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[image: image] Southeastern Utah is so filled with staggering beauty, drama, and power that it seems like a place of myth. In this corner of Utah, two national parks, several national monuments and recreation areas, and multiple state parks are all within a day’s drive of each other. The colorful canyons, arches, and mesas found within this high, dry area are surprisingly diverse, and each park has its own characteristic landscape. Nor are the riches here restricted to natural beauty: These rugged landscapes hold the remains of ancient Native American cultures, and the haunting beauty of their rock art is on display at hundreds of locations. The area’s modern hub, and one of Utah’s most vibrant communities, is Moab, a recreational mecca known for its mountain biking and comfortable, even sophisticated, dining and lodging.


The mystical beauty of Arches National Park, where delicate rock arches provide vast windows into the solid rock, is awe-inspiring and nearly magical. Short trails draw hikers into a dramatic landscape of slickrock promontories and stone bridges.


In Canyonlands National Park, the Colorado River carves through deep red sandstone. From the Island in the Sky unit, 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.


Beyond the national park boundaries, much of the land in southeastern Utah is publicly owned, and in many cases it vies with the national parks in terms of beauty and grandeur. No trip to Island in the Sky should neglect a side trip to Dead Horse State Park, with its astonishing views into the Colorado River Canyon. Hikers looking for their own patch of wildlands should check out Fisher Towers, a Bureau of Land Management recreation area upriver from Moab. A bit off the beaten path, Hovenweep National Monument preserves a wondrous series of Anasazi villages perched on the edge of a cliff—and best of all, you’ll often have the entire area to yourself.
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Although many people first visit southeastern Utah as part of a grand tour of the Southwest, they often return here 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


Southeastern Utah encompasses some of the grandest landscapes on earth, including the first trenchings of the Colorado River’s Grand Canyon, the improbably elegant stone bridges of Arches National Park, a wealth of ancient rock art, and hiking and biking paths renowned around the globe—all in an area roughly the size of West Virginia. Nearly all the sites in this guide are just a day’s drive apart, so come with a week’s vacation and catch an eyeful of astonishing natural beauty, explore ancient Native American culture, and partake of recreational high energy in such youthful hotbeds as Moab.


Arches National Park


Arches National Park, with its famous rock bridges, 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; the drive through the park is astonishing. But if you’re up for it, take along comfortable shoes and 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. You’ll need a permit (or better yet, join a ranger-led tour) and to be in good shape for the more challenging hikes into the remote and wonderful Fiery Furnace.


Canyonlands National Park


Canyonlands National Park comprises 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 all the rest. A separate area, the Horseshoe Canyon Unit, lies to the west and contains a significant cache of prehistoric rock art.






IF YOU HAVE . . .
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Hovenweep National Monument





• A WEEKEND: Stay in Moab and explore Arches National Park, the Island in the Sky District of Canyonlands, and Dead Horse Point State Park.


• FIVE DAYS: Add a trip to the Needles District of Canyonlands and a day of hiking or biking around Moab.


• A WEEK: From Moab, head south to Blanding or Bluff (visit Hovenweep National Monument), west across Cedar Mesa, and north to Canyonlands’ Horseshoe Canyon Unit and Goblin Valley State Park.
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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, nowadays four-wheeling seems to be the extreme sport of choice. 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 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, be sure to save time to visit such fascinating destinations as Natural Bridges National Monument, Hovenweep National Monument, Dead Horse Point State Park, and the lovely alpine glades of La Sal National Forest.


WHEN TO GO


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’re also the busiest, and travelers may find that popular campgrounds and hotels are booked well in advance.


Spring rain can also dampen trails, and late winter and early spring storms can play havoc with backcountry roads.


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.


In Canyonlands and Arches, winter days tend to be bright and sunny, but nighttime temperatures can dip into the teens or lower. However, the lack of crowds and brilliant sunshine can make this a wonderful time to visit, if you don’t mind layering your outer wear.
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red rock formations in Canyonlands National Park


BEFORE YOU GO


Although the national parks and public lands of southeast 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 areas we recommend requires planning ahead and making choices. 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.


