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THE DESERT AFTER DARK


On your flight into Phoenix, you’ll notice something that sets it apart from other major cities in the United States: space. There’s a lot of space to spread out. As the demand for homes, shopping centers, and cultural hot spots continues to rise with every new resident, the sprawling city continues its crawl across the flat desert floor. And with all this space comes a travel experience that can be diverse and unforgettable.


Phoenix, Scottsdale, and the surrounding cities that comprise the “Valley of the Sun” have set aside huge swaths of preserved land in the nearby mountain ranges. These areas have a network of hiking, biking, and equestrian trails offering residents and visitors a glimpse into what this wild desert was once like.


Just as colonial Western expansion began with “settlers” seeking an escape, today’s Valley offers a respite from the hustle and bustle of modern life while still providing some of the posh amenities only found in cosmopolitan cities. Phoenix boasts incredible resorts, and Scottsdale takes the cake as one of the very best spa destinations in the world. Golfers flock to these cities to tee off at more than 200 courses.


Even residents live like they’re on vacation, with a hike before work or a swim after a full day. You can join them: Taste the best Sonoran-style cuisine this side of the Mexican border. Wear yourself out partying and shopping in Scottsdale. Join spiritual seekers from far and wide who seek tranquility at one of Sedona’s famous retreats. Venture to the leafy respite of Oak Creek Canyon and witness the red-rock monoliths. Discover the rich culture of the Native American people who first settled the Valley and still govern independent tribal land.


First-time visitors may be surprised to find a desert playground that caters to demanding foodies, diehard shoppers, and outdoor adventurers. Get to know this incredible, beautiful place, and you’ll discover just how hospitable the desert can be.
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Cathedral Rock Hiking Trail in Sedona






11 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Gaze at the stars: Sedona’s dark skies provide the perfect backdrop for shimmering planets, galaxies, and star clusters.
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2 See dramatic red-rock formations: The massive red-rock buttes that soar from the desert floor captivate with intricate spires and rich colors.
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3 Tour the architectural gem Taliesin West: Frank Lloyd Wright’s winter home blends the architect’s trademark techniques and design motifs with the desert landscape.
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4 Walk into the past at Montezuma Castle: Built in the 12th century, the five-story cliffside pueblo is an impressive testament to the ingenuity of the Sinagua people.
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5 Dig into the art scene: Arizona is home to a wealth of inspired artists and architects who choose this state for its rich natural scenery, Southwest artistic tradition, and opportunity in a growing scene. Enjoy pieces like Knight Rise by James Turrell at SMoCA (pictured), among others.
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6 Feast on Mexican and Southwest food: A rich and diverse tradition in food is part of the very fabric of living here. Embrace the opportunity for a tasting tour.
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7 Go for a hike: Hear the dusty pebbles crunch against the rocky ascent of a saguaro-speckled mountain. Take a deep breath of fresh desert air as the warm wind kisses your face.
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8 Play a round of golf: This region is home to a collection of some of the most celebrated courses in the country, with Scottsdale having developed the most desired golf destinations.
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9 Catch a game during spring training: Hear the crack of a bat on the pitch and the roar of the crowd during Cactus League Spring Training, when 15 Major League Baseball teams descend on the Phoenix area, ready to play.
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10 Get away from it all at a spa: You haven’t yet learned the meaning of the word “pamper” until you’ve been to an Arizona (especially Scottsdale) spa.
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11 Embrace your spiritual side in Sedona: Shop for crystals at Sedona’s New Age boutiques, then go in search of vortexes, believed to be invisible centers of spiraling cosmic energy.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Phoenix


The Sonoran Desert’s brilliant light and warmth permeate every aspect of Arizona’s state capital, now the fifth-largest city in the country. Thanks to more than 325 days of sunshine a year, it’s possible to dine alfresco, play golf, or hike year-round (although you must hike strategically in the summer). The jagged mountains that surround the Valley of the Sun are prime spots to explore the area’s diverse desert landscape. For a little urban fun, downtown Phoenix and the college town of Tempe offer terrific museums, cultural attractions, and popular restaurants.


Scottsdale


Phoenix’s best-known suburb may call itself the “West’s Most Western Town,” but visitors are immediately struck by its pleasure-loving attitude. Scottsdale prospers thanks in part to its chic resorts, restaurants, and nightspots, along with its desert golf courses and eclectic boutiques selling cowboy boots, trendy brands, and luxury goods. The city’s galleries support its well-known art market, and its five-star spas are among the finest in the world. Even architect Frank Lloyd Wright was seduced by the area, building his winter home, Taliesin West, here in the 1930s.


Sedona


As you approach Sedona on the highway, you’ll immediately understand why it’s called Red Rock Country. With monumental formations and intricate spires, its massive crimson buttes lure travelers and outdoor lovers. The city itself is marked by hidden resorts and charming galleries, while rugged Jeep tours explore its otherworldly landscape, which is accentuated by deep-green ponderosa pines and leafy cottonwoods. Historical and cultural sights dot the neighboring Verde Valley, such as the ancient cliffside dwelling Montezuma Castle and the Old West mining town of Jerome.
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Winter in Sedona is an incredible sight.





WHEN TO GO


The commentary about the heat in Arizona is abundant. And if you visit during the summer months, the heat is downright shocking. But the rest of the year can be absolutely gorgeous, and many U.S. citizens rely on this state for much-needed relief from extreme winter weather. Phoenicians are experts at hot-weather adaptation in order to take full advantage of the sunny, desert climate year-round.
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Spring


There’s no better time to visit Sedona or the Valley of the Sun than spring. Temperatures peak around 70-80°F during the day and cool down to “sweater weather” at night. Residents spend most of their time outdoors, taking advantage of the numerous golf courses, hiking spots, open-air shopping centers, and annual events such as Major League Baseball spring training and the Waste Management Phoenix Open. Also, the desert explodes with colorful wildflowers and blooming cacti.


Summer


You may actually love Phoenix in the summer when it sizzles—the nosedive in rates at luxury resorts and spas may help you embrace the heat. The searing temperatures and constant sun leave visitors and residents with little choice but to stake out the closest swimming pool. Cooler mornings and late nights provide relief, and sudden monsoon storms that build in the desert deliver a dramatic, refreshing reprieve many evenings.


Fall


Fall kicks off the social season. Eager to escape their air-conditioned confines, residents return to their outdoor haunts in October and November when daytime temperatures fall back to 70-80°F, filling up patios and gathering for festivals and concerts. Outdoor lovers flock to the hiking and biking trails in the surrounding mountains.


Winter


By winter, the daytime mercury rests between 50-60°F, and the sunny, blue skies make Phoenix a mecca for snow-weary travelers. It can get downright chilly in Sedona, and the occasional light dusting of snow on the red rocks is a spectacular sight.


Seasonal Wildfires


Keep in mind the dry (and getting drier) climate sadly promotes seasonal wildfires. A quick internet search will reveal any active fires that typically occur starting late spring and through the summer months, especially in the Sedona area. For outdoor activities and camping, assume that strict fire restrictions will apply when the weather gets warm.


WHAT TO PACK


A resort mentality and a Wild West attitude pervade much of Arizona, and overall, visitors will find Phoenix and Sedona to be pretty casual. Jeans are acceptable in most places, and in the summer shorts and flip-flops become de rigueur. However, Scottsdale’s nicer restaurants, bars, and clubs require that you dress to impress, which basically amounts to collared, pressed shirts (it almost never means a suit or tie) for the men and fashionably polished attire for the ladies. Visitors planning to take advantage of Arizona’s myriad outdoor activities should come prepared: sneakers and hiking boots, swimsuits, and golf shoes and clubs. And don’t forget a hat (or five).


The desert’s arid climate can create a bit of confusion, as temperatures can swing as much as 20-30°F from an early-morning low to a late-afternoon high. Fall through early spring, be sure to bring along a couple sweaters or jackets if you plan on staying out when the sun goes down. In the dead of winter, consider packing a heavier coat in case the overnight temperatures fall below freezing. Sedona is generally cooler than Phoenix or Scottsdale, so keep that in mind when choosing among tank tops, T-shirts, and long sleeves.


Oh, and don’t forget sunscreen with a high SPF, or at least stock up when you get to Phoenix. The Sonoran Desert’s powerful sun shouldn’t be underestimated.
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BEST OF The Valley of the Sun


Phoenix and Scottsdale make an excellent weekend trip, offering visitors the chance to combine a little culture with their R&R. Don’t try to cram in a bunch of “must-see” sights. Instead, savor the Valley like a local—be whimsical and take your pick of activities according to your mood. This is the best way to experience the Valley’s unique sensibility.


