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Get Ready to CRANK!





  Welcome, pilgrims, to the promised land. The land of standing rock, the Toom’pin wunear Tuweap. For seasoned riders and neophytes alike, this is where all trails eventually lead. This is the landscape our bikes were made for.




  If Moab is the mecca for mountain biking, the reason is slickrock. Here, huge beds of ancient sandstone have been carved by wind and water into a maze of canyons, plateaus, pillars, and walls. Slickrock, however, is anything but slick. Tires cling to the sandstone like paint to canvas, encouraging amazing feats of fattire artistry. Riding here will improve your skills and open your mind to new possibilities.




  Sculpted by nature, the land surrounding Moab provides a plethora of places to pedal. Mesa tops, canyon floors and rims, and the passes between cover environments ranging from open desert to old-growth juniper forests. The riding surface is just as varied. A single ride may roll over slickrock sandstone, ledgy bedrock, mud, cobblestones, and sand.




  While the Slickrock Trail may be the point to the pilgrimage, sandstone snacks are offered throughout the region. But rock candy is only one entree of the region’s menu to feed your mountain-biking soul.




  The Manti-La Sals serve up singletrack as rugged as the riders who call Moab home. These old volcanoes never erupted, but their trails stoke a primitive mountaineering fire. Rocky, remote, and steep, they offer a cool alternative to the desert playground below.




  Recent attention by Moab to the tastes of modern mountain bikers allows all riders to dine on a buffet of fast, flowing singletrack through the desertscape without choking on ATV or Jeep dust. Shuttles are now readily available to whisk you to the trailhead (see appendix H).




  



  



  As you worship this holiest of mountain-biking lands, keep in mind that, as rugged as they may look, some surfaces were not created to bear the brunt of tires. Crypto-biotic crust, a living topsoil, can be destroyed by just one errant tire. And some of the hard-packed roads turn to gumbo when wet. With so many fattire enthusiasts coming to Moab, we must all tread lightly. Read the section on the desert environment titled “Riding Right!” and be an educated rider. Stay on the trail.




  Your pilgrimage to Moab will be rewarded. Services are held daily here, and they’re a blast!




  Welcome to the promised land.




  The Journey




  The journey of 1,000 miles begins with the first turn of the cranks.




  Many who make the pilgrimage to Moab do so with their own vehicles. From the south there is only one real route choice: US 191. From the north there are two choices: US 191 or UT 128.




  From the west, travelers eastbound on I-70 should take exit 182 at Crescent Junction, which is 17 miles past the roadside town of Green River. From the east, travelers westbound on the interstate have a more scenic option. The second Cisco exit, exit 204, is for UT 128. This is known locally as the River Road because it parallels the Colorado River and skirts huge sandstone cliffs before joining US 191 just north of Moab. This road also features the Bureau of Land Management’s Colorado Riverway campsites, Matrimony Spring, and a junction with the La Sal Loop Road.




  From Denver drive west on I-70 for 6 or 7 hours to exit 204 or exit 182 and follow the above directions.




  From Salt Lake City drive south on I-15 past Provo. Get off at exit 261 after passing Springerville and continue south on US 89, which leads to Thistle. Soon after take US 6 south past Price and Wellington, where it becomes US 191. Follow US 191 into Green River and onto I-70. Go east to exit 204 and then drop south on US 191 into Moab.




  Road construction is a common headache often adding up to an hour to the trip. Plan accordingly (udottraffic.utah.gov/).




  If your journey to Moab begins by air, Canyonlands Field offers service from Denver. The airport is 19 miles north of Moab on US 191.




  Other air options include flying into Salt Lake City, Utah (236 road miles to Moab), or Grand Junction, Colorado (110 miles). Shuttle services are available from both these locations, as are rental vehicles.




  Moab




  In the beginning there was Moab. Lo, verily, this was good. It came to pass that others cast doubt as to whether this ground was worthy of the pilgrimage. Where, they asked, is the sacred singletrack?




  Perhaps these troubled pilgrims had forsaken the dashes upon the rock. Perhaps they had grown weary of competing with big, steel beasts that shared a few of the rugged roads. Or perhaps they yielded to temptation and bit off a hunk of the forbidden Fruita.




