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Preface





The first incarnation of this book was Boots and Burgers: An Arizona Handbook for Hungry Hikers, released by Rio Nuevo Publishers in 2014. It garnered a lot of media attention and enthusiastic responses from readers. That book helped many people in Arizona discover my work. I envisioned putting out multiple volumes, but it was not to be. Sadly (or perhaps happily), the book went out of print during the pandemic.


That allowed me to reclaim the rights to republish. Always a favorite of mine, I wanted the book to be readily available again. But I also didn’t want to just release the same volume. I was thrilled when the University of New Mexico Press, publishers of my last four books, jumped at the chance to create a new edition of Boots and Burgers.


I salvaged a big chunk of the original Boots and Burgers, because most of those eateries are still going strong. No doubt aided by the stamp of approval they received in 2014 when a dusty hiker so poetically sang the praises of their food. Of course, most of the trails from the first book were intact as well. Thus, I started with about 30 hiking trails and restaurants, all spiffed up with fresh prose and updated information.


From there I spent several weeks rambling around Arizona on an epic fact-finding mission. Meaning I did what I do every summer—I hiked and I ate.


If you thought I wouldn’t jump at the chance to gobble dozens of burgers all over the state, then obviously you and I have never met. In the end, I added another 40 or so trails and eateries to the book—more than 70 of each. Essentially, this is two books in one, a blast from the past combined with plenty of current favorites. Within these pages you’ll find some of Arizona’s best hiking trails paired with the most delicious burgers ever touched by a spatula.


Go ahead. Dig in.
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Hikers can walk on golden carpets across Arizona mountains in the autumn. Courtesy of Mike Koopsen, Sedona.













Introduction







In your hands you hold my love letter to Arizona, artfully disguised as a hiking and dining guide. If this doesn’t inspire some legendary Arizona road trips, I honestly don’t know what will.


There’s no better way to experience this magnificent state than to walk all across it. Explore every corner, moving slow and quiet, reveling in the ever-changing beauty, and reflecting upon the rich history. Then stop at a locally owned gem of a restaurant and chow down. It’s a chance to experience solitude, scenery, and hot salty fries all in one memorable outing.


This book combines two of my great life passions—hiking and hamburgers.


Here’s the scenario. I hike into the Arizona outback. I walk through pine-scented forests or alongside rivers and lakes, scramble in and out of steep-walled canyons, climb mountain summits, cross rolling grasslands, or explore lonely deserts beneath a red-eyed rage-ball of a sun. Doesn’t matter where I hike. I adore every square inch of this heart-lifting, soul-freeing state.


Then afterward I stop at a diner or café, a mom-and-pop place where no one bats an eye at my dusty boots and sweat-streaked shirt. I don’t need a menu because I know exactly what I want. I chug ice water and my stomach rumbles until my burger arrives. I bite into the juicy wheel of beef.


Right there, that’s my favorite day of all. That’s Halloween, Christmas, and the spring equinox all rolled into one. Walk off a few calories and then pack them on again. I admire the Zen-like simplicity of it. I’ll take a boots-and-burgers day anytime I can get it.


So here I’ve amassed a whole bunch of boots-and-burgers days—hiking trails paired with nearby eateries. More than 70 of each are spread all across this state that I adore.






Burgers


Burgers have been my favorite food since childhood. I was such a picky eater as a kid they were nearly the only thing that kept me alive. I was also the last generation to grow up mostly eating burgers at mom-and-pop establishments. I ate burgers at lunch counters, the way God intended.


I ate burgers at short-order restaurants, snack bars, coffee shops, country markets, greasy spoons, hash houses, pool halls, and roadside shacks. Fast-food chains did not yet dominate the landscape. Drive-thrus were a rarity. You sat inside and ordered and watched your food being made. Acclaimed chefs had not yet taken notice of the humble hamburger. It was grill men and line cooks, tossing balls of fresh beef supplied by the neighborhood butcher onto the flattop. It all started with that dragon hiss—sputter and sizzle and popping grease—the universal language of a busy griddle. The meat was flattened with the spatula but nobody knew at the time they were inventing smashburger style. They were just burgers cooked fast because orders kept coming.


My burger credentials are impeccable. Still, I may not be the most qualified guy to write a book about those iconic sandwiches. I don’t have what you call a sophisticated palate to begin with. I’m not adventurous. Trying new things exhausts me. Seldom do I even put cheese on a burger. And don’t get me started on the creeping infestation of mayo. It disgusts me in all its incarnations.


To be honest, I’m not a fan of fussy, over-produced burgers. It feels like the chef harbors secret dreams of one day working as a choreographer for lavish musicals. You know the burgers I mean. They sometimes appear as a towering, stacked pinnacle with more meat and topping layers than the Grand Canyon has strata of rock. Burgers are meant to be eaten by hand. Here’s a tip: If your burger achieves so much elevation that the weather around the top bun is different than at the bottom, dial it back, Busby Berkley.


