springdale, 435/772-3303, www.zionrockguides.com, 6:30am and 9:30am, $35 pp) offers a daily shuttle to Chamberlain’s Ranch. Make shuttle reservations 9am-6pm the day before you want to ride. There is a small discount in the fare if you also rent gear from them. Zion Adventure Company (36 Lion Blvd., Springdale, 435/772-1001, www.zionadventures.com) has a similar service.

A good half-day trip begins at the end of the Riverside Walk and follows the Narrows 1.5 miles (about 2 hours) upstream to Orderville Canyon, then back the same way. Orderville Canyon makes a good destination itself; you can hike quite a ways up from Zion Canyon.

HIKING EAST OF ZION CANYON

You can’t take the park shuttle bus to trailheads east of Zion Canyon, although the long-distance East Rim Trail, which starts just inside the park’s eastern boundary, joins trails that lead down into Zion Canyon’s Weeping Rock trailhead.

Canyon Overlook Trail

Distance: 1 mile round-trip

Duration: 1 hour

Elevation change: 163 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: parking area just east of the long (westernmost) tunnel on the Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway

This fun hike starts on the road east of Zion Canyon and features great views from the heights without the stiff climbs found on most other Zion trails. The trail winds in and out along the ledges of Pine Creek Canyon, which opens into a great valley. Panoramas at trail’s end take in lower Zion Canyon in the distance. A sign at the viewpoint identifies Bridge Mountain, Streaked Wall, East Temple, and other features. The Great Arch of Zion—termed a “blind arch” because it’s open only on one side—is below; the arch is 580 feet high, 720 feet long, and 90 feet deep.

East Rim Trail

Distance: 10.6 miles one-way

Duration: 6-8 hours

Elevation change: 2,300 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailheads: east entrance of Zion National Park; Weeping Rock trailhead

This trail is best done as a one-way trek. It’s possible to do it as a long day hike but beautiful enough to encourage a slower-paced overnight trip. The great views start with a look at Checkerboard Mesa and continue as the big features of Zion Canyon come into view. The first half of the hike involves a steady climb, but then the trail tops out on a mesa and finishes by dropping into Zion Canyon. This downhill stretch is amazingly beautiful—even the slickrock that you walk on in places seems like a work of art. In the slickrock section, keep an eye out for the rock cairns that mark the way.

The Observation Point trail joins this trail at nine miles; it’s a steep two miles on this spur trail to Observation Point. The main trail continues down a paved path to Weeping Rock and the Zion Canyon shuttle bus.

The East Rim Trail tops out at 6,725 feet, high enough that snow may linger into the spring. Check with the staff at the visitors center backcountry desk (435/772-0170) if you’re hiking early in the season.

HIKING OFF HIGHWAY 9

During the summer, this area of the park can be extremely hot, and in the early spring, it’s often too muddy to hike. These trails, which head north from Highway 9 west of the town of Springdale, are accessible without paying the park entrance fee.

Huber Wash

Distance: 5 miles round-trip

Duration: 2.5 hours

Elevation change: 163 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Highway 9, about 6 miles west of park entrance, near a power substation

From the parking area, this trail heads up Huber Wash through painted desert and canyons. One of the highlights of hiking in this area, besides the desert scenery, is the abundance of petrified wood. There’s even a logjam of petrified wood at the 2.5-mile mark, where the trail ends in a box canyon decked with a hanging garden. If you’re up for a tricky climb over the petrified logjam, you can clamber up and catch the Chinle Trail, then hike five miles back to the road. The Chinle Trail emerges onto Highway 9 about 2.5 miles east of the Huber Wash trailhead.

This trail is really too hot to hike during the summer, but it’s a good cool-weather destination. Even then, remember to bring plenty of water.

Coalpits Wash

Distance: 3.5 miles round-trip

Duration: 2 hours

Elevation change: 100 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Highway 9, about 7.3 miles west of park entrance. The trailhead parking area may not be marked; it’s between Rockville and Virgin, almost directly across Highway 9 from the turnoff to Grafton.

At 3,666 feet, the Coalpits Wash trailhead is the lowest spot in Zion. This low elevation makes it an ideal winter hike, and it’s also the best place to look for early spring wildflowers, including mariposa lilies, purple sagebrush, and pale evening primrose. Birders also like this shrubby area.

The stream in this wash carries water for much of the year. After about 1.5 miles, Coalpits joins Scroggins Wash. Though most hikers turn around at this point, it’s possible to keep going up the ever-narrowing wash (the Chinle Trail joins in at 3.75 miles) and turn this into a good cool-season backpacking trip.

HIKING FROM KOLOB TERRACE ROAD

From the town of Virgin, Kolob Terrace Road runs north and passes several trailheads, including the Subway, a popular canyoneering spot, and a couple of great trails at Lava Point. These trails are far less traveled than those in Zion Canyon, and at about 7,000 feet, they stay fairly cool in summer.