If you’re planning on making the rounds of all of Utah’s national parks, buy an America the Beautiful—National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass ($80, good for one year) at your first stop to cover entrance to all national parks. If you plan to visit Hovenweep and Natural Bridges National Monuments as well as Arches and Canyonlands, pick up a Local Passport ($25, good for one year). Senior passes ($10 for a lifetime pass) and free passes for residents with permanent disabilities are also available.


What to Take


Unless you want to return from Utah looking like a leather handbag, remember to use lots of sunscreen. Prepare for wide variations in temperature; nights in the desert can be very chilly even when summer highs soar above 100°F.


There’s no need to pack dressy clothes. Casual clothes are acceptable nearly everywhere, even in what passes for a classy restaurant.


Alcohol presents another issue. If you’ll want to drink, especially away from Moab, pack your own, especially if you have discerning tastes. While many restaurants in the towns around the parks now offer a selection of alcoholic beverages, southeastern Utah does not have a drinking culture. Beer sold in grocery stores and most restaurants is 3.2 percent alcohol.


Bring your cell phone, but don’t count on reception in the canyons of southern Utah.



Explore Arches & Canyonlands



Moab is an excellent hub for visiting Arches and Canyonlands, as it affords comfortable lodgings and very good dining in addition to a lively nightlife scene. But each of the parks also offers campgrounds, and the region also has a selection of guest ranches and B&Bs. In the southern part of the region, the tiny town of Bluff is a handsome destination with good hotels and restaurants and is a good center for visits to Hovenweep and Cedar Mesa.


THE BEST OF ARCHES AND CANYONLANDS


If you’re a hiker or biker, it’s easy to spend a week exploring Southeast Utah—and if you’re a fan of the backcountry, you could easily spend another week investigating such remote and otherworldly destinations as the Maze District and the Green River canyon.


Day 1


Drive into Moab and claim your hotel room (or campsite at Arches National Park). Take the rest of the day to explore this hip and youthful town with its obsessive regard for mountain biking and microbrews. It’s not hard to find good food and convivial company, all with the splendid backdrop of red rock canyons.


Day 2


Explore Arches National Park, with a drive around the ring parkway and frequent stops for short hikes. Be sure to hike to the dramatic Windows section and stand below these massive stone bridges. Save some time and energy to climb up the slickrock bluff to Delicate Arch, perhaps the park’s most famed beauty spot.
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trail to Tapestry Arch, Arches National Park


Day 3


Get an early start on the day by joining a ranger-led hike of Arches’ Fiery Furnace area (you’ll need advance reservations for these popular and moderately strenuous tours), and then return to Moab to join a half-day raft trip that explores the canyons of the Colorado River.


Day 4


Check out the mesa-top vistas from Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky District. On the way to the mother of all belvederes at Grand View Point, be sure to stop by Dead Horse Point State Park and take the short hike to cliff’s edge or bike the park’s Intrepid mountain bike trail system.


Day 5


Drive south from Moab to the Needles District of Canyonlands. On the way into the park, be sure to stop at Newspaper Rock, one of Utah’s top caches of ancient Native American rock art. Plan to explore some of the Needles backcountry on hiking trails before driving south to Bluff to spend the night.


Day 6


From Bluff, drive east to Hovenweep National Monument, a very well preserved series of Anasazi stone-built villages at the edge of high-desert canyons. In the afternoon, return to Bluff and explore some of the many rock art panels in the area.


Day 7


From Bluff, drive back north to Highway 95, stopping to view the Anasazi ruins at Butler Wash, and detour into the wonder of Natural Bridges National Monument. Then, if you’re visiting during summer, take Highway 276 south and cross the Colorado River’s Lake Powell on the Halls Crossing-Bullfrog ferry service. Outside the ferry’s season, you can continue on Highway 95 to cross the Colorado on the Hite Bridge, with no loss of scenic value. Once on the west side of the river, follow paved roads north to Hanksville and more Utah adventures.
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Hanksville, north of Lake Powell






BEST DAY HIKES
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hiking in the Fiery Furnace, Arches National Park





It’s difficult to imagine more dramatic landscapes than those found in Southeastern Utah’s national parks. These day hikes through epic canyons, arches, and needles of sandstone invite you to get out of your vehicle and explore.