  Whatever the cause, the keepers of the sacred land didn’t flee. They reached for rake and shovel. They lobbied the powers that be. They toiled with ropes and moved mountains . . . er . . . well . . . they moved some pretty big rocks.




  Now, Moab boasts an ever-growing menu of mountain-bike specific singletrack: Captain Ahab, Intrepid, Klondike Bluffs, Moab Brands, Navajo Rocks, Sovereign . . . the ever-expanding list goes on.




  Moab is a great town. It is full of people who are friendly and nonjudgmental. It’s hard to imagine that there was a time when the unwashed bikers had worn thin their welcome. Now, mountain bikes are big business.




  Probably your first stop in town is the Moab Information Center. Located at Main and Center Streets, this is an excellent place to get oriented. They have maps, books, museum-like displays, and an informative staff with links to all the land-management agencies. Campground availability and the weather forecast are posted here. A message board stands between the visitor center and Eddie McStiff ’s like a forgotten tribute to how the biking tribe passed messages before the smartphone era. Speaking of modern technology: The visitor center has free Wi-Fi.




  You’ll also likely need to stop by the old watering hole. No, not the saloon, though you can drink in Utah. You’ll need a place to fill up your hydration bladders. Moab’s got ya covered with the Lions Park Transit Hub on the corner of US 191 and UT 128. City Park on 100 West and 400 North also has some water spigots, and, of course, the bike shops (appendix G) can fill you up.




  If you really are looking for an Old West way to fill up, about 0.1 mile down UT 128 from Lions Park is Matrimony Spring. This spring is often crowded and has been the subject of some controversy. The spring has been unofficially open for, well, forever. It was unofficially maintained by good folks. It reached a point where folks suspected that it was being contaminated somewhere upstream as it wasn’t passing the stringent state standards. It was capped and rerouted to drain to the river. There was a lot of angst, and then it was unofficially open again. It used to be a must-do part of the Moab experience. Now? Well, the water is there, still coming out of the rock.




  While no longer the water-oriented plague it once was, dust-caked campers in need of showers can still be spotted zombie-walking the streets of Moab. Appendix D lists where to wash off.




  



  



  



  Moab has embraced the bike tourist and caters to every need. This includes food, coffee, rooms, showers, rental Jeeps, Laundromats—everything a big city could boast, at mostly reasonable prices. Sure, it’s cheaper to rent a four-by-four in Salt Lake City but then you’re in Salt Lake City.




  Food. You’ll need food, right? If you’re staying in town at a hotel, then you’ll be eating out. There’s a big city’s worth of restaurant choices here. For the do-it-yourself folks, there are a couple of grocery stores on Main, a health-food store on 100 North, and there’s always Dave’s Corner Market at Mill Creek Drive and 400 East on the way up to Slickrock Trail (Ride 1).




  With food and water needs met, what more could a pilgrim want? Culture? No longer is the choice limited to Muzak and religious programming. A wide variety of real music is played on Moab’s own FM station, KZMU 90.1 and 106.7 Call in a request (435-259-5968) and it’s a good bet it will be played. Want a bit of Moab while planning your trip? KZMU is also available online.




  OK . . . food, water, culture. What? You didn’t get enough adventure? You have a kid that still has too much energy? The town now has its own skate park located in the northeast side of City Park. It’s open to bikes and boards.




  Now it’s all been covered. Oh, wait. Mountain bikers have been known to rehydrate with a beer or two after a ride. Justly or not, Utah is famous for its laws regarding alcohol. While it still has a variety of laws to regulate your alcohol consumption, significant revisions in 2009 have allowed the spirits to flow more freely. Flow is a relative term as liquor can be doled out only 1 ounce at a time. No doubles and only one drink at a time. If you’re looking for alcohol to go, you’ll need to hit the state-run liquor store for anything stiffer than 3.2 beer. It’s at 55 W. 200 South, which is Utah-speak for “turn at the Pancake Haus. It’s on the left. If you get to NAPA, you’ve passed it.”