Wait a minute.


Hold on. That sounds cranky and this is the most joy-filled book I’ve ever written. Let me start again.


This book is a celebration of Arizona’s remarkable diversity in all forms, scenic trails and juicy burgers. It shouldn’t be surprising that we are a hotbed of fantastic burger spots. Beef has long been a foundation of Arizona commerce. It’s one of the five C’s our economy is based on: cattle, climate, codgers, and cactus candy—or whatever. One c definitely stands for cattle.*
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A rainbow arches above the iconic Bright Angel Trail. Courtesy of Mike Koopsen, Sedona.






For me an ideal burger tends to be understated. That’s what I grew up with. The heart wants what the heart wants. And the stomach wants what isn’t always good for the heart. The stomach wants what it remembers with joy. For me, a hamburger is the ultimate in comfort food because it is a flashback on a bun. My tastes still harken back to burgers from childhood. Good quality meat, freshly made, carefully cooked, and garnished with a smear of mustard and a small combo of extras. Heavenly! A burger gives us everything we desire, a concerto of flavors and textures in one simple yet surprisingly complex package. When done right, a burger is poetry on a plate.


Yet I do evolve. I’ve also developed a taste for plant-based Impossible and Beyond Beef patties. Now some of my favorites are those cooked at home by my vegetarian wife. That’s why I also include vegan and vegetarian options from each restaurant.


In the end, what I tried to do is include as many amazing burgers as I could, of all shapes, sizes, and styles. Small or large, smashed or pub-style, cooked over an open flame or on a flattop, fancy or simple, fully dressed or plain, gourmet or old-school. They’re all here. No food is as versatile as a burger.
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Not only delicious, burgers are cultural and culinary icons. Courtesy of Rick Mortensen, Phoenix.






So no matter what kind of burger you prefer—even if it is dipped in mayo and piled so tall it resembles a giraffe gazing across the savannah—it’s fine by me. Burger how you burger. At the end of the trail, there is no wrong way to eat a burger. Of course, my way is more right. That’s why my name is on the book.







Boots


Look in my closet and you’ll find nothing but multiple pairs of hiking boots. They’re all classic Merrell Moab low-cut, basic colors, identical except for the varying stages of wear and tear. No sneakers, sandals, or flip-flops, just boots. I live in hiking boots. And for many years that’s been my Merrells. Comfortable, lightweight, and sturdy, they are on my feet every day. Technically, I suppose they’re shoes, but I call all hiking footwear boots because back in the day they were—big, stiff high-tops that you actually had to break in before you could hit the trail.
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It’s always a good day for a hike in Arizona. Courtesy of Mike Koopsen, Sedona.






I’m an avid hiker, often topping 1,000 trail miles in a year. While I don’t hike every day, I could. I’m always dressed for the trail. From my windows I see mountains, mesas, and red rock cliffs. This is no place to hunker indoors. Easy access to trails and user-friendly climate makes Arizona a biped’s paradise. If hiking isn’t our state pastime, it should be. A trail snatches you; steals you from the mundane. The common misnomer is that we take a trail. In reality, the trail takes us.


By putting boots to soil, pinning eyes on the horizon, and plunging into wild country, we reap benefits, both health and spiritual. Walking has been described as controlled falling. For me, hiking is controlled falling in love.


Here are a variety of trails for all abilities. A few are ADA accessible—either entirely or partially—and I’ve identified them. With each trail I’ve included a nearby restaurant, each locally owned. While burgers are my principal focus, many establishments have wide-ranging menus. I also include other favorite specialties like hot dogs, barbecue, pizza, tacos, burritos, and plenty more, even for vegetarians.


This book is your key to Arizona adventures. It is packed with great days, amazing days, my best days. Peel off a few for yourself. Lace up the boots and explore the scenic wonders of this epic landscape. Then unwind in a comfortable little sanctuary where burgers leap off the grill like trout from a stream. Let yourself be pampered by a spatula technician. Order a burger—cheese it if you want—and bite into your delicious past.


Want fries with that?







Hitting the Trail


First things first. Hiking isn’t typically dangerous. Yet any type of recreation carries certain risks. The very things that make it so enticing—you’re outside, exposed to the elements, and removed from civilization—also add aspects of danger. To ensure your safety, be prepared ahead of time and always alert while on the trail. Here are a few tips to keep you healthy, happy, and coming back for more.
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A good burger joint can be a sanctuary, a safe harbor from the small storms of everyday life. Courtesy of Rick Mortensen, Phoenix.






Don’t kid yourself. Be honest when assessing your physical capabilities. Don’t hoist yourself off the couch and attempt to hike the Grand Canyon. Especially if “hoist” is an accurate assessment of what it takes to get you off the sofa. I’ve rated trails as easy, moderate, or strenuous. That’s a subjective ranking that factors in things like distance, terrain, and elevation gain. If you can manage a few laps around the mall without wheezing, you should be able to handle easy ones. Moderate trails require a higher level of fitness because you’ll be making some climbs or racking up mileage. Strenuous trails are best suited for experienced hikers in good health.