CANYONLANDS


• Horseshoe Canyon: This hike takes you to phenomenal rock art at the Great Gallery, a near-mystical experience for many. The 6.5-mile trail requires negotiating a steep canyon wall, but experiencing the stunning petroglyphs in a verdant canyon is well worth the effort. The trailhead is 30 miles east of Highway 24 on gravel roads.


• Neck Spring Trail: In the Island in the Sky District, the landscape is nearly all vertical, and hiking trails explore the rock faces and canyon walls. This trail drops from the Island in the Sky road down to a series of springs in Taylor Canyon, a tiny oasis with songbirds and luxuriant plantlife, then loops back up the canyon wall to complete the delightful, not-too-arduous five-mile hike.


• Confluence Overlook Trail: Even though the Colorado River is responsible for trenching the incredible landscapes of Canyonlands, it’s often difficult to see the river in its canyon. In the Needles District, this trail allows hikers to look down on the confluence of the Green and Colorado Rivers from 1,000-foot cliffs. This fairly easy 11-mile round-trip trail starts from the end of Big Spring Canyon Overlook Scenic Drive.


ARCHES


• Delicate Arch: This three-mile round-trip hike is a fantastic experience, a moderately demanding trail up a slickrock formation to the aptly named arch and transcendent views over the Colorado River Canyon.


• Devils Garden: If you’d prefer a trail without crowds, go to the end of the paved parkway and hike the 7.2-mile loop trail past eight arches and the weird formations in Fin Canyon. Crowds drop off after the first mile or so.


• Fiery Furnace Trail: Though this challenging backcountry trail is only two miles long, you can easily spend half a day or longer in this maze of narrow canyons. Access is restricted: You’ll need a permit to hike on your own, or sign up in advance to join a ranger-led hike.
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Lake Powell


BEST BIKE RIDES


Moab is the center for some of the most noted mountain bike trails in the West. However, most of the trails here aren’t for novices—you need to be proficient on your bike and ready for extreme weather before heading out on your two-wheeled steed. If you’d rather explore these backcountry routes with a guide, simply contact one of the many bike shops in Moab, and they can set you up with a tour.


Slickrock Bike Trail


This is the trail that started the mountain-bike craze in Moab, and it’s a challenge even to strong riders. The aptly-named trail traverses steep, exposed slickrock faces on its nearly 10-mile length, passing a succession of canyon and mountain viewpoints.


Gemini Bridges


You’ll find dramatic scenery along this 14-mile (one-way) trail that drops though the rock fins and arches of the Wingate Formation. The trick is getting to the trailhead, which is 12.5 miles uphill from Moab. The best answer is to hire a shuttle bus as transportation—from that point onward, this is one of the more moderate biking trails in the Moab area.


Monitor and Merrimac Trail


This 13.2-mile trail system north of Moab explores a varied series of desert landscapes, including the namesake Monitor and Merrimac mesas as well as Mill Canyon and its dinosaur fossil bed. This is a good training ride for the more challenging rides in the area.



MOAB Brand Trails



This new trail system joins four interconnecting routes that offer a total of 11 miles of cycling. The Bar-M trail is easy enough for families, while other trails include thrills and spills aplenty for more seasoned riders. Catch the trailhead north of Moab near the Bar M Chuckwagon.


RIVER TRIPS


The Colorado River is the big name in river trips here, but there are certainly other options for those looking for more remote and challenging adventures. And even on the Colorado, you have a choice of white water, easy-going family tours, jet boats, and tours with light shows and meals—you’ll find a plethora of outfitters in Moab ready to get you out on a river.


The Colorado River’s Cataract Canyon


This is the most adventurous white-water trip in the Moab area, with lots of Class III and IV rapids through the Canyonlands and Glen Canyon area of the Colorado River. Most Cataract Canyon trips take four days to complete, although some outfitters offer motorized trips that conclude the trip in just two days.


The Colorado River’s Westwater Canyon


Upstream from Moab, near the Colorado border, Westwater Canyon offers lots of white-water adventure in a day-long trip. If you’re looking for an intense day of rafting but can’t devote four days to Cataract Canyon, this is the trip for you.