Day 1


Catch an early flight to Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport and check into your hotel upon arrival. First things first: Mexican food. Load up for a day of activity, choosing from the breakfast-served-all-day menu (pssst, try the breakfast burrito) at Otro Café. Then head out for a round of golf at one of the city’s championship desert courses or spend the late morning hiking the red sandstone Camelback Mountain or the rocky Piestewa Peak for the most spectacular views in town.


Have a relaxing afternoon, either poolside at your hotel or shopping. Choose from the open-air Biltmore Fashion Park or the many incredible shops in North Central Phoenix housed in adorable shopping centers like the Crown on 7th, The Colony, or The Newton.


Have dinner at any of the Central Phoenix favorites like Pizzeria Bianco, the Windsor, or Barrio Café, all local-owned restaurants that regularly earn praise. Later, join the art scenesters for drinks, snacks, and live music along Roosevelt Row. Consider ending the night with drinking, dancing, and old-school board games at Valley Bar or the unforgettable Gracie’s Tax Bar.


Day 2


Rise with the sun and make your way down to Tempe to have a delightful vintage café-style breakfast at the local favorite Harlow’s before heading across Tempe Town Lake to get to know the Valley from its geographic heart, Papago Park. The easy climb up its rounded, red-hued butte to the Hole-in-the-Rock formation rewards visitors with a spectacular view of the city (this one’s perfect for kids). Within the protected reserve, you’ll also find the Desert Botanical Garden, an impressive collection of the diverse cacti and plants that make their home in the Sonoran Desert. Next, visit Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park, the remains of the ancient Hohokam civilization from which the modern city of Phoenix rose.
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Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park





For dinner, grab a meal and a cocktail on the back patio of Chelsea’s Kitchen, which overlooks a stretch of the city’s famous canal system. Afterward, if you’re in the mood to mix with the locals, grab a beer and play a round of pool at a favorite neighborhood bar, Shady’s Fine Ales & Cocktails.


Day 3


Begin your day in Scottsdale with breakfast at Weft & Warp Art Bar + Kitchen at Andaz Scottsdale Resort before your tour of Taliesin West, Frank Lloyd Wright’s winter home and architecture school. Learn how Wright’s revolutionary work blended modern design and the Sonoran Desert landscape.
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1: performance at the Heard Museum 2: Taliesin West





Have lunch in Old Town Scottsdale at Arcadia Farms Café, and visit the district’s Southwestern boutiques and the Old Adobe Mission, Scottsdale’s first Catholic church. Head across Scottsdale Road to the art districts of Marshall Way and Main Street, where the city’s chic galleries showcase contemporary and Western art.


Have dinner at one of downtown’s numerous restaurants, such as Café Monarch or The Mission, and barhop among Scottsdale’s hip clubs and lounges, including AZ88, Geisha A Go-Go, or the beloved dive bar Coach House.


Day 4


Have breakfast at Lo-Lo’s Chicken & Waffles on your last day. Check out the Desert Modernist Burton Barr Central Library in downtown Phoenix, then get a dose of culture at the Phoenix Art Museum for historical and contemporary art viewing or the Heard Museum for one of the nation’s finest collections of Native American art and artifacts.


Grab a gourmet Pane Bianco sandwich for lunch and a delicious coffee at Lux before you have to catch your flight home, and consider snagging a couple sweet treats from Tammie Coe Cakes in Terminal 4 of the airport.


[image: image]


Best Hikes


TOP EXPERIENCE


A hike in Phoenix, Scottsdale, or Sedona is unlike anything you can experience elsewhere. The terrain is dusty, rocky, and lined with the spikes of the local cacti—the landscape itself sends a clear message to stay on trail for your own good! The air is dry and hikers consume more water on these outings than they ever thought possible. And, honestly, there’s no better way to grab that obligatory photo in front of an iconic saguaro cactus or the red rocky spires of Sedona.


Phoenix


• Phoenix hikers tend to favor Piestewa Peak for a huffing, puffing cardio workout. In a 2.4-mile round-trip, it tops out at 2,600 feet and takes about an hour and a half to complete the craggy, steep trail. It’s also connected to the entire trail system of the Phoenix Mountains Preserve, giving stellar views of surrounding desert landscape.


• For the grand tour of the entire Phoenix Mountains Preserve, follow the 11-mile, one-way Charles M. Christiansen Memorial Trail 100, which traverses the entire park end-to-end. It is masterfully planned, and you’ll gain an intimate understanding of the native Sonoran Desert while hiking up, over, and around the dramatic rocky spires of this beloved mountain range. Plan an all-day trek that could last 5-8 hours.


• The Hole-in-the-Rock Trail in Papago Park is often the very first trail completed by hikers aged three and under. At just 0.3 mile for the round-trip, it amounts to walking up a few flights of stairs and ends at a giant hole in a rock. This weather-eroded hole in the sandstone is so big that you can climb in, find a seat on the rocky sloped sides, and watch the sunset. Plan for 10 minutes of actual hiking followed by at least 30 minutes to enjoy the view.
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Hole-in-the-Rock Trail





• For a hiker, a visit to this region would not be complete without a trip up Echo Canyon Summit Trail on Camelback Mountain. At 2.6 miles for the round-trip, it reaches the summit at 2,704 feet and offers a 360-degree view of the valley below. Although it’s the most popular trail by far, keep in mind that it is tough, so be prepared!


• Mormon Trail to Hidden Valley in South Mountain Park is a 3.6-mile hike with a quick climb at the start followed by a leisurely stroll through a swath of flat, sandy terrain hidden in the mountain. The hike also includes a rock tunnel and a suck-in-your-gut tight squeeze between two boulders called Fat Man’s Pass. There’s some moderate to advanced trail reading required for this combination of trails, so be sure to have a map and pay close attention to the trail signs.


Scottsdale


• For a beautiful, easy, and highly educational walk in the desert, try the Bajada Nature Trail, at McDowell Gateway Trailhead. At just 0.5 mile total for this loop, you could knock it out in 20 minutes, but plan for an hour to take in the scenery and read the information signs.


• Hands down, one of the most memorable hikes in all the McDowell Sonoran Preserve is Tom’s Thumb Trail, which is an approximately five-mile round-trip of hard-fought switchbacks cutting right into the heart of the mountain range. The final destination of this trail is a blow-your-mind ginormous boulder that juts straight up, up, and up some more. Give yourself about three hours to complete this beast.


Sedona


• For an easy introduction to Sedona mountain hiking, try the four-mile Bell Rock Pathway and Courthouse Butte Loop, just north of the Village of Oak Creek. The popular trail allows hikers to get up close and personal with some of the area’s best-known rock formations.


• Speaking of rock formations, strap on your climbing shoes and scale the slick sides of Cathedral Rock Trail, which provides hand- and footholds to assist in your ascent. It may only be a 1.5-mile trek, but don’t be fooled, this short hike goes straight up for one heck of a workout and some incredible views.


• Ready for the best hike of your life? West Fork of Oak Creek Trail in Oak Creek Canyon is an eight-mile epic round-trip that crosses the West Fork tributary waterway 13 times. It ends at a serene beach where hikers can take a dip or continue for additional miles wading through the watery canyon.




Joy Rides


If you’re looking for unique ways to get up close and personal with the sights and sounds of this arid land, desert dwellers are ready to show you how, with an array of tour options.
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For those seeking a little exercise and a bit of grit, consider touring the desert on horseback, which offers views and deep desert travels that can only be experienced on foot—er, hooves. You can even sign up for “cowboy college,” in which you lasso, herd, and sweat through a real cowboy experience.


Not into the whole rely-on-a-live-animal-for-your-safety thing? Fair. Does a piece of complicated machinery manned by a total stranger feel safer? If so, hop in a jeep and jostle over some rough country with Pink Jeep Tours, which can take you for the ride of your life in the red rocks of Sedona and the wild desert areas surrounding Scottsdale.


Okay, so what if you hate sitting for extended periods of time? Gotcha covered there with Segway tours available in Scottsdale.


And, of course, we can’t not mention hot-air ballooning, which is a once-in-a-lifetime way to soar through the clear desert skies. See the best of the Sonoran in the Phoenix area or take in the sandstone spires of Sedona from up above, breathing the sky’s air.
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Family Road Trip


Phoenix, Scottsdale, and Sedona offer too much to do for the whole family—which is a great problem to have. Start in the Valley of the Sun and explore downtown Phoenix’s museums and parks. Then head north to Sedona for a series of outdoor adventures before making your way back to Scottsdale’s resorts and Old West fun.


Day 1


Fly into Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport and check into your resort. You’ve got plenty of time to explore the city, so spend the afternoon taking advantage of the resort’s amenities, which range from water parks and tennis courts to game rooms for kids.


After you’ve decompressed, consider heading out for a meal. There’s incredible Mexican food available nearby at Otro Café or Rito’s Mexican Food.


Day 2


Begin day two in the Valley at Lo-Lo’s Chicken & Waffles, a downtown Phoenix breakfast joint that kick-started a city-wide obsession with the soul food dish. Afterward, force a little history lesson about Phoenix’s ancient foundations at the Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park.