  



  



 



  The basics of a desert pilgrimage are water, food, water, shelter, and water. Shelter hasn’t been covered yet. Moab has a hotel/motel guest capacity of at least 1,800. That seems like a lot for a town this size. Heck, it certainly looks like enough during a tour down Main Street. But during the season it is very hard to find a room. Some annual events (I’m looking at you Jeep Jamboree) will take up all the rooms in town and many possibly in Green River.




  Rooms run the gamut from budget to luxurious. Many of the high-end rooms are found in bed-and-breakfasts. Ask about bike-related rules. Most proprietors in this mountain-biking mecca are enlightened, but some establishments still have a few archaic practices. “Can I store my bike in my room?” is a good question to ask. Currently, crime isn’t a big problem in Moab, and practicing normal bike security is usually enough. But you never know. Spring and fall are certainly the riskiest times. Recreational-vehicle campgrounds offer sites in and out of town. They have showers and tent camping available. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and La Sal National Forest lands offer a couple of pay camping sites as well. The aforementioned Moab Information Center posts the current status of national park and forest service campgrounds.




  Hopefully you won’t need to know that the Moab Regional Hospital, located at 450 W. Williams Way, is open 24-7. The phone number is 911 for emergencies or (435) 719-3500.




  Being Prepared




  Mountain Biking Moab Pocket Guide is a where-to-ride book. How to ride is another story. What to bring lies in the gray area between the two subjects. Common sense is the rule here. Bring what makes you feel comfortable. If you need a personal mechanic to follow you, pay Cycle Sean to do so. If you like to ride in knickers and a ball cap, well, it’s your body. But here are a few ideas on equipment, tools, first aid, clothing, water, and weather.




  Equipment




  Back in the day, Moab ate up bikes. Now, with all the developments, it still does. Any piece of gear that was dreamed up for mountain biking probably had Moab in mind. A necessity is a small chainring or a climbing gear. You can climb incredibly steep angles of slickrock if you’ve got a gear low enough for your legs to spin. If the biggest rear cog (gear) is 28 or smaller, then the small chainring on the front should be 22 or smaller. Modern bikes all have gearing that will get you up the steepest slickrock ascent. I’ve met folks at trailheads that didn’t really understand how their gears worked. If this is you, well, you may want to check into that. A little gear in the front and big cog in the back makes it easier to pedal up steep stuff.




  It’s also important to have a way to carry lots of water. Two cages with large water bottles is the minimum. A back-borne hydration setup is ideal. If you’ll be out on Slickrock Trail all day, both setups are a good idea.




  Other equipment, like shocks, makes things nicer, but the gear ratio is most important. We rode this stuff “fully rigid” back in the day. It’s still possible, but your body will be much happier the day after with a modern bike’s suspension.




  If you’re riding a department-store bike and wondering why everything seems so hard to do, well, it’s because you’re riding a department-store bike and Moab ain’t no department store. If you’re stuck with very subpar equipment, you can still have fun. Hurrah Pass, Moab Canyon Pathway, Agate, and some of the easier Moab Brand trails come to mind. I mention this because some parents may have kids who want to ride and those kids may have subpar bikes. I’m not talking about old-school bikes. They are just as fun as they ever were.




  



  



 



  The local bike shops (appendix G) have a range of rentals available to those who arrive sans bike or have discovered their own equipment is lacking.




  E-bikes




  Pedal assist, e-bike, whatever you want to call them, are not allowed on non-motorized trails in the region’s public lands. Luckily many of the original bike trails of the area were four-wheel-drive (4wd) roads. These “trails” allow usage of these newcomers to the mountain biking scene. Certain e-bikes can use the singletrack at Intrepid Trails (Ride 34).




  Tools




  Tools are a touchy subject for bikers—each has his or her own opinion. The riding here is torturous on equipment. Rock can peel the knobbies right off a tire and eat the derailleur for dessert. Keep one question in mind: “What’s the farthest I’d have to walk?” I weigh out the tools and my desire not to walk, which usually results in this list:




  Sense of humor —perhaps the most important item




  Spare tube —for the first flat




  Patchkit —for additional flats




  Tire boot —for when the slickrock eats your tire




  Air pump




  Allen wrench




  Channel locks —a moment of silence for the ultimate tool




  



  



  



  Spare cables —a fancy long one with both brake and derailleur ends if you still have cable brakes




  Chain tool —I secured a crank with one of these!