The Colorado River’s Fisher Towers Section


If you’re an all-ages family group or not comfortable with white water, trips through the Fisher Towers section of the Colorado just upstream from Moab might be the answer. The rapids are fun without being frightening, and the scenery is top-notch. Full-day and half-day trips are available. This is also a trip that experienced rafters could easily negotiate on their own—just arrange to rent gear in Moab.


The Green River


For an easygoing backcountry experience, the Green River, which flows into the Colorado at Canyonlands National Park, offers stellar scenery and mild enough river conditions for canoeists. To make the full journey from the town of Green River to Mineral Bottom take five days.


The San Juan River


Board a raft in Bluff and paddle through some of the most remote canyons in the West. A three-day trip will get you to the town of Mexican Hat; add a few more days to navigate the meanders of the Goosenecks and pull out at Lake Powell.


Jet Boats and Tour Boats


If you’re just looking for an easy way to get out on the Colorado River and experience its canyon landscapes, consider half-day or full-day jet-boat tours that explore the river on high-speed boats. Popular trips leave from Moab and race downriver to the boundary of Canyonlands National Park (jet boats aren’t allowed in the park). Another option is the colorful sound-and-light tours provided by Canyonlands by Night (425/259-5261), which also offer the option of dinner cruises.






THE LEGACY OF ANCIENT ROCK ART
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rock art at Sego Canyon, north of Moab





Southeastern Utah 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.


• Delicate Arch: On this popular hiking trail in Arches is an often-overlooked panel of Ute Style rock-art images.


• Great Gallery: One of the most important rock-art sites in the United States is in Canyonlands’ Horseshoe Canyon Unit.


• Holly Ruins: You’ll find many petroglyphs at Hovenweep National Monument, one of Utah’s best-preserved Anasazi villages.


• Newspaper Rock: Near Canyonlands’ Needles District, this is another easily reached showcase of rock art.


• Sego Canyon: An hour north of Moab you’ll find hundreds of etched images, starting with ghostly, shamanic-looking creatures right out of sci-fi movies.


• Utah Scenic Byway 279: Follow this highly scenic route roughly six west of Moab, where a series of petroglyphs appear at the base of 800-foot-high cliffs. Just look for the sign pointing to “Indian Writing.”
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A concentration of rock arches of marvelous variety has formed within the maze of sandstone fins at Arches National Park, one of the most popular national parks in the United States. Balanced rocks and tall spires add to the splendor. Paved roads and short hiking trails provide easy access to some of the more than 1,500 arches in the park. If you’re short on time, a drive through the Windows Section (23.5 miles round-trip) affords a look at some of the largest and most spectacular arches. To visit all the stops and hike a few short trails takes a full day.


Most of the early settlers and cowboys who passed through the Arches area paid little attention to the scenery. In 1923, however, a prospector by the name of Alexander Ringhoffer interested officials of the Rio Grande Railroad in the scenic attractions at what he called Devils Garden, now known as Klondike Bluffs. The railroad people liked the area and contacted Stephen Mather, the first director of the National Park Service. Mather started the political process that led to designating two small areas as a national monument in 1929, but Ringhoffer’s Devils Garden wasn’t included until later. The monument grew in size over the years and became Arches National Park in 1971. The park now comprises 76,519 acres—small enough to be appreciated in one day, yet large enough to warrant extensive exploration.


Thanks to unrelenting erosion, the arches themselves are constantly changing. Every so often there’s a dramatic change, as there was during the summer of 2008 when Wall Arch, a 71-foot span on the Devils Garden Trail, collapsed.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.





M Balanced Rock: An unbelievable spire-upon-spire balancing act rising 128 feet from the desert, Balanced Rock is sure to give your camera a warm-up (click here).


M Windows Section: Some of the park’s largest arches are here—so are some of its largest crowds. But you have to go: Make it past the first arch and the crowds thin out (click here).


M Delicate Arch Trail: Delicate Arch is beautiful when seen from the easily reached viewpoint. It’s mystical when seen close up, after a tough 1.5-mile hike to its base. If you’re not up to the hike, at least follow the trail across the Salt Wash footbridge and turn left to find a striking but often overlooked rock art panel, carved by Ute artists about 400 years ago (click here).