Consider a picnic lunch at Civic Space Park, where kids can play in the grass or splash around in the water features, or Encanto Park, home of Enchanted Island Amusement Park.


Spend your afternoon at any one of the many interactive museum opportunities in the area. The Arizona Science Center is a delightfully hands-on museum in Heritage and Science Park. Younger kids may prefer the Children’s Museum of Phoenix, across 7th Street, which features a pool noodle forest (among other things). Older teens will enjoy a tour of Phoenix’s progressive art and design at the Phoenix Art Museum and the Heard Museum, an impressive introduction to the state’s original inhabitants and culture.




Golf Capital of the West


TOP EXPERIENCE


It’s true. The lack of rain in our desert makes ideal conditions for hard-core golfers. Add to it the breathtaking scenery and rocky, challenging terrain—bingo! Golf heaven!
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The entire state of Arizona is well known as the golf capital of the West, and with the luxury-seeking culture of Scottsdale supporting this drive (get it?), many flock to the desert for resort vacations designed around this specific activity. But Phoenix can claim one of the very first golf attractions via the Arizona Biltmore Golf Club, which was built in the 1920s in the shadow of the Phoenix Mountains Preserve. Back then, Hollywood elite, U.S. presidents, heads of state, and corporate leaders from afar sought refuge in the remote desert resort.


And they golfed.


This model became a lucrative tradition in Arizona, and many resorts followed suit in the next century, gaining a renowned reputation for providing some of the best courses in the United States. The efforts continue with prestigious designers like Arnold Palmer, Nick Faldo, Tom Weiskopf, Jay Morrish, and William Francis “Billy” Bell creating innovative and challenging experiences for even the experts.


Today, golf is a way of life for locals and a must-do for tourists. The annual Waste Management Phoenix Open at TPC Scottsdale attracts as many as 50,000 spectators, putting Scottsdale on the map as a top golf destination.


But don’t count Phoenix or Sedona out of the running. Phoenix started the tradition, after all. And Sedona’s red-rock backdrop against the lush green grass is enough to entice even a casual golfer.


BEST GOLF COURSES


• Raven Golf Club, Phoenix


• Papago Golf Course, Phoenix


• Legacy Golf Club, Phoenix


• TPC Scottsdale, Scottsdale


• Westin Kierland Golf Club, Scottsdale


• Grayhawk Golf Club, Scottsdale


• Troon North Golf Club, Scottsdale


• Boulders Golf Club, Scottsdale


• Seven Canyons, Sedona


• Sedona Golf Resort, Sedona


• Canyon Mesa Country Club, Sedona





Tonight, try dinner at one of downtown’s pizzerias, like Cibo Urban Pizzeria or the renowned Pizzeria Bianco.


Day 3


Today, throw on some hiking shoes, load up the water bottles, and hit the challenging summit trail at Piestewa Peak, which will start the day with a punch. Next, head north on I-17 (let the kids sleep in the car—they’ll need it!) to Montezuma Castle National Monument. Your hiking garb will be perfect for a walk to the stunning five-story pueblo perched on a cliffside near Camp Verde, once inhabited by the ancient Sinagua people. You could also squeeze in a quick side trip to the Old West mining town of Jerome. The hillside community was once called the “Wickedest Town in the West,” and today it’s a National Historic Landmark, welcoming visitors with a host of small cafés, shops, galleries, and saloons.


From there, head to the red rocks of Sedona. Take State Route 89A and grab lunch at Tortas De Fuego or Dellepiane Sedona. Fortified, head through the Y intersection where Routes 89A and 179 converge and park along the main drag. Hop out and poke around Uptown Sedona, where you’ll find an afternoon’s worth of Southwest shops and your choice of psychics to align your chakras.


Check into your hotel, and after dinner at Elote Cafe or Mariposa Latin Inspired Grill, consider a stargazing adventure with an astronomer who will guide you around Arizona’s nighttime sky.


Day 4


Wake up early and allow yourself a cheap, satisfying carbo-load at the greasy-spoon breakfast joint, Coffee Pot Restaurant, then explore one of Sedona’s protected parks, like Red Rock State Park or Crescent Moon Recreation Area, which features postcard views of Oak Creek and Cathedral Rock. Or opt for a drive north on Route 89A to the leafy refuge of Oak Creek Canyon. Hike the picturesque forest trails or grab your swim gear for a plunge down the 80-foot-long natural chute at Slide Rock State Park. Start your return trip to Scottsdale along the scenic Route 179 and admire the monolithic Bell Rock, Courthouse Butte, and Cathedral Rock.
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warming up from the cold water in Oak Creek Canyon





Pull over in the Village of Oak Creek to have lunch at the Red Rock Cafe. After the drive back to Scottsdale, perhaps this is the time to treat yourself to a late afternoon massage at the Scottsdale Camelback Inn Resort & Spa.


For dinner, head to Old Town Scottsdale’s Rehab Burger Therapy for a very casual night out at the beach-themed restaurant.


Day 5


On your last day, get one last look at Phoenix with an early-morning hike up Camelback Mountain. The difficult summit trails are among the best in the area. Take the kids to McCormick-Stillman Railroad Park, where they can ride the popular train or beautifully restored carousel, or squeeze in a tour at Frank Lloyd Wright’s desert masterpiece and winter home, Taliesin West.


Arrive at the airport with plenty of time before your flight and grab a bite at one of the locally owned restaurants there like Matt’s Big Breakfast or Chelsea’s Kitchen.
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Beat the Heat


Phoenix has the warmest climate of any major metropolitan area in the country—and its reputation for sizzling summer temperatures isn’t an exaggeration, with highs in the 95-115°F range. If you find yourself needing to cool off during the sweltering heat, the area offers a number of ways.


Phoenix


• The water parks of Phoenix are simply massive, with features like wave pools, tubing areas, lazy rivers, white-water rafting, and more slides than you’ll know what to do with. If you’re at a resort, chances are there’s a fabulous water park on site. Or gather up the kids and take your pick from Mesa Golfland-Sunsplash or Hurricane Harbor Phoenix.


• For a quick, free cool-down that doesn’t really even require a swimsuit, head to any number of splash playgrounds around town. Located at many large retail centers and city parks, the most convenient for downtown guests is at CityScape. And at the Phoenix Zoo, the kids can bombard one of three water play areas with the price of entry.


• Alternatively, cruise out to the northeast side of the Valley for a day of tubing in the Salt River. The breathtaking scenery where shoreline meets desert has moments of serenity as you float with the river’s flow. The overall experience, however, can be raucous, booze-guzzling, and an ab workout as you frequently lift your backside high to avoid scraping the riverbed in shallow areas.


• Hike the Hieroglyphic Trail in the Superstition Mountains, where the trail ends in a canyon peppered with tanks—deep holes in the rock floor filled with rainwater. If there’s been a good downpour in the last 24 hours, the water may be fresh enough for a splash.


• For more ways to beat the heat in Phoenix.


Scottsdale


• If you’re RIP (really into partying), resort pool parties become a way of life in the summer. With DJs spinning and pop-up bars near the pool, the best bronzed bodies in all the Valley swarm to such events. Most of the Scottsdale resorts have a set schedule for these all-day drink-a-thons June-August.


• It’s no secret that Scottsdale has incredible spas, but the whirlpools, showers, and plunge pools are a godsend, especially in the dry summer heat. Go to the Joya Spa at the Omni Scottsdale Resort & Spa for the cold deluge shower, which will chill you to the bone in a most delicious way.


Sedona


• Take the plunge at Arizona’s best swimming hole in Slide Rock State Park, situated seven miles north of Sedona. Glide down the 80-foot-long natural rockslide, which was carved into the granite and red sandstone canyon floor by Oak Creek.


• Head to Oak Creek Canyon for lower temperatures that offer refreshing hiking, fishing, wading, and swimming.


• Phoenix isn’t the only place that has cornered the market for splash pads. In the summer months, visit Sunset Park, where the kids can get hosed down at the dragon-themed splash pad and then dry off at the two playgrounds.




Relaxation in the Middle of Nowhere


In the fine Arizona tourist tradition of providing a getaway to wealthy people in need of anonymity in “the middle of nowhere,” a plethora of luxurious spas rose from the desert dust.
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In an Arizona spa, not only can you book a massage, you can book your entire life (for an extended stay in a casita). Some spas offer rooms or suites or casitas within the spa itself, keeping you just footsteps away from the lush amenities. You can eat there. You can exercise. You can nap. You can drink. You can swim. You can douse yourself with a deluge of freezing cold water. You can melt into super-hot, bubbly water. You can walk a meditation garden. You can get a psychic reading from a barefoot guru. You can get your nails painted, your hair done, and you can have someone rub your entire body with rocks, oil, mud, herbs, salt, seaweed, whatever! And sometimes, at some spas . . . you don’t even have to wear clothes.


