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Introduction

The relatively undiscovered Glen Canyon region, stretching from Cedar Mesa near Blanding, Utah, to the Paria River Canyon near Glen Canyon Dam on the Arizona–Utah border, features hundreds of miles of excellent hiking and canyoneering routes in southern Utah. Within this region, hikers can enjoy outstanding canyon-country landscapes with scenery rivaling that found in Utah’s well-known national parks, but without the hordes of hikers that flock to those famous areas.

This handy guidebook, an abridged version of the comprehensive book Hiking Grand Staircase–Escalante and the Glen Canyon Region, is the first book about the Glen Canyon region that meets the needs of day hikers, whether they are a family on vacation or more serious hikers budgeting their time and energy.

The twenty easy hikes in this book survey the spectrum of the Glen Canyon region’s landscapes: serpentine canyons and wooded plateaus, arches, natural bridges, Anasazi ruins, and rock art sites. The hikes range from less than a mile to 8 miles, although most are 2 to 3 miles in length. A few of the hikes have steep or sustained grades, though most are gentle with minimal elevation change. Many of the hikes covered in this book are on well-defined, easy-to-follow trails. Only a few are trail less, and those routes follow canyon-bottom washes where route-finding skills are not necessary.

Weather

Hikers come to the Glen Canyon region year-round, but most visit during spring and autumn. Since the region is a desert environment, with daytime high temperatures often reaching 95 to 105 degrees Fahrenheit, June through August, summer is the most unfavorable time of the year to hike in the area.

Spring weather (March through May) can be highly variable, with daytime high temperatures ranging from the 50s to the 70s and nighttime lows ranging from 20 to 50 degrees Fahrenheit. Occasional cold fronts from the west and northwest can bring cold and windy conditions, rain showers in the lower elevations, and perhaps snow on the higher mesas. Generally warm, dry weather prevails between storm systems.

The onset of searing summer heat usually begins in late May and can persist into mid-September. The monsoon season usually begins in mid-July and ends in mid-September. During this time, moist tropical air masses over Mexico circulate an almost daily parade of thunderstorms over the region. Midsummer weather in southern Utah is characterized by torrential rainfall, which is usually accompanied by strong, gusty winds and lightning.

Autumn provides some of the most stable weather of the year. Clear, warm, sunny days and cool nights make this one of the most delightful seasons to visit the Glen Canyon region. Expect daytime highs to range from the 70s and 80s in September to the 40s and 50s by November. Overnight lows are typically in the 20- to 50-degree range. Cold fronts can sweep through the region as autumn progresses, and by mid- to late October in some years, these fronts can drop temperatures significantly for several days or longer. Snowfall in the higher elevations is not uncommon.

Winter in the Glen Canyon region is cold and often windy, and deep snow sometimes covers the ground above 6,000 feet. Cold-weather experience is essential for winter hiking in the region.

Safety and Preparations

All of the areas covered in this book are in wild, very remote country, far removed from enclaves of civilization. You must come prepared to be self-reliant, with a good attitude and ample supplies to deal with unexpected situations.

Hikers should note that hiking in canyon country is more demanding than they might expect. Sandy washes and trails, cairned routes over slickrock, navigating among boulders, rock-hopping, and forging a way through streamside growth go with the territory. Hikers new to canyon-country hiking should take it slow and be careful until they grow accustomed to the rigors of travel here.

All hikers should carry at least two quarts of water per person on half-day hikes and one gallon per person on all-day hikes in hot weather. Avoid hiking in the Glen Canyon region during the hot summer months, but if you must, walk during the early morning and late afternoon hours only.

Always tell someone back home where you will be each day, and in the event you do not contact that person at the end of your trip as planned, make arrangements for him or her to notify the county sheriff in your area of travel. Sheriffs’ phone numbers are listed for each chapter.

Be aware that road and hiking conditions can change rapidly. Always obtain updated information on your route of travel from the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) offices listed in each chapter. Flash floods can occur suddenly, leaving you stranded in canyons or on rain-slick dirt roads. Always be prepared with extra food, water, and clothing in the event you become stranded, whether in the backcountry or on the road.