Download the app. There are all sorts of hiking apps to help with navigation and mapping. They sound like a great idea even if I never got in the habit of using them. Do your research and pick one that’s best for you. Just remember to never rely solely on a smartphone app. Batteries die. Carrying a paper map is always a good idea. And if it eases your mind to know, all trails in this book are well-marked day hikes requiring no special route-finding skills. So going astray shouldn’t be an issue. If you do wander off trail, stop immediately. Relax, look around, and assess your situation. In most cases you should be able to backtrack to the trail.
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West Mitten is the centerpiece formation of the Wildcat Trail in Monument Valley. Courtesy of Mike Koopsen, Sedona.






Get the 411. Each trail in the book comes with the basics to get you started, like directions to the trailhead, length of the trail, and difficulty rating. But it’s important to acquire the latest information. That’s why I include contact details for each hike. Check on current road and trail conditions, which can change over time or be impacted by the seasons. And always get a weather forecast.


Join a gang. Hike with others. This rule I almost always break because I’m a crotchety old coot who prefers solitude. Wiser and more sociable folks can recruit friends, family, or join a hiking club.


Spill the beans. This is important. Always let someone know your hiking plans, where you’re going, and when you’ll return.


Dress for success. Start with comfortable hiking boots. You want lightweight but sturdy, and suitable for the terrain you’ll be traversing. Wear a wide-brimmed hat and slather on the sunscreen. Dress in layers. Temperatures can change dramatically through the day and at different elevations.


Drink up. By the time you feel thirsty you’re already slightly dehydrated. Arizona’s arid climate wrings you out quicker than you realize. I always hydrate thoroughly before starting and drink steadily on the hike. For desert hiking, carry at least a gallon per day. And not just water. Longer hikes demand some electrolyte-replacement drinks. Even if you have a post-hike burger in your sights, munching a few salty snacks on the trail will keep your energy level up.
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Simple or complex, a burger is a warm moment of joy wrapped in a bun. Courtesy of Rick Mortensen, Phoenix.






Walk the dog. I specify which trails welcome pooches, but that doesn’t necessarily mean you should take them. Consider all conditions, length of the trail, age and health of your good boy or girl, and most importantly the temperature. Dogs are extremely prone to heat stroke in the Arizona sun. If you can’t walk barefoot on pavement, your dog shouldn’t either.


The right stuff. Carry a few essentials like a first aid kit, flashlight, compass, map, snacks, whistle, signal mirror, and knife. Plus tweezers, comb, and duct tape, which are the primary tools of removing an array of cactus spines.


You talking to me? Carry a cell phone, but don’t rely on it. Getting a signal in the outback is never a sure thing. And don’t be gabbing all loud and self-absorbed for no reason; just because you’re outside doesn’t mean other trail users want to hear your outside voice.







Weather


You can hike year-round in Arizona and, baby, that’s just what I do. The best months for desert hiking are October through April. During the heat of summer, head for higher ground. Temperatures cool as elevation rises. While summer brutalizes the lower deserts, the forests of the high country stay ridiculously mild.


Arizona has two wet seasons. At least if our prayers are answered it does. Winter brings gentle, widespread rains in the desert and snow in the high country. During the monsoon, or summer thunderstorm season, hard-pounding localized rains can erupt suddenly in afternoons. A shifting wind pattern draws warm, moist air from the Gulf of Mexico. Monsoon season begins on June 15 and ends on September 30 with storms peaking between mid-July and mid-August. Monsoon storms tend to form suddenly later in the day, so always pack rain gear in summer. Keep yourself warm and dry to avoid hypothermia. And don’t hesitate to turn back if weather turns menacing.
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When the trail calls, be ready to answer. Photo by the author.






Thunderstorms are often accompanied by seething clouds and sky-scorching lightning. If you are caught in a lightning storm, don’t seek shelter under large trees or rock outcroppings. Avoid ridgelines, peaks, and open spaces. Head for a low spot and crouch down, making yourself a small, uninteresting target.


Flash floods are another danger in Arizona. Water levels can rise suddenly even if it’s not raining on your location. Storms upstream can send a wall of water through narrow canyons, and turn dry washes into raging rivers. Stay out of such places if rain is possible. The fury of flash floods happens quickly but doesn’t last. Wait for waters to recede before crossing flooded arroyos. Likewise, don’t attempt to drive across flooded roadways.







Wildlife


The backcountry of Arizona is home to a few venomous creatures such as scorpions, black widow spiders, Gila monsters, and rattlesnakes. To avoid any unpleasant encounters, don’t put your hands or feet anywhere you can’t see. When you find a log or boulder in the trail, don’t step over in a single stride, just in case something is snoozing on the other side. Step up onto the log and then over, landing clear of the base.