This goes beyond pampering. You are practically worshipped at these outer-space places. Scottsdale has the best of the best for luxury, with Sedona offering the best of the best for spiritual tranquility (not that it’s a competition—just breathe, ommmm).


Ready to relax? Try one of our top picks.


BEST SPAS


• Tierra Luna Spa at the Arizona Biltmore, Phoenix


• Alvadora Spa at the Royal Palms Resort & Spa, Phoenix


• Aji Spa at the Sheraton Grand at Wild Horse Pass, Phoenix


• Joya Spa at the Omni Scottsdale Resort & Spa at Montelucia, Scottsdale


• Spa Aviana at the Hyatt Regency Scottsdale Resort & Spa at Gainey Ranch, Scottsdale


• Well & Being Spa at the Fairmont Scottsdale Princess, Scottsdale


• Boulders Resort & Spa Scottsdale, Scottsdale


• Mii amo, Sedona


• Eforea Spa, Sedona


• NAMTI Spa, Sedona
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Art in the Desert


TOP EXPERIENCE


Arizona is home to a wealth of inspired artists and architects who choose this state as home for its rich natural scenery, Southwest artistic tradition, and opportunity in a growing scene.


Phoenix


Phoenix boasts an arts scene that’s plucky, hard-headed, and insistent that its contemporary art players are just as good as any other big city’s. The first and third Friday monthly art walks in downtown Phoenix along Roosevelt Row and Grand Avenue draw art-lovers to galleries that range from edgy to high-end. The artists sponsored by these galleries and collectives are often daring and bold, offering viewpoints and messages likely unseen in other parts of the country.


• Civic Space Park: Her Secret is Patience, a massive fabric-net sculpture that hangs over the park from steel rings, resembles a saguaro cactus blossom—or a giant jellyfish, depending on your perspective. Visit at night to see the sculpture literally glow as it is illuminated from the ground up.


• Heard Museum: You’ll find an unbeatable collection of Native American artifacts, fine art, and contemporary works at this museum.


• Phoenix Art Museum: The city’s largest art museum has it all: Western, Eastern, ancient, modern, contemporary, painting, sculpture, fashion, and so on. Don’t dare miss the incredible light installation by Yayoi Kusama.


• Mystery Castle: The late Mary Lou Gulley used to welcome visitors into her home, an eccentric “castle” her father built in the 1930s and 1940s from found objects like rocks, adobe, glass, auto parts, and even petroglyphs. Now open for tours, it’s a wild place to see.


• Roosevelt Row: Tour this eclectic area downtown, which stretches from 7th Street to 7th Avenue along Roosevelt Street and features funky retail shops, art galleries, and some of the best mural artwork you’ll ever see. Visit in the evening on the first and third Fridays of the month for the art walk, when all the galleries and businesses are open.


Scottsdale


Scottsdale is nationally known for its cowboy-themed art, heavy with landscapes and figurative works that conjure images of dust clouds emerging from the earth as sweaty horses pound across the canvas. Scottsdale galleries are known for this tradition as well as high-end contemporary pieces from nationally known artists. The weekly Thursday Scottsdale ArtWalk attracts serious collectors with deep pockets—but it’s fun for everyone.


• Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art (SMoCA): With just a handful of galleries in the small museum, rotating exhibitions are often bold, highly conceptual, and well executed. The museum regularly hosts artist talks, art performances, and various events that bring in the crowds.


• Cosanti: Visit this small artists’ residence and bell foundry founded by Paolo Soleri, a famous visionary architect, which includes a subterranean “Earth House,” outdoor studios, and student dorms. Visitors can often spy students pouring liquid bronze into molds to create the Soleri windbells.


• Art Galleries: Marshall Way, Main Street, Old Town, and Civic Center Park have a heavy concentration of art galleries, many of which feature Southwestern culture—making this the perfect place to find a souvenir piece.


• Cave Creek: This artistic community manages to retain much of its 1880s character at Frontier Town, where you can spend the better part of an afternoon soaking in the artsy culture and poking around for funky tchotchkes.


Sedona


What truly sets Sedona apart from the rest is the distinct and celebrated presence of Indigenous influence. Artists from Southwest tribes (Navajo, Zuni, Hopi, Santo Domingo, and Apache) who carry on their peoples’ respected traditions of jewelry making, pottery making, and rug weaving offer astounding craftsmanship you simply cannot curate anywhere else in the world.


• Art Galleries: Pull over along Route 179 as you approach the Y intersection and pop in and out of the many art galleries that line the road—don’t skip the Tlaquepaque Arts and Crafts Village.


• The Red Rocks: Make your own art by spending a day among the red rocks as a landscape photographer. You’re pretty much guaranteed to take amazing photos.


• Jerome: Hippies, artists, and bikers have transformed this old mining town into an eclectic mix of galleries, hotels, restaurants, and saloons.




Tasty Mexican and Southwest Food


TOP EXPERIENCE


Arizona is a border state and with that comes one heck of a perk: some of the very best Mexican food in the United States. The influence of resident Mexican and Central Americans has hit the culinary world hard here, and the people rejoice every time they bite into an authentic Sonoran Mexican dish smothered in melted cheese and red sauce.
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The restaurants in Phoenix, Scottsdale, and Sedona range from standard traditional fare like machaca-filled tortillas or crispy-fried shredded chicken tacos to reimagined, high-end plates like smoked pork cheeks with cascabel chile sauce and buttermilk-cumin drizzle (served at Elote Cafe in Sedona). We have 24-hour drive-thru restaurants at every corner that dole out every type of burrito, taco, chimichanga, and overflowing plate of Mexican eats that cost next to nothing but provide highly valued satisfaction. We also boast James Beard Award-recognized chefs who present gourmet renditions of Mexican fare, like Barrio Café’s cochinita pibil: pork marinated in achiote and sour orange, wrapped in a banana leaf, and slow-roasted overnight.


This rich and diverse tradition in food is part of the very fabric of living here, and visitors would be crazy not to embrace an opportunity for a tasting tour. Speaking of which, if we had to pick our favorites, representing the range of go-to places to satisfy our cravings from fast food to fine dining, here’s what we’d suggest.


WHERE TO TRY IT


• Barrio Café, Phoenix


• Rito’s Mexican Food, Phoenix


• Richardson’s, Phoenix


• Otro Café, Phoenix


• Carolina’s, Phoenix


• The Mission, Scottsdale


• Los Olivos Mexican Patio, Scottsdale


• ’Berto’s Fast Food, Scottsdale/Phoenix


• Elote Cafe, Sedona


• Tortas de Fuego, Sedona
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Desert Luxury


Searing sun, glowing rocks, and dirt. So much dirt. In spite of its brutal ruggedness, the Sonoran Desert also has a luxurious, cosmopolitan side, which lures pleasure-seekers and stressed-out vacationers to its resorts, golf courses, award-winning restaurants, and five-star spas. Sip prickly pear margaritas amid the boulders and adobe villas of Scottsdale before retreating north to Sedona’s red rocks.


Day 1


Arrive at Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport and go on a cleansing and challenging hike up Camelback Mountain for views that will give you your bearings in this sprawling city. You’ll certainly feel you’ve earned a week of relaxation after this massive effort with its vistas of the desert metropolis that can’t be achieved otherwise. With your remaining energy, visit Desert Botanical Garden to learn about spiny cacti, green-bark palo verde trees, and colorful wildflowers.


Afterward, head north on Scottsdale Road to see these indigenous plants in their native environment at the Four Seasons Resort Scottsdale at Troon North, a desert sanctuary nestled into the foothills of Pinnacle Peak and inspired by old adobe villas. Relax on the veranda overlooking the Valley of the Sun and enjoy—literally—the fruits of the desert in a delicious prickly pear margarita. Have dinner at one of the resort’s restaurants or order room service for a romantic meal on your private balcony.


Day 2


Wake up early to experience the desert at sunrise. If you’re up for more hiking, try the trail up Pinnacle Peak. If Camelback did you in, consider a round of golf at Troon North Golf Club, one of the Valley’s best championship desert courses.




The Desert After Dark


SEE AN OUTDOOR MOVIE


• Bring blankets, fold-out chairs, and snacks to watch a family-friendly movie for free, hosted at places like CityScape and Crown on 7th or Biltmore Fashion Park.
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HIKE BY MOONLIGHT


• Piestewa Peak trailheads close at 7pm, but the trails remain open until 11pm for those already hiking and looking to experience the desert after hours. Bring a headlamp and move slow to stay safe!