M Fiery Furnace Trail: To reach this unusual wonderland of rock mazes, fins, and turrets, hikers should join a ranger-led tour. Hikes into this red-rock landscape are popular, so go online and book your tour in advance (click here).


M Devils Garden Loop: This 7.2-mile loop trail, leading to eight named arches and through a landscape of bizarre rock fins, offers the park’s best day hiking (click here).


M Tower Arch Trail: This spire, with an arch at its base, is one of the park’s most beautiful but neglected sights. The formation in Arches’ backcountry is off-limits to the RV set—you’ll need a high-clearance vehicle (click here).





PLANNING YOUR TIME


If you only have part of the day to explore, drive the 18-mile length of the main park road with brief stops at Balanced Rock and the Delicate Arch viewpoint. At the road’s end, set out on the Devils Garden Trail, but take only the trip to Tunnel and Pine Tree Arches. If you still have some time, stop on the way back out of the park and take a stroll on the Park Avenue Trail.


A full day in the park allows plenty of time to stop at the visitors center and then hike the full Delicate Arch Trail and explore Devils Garden. Energetic hikers may want to do the entire 7.2-mile loop in Devils Garden; those who want less of a workout can walk the one-mile-long trail to Landscape Arch.


If you have more than one day to spend, plan ahead and register online for a ranger-led hike into the Fiery Furnace area of the park. This takes about half a day; for the other half, head out via car or mountain bike to Tower Arch Trail.
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EDWARD ABBEY: “RESIST MUCH, OBEY LITTLE”


Edward Abbey spent two summers in the late 1950s living in a trailer in Arches National Park. From this experience, he wrote Desert Solitaire, which, when it was published in 1968, introduced many readers to the beauties of Utah’s slickrock country and to the need to preserve it. In the introduction to this book, he gives a word of caution to slickrock pilgrims:


Do not jump into your automobile next June and rush out to the Canyon country hoping to see some of that which I have attempted to evoke in these pages. In the first place you can’t see anything from a car; you’ve got to get out of the goddamned contraption and walk, better yet crawl, on hands and knees, over the sandstone and through the...cactus. When traces of blood begin to mark your trail you’ll see something, maybe.


This sense of letting the outdoors affect you—right down to the bone—pervades Abbey’s writing. He advocated responding to assaults on the environment in an equally raw, gutsy way. Convinced that the only way to confront rampant development in the American West was by preserving its wilderness, he was a pioneer of radical environmentalism, a “desert anarchist.” Long before Earth First!, Abbey’s fictional characters blew up dams and created a holy environmentalist ruckus in The Monkey Wrench Gang. Some of his ideas were radical, others reactionary, and he seemed deeply committed to raising a stir. Abbey’s writing did a lot to change the way people think about the American West, its development, and staying true to values derived from the natural world.


Two biographies, Edward Abbey: A Life, by James M. Cahalan (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2001), and the less academic Adventures with Ed, by Abbey’s good friend Jack Loeffler (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2002), help readers see the person behind the icon.





Although Arches is known more for day hiking than backpacking, park rangers can help you put together a backpacking trip and issue the required backcountry permit.


Exploring the Park


The entrance to Arches National Park (435/719-2299, www.nps.gov/arch, $10 per vehicle, $5 bicyclists, motorcyclists, and pedestrians) is five miles north of downtown Moab on U.S. 191.


VISITORS CENTER


Located just past the park entrance booth, the expansive visitors center (7:30am-6:30pm daily Apr.-Oct., 8am-4:30pm daily Nov.-Mar.) provides a good introduction to what you can expect ahead. Exhibits identify the rock layers, describe the geologic and human history, and illustrate some of the wildlife and plants of the park. A large outdoor plaza is a good place to troll for information when the visitors center is closed.


A short slide program runs regularly, and staff members are available to answer your questions, issue backcountry permits, and check you in for a ranger-led tour in the Fiery Furnace area of the park. Look for the posted list of special activities; rangers host campfire programs and lead a wide variety of guided walks April-September. You’ll also find checklists, pamphlets, books, maps, posters, postcards, and film for purchase. See the rangers for advice and the free backcountry permit required for overnight trips. The easy 0.2-mile Desert Nature Trail begins near the visitors center and identifies some of the native plants. Picnic areas are outside the visitors center and at Balanced Rock and Devils Garden.