Chances are you won’t run into a rattlesnake on the trail, and even if you do, they’re not stalking you. Rattlers aren’t aggressive and don’t bite unless they feel threatened. If you are bitten, stay calm—which is easier said than done because you’ve just been bitten by a rattlesnake! Maybe this will help: Rattlesnake bites are a serious medical emergency, but generally not life threatening. Remove watches or rings, which may constrict swelling. Keep the wound below the heart and get to the hospital as quickly as possible.


The likelihood of meeting other potentially dangerous wildlife like black bears or mountain lions is even more remote. If you do come face-to-face with one of the big animals, always keep a safe distance. Keep children close and dogs under control. Do not run. Make noise. In the extremely rare case that you are attacked, fight back.







Trail Etiquette




	
[image: ] Pack out everything you pack in, no matter how small. If you happen to see trash left by some imbecile, don’t just cluck your tongue in dismay. Haul it out with you.


	
[image: ] Stay on the trail. Shortcuts and stray paths speed erosion and trample fragile plants.


	
[image: ] Don’t disturb anything. Leave rocks, plants, and artifacts just as you find them.


	
[image: ] Hikers yield to equestrians. Bicyclists are supposed to yield to everyone, but frankly, it’s often easier for a hiker to step aside and let bikers breeze past. When approaching equestrians, speak up so the horse knows you’re a person and not a well-disguised mountain lion. Ask the rider for instructions.


	
[image: ] Hikers traveling downhill should yield to uphill hikers. If the ascending hikers want to stop for a rest break, they can wave the downhillers through.


	
[image: ] Don’t use a trail when it’s wet. Trekking through mud is not much fun anyway and can begin a process of erosion that’s difficult to reverse. It’s Arizona—the sun will pop out and dry the trail soon enough.


	
[image: ] Respect wildlife. Never feed or disturb critters you might encounter.


	
[image: ] To dispose of human waste, dig a hole 4 to 6 inches deep and at least 100 yards from water sources and dry washes. Do not burn or bury toilet paper. Instead, pack it out in a plastic baggie.


	
[image: ] Before hiking with your dog make sure pooches are allowed on that particular trail. Carry extra water and snacks. Always keep Marmaduke on a leash and pick up any trail deposits he might make.







	* Don’t write me an angry letter—cattle, climate, citrus, cotton, copper.



















SOUTHEASTERN ARIZONA



The southeastern corner of Arizona is an intoxicating blend of rugged scenery, vibrant habitats, and bloody history. It exists at a rare ecological crossroads where desert grasslands break apart against the hard flank of tall mountain ranges. Low elevation and high elevation in such close proximity, the hot and the cool, is a defining feature of Arizona diversity.

This is the land of Sky Islands. Forested mountaintop islands float above a vast sea of range and desert, stacking ecosystems one on top of the other and attracting all manner of wildlife. Sky Islands are geographic outlaws, creating lush habitats where none should be.

Through the centuries, this corner of the world was once the frontier of New Spain, Old Mexico, and the Wild West. Coronado, Cochise, and Wyatt Earp all rode into battle here. Today, amid devastating scenery and small towns full of charm, it is a land of jaguars, volcanoes, and ghosts.


“An early morning walk is a blessing for the whole day.”

HENRY DAVID THOREAU






[image: A photograph of a singletrack dirt trail extending up a grassy hill with low vegetation and scattered trees. Rocky mountains are in the background.]
Approaching Montezuma Pass, Joe’s Canyon Trail winds along the base of Coronado Peak. Photo by the author.






Joe’s Canyon Trail, Coronado National Memorial

From the visitor center of Coronado National Memorial, I walked across the road to the trailhead. The gobble of a wild turkey wafted downcanyon as I watched a couple of deer move through the brush. Not even on the trail yet and I was already enjoying this hike.

Two dozen steep switchbacks later, some of that good feeling had evaporated. But not entirely. After all, a little huffing and puffing builds character. Joe’s Canyon Trail climbs more than 1,000 feet in the first mile and that’s a lot of character. As I made my way up through the high-walled defile, views surrounded me. Montezuma Peak rose to my right and the San Pedro River Valley spread out below.

Sitting on the border with Mexico, south of Sierra Vista, the park was created to memorialize the 1540–1542 expedition of Francisco Vásquez de Coronado and his men who searched the Southwest for cities of gold. Most historians believe the Spaniards traveled through the San Pedro River Valley. Although recent archaeological finds along the Santa Cruz River continue to stir debate about Coronado’s exact route.

After passing some final rock outcroppings, along with gaudy neon blooms of a rainbow cactus, I climbed out of the canyon and crossed the grassy slopes of Smuggler’s Ridge. Views widen here, peering deep into the rolling green hills of Sonora, Mexico. This is not the dusty sunbaked borderlands people envision. It feels pastoral with soft valleys and hills dotted with oaks and agaves.