• In most of the Maricopa County regional parks—including McDowell Mountain Regional Park, Cave Creek Regional Park, and Spur Cross Ranch Conservation Area—rangers take groups on sunset walks, moonlight hikes, and early-morning moonset hikes. The rangers are expert guides and will point out all the good stuff along the way. You’re guaranteed to see a lot of wildlife action, which may include scorpions, coyotes, and rattlesnakes. Families are welcome.


CRUISE THE MOUNTAINS


• In the summer months, McDowell Mountain Regional Park hosts special moonlit biking events for experienced bikers to cruise along the park’s incredible trails.


HUNT FOR SCORPIONS


• Maricopa County Parks and Recreation (www.maricopacountyparks.net/events/scorpion-hunt [URL inactive]) hosts events in which rangers help guests find scorpions because, you know, who doesn’t want to look for creepy, poisonous critters with pincers and stingers?


EXPERIENCE ART


• During the Valley’s monthly art walks, art galleries and businesses open their doors and sidewalks fill with people. Art walks take place every first and third Friday 6pm-9pm in downtown Phoenix and every Thursday 7pm-9pm in Scottsdale.


• Check out James Turrell’s art installation Knight Rise at the Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art, which stays open until 8pm Thursdays and Saturdays. It’s a particularly special experience as the sun goes down.


GAZE AT THE STARS


• Study the desert sky with a professional astronomer on a three- to four-hour tour with Stellar Adventures; it’s $225 per person for a nighttime adventure complete with night vision goggles to simultaneously witness the desert coming to life in the night.


• Look up at the sky with a rare opportunity to view from the vantage point of a dark city. Sedona’s Evening Sky Tours cost $117 for an amazing night of stargazing.


HIT THE TOWN


• Hit up Old Town Scottsdale on a weekend night for some of the hottest clubbing in the country.


• Head to Downtown Phoenix for a night out of drinking, dancing, live music, and intellectual chatting among Phoenix artists, musicians, and all types of the alt crowd.





Have lunch at Snooze an A.M. Eatery and reward your efforts and soothe any aching muscles at one of Scottsdale’s deluxe spas, like the intimate Spa at the Four Seasons Resort Scottsdale or the renowned Boulders Resort & Spa Scottsdale, which is set against the namesake rock formation and features treatments rooted in Native American, Japanese, and crystal healing traditions. The spa also offers boulder-climbing clinics for the more adventurous.
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Boulders Resort & Spa Scottsdale





Once you’re feeling relaxed, head over to Kierland Commons, an outdoor shopping center in North Scottsdale, to browse for gifts or to find a cozy restaurant for dinner.


Day 3


Spend the morning shopping at Scottsdale Fashion Square in downtown Scottsdale. Grab brunch at Arcadia Farms Café, a charming cottage that serves fresh sandwiches, soups, and salads.


Afterward, drive across Scottsdale Road to Old Town for more shopping. You can also get a dose of historical culture at the Old Adobe Mission and modern culture at the Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art, where you’ll find Knight Rise, a “Skyspace” installation by artist James Turrell that dynamically frames Arizona’s changing sky. If you’re hungry for more art, downtown’s galleries are among the finest in the country, showcasing edgy modern pieces along with traditional Southwestern art.


You’re in the heart of Scottsdale’s dining and nightlife scene, so spend your evening sampling the city’s numerous options, such as Café Monarch or Roaring Fork.


Day 4


Horseback ride this morning through the desert and mountain passes of Tonto National Forest with Arizona Horseback Adventures at Spur Cross. Customize your horseback adventure or select one of several guided options.


Afterward, enjoy lunch at Grassroots Kitchen & Tap and perhaps a quick siesta. Re-energized, drive south on Scottsdale Road to Paradise Valley, where Paolo Soleri’s quirky Cosanti bell foundry and artist community reveals the architect’s theories on environmentally responsible design.


As evening approaches, enjoy a handcrafted cocktail at Sanctuary Camelback Mountain, A Gurney’s Resort & Spa’s stylish Jade Bar, where you can catch Mummy Mountain bathed in a desert sunset. Enjoy a Western-inspired dinner at the historic LON’s at the Hermosa Inn or go for the James Beard Award-winning Virtù Honest Craft.
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grilled octopus at Virtù Honest Craft in Scottsdale





Day 5


Even that quintessentially American architect, Frank Lloyd Wright, was seduced by the desert. Tour his winter home, Taliesin West, a stone, sand, and glass masterpiece that incorporates indigenous materials and blends indoor and outdoor spaces. Afterward, get out of the sun and take in a massive musical history lesson at the Musical Instrument Museum, which showcases more than 8,000 musical instruments from around the world.


Have lunch at the charming El Encanto in Cave Creek, then drive north to the high desert of Sedona, where massive red-rock buttes reveal Arizona’s rich geological diversity. Once you get into town, head west on Route 89A to Boynton Canyon, where the hacienda-inspired Enchantment Resort and Mii amo Spa are enveloped by the canyon’s soaring cliff walls. You may never want to leave, although you should, if only for dinner at Mariposa Latin Inspired Grill.


Day 6


This morning, survey the red-rock buttes from the sky while floating in a hot-air balloon over Sedona, giving a perspective of the vast scale of the region’s rocky formations. Once you descend and enjoy the complimentary champagne breakfast, be sure to visit the Chapel of the Holy Cross, where a local artist created a stunning church that seems to emerge from its red-rock foundations.


You then have plenty of time to shop the small boutiques and galleries at Tlaquepaque Arts and Crafts Village. Head to The Hudson for a delicious cocktail and meal while viewing the red rocks.


Day 7


For breakfast, scoot up Oak Creek Canyon to Garland’s Indian Gardens Café & Market and enjoy a delicious breakfast on the back patio, which kisses the canyon walls. Stop by Hoel’s Indian Shop to select a one-of-a-kind, exquisite piece of Native American jewelry from this retail space housed in an enormous vault. Spend the rest of your morning perusing the shops in Uptown, enjoy an authentic lunch at Tortas de Fuego, and drive back to Phoenix to catch a late flight home.





Phoenix



HIGHLIGHTS


ORIENTATION


PLANNING YOUR TIME


HISTORY


Sights


DOWNTOWN AND THE ARTS DISTRICT


CENTRAL PHOENIX


NORTH PHOENIX


PAPAGO PARK


TEMPE AND THE EAST VALLEY


AHWATUKEE AND SOUTH PHOENIX


WEST VALLEY


Sports and Recreation


AIR ADVENTURES AND BALLOONING


DESERT AND JEEP TOURS


BIKING AND JOGGING


HIKING AND ROCK CLIMBING


GOLF


HORSEBACK RIDING


TUBING AND WATER PARKS


SPECTATOR SPORTS


SPAS


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


CASINOS


COMEDY


PERFORMING ARTS


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


DOWNTOWN


CENTRAL PHOENIX


NORTH PHOENIX


TEMPE AND THE EAST VALLEY


WEST VALLEY


Food


DOWNTOWN


CENTRAL PHOENIX


TEMPE AND THE EAST VALLEY


AHWATUKEE AND SOUTH PHOENIX


Accommodations


DOWNTOWN


CENTRAL PHOENIX


NORTH PHOENIX


TEMPE AND THE EAST VALLEY


SOUTH PHOENIX


WEST VALLEY


Information and Services


TOURIST INFORMATION


LIBRARIES


HOSPITALS AND EMERGENCY SERVICES


Transportation


GETTING THERE


GETTING AROUND


Apache Trail and Superstition Mountains


APACHE TRAIL SCENIC LOOP


HIKING THE SUPERSTITION MOUNTAINS


GETTING THERE AND AROUND
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petroglyphs







Highlights


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


S Heritage and Science Park: Heritage Square’s historic homes now house small museums and popular restaurants and bars, while the futuristic Arizona Science Center is the perfect spot to escape the summer heat (click here).


S Heard Museum: Housing perhaps the finest collection of Indigenous art in the world, this museum is one of Arizona’s great treasures. Learn about the rich culture of the state’s original inhabitants (click here).
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S Phoenix Art Museum: This sleek, stylish museum features a wide range of international art. Don’t miss Yayoi Kusama’s mind-blowing room of light (click here).


S Camelback Mountain: The iconic red-sandstone and granite peak rising at the center of the Valley of the Sun is a top draw for hikers and rock climbers (click here).


S Musical Instrument Museum: More than 8,000 instruments from 200 countries are beautifully displayed via a multimedia self-guided tour (click here).


S Hole-in-the-Rock: Hike this rounded, red-rock formation in Papago Park, believed to once be used by the ancient Hohokam civilization for astronomy (click here).


S Desert Botanical Garden: This garden easily claims the world’s largest collection of desert plants, with some 50,000 cacti, shrubs, trees, and colorful wildflowers (click here).


S South Mountain Park and Preserve: Many Valley residents escape the city to hike, bike, horseback ride, and picnic in this large desert park. You can even take a scenic drive up to the summit (click here).