Items Every Hiker Should Carry


	At least two quarts of water per person


	First-aid kit (including bandages, moleskin, lip balm, sunscreen)


	Signal mirror


	Food


	Map


	Fleece or parka


	Rain gear or windproof parka


	Hat with brim


	Hiking boots, lightweight and durable


	Toilet paper, trowel, and ziplock bag (for packing out used toilet paper)


	Sunglasses




You are permitted to bring your dog on trails in all areas covered in this book except in Natural Bridges National Monument, Slickhorn Canyon, Grand Gulch down canyon from the mouth of Collins Canyon, and Coyote Gulch. Keep your dog under restraint at all times, and never allow it to foul precious water sources. In Glen Canyon National Recreation Area, you are required to leash your dog. The desert is unforgiving to dogs not accustomed to the hot, dry environment. Carry extra water in dry areas, and offer it to your dog frequently. Hot rocks and sand will quickly burn your dog’s paws, and dogs can overheat easily, so avoid bringing your pet in hot weather. Consider outfitting your dog with dog boots. Ruffwear makes an excellent pair, which can be purchased on their website and at many local outfitters.


Cellular phones generally receive a good signal in the region, particularly in areas within sight of Kanab, Utah, and Navajo Mountain. Having a cell phone with you will provide an extra measure of security in the event you run into trouble.

Leave No Trace

The desert landscape of southern Utah appears deceptively durable, but it is very fragile. Once damaged, the desert recovers slowly and may not heal completely in your lifetime, if at all. Soils in this slickrock-dominated canyon country are thin to nonexistent. Plants and desert creatures balance delicately here to survive. The simple act of walking off the trail, even for short distances, can crush plants, move rocks, and otherwise disrupt this balance. Shortcuts and excavation at campsites hasten erosion of the thin soil cover, reducing and, in some instances, eliminating habitat for plants and animals. Shortcutting trails can also lead to the eventual destruction of a good, but perhaps unmaintained, trail.

Most canyon-country hikers have long since learned to employ no-trace practices. Along most of the Glen Canyon region’s trails and routes and at its campsites, you will seldom find trash, food scraps, discarded items, soapsuds in precious water sources, evidence of illegal campfires, or unnecessary excavations or alterations. Consider the following ideas for zero-impact travel as guidelines for preserving the wilderness resource, not only for the desert’s native inhabitants, but also for those who follow in your footsteps.

Waste

Garbage and food scraps attract animals, ants, and flies. Pack out your garbage and leftover food scraps with the rest of your trash.


Human waste must be deposited at least 200 feet from campsites, trails, water sources, and drainages. Choose a spot with organic soil and dig a cat hole 6 to 8 inches deep, covering the waste with soil. In many areas in the Glen Canyon region, you will be hiking in washes and canyons, so if you are unable to get 200 feet from the water source, please pack out solid human waste. You can get WAG bags and Restops from the land management agencies throughout the region or at local guide shops and gear stores. Both of these products are approved by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for landfills.

Do not bury or burn your toilet paper. Fires from burning toilet paper have devastated parts of the region; areas of Grand Gulch and Paria Canyon are examples. Some areas require you to pack out your used toilet paper, and most experienced canyoneers do, since decomposition is very slow in the desert. Ziplock bags are useful for this.

Stay on the Trail

The passage of too many feet creates a lasting trail in the Utah desert, whether it be from campsite to water source or an off-trail route that can evolve into a trail. Use established trails where they are available. Your boot tracks in trail less areas will encourage others to follow.

Cryptobiotic Soil Crusts

In some areas of the Glen Canyon region, you will find large areas of soil covered by a black or gray lumpy crust. This delicate assemblage of mosses, lichens, blue-green algae, and fungi forms a protective layer against wind and water erosion and aids in the absorption and retention of moisture, allowing larger plants to gain a foothold. The passage of a single hiker can destroy this fragile crust, and it may take twenty-five years or longer to redevelop. In areas covered by cryptobiotic soil crust, it is essential that hikers stick to established trails or follow routes over slickrock or sand.

Archaeological Sites

Evidence of ancient cultures abounds in the Glen Canyon region, particularly on Cedar Mesa. Along some trails and routes, you are very likely to encounter archaeological and historical ruins and artifacts.

The majority of archaeological sites date back to between AD 1050 and 1200 (although evidence suggests occupation of the Cedar Mesa region as early as AD 200), a time when the Anasazi widely occupied the area. Granaries, rock art, ruins of dwellings, potsherds, and chipping sites are among the cultural resources hikers may find in the Glen Canyon backcountry.

Keep in mind that these nonrenewable resources offer archaeologists insight into past ways of life in the region and can be easily disturbed and damaged by curious hikers. Although federal and state laws protect cultural resources, ultimately it depends on each of us to walk softly and treat these resources with the respect they deserve. Excavation and stabilization of many sites has yet to take place. Although hikers are likely to encounter many archaeological sites on trails and routes in the region, this book will not lead you to them, preserving for hikers the sense of discovery.