From here the trail winds across the ridge, with vistas of Mexico on one side and Montezuma Valley on the other. When you reach the junction with Yaqui Ridge Trail, this is more than just a crossroads. This marks the beginning of the Arizona National Scenic Trail (AZT). The 800-mile-long iconic trail stretches the length of the state from Mexico to Utah, and Yaqui Ridge is the southern terminus. If you decide to take that side trip, Yaqui Ridge Trail makes a steep descent to the border in 1 mile. Then turn around and climb back, leaving 799 more miles to Utah.

Or just finish up Joe’s Canyon Trail, which twists across shaggy slopes for another 0.7 miles to Montezuma Pass, a high saddle with picnic tables and parking area. When you reach this point, you’ve traveled 3.1 miles from the visitor center. From here, you’ve still got options. Turn around and return to the trailhead, or during winter the park often runs a hiker’s shuttle, so you can catch a ride back down the canyon.

Another option is to add one last climb to your already weary feet—hear me out—by heading up Coronado Peak. You’re already on the shoulder of the distinctive hill and an interpretive trail guides you to the summit with informational signage about the Coronado expedition along the way. It’s just 0.4 miles to the rounded top of Coronado Peak where you’ll find shady benches and more astounding views. Sit there admiring the panoramas and be grateful that you’re not walking all the way to Utah.

Where: From Sierra Vista, go south on AZ 92 for about 14 miles to S. Coronado Memorial Dr. Turn right and follow this road 5 miles to the park entrance. The trailhead is located just across the road from the visitor center.

Cost: Free.

Difficulty: Moderate.

Length: 6.2 miles round-trip, 7 miles to the top of Coronado Peak.

Dogs: No.

Details: (520) 366-5515, www.nps.gov/coro.





Bisbee Breakfast Club, Bisbee

The restaurant opened on a deserted street near a massive open-pit mine, which doesn’t exactly sound like a can’t-miss business model. Yet the place stays packed. People fill every seat in this funky, historic space with conversations bouncing from table to table, and the clatter of dishes adding a morning soundtrack.

The wait staff can forgo gym memberships because they receive a full workout hustling in and out of the kitchen toting plates creaking beneath the weight of massive meals. Chicken-fried steaks, three-egg omelets, pancake stacks, scratch-made Frisbee-sized biscuits smothered with sausage gravy, and the Copper Queen Skillet, which includes virtually every breakfast item known to humankind

Following the diner code, they serve breakfast all day. But here’s a nice flip side to that—they also serve lunch all day. Soon as they open in the morning until closing in late afternoon, every menu item is up for grabs. So, naturally, there I am at 9 a.m., chin-deep in a juicy burger. That’s when I notice I’m being side-eyed by the bacon-and-eggs crowd like I’m the weirdo. At least I’m planning to hike off a few of my calories. Meanwhile, they’re already ordering homemade pie. That’s right, Bisbee Breakfast Club sells big slices of pie and cheesecake too. Breakfast traditions are being shattered right before our eyes.


Fast Fact: Lowell is a suburb community of Bisbee that was mostly lost when open-pit mining began. But Erie Street was saved and in recent years has been preserved as a moment frozen in time, with vintage vehicles and antique signs highlighting the historic buildings around the Bisbee Breakfast Club.



As for the burgers, they’re 7 ounces of hand-pressed chuck on a fresh, doughy bun. Build your own or select a specialty like the Miner Burger, a classic bacon cheeseburger topped with onion rings and a generous dollop of their Jim Beam barbecue sauce.

Jim Beam—it’s not just for breakfast anymore.


[image: A photograph of the Miner burger with onion rings, bacon, barbecue sauce, lettuce, tomato and red onion.]
The fully-loaded Miner Burger from Bisbee Breakfast Club comes topped with onion rings and Jim Beam barbecue sauce. Courtesy of Rick Mortensen, Phoenix.




Vegetarian Options: Along with the black bean burger, veggie sandwich, and salads, multiple vegetarian breakfast items are available. And of course, the pies.

Don’t Forget: If Bisbee isn’t in your travel plans, don’t fret. BBC has opened locations in Tucson and the Valley of the Sun, beginning their march toward total breakfast domination in Arizona.

Details: 75A Erie St., (520) 432-5885, www.bisbeebreakfastclub.com.





Ramsey Canyon, Sierra Vista

Normally I hike first, eat afterward, but not always. This is often a burger-then-boots trail, depending on the season. Parking spots are scarce at Ramsey Canyon Nature Preserve and quickly filled by eager birders before the preserve opens in the morning during spring and fall. Crowds thin out later in the day as the birds settle in for a siesta, so I roll up after lunch to find open parking spaces.

Ramsey Canyon is a lush defile cut from the east face of the Huachuca Mountains. This woody ravine shelters a perennial stream so, of course, it teems with life. Over 170 species of birds have been spotted in the high-walled canyon, along with a variety of other wildlife. The Nature Conservancy took control of Ramsey Canyon in 1975. In the ensuing years, the nonprofit conservation group has worked to undo damage caused by humans, while continuing ecological research and monitoring rare species.