Snow blocks the access road to Lava Point for much of the year; the usual season is May or June-early November. Check road conditions with the Zion Canyon or Kolob Canyons Visitor Centers. From the south entrance station in Zion Canyon, drive west 15 miles on Highway 9 to Virgin, travel north 21 miles on Kolob Terrace Road (signed for “Kolob Reservoir”), then turn right and continue 1.8 miles to Lava Point.

The Subway

Distance: 9 miles round-trip

Duration: 7 hours

Elevation change: 2,000 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailheads: Left Fork or Wildcat Canyon

The Left Fork of North Creek, a.k.a. “The Subway,” is a special semitechnical canyoneering hike for strong swimmers. This challenging day hike involves, at the very least, lots of route-finding, many stream crossings, and some rope work. Obviously, the Left Fork is not for everyone.

Like the Narrows, the Left Fork can be hiked either partway up and then back down, starting and ending at the Left Fork trailhead; or, with a shuttle, from an upper trailhead at Wildcat Canyon downstream to the Left Fork trailhead. The “top-to-bottom” route requires rappelling skills and at least 60 feet of climbing rope or webbing. It also involves swimming through several deep sections of very cold water.

Even though the hike is in a day-use-only zone, the National Park Service requires a special permit, which, unlike other Zion backcountry permits, is available ahead of time through a somewhat convoluted lottery process. Prospective hikers should visit the park’s website (www.nps.gov/zion), click on “Plan Your Visit,” then “Things to Do,” “The Subway,” and follow links to the permit information where you will be introduced to the complicated lottery system of applying for a permit to hike the Subway. Lotteries are run monthly for hiking dates three months in the future. Each lottery entry costs $5, and each individual hiker can apply only once per month. There’s also a last-minute lottery, held two days in advance of the hike. Finally, if there are any remaining permits available, they are dispensed the day before the hike at the visitors center.

The Left Fork trailhead is on Kolob Terrace Road, 8.1 miles north of Virgin.

Hop Valley Trail to Kolob Arch

Distance: 14 miles round-trip

Duration: 8 hours

Elevation change: 1,050 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailhead: Hop Valley trailhead, 13 miles north of Virgin off the Kolob Terrace Road

Although most hikers reach Kolob Arch via the La Verkin Creek Trail, you can also hike to the scenic arch on the Hop Valley Trail from Kolob Terrace Road. The Hop Valley Trail is seven miles one-way to Kolob Arch with an elevation drop of 1,050 feet; water is available in Hop Valley and La Verkin Creek. You may have to do some wading in the creek, and the trail crosses private land (no camping).

Northgate Peaks Trail

Distance: 4 miles round-trip

Duration: 2 hours

Elevation change: 50 feet

Effort: easy

Trailhead: Wildcat Canyon trailhead (southern end), 16 miles north of Virgin off Kolob Terrace Road

Most of the trails in this remote area of the park are long and challenging. Northgate Peaks is the exception: an easy family hike along a sandy trail. Hike out from the southern Wildcat Canyon trailhead and pass the turnoff to the Hop Valley Trail; about 200 yards farther, turn right (south) onto the Northgate Peaks Trail. The trail passes through a pine-strewn meadow to a trail’s end overlook of the Great West Canyon, surrounded by highly textured sandstone domes. Wildflowers, including the strikingly pretty shooting stars, are abundant near the end of the trail. This is also a good place to look for raptors.

West Rim Trail

Distance: 13.3 miles one-way

Duration: 8 hours or overnight

Elevation change: 3,600 feet

Effort: strenuous

Trailhead: Lava Point trailhead

The West Rim Trail goes southeast to Zion Canyon, with an elevation drop of 3,600 feet (3,000 of them in the last six miles). This is the western end of the same trail that takes hikers from Zion Canyon to Angels Landing. Water can normally be found along the way at Sawmill, Potato Hollow, and Cabin Springs.

From its start on the edge of the Kolob Plateau to its end in Zion Canyon, the West Rim Trail passes through a wide range of ecosystems, including sandstone domes and an unexpected pond at Potato Hollow, and many great views. The trail is most often done as a two-day backpacking trip, which gives hikers time to explore and enjoy the area.

You can also reach the Lava Point trailhead by hiking the one-mile Barney’s Trail from Site 2 in Lava Point Campground.

Wildcat Canyon Trail

Distance: 10 miles round-trip

Duration: 5 hours

Elevation change: 450 feet

Effort: moderate

Trailhead: Lava Point trailhead

The Wildcat Canyon Trail heads southwest from Lava Point to a trailhead on Kolob Terrace Road (16 miles north of Virgin), so if it’s possible to arrange a shuttle, you can do this as a one-way hike in about three hours. The trail, which travels across slickrock, through forest, and past cliffs, has views of the Left Fork North Creek drainage, but it lacks a reliable water source. You can continue north and west toward Kolob Arch by taking the four-mile Connector Trail to the Hop Valley Trail.
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