Ancient granaries and ruins are very fragile. Restrain the urge to enter or climb on their stone walls, and walk carefully around the slopes that support these structures. Ruins are best observed from a distance with the aid of binoculars. That way you will reduce your impact to zero. Areas with ruins are essentially outdoor museums, and visitors should conduct themselves as they would in any museum displaying irreplaceable artifacts. Ruins are an interesting highlight of a hike but are inappropriate places to make camp.

After observing an archaeological site, move on before having meals. Food crumbs and garbage may attract rodents that could then nest in the site.

Skin oils easily destroy pigments of ancient pictographs. Restrain the urge to touch them, particularly handprint pictographs. Never add your own graffiti to irreplaceable rock art panels.

If you happen upon an archaeological site where artifacts remain, you may photograph them, but if you pick up or rearrange objects, you may be destroying an important link to the past. Once an artifact is removed or disturbed, it becomes merely an object with little meaning to archaeologists. And if you observe any unlawful or inappropriate behavior at archaeological sites, report the activity to the nearest BLM office.

Canine Considerations

Regulations in many areas require that your dog be leashed at all times. No one wants to be confronted by a barking or overly friendly dog while in the backcountry. Many dogs can’t resist cooling off in precious desert water sources, chasing wildlife, stirring up silt, and fouling the source for the hikers who follow. At archaeological sites, unleashed dogs can cause damage by running and digging in the midden, by jumping over walls, and by climbing into ruins. Steep cliffs, wildlife, and traps are just a few of the hazards your dog may encounter in this area. It is therefore critical that dog owners either leave their dogs at home or keep them leashed and under control at all times while in the backcountry. Dog waste spreads disease, fouls water sources, and is a negative social impact for other users. Dog owners should plan on picking up after their pets and packing out all dog waste.

The Falcon Principles of Zero Impact


	Leave with everything you brought with you.


	Leave no sign of your visit.


	Leave the landscape as you found it.




For more information on minimizing your impact while hiking, please contact the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics at (800) 332-4100 or visit their website at LNT.org.






How to Use This Guide

The hike descriptions in this guide provide all the information you need to inform and prepare you for your backcountry trip. Here are a few additional points to help you get the most out of the guide:

The Distance heading tells how long, in miles, a hike is. This listing also tells you if the hike is a round-trip, in which you retrace your route to the trailhead after reaching your destination, or a loop trip, in which you hike in on one trail and return to your starting point by another trail.

The Hiking time is based on the average hiker. Most hiking times listed are conservative estimates, and many hikers will make the trip in less time. Keep in mind that on many of the region’s trails and routes, your pace will average about 1.5 to 2 miles per hour.

The Difficulty rating is based on the average hiker’s ability and may vary depending on your physical condition and state of mind, as well as the weather and trail or route conditions. This book focuses on shorter, more commonly used trails and routes leading to many of the region’s highlights. Difficult canyoneering routes, where advanced rock-climbing skills are required, were omitted.

The Trail surface listing tells you if you will be following a constructed trail; a boot-worn trail, where the path has been forged by the passage of other hikers; a cow trail, usually a well-defined path worn by cattle; a well-worn trail, which may be a constructed trail that is no longer maintained but is easy to follow; a wash route, where there is no trail but you follow the path of a canyon’s drainage, or wash; a slickrock route, where you follow a trail less way over bare, smooth sandstone (known as slickrock) and where there may be cairns (piles of rocks) to indicate the course of the route; a cross-country route, where there is no established trail and you use basic route-finding skills and landmarks to find the way; or a road or 4WD road, usually a doubletrack that is seldom used by vehicles.

The Best season listing indicates the seasons providing the greatest probability of avoiding extreme summer heat and winter snow and cold. Of course, you can hike in most of the Glen Canyon region year-round, but summer and winter hiking present challenges that cannot be taken lightly.

The Canine compatibility section lets you know if dogs are permitted on the trail. It also contains warnings about trails that allow dogs, but the terrain is such that bringing your dog would either be dangerous or make travel difficult. Please use your best judgment when considering bringing your dog on any of the hikes in this guide.

Knowing a hike’s Water availability is critical to a safe and enjoyable trip in the desert environment of the Glen Canyon region. Remember that conditions change constantly in these canyons, and springs can dry up. Always check with the appropriate BLM office for up-to-date information on water availability before heading into the backcountry.

Hazards indicates the dangers of a route such as flash flood danger or steep drop-offs; it also indicates trail less routes that should be avoided by inexperienced hikers if there is a risk of becoming disoriented or lost. One thing that is not described here is the remoteness of a hike, since all of these hikes are in very remote areas, where help is far removed should you need it. Always be prepared and self-sufficient.
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