A single trail starts from the back door of the visitor center, past benches and hummingbird feeders, and moseys alongside Ramsey Creek. For almost the entire hike you stay beneath a rich shade canopy. Big sycamore trees drape the stream while oaks and pines fill the canyon. It is a gentle wood, a fragrant wood. On my late-spring hike, the stream was so small it could hold hands with a butterfly. A tiny gurgle of water could barely be heard. It felt as if the creek was tiptoeing down the canyon, like an introvert trying to sneak away from a party without being noticed.

The trail rises on a slight grade at first, passing several points of interest detailed in a guide handed out at the visitor center. There are a couple of historic cabins, a butterfly seep, and terraced ponds with tiny frog eyes peering from the water. Here The Nature Conservancy is working to reestablish a population of the endangered Chiricahua leopard frog.

[image: ]
A weathered cabin built in 1911—before Arizona was even a state—perches above the floodplain in Ramsey Canyon. Photo by the author.




Then just as you start thinking it’s all butterfly baths and frog stare-downs, the trail gets serious. At the Hamburg Trail sign, the path bears left into the woods and begins switchbacking up the steep slope. It climbs 500 feet in a half mile, leaving the preserve and entering Coronado National Forest. At 6,200 feet elevation there’s a rocky overlook showcasing expansive views. This high perch is a mile from the visitor center and most folks use it as a turnaround point. But if you’ve got a little gas left in your tank, continue on to enjoy more gorgeous woodland.

Past the overlook, the trail drops down to the creek that tumbles over boulders in a series of small cascades spilling through the forest. Thick stands of oak, maple, and sycamore mingle with pine and fir. You’ll make several creek crossings as the Hamburg continues on a level grade and enters the network of Huachuca Mountain trails. Just be sure to allow yourself plenty of time to return before the nature preserve closes.

Where: From Sierra Vista, go south on AZ 92 for 6 miles, turning right on Ramsey Canyon Rd. The preserve is at the end of the road, 4 miles west of the highway. Parking is limited to 27 spaces on a first-come, first-served basis. There is no parking along the road below the preserve.

Cost: Admission fee.

Difficulty: Moderate.

Length: 2 miles round-trip.

Dogs: No.

Details: (520) 378-2785, www.nature.org/arizona.





Pit Stop Gourmet Burgers, Sierra Vista

Sitting back from the highway at the end of a gravel parking lot, Pit Stop gives off a roadhouse vibe. But don’t be deterred. It’s welcoming inside, with one dining room flowing into another. Walls are adorned with racing signs and colorful artwork full of burgers, sugar skulls, and hopped-up cars.

The friendly staff bubbles with energy. Even when the place is packed, they keep things running smoothly. Specialty burgers include Risk It for the Brisket, which comes with a choice of cheese, bacon, barbecue aioli, and strips of rich brisket. Pit Stop bakes their own brioche buns and makes all sauces in-house. The burgers are ground ribeye sculpted into a hefty one-third-pound patty.

I can’t resist the Big Dill. It arrives buried beneath a tall Jenga-like stack of fried tabasco dill pickle chips, bacon, and ranch. Except I had them hold the ranch. Lettuce, tomato, onion, and pickle come on the side, but honestly, I’m not sure where to put them. This is a big vertical burger.

It’s obviously a situation often encountered, because the waitress asks if I want a knife. A machete may be more practical, but I decline. As a purist, I believe hamburgers are the original handheld device. I eat them with my mitts or not at all. I remove a few levels of the dill chips to enjoy as a side dish, along with my mountain of fresh-cut fries. Then the burger all comes together.

The fried pickles add a spicy crunch and mix well with the bacon and veggies. It still feels like a lot to consume. From what I saw, most people can easily make two meals out of every burger. So maybe a knife isn’t a bad idea. You also have several sides to choose from, including the golden crispy fried pickle chips that I found myself still thinking about days later.

[image: ]
Stacked with fried tabasco pickle chips, the Big Dill brings plenty of flavor and a spicy crunch. Photo by the author.




Vegetarian Options: All burgers can be made using a veggie patty.

Don’t Forget: It’s no surprise since the burgers are made with ribeye, that Pit Stop also serves hand-cut steaks.

Details: 4907 AZ 92, (520) 728-9240, www.pitstopgourmetburger.com.


“You can find your way across this country using burger joints the way a navigator uses stars.”

CHARLES KURALT







Heart of Rocks Loop, Chiricahua National Monument

I’ll come right out and say it: Chiricahua National Monument is the most unsung, unappreciated spot in Arizona. If it existed in another state, it would be featured on their license plate.

The 12,000-acre national monument shelters an exotic array of sculpted stone. This is the result of a massive volcanic event in the distant past. Tall columns, slender spires, and impossibly balanced boulders loom above the timber. The skyline seems to be built from the splintered remains of ancient castles.