Desert bighorn sheep frequent the area around the visitors center and can sometimes be seen from U.S. 191 just south of the park entrance. A sheep crossing about three miles north of the visitors center is also a good place to scan the steep talus slopes for these nimble animals.


A road guide to Arches National Park, available at the visitors center, has detailed descriptions that correspond to place-names along the main road. Be sure to stop only in parking lots and designated pullouts. Watch out for others who are sightseeing in this popular park. With less than 30 miles of paved road, the traffic can be surprisingly heavy in the summer high season.


If your plans include visiting Canyonlands National Park plus Hovenweep and Natural Bridges National Monuments, consider the so-called Local Passport ($25), which buys entry to all of these federal preserves. Purchase the pass at any of the park or national monument entrances.


MOAB FAULT


The park road begins a long but well-graded climb from the visitors center up the cliffs to the northeast. A pullout on the right after 1.1 miles offers a good view of Moab Canyon and its geology. The rock layers on this side of the canyon have slipped down more than 2,600 feet in relation to the other side. Movement took place about six million years ago along the Moab Fault, which follows the canyon floor. Rock layers at the top of the far cliffs are nearly the same age as those at the bottom on this side. If you could stack the rocks of this side on top of rocks on the other side, you’d have a complete stratigraphic column of the Moab area—more than 150 million years’ worth.


PARK AVENUE


South Park Avenue overlook and trailhead are on the left 2.1 miles from the visitors center. Great sandstone slabs form a skyline on each side of this dry wash. A trail goes north one mile down the wash to the North Park Avenue trailhead (1.3 miles ahead by road). Arrange to be picked up there, or backtrack to your starting point. The large rock monoliths of Courthouse Towers rise north of Park Avenue. Only a few small arches exist now, although major arches may have formed there in the past.


M BALANCED ROCK


This gravity-defying formation is on the right, 8.5 miles from the visitors center. A boulder more than 55 feet high rests precariously atop a 73-foot pedestal. Chip Off the Old Block, a much smaller version of Balanced Rock, stood nearby until it collapsed in the winter of 1975-1976. For a closer look at Balanced Rock, take the 0.3-mile trail encircling it. There’s a picnic area across the road. Author Edward Abbey lived in a trailer near Balanced Rock for a season as a park ranger in the 1950s; his journal became the basis for the classic Desert Solitaire.
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The aptly named Balanced Rock only looks precarious.
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The Windows Section is a good place for a short hike.


M WINDOWS SECTION


The Windows Section of Arches is located 2.5 miles past Balanced Rock, on a paved road to the right. Short trails (0.25-1 mile one-way) lead from the road’s end to some massive arches. Windows trailhead is the start for North Window (an opening 51 feet high and 93 feet wide), South Window (66 feet high and 105 feet wide), and Turret Arch (64 feet high and 39 feet wide). Double Arch, a short walk from a second trailhead, is an unusual pair of arches; the larger opening—105 feet high and 163 feet wide—is best appreciated by walking inside. The smaller opening is 61 feet high and 60 feet wide. Together, the two arches frame a large opening overhead.


Garden of Eden Viewpoint, on the way back to the main road, promises a good panorama of Salt Valley to the north. Under the valley, the massive body of salt and gypsum that’s responsible for the arches comes close to the surface. Far-off Delicate Arch can be seen across the valley on a sandstone ridge. Early visitors to the Garden of Eden saw rock formations resembling Adam (with an apple) and Eve. Two other viewpoints of the Salt Valley area lie farther north on the main road.