S Hiking Piestewa Peak: The Summit Trail is steep, but you’ll be rewarded with views in every direction and a chance to commune with saguaros, lizards, and other denizens of the desert (click here).


S Roosevelt Row: The center of Phoenix’s art scene, this neighborhood is filled with funky wall murals, fine-art galleries, cozy bars, independent shops, and tasty restaurants. Take a lively tour during the monthly art walks (click here).
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Heard Museum
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Camelback Mountain.








Smug is the sun-kissed face of a Phoenix tourist wearing shorts and flip-flops in December. Yes, the city has temperatures over 110°F in summer, but the place is a paradise the rest of the year. Phoenix and its neighboring suburbs are a haven for fair-weather activities like golfing, hiking, swimming, museum hopping, and gourmet patio dining.


You may have to traverse endless roadways lined with suburban trappings, but the art, food, music, and curious cultural quirks are worth hunting down. Explore downtown to discover areas packed with shopping and cultural happenings like theater or music shows, sports events, and the art walks that happen on the first and third Fridays of the month. Take an obligatory selfie by a saguaro cactus in the 33,000 acres of the Sonoran Preserve, which boasts 180 miles of hiking trails. And don’t forget to treat yourself to authentic Mexican cuisine while guzzling refreshing margaritas.


The Valley of the Sun is a recreational nirvana, where warm days by the pool or on the links melt into a blazing sea of color at sunset. This heady mix of sun and fun has tempted many people to make a permanent move to the city. But Phoenix-dwellers are not content to waste away in a dreamy haze of margaritas. Their Southwest spirit is alive and well in this fifth-largest city of the United States (by population), and they are determined to create a vibrant, culturally relevant city on par with its Sun Belt sisters in Miami, Austin, and Los Angeles.


The dramatic landscape and Western spirit of Phoenix conspire to create a unique destination. Sure, you’ll find prickly cacti, lots of sunshine, and all the things you think you already know about Phoenix, but you’ll also discover a unique sensibility that caters to a vacation based on whimsy.


Don’t try to explore Phoenix as a succession of tourist sites as if you were in New York or Washington DC. Instead, think of the city as a collection of experiences taken in as you leisurely explore the city: smelling orange blossoms in the spring, hearing gravel beneath your feet as you climb Piestewa Peak, splashing in the cool waters of a swimming pool, tasting authentic corn tortillas and carne asada at a small taqueria, discovering the ancient culture of the region’s Indigenous people at the Heard Museum. These subtle—often hidden—pleasures are unique to Phoenix and to you, should you embrace their lingering nature like the sun on the sky of a long desert day.


ORIENTATION


When people say “Phoenix,” they are often referring to the mass of roadways, highways, and urban and suburban developments that encompasses the city limits and the connected neighboring cities as well. So for the purposes of this book, here’s how we’ve split up the city.


Downtown and the Arts District


Downtown Phoenix may be small by comparison to the downtown areas of other cities, but it is still easily recognizable by its tall buildings and heavy pedestrian traffic (by Phoenix standards anyway). “Downtown” is typically referred to as the generous swath of property that includes the arts district, a west-to-east span of 15th Avenue to 15th Street, and a north-to-south spread of McDowell Road to Buckeye Road.


Central Phoenix


Heading north and a bit east from downtown is what this book designates as Central Phoenix. What once were the “outskirts” of Phoenix are now extensions of the heart of the city, including neighborhoods North Central Phoenix, Biltmore, and Arcadia. These neighborhoods are less populated by art galleries and museums but are heavy with restaurants, shopping, and outdoor recreation.


North Phoenix


Keep heading north and you’ll hit the rest of the city, which is broadly referred to as North Phoenix. Attractions are certainly more spread out among the many miles of this area, which are mostly filled by office buildings, housing developments, strip malls, and city parks.


Tempe and the East Valley


To the south and east of downtown Phoenix sits the city of Tempe, and farther east are the cities of Mesa, Chandler, and Gilbert, which comprise the East Valley. Each has its own downtown complete with shopping, museums, restaurants, and bars.
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Ahwatukee and South Phoenix



Stucco housing developments dominate Southern Phoenix and the community of Ahwatukee (pronounced “ah-wuh-TOO-kee”), but the area is still worth exploring—if you know where to go.


West Valley


The West Valley isn’t particularly known as a tourist attraction, but there are a few places definitely worth visiting.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


You’ll need at least three days to see Phoenix, balancing a few cultural sights with the bounty of outdoor activities. Consider a hike or round of golf in the early morning followed by afternoon visits to the Phoenix Art Museum, Heritage Square, or the world-renowned Heard Museum, which has a rich repository of Indigenous art and artifacts. However, you should really take a week to make the most of a trip to the Valley of the Sun. Phoenix, Scottsdale, Tempe, and the surrounding cities each offer pockets of pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods to explore, and you’ll want to make sure you have plenty of time to relax and enjoy the sunshine.


What we call the Valley of the Sun is huge, and its 4.5 million residents crisscross the city daily, thanks to a large web of freeways. Fortunately for visitors, many of the best sights, parks, restaurants, and shops are clustered in a central strip running from South Mountain through Tempe to Downtown, Central, and North Phoenix. To explore the city, you’ll definitely need a car—and you’ll become quite familiar with the main commuter arteries: I-10, Highway 51, Highway 101, Highway 202, Central Avenue, and Camelback Road.


Families, couples, and groups of friends won’t struggle to find activities that appeal to their tastes. Most of the year, kids will want to spend morning, noon, and—yes—night, in the Valley’s pools and water parks, recreational specialties found at many resorts. When the weather is cooler, however, the Phoenix Zoo, Arizona Science Center, or Children’s Museum of Phoenix are entertaining diversions. Adults, too, won’t mind spending time poolside with a tasty beverage and good book in hand, but should take time to immerse themselves in the Sonoran Desert landscape. No long drives are necessary to reach these wild deserts, as there are multiple preserves that sit in the heart of the city. Hikers, mountain bikers, and horseback riders of all levels will appreciate the cactus-dotted peaks that rise throughout the city. And for those not-so-rugged types, it’s easy to get a taste of this unique landscape along flat, often paved walkways at the Desert Botanical Garden and Papago Park.


The weather, in all likelihood, will shape what you do and when you do it. Phoenix is heavenly in late October through early April, when warm days and cool evenings attract most visitors. It can even get a little cold in the winter, with the occasional nighttime temperature dropping below freezing. Summer is a very different story. Count on temperature highs to easily soar over 105°F from May well through September, making a swimming pool or air-conditioned escape mandatory. Don’t be frightened, though. The desert’s arid climate means you’ll often shiver when you emerge from a pool, and an early morning hike or round of golf means you won’t be trapped inside. Summer is also the opportunity to indulge at luxury resorts for bargain prices.


HISTORY


Phoenix is called a “young” city so often that many seem to forget there’s an entire ancient civilization buried underneath it. The Indigenous people have called the Sonoran Desert home for thousands of years, with the Hohokam people digging the first irrigation canals fed by the Salt River about 2,000 years ago. They improved and expanded the system over the centuries using wood and stone tools, leveling devices, hard labor, and brilliant engineering. Some canals were as long as 20 miles and carried thousands of gallons of water through a complex series of main lines, laterals, and small ditches. At its height around AD 1300, the system watered more than 10,000 acres scattered across present-day metro Phoenix. The Hohokam’s corn, beans, squash, and cotton crops supported as many as 50,000 people, making the Salt River valley one of the largest settlements in prehistoric North America. But after 1,500 years of growth, Hohokam society began a slow collapse, probably triggered by a combination of drought, environmental stresses, and war. By the end of the 1400s, the people had abandoned their pueblos and canals for small farming villages scattered across the region.


Modern Phoenix wasn’t born until 1867, when a man named Jack Swilling passed through and recognized that the Salt River valley looked like a good place for farming. The broad, fertile valley was filled with desert grasses, mesquite, willow, and cottonwood trees, and its most promising feature was the wide, winding river that flowed down out of the mountains to the northeast. So after this one-time army scout, gold miner, cattle rancher, and saloon owner returned home to Wickenburg (a mining town about 50 miles northwest of present-day Phoenix), he got financial backing from a group of local residents and organized a company to dig irrigation canals and establish farms in the remote valley.


It wasn’t long before he and the dozens of settlers who followed discovered that digging up the Hohokam canal system was an easier way to bring water to their fields than starting from scratch. So it was that an erudite settler named Lord Darrell Duppa suggested they name their new town Phoenix, after the mythical bird that rises from its own ashes after being consumed by flame.


By 1900, the young town’s population had grown to 5,554, thanks to a long growing season and new railroads centered on the historic Union Station downtown, which delivered crops all across the United States. Technology didn’t solve all the settlers’ problems, though; snowmelt and rain regularly sent the Salt River over its banks, including the worst flood on record in February 1901, which swelled the river to three miles wide in some places, wiping out crops, houses, and the all-important railroad bridge. The brand-new territorial capitol west of downtown was inundated, too, destroying many early records. Luckily, President Theodore Roosevelt rode to the rescue with a bold plan and several million dollars.