A beautiful system of trails, many of them interconnected, create one of my favorite hiking areas in the state. Start by taking the scenic drive, a narrow winding road with hairpin curves and spectacular vistas. From here you can access a trail from one of the higher trailheads at Echo Canyon or Massai Point.

The short loop through Heart of Rocks is the craggy core of the park, where you’ll find the most spectacular collection of formations. The easiest route to Heart of Rocks is via a trio of trails: Ed Riggs (0.9 miles), Mushroom Rock (1.2 miles), and Big Balanced Rock (1 mile). From the Echo Canyon parking lot start on Ed Riggs, which drops gradually into a finger canyon bracketed by fractured columns and thrusts of stone. The trail ends at a three-way junction. Jump on the Mushroom Rock Trail. You’ll spot Mushroom Rock in a quarter mile above the trees on your right. If you’re slightly underwhelmed by the flattop fungus of stone, don’t sweat it; lots more drama lies ahead.

The trail climbs through a forested ravine, connecting with Big Balanced Rock Trail. Follow Big Balanced Rock across a high ridgeline with sweeping views. Look for Cochise Head, a striking mountain suggesting the noble profile of the Apache leader. These mountains were once the beloved home of the Chiricahua Apache people until they were forcibly removed. Soon you pass through a corridor of stacked rocks and haunting hoodoos. Near the end of the trail, the namesake 1,000-ton boulder perches on a thimble of stone. From here a short spur trail leads to Heart of Rocks.

[image: A photograph of a column of rock balanced on top of another rock by a narrow point at its base. Different species of lichen spread across much of the rock. An additional column of rock is on the left.]
Pinnacle Balanced Rock is one of the distinctive formations found along the Heart of Rocks Loop. Photo by the author.




Take the 1.1-mile loop clockwise. Volcanic intensity still crackles within this twisty little labyrinth, undercut by a sneaky sense of whimsy. You’re surrounded by tumbled, crumpled, otherworldly rock formations, like somebody busted up Stonehenge and the Easter Island heads for kindling.

From the chaos looms the familiar as you wind through the stone garden. Unexpected shapes suddenly burst into sight. Behold, Thor’s Hammer! Hey, a Duck on a Rock! Visions of Punch and Judy, Camel’s Head, and the Totem Pole pull you along. I love the weird verticality of this place where the rocks seem so alert, so poised. I think it’s quite likely that on one night each year, the formations come to life and interact with each other. Now I just need to figure out which night.

Reconnect with Big Balanced Rock Trail and return the way you came.

Where: Chiricahua National Monument is located 120 miles southeast of Tucson. From I-10 East take exit 340 in Willcox. Drive south on AZ 186 for 32 miles to the junction of AZ 181. Turn left and proceed 4 miles to the park.

Cost: Free.

Difficulty: Moderate.

Length: 7.3 miles round-trip.

Dogs: No.

Details: (520) 824-3560, www.nps.gov/chir.



Hot Tip: Every January, the Wings Over Willcox event offers a rare spectacle. Tens of thousands of sandhill cranes gather on the Willcox Playa. They feed and socialize during the day, roosting in shallow wetlands at night. Crowds gather at sunrise to watch the flock lift off in unison, a soft and elegant eruption. Additional tours and seminars are conducted throughout the event.







Dot’s Diner, Bisbee

Retro barely begins to describe the experience of grabbing a burger at Dot’s Diner. You’re sitting in a vintage trailer park, outside a 1957 Valentine diner, about to bite into a fresh-made hamburger sandwich. The good old days aren’t gone, they’re just waiting in Bisbee, the nation’s southernmost mile-high city.

Tiny Dot’s Diner is hidden away in the Shady Dell, a mid-century trailer court that offers beautifully restored aluminum trailers for overnight accommodations. Little Dot’s blends right in with the time capsule experience.

Arthur Valentine came up with the concept of small prefabricated mail-order diners in the 1930s. Business boomed following World War II as more Americans took to the road, getting their kicks on Route 66 and elsewhere. Before the golden arches loomed, little red-and-white Valentine diners pulled hungry travelers off the highway.

[image: A photograph of the exterior of Dot’s diner. The narrow building is white with red accents and two concession windows are at the front. A red and white 1950’s style car is in front of the diner.]
Vintage Dot’s Diner exudes loads of charm and cooks up a tasty burger. Photo by the author.




You can’t squeeze inside at Dot’s to score one of the few stools anymore because they need the whole tiny diner space to prepare their elevated menu. Several tables flank the building, and it’s almost always perfect weather to sit outside in Bisbee.

Don’t expect a ton of options. Small diner, small menu. But every dish is significant. They use locally sourced ingredients whenever possible including organic free-range eggs and locally raised pork products. They grind their own pure Angus chuck for the burgers, and it creates an intensely flavorful package. It comes with American cheese, butter lettuce, tomato, pickled red onion, and a special sauce, which I skipped—mustard is plenty special, thank you. My favorite burger condiment is always plain mustard, preferably Heinz, yellow as a field of sunflowers, yellow as a canary orgy.