DELICATE ARCH AND WOLFE RANCH


A bit of pioneer history survives at Wolfe Ranch, 2.5 miles north on the main road from the Windows junction (turn right and drive 1.8 miles to the parking area). John Wesley Wolfe came to this spot in 1888, hoping the desert climate would provide relief for health problems related to a Civil War injury. He found a good spring high in the rocks, grass for cattle, and water in Salt Wash to irrigate a garden. The ranch that he built provided a home for him and some of his family for more than 20 years, and cattlemen later used it as a line ranch. Then sheepherders brought in their animals, which so overgrazed the range that the grass has yet to recover. A trail guide available at the entrance tells about the Wolfe family and the features of their ranch. The weather-beaten cabin built in 1906 still survives. A short trail leads to petroglyphs above Wolfe Ranch; figures of horses indicate that Ute people, rather than earlier inhabitants, did the artwork. Park staff can give directions to other rock-art sites; great care should be taken not to touch the fragile artwork.
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Sign up in advance for a ranger-led hike through the Fiery Furnace.


Delicate Arch stands in a magnificent setting atop gracefully curving slickrock. Distant canyons and the La Sal Mountains lie beyond. The span is 45 feet high and 33 feet wide. A moderately strenuous three-mile round-trip hike leads to the arch. Another perspective on Delicate Arch can be obtained by driving 1.2 miles beyond Wolfe Ranch. Look for the small arch high above. A short, steep trail (0.5 miles round-trip) climbs a hill for the best view.


FIERY FURNACE


The Fiery Furnace Viewpoint and trailhead are three miles from the Wolfe Ranch junction, on the right side of the main road. The Fiery Furnace gets its name from sandstone fins that turn flaming red on occasions when thin cloud cover at the horizon reflects the warm light of sunrise or sunset. The shady recesses beneath the fins provide a cool respite from the hot summer sun.


Closely packed sandstone fins form a maze of deep slots, with many arches and at least one natural bridge inside. Both for safety reasons and to reduce human impact on this sensitive area, which harbors several species of rare plants, hikers are encouraged to join a ranger-led hike. The hike is moderately strenuous and involves steep ledges, squeezing through narrow cracks, a couple of jumps, and hoisting yourself up off the ground. There is no turning back once the hike starts, so make sure you’re physically prepared and properly equipped.


Rangers lead three-hour hikes (Mar.-Oct., $10 adults, $5 ages 5-12 and Interagency Senior Pass holders) into the Fiery Furnace twice each day. Unlike most ranger-led activities, a fee is charged for these hikes. Group size is limited to about 20 people, and it is not recommended for children under age five. Walks often fill weeks in advance. Make reservations online at www.recreation.gov or in person at the visitors center up to seven days in advance. To visit the Fiery Furnace without a ranger, visitors must obtain a permit ($5 pp) at the visitors center. A couple of Moab outfitters also lead hikes into the Fiery Furnace; these cost considerably more, but there’s usually space available.


SKYLINE ARCH


This arch is on the right, one mile past the Sand Dune/Broken Arch trailhead. In desert climates, erosion can proceed imperceptibly for centuries until a cataclysmic event happens. In 1940 a giant boulder fell from the opening of Skyline Arch, doubling the size of the arch in seconds. The hole is now 45 feet high and 69 feet wide. A short trail leads to the base of the arch.




WHY ARE THERE ARCHES?


The park’s distinctive arches are formed by an unusual combination of geologic forces. About 300 million years ago, evaporation of inland seas left behind a salt layer more than 3,000 feet thick in the Paradox Basin of this region. Sediments, including those that later became the arches, then covered the salt. Unequal pressures caused the salt to gradually flow upward in places, bending the overlying sediments as well. These upfolds, or anticlines, later collapsed when ground water dissolved the underlying salt.


The faults and joints caused by the uplift and collapse opened the way for erosion to carve hundreds of freestanding fins. Alternate freezing and thawing action and exfoliation (flaking caused by expansion when water or frost penetrates the rock) continued to peel away more rock until holes formed in some of the fins. Rockfalls within the holes helped enlarge the arches. Nearly all arches in the park eroded out of Entrada sandstone.


Eventually all the present arches will collapse, as Wall Arch did in 2008, but there should be plenty of new ones by the time that happens. The fins’ uniform strength and hard upper surfaces have proved ideal for arch formation. Not every hole in the rock is an arch. To qualify, the opening must be at least three feet in one direction, and light must be able to pass through. Although the term windows often refers to openings in large walls of rock, windows and arches are really the same.