In 1911, Roosevelt tasked the newly formed Bureau of Reclamation with building a hydroelectric dam on the Salt River to control flooding and generate electricity. It was the first project the new agency tackled, and although it tamed the free-flowing river by diverting the whole flow from its banks into an expanded canal system, it led to one of Phoenix’s first big boom periods. With an economy fueled by the state’s famous “Five Cs”—citrus, cotton, cattle, copper, and climate—the city’s population mushroomed to nearly 30,000 people by 1920 and added almost 20,000 more by 1930, matching the Hohokam’s previous record of 50,000 inhabitants in just 50 years. Even then, the boom had barely begun.


Following World War II, returning soldiers—many of whom had trained at air bases around Phoenix, thanks to its sunny, flying-friendly weather—flocked to the city and its burgeoning aerospace industry. As air-conditioning became widely available and early technology and manufacturing companies also moved west in search of cheap land, the population grew past 100,000 by 1950 and neared an almost-unimaginable 440,000 by 1960.


Today, some 1.6 million live in Phoenix proper, making it the fifth-largest city in the nation behind New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Houston. Phoenix has had tremendous growth, and it has come at a price. Many residents see pollution and the destruction of pristine desert sapping their quality of life as suburban sprawl forces them to spend hours commuting or going about everyday tasks. But the same spirit that drove Phoenicians to build a metropolis in less than 150 years is pushing them to dream up new solutions, and it’s anyone’s guess what seemingly impossible feats the residents of this dynamic city will tackle next.




The Valley of the Sun


Phoenix, now the fifth-largest city in the country, is part of an immense metropolitan area known as the Valley of the Sun—and it’s not just a tourism slogan, thanks to 300 days of sun per year. “The Valley,” as locals call it, is surrounded by a series of mountain ranges, and after decades of development, the suburban sprawl is creeping beyond the valley floor. Census estimates consistently name Phoenix as one of the fastest-growing cities year after year, and developers have consumed huge swaths of agricultural land and virgin desert. Formerly independent cities and towns now blend one into another, connected by a giant grid of roads and freeways.


The East Valley was the first to experience a huge surge of arrivals in the 1980s and 1990s, when small cities like Chandler and former agricultural centers including Gilbert, Queen Creek, and Apache Junction became stucco-home boomtowns. Bedroom communities like Fountain Hills and Ahwatukee practically sprang up overnight. Scottsdale in the Northeast Valley also experienced significant growing pains, annexing huge portions of land.


A decade later, master-planned communities—like Anthem in the north, Gold Canyon in the east, and Maricopa in the south—pushed farther into the desert. Developers in the West Valley turned huge tracts of land into subdivisions that now house hundreds of thousands of people. The retirement community of Sun City and Glendale were both engulfed by Surprise, Avondale, Goodyear, Peoria, and Buckeye, and civic leaders had to scramble to find the best ways to turn their small towns into big ones. However, the housing bust in 2008 complicated matters, with the West Valley becoming one of the hardest-hit areas in the country.


Much like the rest of the country, Phoenix marched on the road to recovery from the real-estate crash with incremental success. With the cultural resurgence of value toward homes built midcentury (thank you Mad Men), developers and buyers have shifted focus to remodeling and revitalizing existing neighborhoods that are more centrally located. And today, with the mid/post-pandemic real estate boom, a collective eye-popping state of shock has transfixed long-term residents with house values increasing at least triple-fold.





Sights


Phoenix, now the fifth-largest city in the United States, is a sprawling expanse of neighborhoods and suburbs, and its attractions are scattered throughout the city. You’ll need a car (or a healthy rideshare budget) to navigate the Valley of the Sun, although the new light-rail system conveniently connects some of the most popular sights, including the Heard Museum, the Phoenix Art Museum, the Arizona Science Center, and Tempe’s Mill Avenue area.


DOWNTOWN AND THE ARTS DISTRICT


Like any Old West town worth its salt, Phoenix endured the boom and bust of life in the desert since its founding in 1870. However, unlike some of its ghost-town brethren, Phoenix has a knack for emerging from hard times. Tombstone may be “the town too tough to die,” but downtown Phoenix is truly the metropolis that always seems to rise again (yes, this mythology will be referenced many more times).
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If one grew up in Phoenix during, say, the 1980s, Downtown Phoenix was a complete no-go unless you had some legal (or sometimes illegal) matters pulling you there. But now, following decades of suburban flight and urban decay, businesses and long-term residents have officially returned to downtown Phoenix. (It’s like it died and then was, I don’t know, reborn. Again.) The 90-block area formerly referred to as Copper Square received billions of dollars in redevelopment, and though many locals had their doubts, it seems to have finally come together. Much as in the city’s early days, when farmers and ranchers would come to town for a show or to pick up supplies, suburbanites are flocking to downtown’s stadiums, museums, concert venues, and new restaurants and bars. The construction of a convention center, Arizona State University’s downtown campus, the CityScape shopping and residential center, and countless other revitalizations to existing buildings brought some nighttime pedestrian traffic to the once-empty (and incredibly creepy) streets. Plus, the light rail bolstered downtown with yet another steroid shot.


If you have any questions or need directions, Downtown Phoenix Inc. (1 E. Washington St., Ste. 230, http://dtphx.org, 602/495-1500, 8am-6pm Mon.-Fri.) has everything covered. Visit the website for an extensive collection of resources and content or look for one of the Downtown Phoenix (DTPHX) “ambassadors,” easily identifiable in an orange shirt printed with the words “Ask Me.” They roam the streets daily.


Arizona State Capitol


Arizona’s territorial capital bounced between Prescott and Tucson before finally settling on Phoenix in 1889. In an effort to prove to the federal government that Arizona was ready for statehood, the territorial legislature constructed the capitol building between 1898 and 1901. The design, based on a rejected concept for the Mississippi State Capitol, was scaled back in size and modified for Arizona’s desert climate, with additions such as thick masonry walls for insulation and ventilating windows. They also painted the dome copper as a tribute to the mineral that served as an essential local economic resource.


As the state grew, so did the demands on the building. Part-time Arizona resident Frank Lloyd Wright submitted plans in 1957 for a massive Arizona Capitol Complex, which would have transferred the legislature, governor, and supreme court from downtown to Papago Park at a whopping cost of $5 million. It was immediately rejected. One of the proposed 125-foot-tall spires for the project is now visible at Scottsdale and Frank Lloyd Wright Boulevards in North Scottsdale. Instead, the State House and Senate were relocated into bunker-like buildings on either side of the capitol in 1960, and the governor moved to the Executive Tower behind the capitol.


A renovation in 1981 restored the building to its original look from 1912, the year of Arizona’s statehood (February 14 being the actual day [aww!]), and the dome was finally given a proper copper plating: $4.8 million worth, a fitting number for the 48th state. That same year, the Arizona Capitol Museum (1700 W. Washington St., 602/926-3620, www.azlibrary.gov/azcm, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat. Sept.-May, free) opened, allowing visitors to see the old House and Senate chambers, offices of the governor, and exhibitions on Arizona’s history. There is also a small display chronicling the USS Arizona.


Civic Space Park


Part of an effort by city leaders to transform downtown into a vibrant urban space, Civic Space Park (424 N. Central Ave., 602/262-7490, www.phoenix.gov/parks, 5am-11pm daily, free) brings some green design to the neighborhood, with rolling lawns, dancing water fountains, and leafy trees that are expected to shade as much as 70 percent of the park once they mature.


What you’ll surely notice first is a massive fabric-net sculpture that hangs over the park from steel rings. This public artwork, Her Secret is Patience, initially garnered some controversy, both because of its abstract shape and its $2.4 million price tag. Artist Janet Echelman—who named the piece after a line in a Ralph Waldo Emerson poem: “Adopt the pace of nature; her secret is patience,”—says Arizona’s monsoon clouds and saguaro cactus blossoms inspired her, although some have likened the funnel-shaped sculpture to a giant jellyfish or purple tornado. As with many public art pieces, time has proven its worth, and the dynamic structure is now a point of pride for downtown Phoenix. The piece is best viewed in the evening while lying in the grass and staring up at the netting. Massive lights create a dramatic electric glow to the net’s color, and its flexible support cables allow the entire piece to dance in the breeze.


In fact, it’s the three-acre park’s transformation when the sun sets that makes it so enticing. A dozen LED-lit columns put on a light show at the southern end of the park while whimsical water features glow purple. There is even space for movies and small concerts, which attract students from Arizona State University’s adjacent downtown campus. The requisite energy demands are offset by solar panels on the park’s shade structures during the day.