  Pocket knife —Hey, this is a desert. Ever watch Survivor ?




  Duct tape —wrap a supply around the seat post—and bow down before it. . . unless you have a dropper post




  Headlamp or flashlight —for the walk home after dark




  If you can’t replace a tube without tire levers, bring them too. You can always just bring $5 and hope it buys a repair from a passerby.




  This list is minuscule for some and totally foreign to others. I’ve seen wonders done with nothing more than energy-bar wrappers. Just remember that cell service is fleeting in canyon country and, with time, everywhere is within walking distance.




  Pack out everything you pack in!




  First Aid


  Consider packing a first-aid kit. The most important item to put in the kit weighs nothing: prevention. Remember that safety is your responsibility. Read up on desert hazards and know your biking limits. Then ask yourself, “How far will I be from help?” and pack accordingly. Help is more readily available than it used to be. The sheer number of bikers increases your chances of getting the word out that you need help. However, around Moab, help is often hindered by the very terrain that brings us here. You could notify someone of your problem and still be stuck overnight. Here is a partial list to consider:




  



	
Butterfly-closure bandages or superglue



	Adhesive bandages


	Gauze compress pads and gauze wrap


	Allergy pills


	Emergency water-purification tablets


	Moleskin


	Antiseptic swabs


	Sunscreen


	Energy bar


	Emergency blanket


	Signal mirror


	Whistle





  



  The best thing to bring is a riding partner. Riding alone in remote areas isn’t wise. Cell service is usually unavailable. If you do have a bad crash or succumb to the heat, cold, lightning, wild animals, or act of God, remain calm and make decisions with a clear mind. Also remember the primary rule of first aid: Do no harm. This means doing only what you must to keep the injured person alive and as comfortable as possible until you can get to a doctor. With luck you may run into help on the way out (and a pox on those who don’t offer help). The point is don’t waste time and don’t panic. Deal with things as they come up and keep going.




  Always wear a helmet. Slickrock facials are no fun. But they are worse with a naked melon. I can tell you’re a smart person because you’re reading this book. Wear a helmet. Some other cycling apparel also makes sense from a first-aid standpoint. Gloves will save your hands from scrapes and cuts. Make sure your clothes allow you to maneuver your bike sufficiently.




  Hopefully you won’t need to know that the Moab Regional Hospital, located at 450 W. Williams Way is open 24-7. The phone number is 911 for emergencies or (435) 719-3500, mrhmoab .org.




  



  



  



  
Sun





  The desert sun does more than just create a need for water. It can literally cook you!




  Sunburn is easy to combat. Thirty minutes before going out, liberally apply a sunscreen of at least SPF 15 and reapply it frequently. Pay particular attention to your nose, cheekbones, ears, and the nape of your neck. Sun-sensitive riders will want to take more extreme measures to blot out the sun. Some experts suggest long-sleeved, loose-fitting, white clothing. Be sure your clothing doesn’t lead to a second hazard, overheating. By the way, SPF 55 rocks.




  Heat exhaustion is a prominent danger, especially in summer when temperatures above one hundred degrees Fahrenheit are common. Just being hydrated is not enough. Sometimes the body just can’t keep up with rising temperatures, and its cooling system shuts down. Warning signs include pale skin, heavy sweating, nausea, weakness and dizziness, thirst, headache, and muscle cramps. If you experience any of these symptoms, find shade immediately and cool off as well as possible. Douse your head and chest with water (save some for drinking) and try to keep air moving over your skin. If you try to ride through heat exhaustion, you’ll likely end up with heatstroke, a far more serious—and often fatal—condition. If you’re hot and stop sweating, seek help.




  Always wear sunglasses to protect your eyes from sun, eye strain, kamikaze insects, and flying rocks spun up by your tires. A helmet visor also helps and will keep your eyes on the trail and the sun off your nose.