Water seeping through the sandstone from above has created a second type of arch—the pothole arch. You may also come across a few natural bridges cut from the rock by perennial water runoff.


A succession of rock layers is on display at Arches. The rocks on top of the salt beds—the rocks you actually see at Arches—are mostly Entrada sandstone, which is a pretty general category of rock. Within this Entrada Formation are three distinct types of sandstone. The formation’s dark red base layer is known as the Dewey Bridge member. It’s softer than the formation’s other sandstones and erodes easily. Dewey Bridge rocks are topped by the pinkish orange Slick Rock member, the park’s most visible rocks. The Slick Rock layer is much harder than the Dewey Bridge, and the combination of the two layers—softer rocks overlaid by harder—is responsible for the differential erosion that forms hoodoos and precariously balanced rocks. The thin top layer of Entrada sandstone, a white rock similar to Navajo sandstone, is called the Moab Tongue.





DEVILS GARDEN


The Devils Garden trailhead, picnic area, and campground are all near the end of the main park road. Devils Garden offers fine scenery and more arches than any other section of the park. The hiking trail leads past large sandstone fins to Landscape and six other named arches. Carry water if the weather is hot or if you might want to continue past the one-mile point at Landscape Arch. Adventurous hikers could spend days exploring the maze of canyons among the fins.


KLONDIKE BLUFFS AND TOWER ARCH


Relatively few visitors come to the spires, high bluffs, and fine arch in this northwestern section of the park. A fair-weather dirt road turns off the main drive 1.3 miles before Devils Garden trailhead, winds down into Salt Valley, and heads northwest. After 7.5 miles, turn left on the road to Klondike Bluffs and proceed one mile to the Tower Arch trailhead. These roads may have washboards, but they are usually passable by cars in dry weather; don’t drive on them if storms threaten. The trail to Tower Arch winds past the Marching Men and other rock formations (3 miles round-trip). Alexander Ringhoffer, who discovered the arch in 1922, carved an inscription on the south column. The area can also be fun to explore off-trail with a map and compass or a GPS receiver. Those with 4WD vehicles can drive close to the arch on a separate jeep road. Tower Arch has an opening 34 feet high by 92 feet wide. A tall monolith nearby gave the arch its name.


4WD ROAD


A rough road near Tower Arch in the Klondike Bluffs turns southeast past Eye of the Whale Arch in Herdina Park to Balanced Rock on the main park road, 10.8 miles away. The road isn’t particularly difficult for 4WD enthusiasts, although normal backcountry precautions should be taken. A steep sand hill north of Eye of the Whale Arch is difficult to climb for vehicles coming from Balanced Rock; it’s better to drive from the Tower Arch area instead.


Recreation


Because of its great popularity and proximity to Moab, Arches sees a lot of visitors. Most are content, however, to drive the parkways and perhaps saunter to undemanding viewpoints. You can quickly leave the crowds behind by planning a hike to more outlying destinations. Arches’ outback offers magnificent rewards for hikers willing to leave the pavement behind and get dusty on a backcountry trail.


HIKING


Established hiking trails lead to many fine arches and overlooks that can’t be seen from the road. You’re free to wander cross-country, too, but stay on rock or in washes to avoid damaging the fragile cryptobiotic soils. Wear good walking shoes with rubber soles for travel across slickrock. The summer sun can be especially harsh on the unprepared hiker—don’t forget water, a hat, and sunscreen. The desert rule is to carry at least one gallon of water per person for an all-day hike. Take a map and compass or a map and GPS unit for off-trail hiking. Be cautious on the slickrock, as the soft sandstone can crumble easily. Also, remember that it’s easier to go up a steep slickrock slope than it is to come back down.


You can reach almost any spot in the park on a day hike, although you’ll also find some good overnight camping possibilities. Areas for longer trips include Courthouse Wash in the southern part of the park and Salt Wash in the eastern part. All backpacking is done off-trail. A backcountry permit must be obtained from a ranger before camping in the backcountry.


Backcountry regulations prohibit fires and pets, and they allow camping only out of sight of any road, at least one mile away, or trail, at least 0.5 miles away, and at least 300 feet from a recognizable archaeological site or nonflowing water source.
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