St. Mary’s Basilica


When Phoenix’s citizens built their first Catholic church in 1881, only the most devout could have imagined a papal visit some 100 years later. That original structure was constructed from hand-formed adobe and was replaced in 1915 by St. Mary’s Basilica (231 N. 3rd St., 602/354-2100, www.saintmarysbasilica.org, 9am-1pm Mon.-Fri., 4pm-6pm Sat., 8am-1pm Sun., free), a Mission Revival-style church that still holds Mass every day. Pope John Paul II named St. Mary’s a minor basilica in 1985, and two years later he visited the church on a trip to Phoenix. The inspiring collection of stained-glass windows is stunning—even for the non-faithful—and its spacious, bright interior is worth a quick stop.




[image: image]


1: St. Mary’s Basilica 2: Arizona Science Center






S Heritage and Science Park



Heritage and Science Park is something of an anomaly in tear-it-down-and-build-something-new Phoenix. The historic park protects Heritage Square (www.heritagesquarephx.org), the oldest residential block in Phoenix, with structures dating back to the turn of the 19th century. Today, the park features 10 fully restored buildings that include museums, galleries, a Victorian gift shop, and the incredible Rosson House Museum.


ROSSON HOUSE MUSEUM


Every inch of the 1895 Rosson House Museum (113 N. 6th St., 602/262-5070, www.heritagesquarephx.org, 10am-4pm Fri., 10am-2pm Sat., $12 adults, free for children 5 and under) is meticulously restored to capture “a day in the life” of a Victorian-era Phoenician. It was just as ornate when it was built by Roland and Flora Rosson in 1895 for $7,525, and the Victorian house’s octagonal turret and shaded veranda were considered extravagant. Flora, who came from a wealthy family, had bought the entire city block, allowing plenty of space for the 4,200-square-foot home’s 10 rooms, which have been restored with period furnishings and pressed-tin ceilings. Docent-guided tours are available.


ARIZONA SCIENCE CENTER


One of the best museums in the Valley and a hit with kids, the Arizona Science Center (600 E. Washington St., 602/716-2000, www.azscience.org, 10:30am-4:30pm daily, $19.95 adults, $14.95 children) packs hundreds of interactive exhibits into 98,000 square feet of gallery space, making science a hands-on, physical experience. Here children can race up a pulley system, make clouds, lie on a bed of 1,000 nails, or relax under the stars in the spectacular Dorrance Planetarium. Noted architect Antoine Predock designed the sprawling concrete-and-metal building, creating soaring spaces for the huge displays and the nationally traveling exhibitions that frequently draw visitors.




Explore Phoenix’s Architecture


Changing architectural styles in Phoenix’s neighborhoods and commercial districts are like tree rings tracking the city’s growth. Because it grew so big so fast, many neighborhoods in Phoenix were built all at once by developers with similar design. The resulting “master-planned communities” can make it seem like all the city has to offer are cookie-cutter ranch houses or stucco structures, but that’s not the whole truth. The warm, sunny climate has encouraged architectural innovation since the first people moved to the Sonoran Desert, and today is no exception.


PHOENIX PREHISTORY (AD 1-1450)


More than 2,000 years ago, the Hohokam people started building a system of irrigation canals fed by the Salt River. For the next millennium and a half, they built villages, pit houses, and walled pueblos that housed as many as 50,000 people in what is now metro Phoenix, making it one of the largest ancient population centers in North America. Their society collapsed in the mid-1400s and most of their buildings are gone or buried, but visitors can walk through the ruins of a large, 800-year-old platform mound at Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park (4619 E. Washington St., 602/495-0901, www.pueblogrande.com [URL inactive], 10am-4pm Fri., 10am, 12pm, 2pm Saturday tours, $12 adults, free for children 5 and under). The earthen-walled structure evokes how these resourceful people adapted to life in the desert.


TURN OF THE 20TH CENTURY (1880-1915)


The 19th-century houses huddled on Heritage Square (113 N 6th St., 602/262-5070, www.heritagesquarephx.org) show the roots of the modern city. Home to the merchants and traders who served what was then a valley of farmers and ranchers, they are the only extant residential structures from the city’s original town site. The sturdy, redbrick houses with ample verandas (also known as “sleeping porches,” where residents would sleep on summer nights, sometimes with wet sheets) are now inhabited by a mix of restaurants, bars, and museums. The Rosson House (113 N. 6th St., 602/427-0927, www.heritagesquarephx.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $10 adults, $5 children 5-12), a Victorian mansion built in 1895, is open for public tours.


THE ROARING TWENTIES (1920-1935)


A half-mile stretch of Central Avenue between Jefferson and Fillmore Streets downtown displays the architectural ambitions from this perennial boomtown’s first growth spurt in the 1920s. The Renaissance Revival Hotel San Carlos (220 N. Central Ave., 602/253-4121, www.sancarlosphoenix.top) and the Renaissance Revival Westward Ho (618 N. Central Ave.) both debuted in 1928 as luxury hotels that attracted Hollywood stars, gangsters, and politicians over the ensuing decades. The 14-story, Art Deco Luhrs Tower (45 W. Jefferson St., 602/252-6891, www.luhrscitycenter.com) rose a year later in 1929; it now houses the popular Bitter & Twisted Cocktail Parlour (1 W. Jefferson St., 602/340-1924, www.bitterandtwistedaz.com, 4pm-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 4pm-1am Fri.-Sat.). Across the street, Phoenix’s 1928 City Hall (200 W. Washington St., 602/262-6011, www.phoenix.gov, 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) makes the idea of occupying one of the jail cells on the upper levels almost appealing. The Orpheum Theatre (203 W. Adams St., 602/262-6225, www.phoenixconventioncenter.com/events#orpheum) was built in 1929 as a vaudeville theater and injects Spanish Revival with Spanish Baroque embellishment.


MIDCENTURY MODERN IDENTITY (1948-1970)


Phoenix came of age following World War II as its population exploded, and the city’s wealth of midcentury architecture shows it. Frank Lloyd Wright lived in Arizona for decades, designing a number of buildings around town, including his winter home and workshop, Taliesin West (12345 N. Taliesin Dr., 480/860-2700, www.franklloydwright.org, refer to website for varying hours and tour prices). It’s open for tours, as is Cosanti (6433 E. Doubletree Ranch Rd., Paradise Valley, 480/948-6145, www.cosanti.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., free entry, tour $15 per guest, foundry demonstration $8 per guest), designed by visionary architect Paolo Soleri, in nearby Paradise Valley. Good examples of midcentury commercial buildings include the 1964 Phoenix Financial Center (3443 N. Central Ave., 602/265-3151), which has a facade designed to look like a computer punch card, and Hanny’s (40 N. 1st St., 602/252-2285, www.hannys.net [URL inactive], 5pm-midnight Sun.-Mon., 11:30am-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 11:30am-1am Fri., 5pm-1am Sat.), which was downtown’s first Modernist department store in 1948 and now houses a restaurant/bar of the same name. But the best places to see how new owners have updated that icon of the Atomic Age, the ranch house, are two neighborhoods near the Phoenix Mountains Preserve. A drive around Paradise Gardens—generally bounded by 36th and 33rd Streets to the east and west and Gold Dust and Mountain View Roads to the north and south—shows off homes that are credited to locally revered architect Al Beadle. If you’re an architecture purist, however, there’s debate about his level of involvement in designs of the neighborhood. Nonetheless, Paradise Gardens does, indeed, embody the architectural hallmarks of the Beadle style. Marlen Gardens—which sits between Bethany Home and Montebello Roads along 10th and 11th Streets—was designed and built by the equally beloved Arizona architect Ralph Haver. The group Modern Phoenix (www.modernphoenix.net) arranges tours of residences several times a year, and its website offers a wealth of information.


DESERT MODERN (1990-PRESENT)


Desert Modern (aka Desert Architecture or Desert Contemporary) is today’s preferred design style for the concerned individuals with the means to build new in Phoenix. Dozens of Phoenix offices and houses have earned the attention of the design world over the past few years, thanks to their blending of indoor and outdoor spaces, innovative use of industrial materials (steel, concrete, and glass), and brilliant embrace of the north light to illuminate interiors. But a lot of the most stunning examples are, unfortunately, private. The best publicly accessible examples of this Desert Modernism are a trio of public libraries (www.phoenixpubliclibrary.org): the Will Bruder-designed Burton Barr Central Library (1221 N. Central Ave.), the Richard+Bauer-designed Desert Broom Library (29710 N. Cave Creek Rd.), and the Gould Evans and Wendell Burnette-designed Palo Verde Branch Library (4402 N. 51st Ave.). Other ways to catch a glimpse of spectacular houses include driving around neighborhoods near the mountains, or scanning real estate websites such as www.azarchitecture.com for open houses.


Contributed by David Proffitt, architectural journalist
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