  Of course the best ammo is prevention. During summer in the canyon regions, plan to complete your ride by 9 a.m. The desert is intense. Show your respect. Check out the Ride Finder for some suggestions for good rides for the summer.




  



  



 



  
Water





  A human’s weight is at least 80 percent water. A desert is defined by a significant lack of water. This makes for a simple rule: Bring as much water as you can carry. Also drink lots of water before riding. Many people drink far too little water before heading out and are already dehydrated.




  After you become an experienced desert rider, tailor how much fluid you bring on a ride. For now, however, bring all that can be carried. That means water-bottle cages filled with large bottles, in addition to your back-borne water bladder.




  Odds are someone in your group will run out of water or start rationing. Share rather than ration. It’s also a good idea to bring something to replenish electrolytes too. Use the back-borne bladder for water and the bottles for electrolyte drinks. And keep an extra gallon or two in the car for après-ride rehydration.




  Of course, carrying lots of water does nothing if it’s just along for the ride. A body in the desert is said to need more than a gallon of water a day. Add a bit of strenuous exercise and do the math. Drink lots and drink often. Lungs dump huge amounts of moisture into exhaling breath, which, combined with sweating, quickly dehydrates the body. Don’t run a quart low. Drink!




  For information on water found on the trail, see the “Riding Right!” section later in this chapter.




  Weather




  Moab’s weather can be as extreme as its landscape. But the biggest concern for bikers, besides the baking sun and broiling heat, are the sudden storms that sweep across the desert. Intense thunder-boomers bring deadly lightning, strong winds, and wash-filling rains. When thunderheads start forming, head to town and enjoy the local ambience.




  If caught in a storm, some precautions can help keep you safe. Check how close the lightning is with the old trick of counting the seconds between the flash and the thunderclap. A count up to “five Mississippi” means the last flash was about 1 mile distant. If you hear thunder, it’s possible to be struck, and it’s time to take cover. When in the open, ditch your bike and other metal objects. Then find a place to hunker down. Don’t be the tallest thing around, and do not hide under the lone tree. The idea is to reduce your contact with the ground and avoid being a lightning rod or hiding under one. Look for a depression or low point and crouch (don’t lie down). Try to avoid puddles and moving water. It’s easy to feel exposed in canyon country, but don’t panic.




  If you duck into a dry wash or canyon to avoid lightning, be alert for flash floods. Flash floods in the desert are beautiful events. Instant rivers shoot off of slickrock cliffs, carving their paths just a bit deeper. But these same waters are downright ugly when you’re in their path. The key is awareness. A flood can sweep through even when it’s not raining in your area. Water can travel far in a desert down twisting washes. Listen to the radio for flash-flood warnings, and heed them. If caught in a flood, don’t try to outrun it. Get out of the wash to higher ground and wait. Enjoy its beauty and don’t tempt fate.




  Rain can also turn local soils into a sticky glop that is a cross between marshmallow crème and B-movie swamp slime. It’s slicker than snot and gloms on to anything it touches. The soils northwest of town seem to be worse than elsewhere after a rain. Rides 3 to 7, 13, 23, 34, and 35 should be avoided during and immediately following rain. The rain does make the sand easier to ride! Riding after a storm is great for extremely sandy rides, such as Poison Spider (Ride 33). But beware: Slickrock is temperamental when wet and can live up to its name.




  Spring tends to bring a flurry of dramatic storms; summer storms are less frequent. Fall storms are less violent but usually colder.




  



  



 



  
Trail Dogs





  Most trails in this region are on BLM land where pets are welcomed. However, think carefully before bringing Fido with you. Slickrock is like sandpaper to paws. Sand and soil get extremely hot beneath the desert sun. Even leaving you pet at your car with water might not be the best solution. Obviously don’t leave them in the car-oven. Some dogs don all-terrain shoes to protect their paws.




  The Moab Veterinary Clinic [(435) 259-8710], Karen’s Canine Campground [(435) 259-7922], and Tracey’s Bed and Biscuit Kennel [(435) 210-4466] can board your pet while you play. As always, make sure they are a good fit for you and your animal before you show up.




