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  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction





  




  The southwestern corner of Utah offers some of the most fascinating and awe-inspiring landscapes in the desert Southwest. Towering cliffs and slickrock canyons, with colorful spires and natural arches, exist here on a scale that dwarfs the works of humans and provides a humbling time scale by which to measure our own histories. Half a billion years in the making, this land was laid down in seas and lakes and dunes, then thrust skyward to be sculpted by the ceaseless efforts of wind and water. Here the visitor finds refuge from the fast-paced modern world, in a country little changed for a thousand years.




  Weather




  




  Southwestern Utah encompasses low deserts, arid uplands, and high, subalpine forestlands. There is no time of year when good hiking opportunities cannot be had.




  Winters are cool and rainy at the lower elevations, but the high plateaus are typically locked in deep snowdrifts from November through April. Despite the snow, Bryce Canyon National Park is open year-round. Some of its day-hiking trails may remain passable throughout the winter, but deep snows collect in other areas.




  Cedar Breaks and the rest of the Markagunt Plateau are completely snowbound and inaccessible to hikers during the winter. The uplands of Zion National Park typically are closed to entry during winter, although the Zion Canyon area remains open. Water temperatures are usually too low during winter to allow wading for extended periods.




  The hallmark of spring is melting snow. Streams in this otherwise desert region become swollen with runoff, making many of the canyon hikes impassable. The high country is still snowbound at this time, although the Kolob Terrace of Zion National Park begins to open up in late April. The low deserts receive much of their annual rainfall in the spring, when they burst into a colorful display of blossoms. However, the moist soils of the low desert are prone to sticky mud at this time, which makes cross-country hiking an unpleasant activity—as well as one that can damage the environment. Spring is an excellent time to visit Bryce Canyon: Its cliffs and hoodoos are even prettier with a light dusting of snow.




  Sweltering summer temperatures make hiking at midday toilsome, especially in the lower elevations. Confine your hiking to early morning and evening hours to avoid the worst of the heat. Savvy hikers retreat into the shady depths of the canyons or up to the breezy subalpine country atop the plateaus to beat the heat. The region experiences dry weather through the first half of summer, but late August is known for torrential thunderstorms that can trigger flash floods in the slot canyons and create spectacular waterfalls on the cliffs. Lightning strikes along the rims of the Bryce Canyon and Cedar Breaks amphitheaters are also a serious hazard at this time.




  Autumn is perhaps the best time of year to visit the region. Temperatures are warm during the day, with frigid, crystal-clear nights. Water levels in the canyons are low at this time, and the water temperature remains fairly constant until late October, when it begins to plummet. As a bonus, travelers along the waterways are treated to colorful displays from the turning maples and cottonwoods, and visitors to the high country can take in the brilliant gold foliage of the aspens. The highest plateaus enjoy cool autumn weather but generally remain snow-free until mid-October. The lower terraces and canyon bottoms are warm and temperate at this time. Temperatures in the low desert of southwestern Zion become tolerable in late October.




  Hiking in Arid Lands




  Hiking in the Southwest poses challenges that are encountered nowhere else. Much of southwestern Utah’s public land is free of trails, and hikers may have to rely on their map and compass skills to find their way. The defining feature of the region is “slickrock,” in which vast expanses of sculpted sandstone have been scoured bare by wind and water. As its name suggests, slickrock can be very slippery when it gets wet. Trails and routes that cross slickrock will be marked only with cairns, if they are marked at all. Hikers who travel through canyons should remain constantly aware that it is much easier to climb up a slickrock face than it is to descend one.




  Perhaps the most obvious challenge in desert hiking is the extreme weather. During the hottest parts of the day, the temperature can reach 120ºF several feet above the floor of the low desert. Summer hikers should wear broad-brimmed hats, long-sleeved shirts, and baggy pants to protect themselves from the intensity of the desert sun. Cover exposed skin with sunscreen lotion. Take a lesson from the local wildlife—hike in the cool of the mornings and evenings, and rest in the shade during the heat of the day.