Dot’s burger comes cupped in a cushiony brioche bun, and it delivers that soft burst of beefiness I craved after a long day on the trail. I felt my muscles begin to relax at the first bite.

Treat yourself soon to a meal at Dot’s. Be sure to check for hours, which are mostly centered around weekends. Better still, spend a night or two in one of the restored vintage trailers of Shady Dell. It’s a memory I still cherish.

Vegetarian Options: The tender veggie burger comes with sriracha aioli and all the fixings.

Don’t Forget: Right next to Dot’s is Dashes, the 1955 Airstream trailer bar serving beer, wine, and cocktails on weekends. Did someone say tiki party?

Details: 1 Old Douglas Rd., (520) 346-1624, www.theshadydell.com.





South Fork Trail, Portal

This is the side of the Chiricahua Mountains I don’t visit nearly enough. While I’m a regular guest of Chiricahua National Monument on the western end of the range, spectacular Cave Creek Canyon is cut from the eastern slope of the mountains. A dirt road crosses the mountains but it’s often in poor condition, so I never attempt it.

The easiest access to this side of the Chiricahuas is from New Mexico. But it’s worth the drive. Each time I return to Cave Creek Canyon, I’m smitten by the astounding, ethereal beauty. Tall cliffs rise above a magical forest filled with a chorus of birdsong.

The South Fork Trail starts at the end of a dirt road. If you see people walking along the road before reaching the trail, they’re not lost and are probably not carjackers. They are birders. Notice the binoculars and giant camera lenses. This is a world-renowned birding destination with folks traveling from everywhere hoping to catch sight of elegant trogons, painted redstarts, blue-throated hummingbirds, or other colorful characters flitting among the branches. I love birds but can only identify about a dozen different species, and one is Foghorn Leghorn. I’m here for the hiking.

The trail traverses a riparian forest of pine, oak, walnut, cypress, and sycamore. It’s a cheerful, sunlit wood filled with ferns and wildflowers. A deer watched me pass from just off trail, quite unconcerned. Cliff tops peek in above the treetops, reminding me that I’m in a deep defile.



Fast Fact: Cave Creek Canyon is sometimes known as the “Yosemite of Arizona” due to the towering rhyolite walls and cliffs rising overhead.



The path stays close to the banks of the creek. It was a shy little stream in late May, vanishing underground occasionally then reemerging. There are a few creek crossings, and the most prominent is almost a mile into the hike, known as the Bathtub. Here a large pool of water is ringed by boulders and a clutch of tall trees. A cascade spills down the rocks, arranging an entire splashy symphony. No one else was around and I plopped down on the creekbank wrapped in a medley of tiny falls and terraced trickles. The moving water throws graceful patterns against the boulders, a kaleidoscopic array of lace and light. Joining me in the audience for this captivating show were assorted dragonflies, butterflies, and bees. For a long time I was unable to move, paralyzed by contentment.

[image: A photograph of a pool of water surrounded by boulders. A narrow cascade of water flows over the boulders and into the pool at one end.]
Especially popular with birders, the South Fork Trail follows a stream into the forests of the Chiricahua Mountains. Photo by the author.






Fast Fact: The Chiricahua Mountains are one of the “Sky Islands” of Southern Arizona. Sky Islands are forest-clad mountain ranges isolated from one another by expansive valleys of grasslands or desert. These vaults of biodiversity extend the territory of not just birds but other animals as well like ocelots and jaguars.




Finally, the forest beckoned and I continued for another mile or so, enjoying the scents and sounds, while also dodging poison ivy growing close to the path. Upon reaching the junction with the Burro Trail, I turned around. While South Fork Trail stretches for 6.8 miles, climbing higher into the mountains, I generally stop after a mile or two. I want to preserve the memory of South Fork as a gentle walk in the woods.

What should you do if you encounter a birder? First, don’t panic. They can sense your fear. Or maybe that’s bears. Try to appear larger than you really are. No, that’s for mountain lions. Maybe just say hello and ask what they’ve seen. If you’re lucky they’ll direct your vision deep into the trees where you might get to catch a fleeting glimpse of Foghorn Leghorn.

Where: From Tucson, take I-10 east 139 miles to US 80, crossing into New Mexico. Turn south and drive 28 miles to Portal Road. Turn west and drive 7 miles, reentering Arizona. Continue driving west on FR 42 approximately 2 miles to the South Fork turnoff. Turn right and continue 1 mile to the parking area. All roads are suitable for passenger vehicles.

Cost: Free.

Difficulty: Easy.

Length: 4 miles round-trip to Burro Trail.

Dogs: Yes, on a leash.

Details: (520) 364-3468, www.fs.usda.gov/r03/coronado.
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