  When to Ride




  The most common times to ride are spring and fall when throngs of riders pour in from across the globe. The big events coincide with this migration pattern. Spring sees the 24 Hours of Moab, and fall brings Outerbike (outer bike .com) and the Moab Ho-Down Mountain Bike Festival and Film Festival (moabhodown .chilebikes .com). Keep in mind that other forms of recreation tend to enjoy the same spring-fall pattern. Things like the Jeep Jamboree can make rooms and campsites scarce. This makes planning ahead a good idea.




  The spring season tends to run from college break until the no-see-ums (annoying, biting flies) show up in late May. The trails are most crowded during this season.




  Fall starts with the falling temperatures of mid-September and lasts as long as the weather stays nice.




  Winter sees few riders, but the riding can be nice. Although snow can and does occur, many days bring calm air and a warm sun, making riding a treat. The upper mesas and mountains are snow covered, but the lowlands are usually rideable. Sandy trails firm up from frost, and the crowds are only a memory. Of course, patches of ice on slickrock and changing weather are factors to be reckoned with. In the past the town closed up shop in winter. Now you’ll find a full range of services and possibly even some off-season discounts.




  Summer is also a time of fewer riders. The few who have ridden here in July know why. Temperatures above one hundred degrees cook bikers as they search for shade. Any shade. To ride in the summer requires early starts (dawn’s early light) and completing rides by 9 a.m. Some people ride in the evening, but so many factors make that dangerous that it’s not recommended. If you do venture out after dark, however, a strong light with a full charge, an extra bulb, and an extra battery are good ideas . . . along with a full moon. If you’re in Moab during summer, try riding in the La Sals. Temperatures there range in the low eighties and the terrain is awesome. Nights are cool, just right for camping.




  Appendix E is a list of average temperatures to help you plan your riding season. Of course, as with all averages, anything can and does happen.




  Riding Right!




  The desert ecosystem is very fragile. Sure it seems rugged as it tears apart high-dollar bike rigs and their riders. But the land is fragile at heart. The ways humans can damage an environment are unlimited, but keeping it safe requires only respect and knowledge.




  The basic building block of the desert is cryptobiotic soil. This is a fancy word for living dirt. It’s chock-full of nutrients that feed the plants and even holds the dirt in place. You don’t need to know how it works. It just does. At any rate, this crusty dirt is breakable. Just riding or stepping on it destroys the organisms within, leaving a scar for at least a decade and probably harming the area for fifty years. Luckily it’s just as easily protected. Don’t ride off-trail, and if you walk off-trail, do so only on slickrock. Many people say they know what cryptobiotic soil looks like and can easily avoid it. The black, crusty castellations typical of one form are indeed easy to recognize, but these living soils also take many other forms that are practically indiscernible from plain old dirt. If you walk off-trail in the desert, you are most likely damaging cryptobiotic soil.




  The next slice of tiny life involves water. You may actually find water on the trail occasionally, but do not use it. First of all, the potholes that catch rainwater are very important to wildlife. That includes the tiny waterborne creatures that hatch, mate, and die all in the short life span of the pothole. Bikers filling water bottles kill these creatures. Secondly, sweat, skin oils, and bike by-products (such as lube) all change the chemical makeup of the water. Wildlife can’t go fill up at a faucet when they get back to town. You can. Don’t use their water except in an emergency. Don’t ride through or dip into the potholes.




  The nature of springs and seeps allows a bit more interaction. They are often rock-filtered and quite fresh. However, unless you know that a particular spring is safe, don’t drink from it. Matrimony Spring on UT 128 is a popular watering hole, but it is unregulated.




  If you find yourself in a situation where you need to use the available water, be forewarned. This region has a wealth of minerals that dissolve in surface and ground-water. The human body does not cope well with some minerals, particularly when they’re poured down the gullet in copious quantities. Arsenic, to name one, is not an elixir of life. It can cause cancer over the long haul and is toxic in higher doses over the short run. Most portable water filters do not remove arsenic, lead, and other toxic minerals. If you must drink the water, limit your intake to the amount needed to get you back to civilization. Use a filter to remove bacteria and other gut-loving life. Springs are the best bet, but stay away from anything near mine tailings.
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