  The desert air wicks moisture away from the body at an amazing rate, and active hikers should plan to drink about a gallon of water per day. Desert water sources may run dry for part of the year and often contain exotic microbes that can cause intestinal disorders. Always carry enough water to meet your daily needs, and filter all surface water before drinking to remove the harmful microbes.




  Many desert-dwelling animals have evolved poisons, and they may bite or sting when provoked. The rattlesnake is the most notorious of these, although its reputation for aggressiveness is undeserved. This nocturnal predator will flee when given a chance, and it rarely bites unless it is surprised or cornered. To avoid snakebites, always watch where you put your hands and feet, and avoid reaching into dark places or overturning boulders. This practice will also help you avoid scorpions, most of which have painful stings. Scorpions like to hide in dark, moist places; hikers who leave their boots outside overnight may be in for a nasty surprise in the morning.




  Desert hikers must be particularly careful not to upset the ecological balance of desert communities. Many plants and animals live on the edge of their capabilities, and any added stress may result in death. Give a wide berth to nesting birds, animals with young, and wildlife that is using a water source. Finally, hikers who are traveling in the low desert or piñon-juniper scrubland should avoid walking on biological soil crusts. These crusts are dark and granular and contain algae and other microbes that come alive following rains. A major source of nutrients for desert soils, they form a crucial link in the web of desert ecosystems. Biological soil crusts are very fragile and may not recover for decades after being trampled.




  Sharing the Trail




  




  Visitors should expect to encounter a wide variety of user groups in southwestern Utah, particularly on Bureau of Land Management and US Forest Service lands. This magnificent wilderness is a magnet for outdoor folk and solitude seekers of all descriptions. In the interest of a safe and pleasant wilderness experience for all, exercise consideration and good manners when meeting other parties on the trail.




  Pack and saddle stock have the right-of-way on the trails wherever they are allowed. Because pack and saddle stock are less maneuverable than foot travelers, hikers should yield to horse parties when the two meet on a trail. In such a situation, the best thing that a hiker can do is to hike up the hillside above the trail for at least 20 feet and allow the stock to pass. It often helps to talk to the animals in reassuring tones as they pass by. This keeps the animals from panicking and tangling up the pack string.




  How to Follow a Faint Path




  




  Many of the most popular treks in this corner of Utah exist only as primitive routes that may not be marked at all. Visitors to backcountry areas should have a few elementary trail-finding skills in their bag of tricks, in case a trail peters out or a snowfall covers the path. A topographic map and compass, and the ability to use them, are essential insurance against disaster when a trail takes a wrong turn or disappears completely.




  Maintained trails in southwestern Utah are typically marked in a variety of ways. Signs bearing the name and/or number of the trail are present at some trail junctions, although weathering and inconsiderate visitors sometimes remove these plaques. Along the trail several kinds of markers indicate the location of maintained trails. In forested areas, cuts in the bark of living trees, known as blazes, are made immediately beside the path. In spots where a trail crosses a gravel streambed or bare slickrock, piles of rocks called cairns mark the route. These cairns are typically constructed of three or more stones piled atop one another, a formation that almost never occurs naturally.




  In the case of an extremely overgrown trail, markings of any kind may be impossible to find. On such a trail the techniques used to build the trail serve as clues to its location. Well-constructed trails have rather wide, flat beds. Let your feet seek the flat spots when traveling through tall brush, and you will almost always find yourself on the trail. Look for check dams and other rock work on the trail that may have been put in place to prevent erosion. Old sawed logs from previous trail maintenance can be used to navigate in spots where the trail bed is obscured; if you find a sawed log, then you must be on a trail that was maintained at some point in time. Switchbacks are also a sure sign of an official trail; wild game travels in straight lines, and horsemen traveling off-trail seldom bother to zigzag across hillsides. Previous travelers can also leave clues to the location of old trails; watch for footprints or hoof marks as you travel.
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