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Introduction

Arizona. There’s magic in that word. It conjures up images: ancient Native American cities huddled on the edge of red rock mesas; deep canyons filled with immense silences; sandstone ramparts suffused with the rising sun’s golden glow; armies of strange, candelabra-shaped cacti that march across stony bajadas. It’s a powerful landscape—one with an ethereal, timeless beauty, one that gets inside you and won’t let go.


Arizona, then, begins with the land. It dominates the state, dictating where its cities are built, its rivers flow, and its highways run. It is a land of extreme contrasts and diversity: sere desert plains and lush spring-fed gardens, lofty snow-capped peaks and gorges chiseled by flash floods, windswept sand dunes and grassy prairies dotted with grazing cattle. Arizona, with 113,510 square miles, is divided by geographers into two main physiographic regions—the Colorado Plateau and the Basin and Range Province. The Mogollon Rim, a third transition zone between those two regions, is often considered a separate geographic province.


The Colorado Plateau, encompassing the upper two-fifths of the state, is a rugged land of sweeping sagebrush plains, towering cliffs, and deep canyons. Barebones sandstone, rubbed raw by swirling winds and quick thunderstorm runoff, characterizes the plateau. Much of Arizona’s grandest scenery, including the Grand Canyon, Monument Valley, and Canyon de Chelly, is sculpted from the plateau’s colorful sandstone stratum.


Each sandstone formation—Kaibab, Coconino, Moenkopi, Chinle, Wingate, Kayenta, Navajo, De Chelly, and others—tells a different story, its mute layers testimony to the earth’s ceaseless changes. Here hides evidence of emerald tides washing on ancient beaches, meandering rivers that uncoiled across forested deltas, vast dune fields shaped by prehistoric winds, and long-extinct life that dominated lost worlds. Volcanic peaks, like the San Francisco Peaks, dot the plateau.


The Basin and Range Province, spreading across southern and western Arizona, is just that—a region of broad basins flanked by ragged mountain ranges that tower above the desert like sky islands. This area, characterized by myriad species of cacti, houses Arizona’s largest cities, rich agricultural lands, and untouched swaths of pristine Sonoran Desert at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, and Kofa National Wildlife Refuge.


The Mogollon Rim divides the Colorado Plateau from the Basin and Range, winding for over 200 miles across the state’s midsection like a twisted spine. The rim is a series of great escarpments and mountain ranges, including the volcanic White Mountains and the gaudy sandstone cliffs at Oak Creek Canyon. The rim also forms a transition zone between the two provinces with plants and animals from each mingling in a biological melting pot.



Arizona Wildlife and Recreation

Arizona’s diverse topography harbors equally diverse plant and animal communities. Desert shrub, including saguaro cactus, creosote, sagebrush, and saltbush, covers 40 percent of the state. Conifer forests, including the world’s largest ponderosa pine forest on the Mogollon Rim, coat 10 percent of the state, and piñon pine, juniper, and oak woodlands spread over 25 percent of Arizona. Grasslands make up the remaining 25 percent.


A large variety of animals and birds from the Rocky Mountain, Great Basin, and northern Mexican ecological communities live here, including black bear, desert bighorn sheep, rare Sonoran pronghorn, coati, javelina, and mountain lion. The state’s habitats shelter 13 species of rattlesnakes; Gila monsters; tropical birds, including the rare coppery-tailed trogon and thick-billed parrot; the 6-foot-long Colorado squawfish; and the tiny, endangered desert pupfish, a minnow that survives water temperatures in excess of 100 degrees but no longer has any naturally occurring populations in Arizona due to loss of habitat and the introduction of predatory fish.


Arizona offers a breathtaking selection of scenic attractions, historic points of interest, awesome scenery, and adventuresome recreation. The state boasts 22 national parklands, including famed Grand Canyon National Park, Canyon de Chelly National Monument, Coronado National Memorial, Old Spanish National Historic Trail, and Lake Mead National Recreation Area. Six national forests and 21 Native American reservations, including the almost-9-million-acre Navajo Nation, spread across Arizona.


River rafters thrill to the nation’s premier whitewater on the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon. Anglers and boaters find watery playgrounds, like Lake Roosevelt and Lake Havasu, scattered across the state. Rock climbers discover vertical challenges on Mount Lemmon’s sunbaked granite and sandstone spires around Sedona. Winter’s snowy backcountry attracts downhill skiers, Nordic skiers, and snowmobilers. Thousands of miles of trails, including the 800-mile Arizona National Scenic Trail, back roads, and highways lace Arizona, many following ancient Native American paths, pioneer wagon roads, and emigration routes.






Driving Arizona’s Scenic Roads


Scenic Driving Arizona allows travelers to explore and discover Arizona’s unique spirit of place. More than 1,200 miles of paved and unpaved roads and highways on 25 different scenic drives introduce visitors and residents alike to the diversity and wonder that is Arizona. The scenic drives showcase Arizona’s beauty, sampling its famous wonders and finding its hidden corners.


These Arizona highways cross lava flows at Sunset Crater, traverse the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, pass Hopi villages perched on mesa tops, twist along the historic Coronado Trail, explore the cactus gardens and jagged mountains at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, and climb the lofty sky islands of Mount Graham and Mount Lemmon. Travelers find waterfalls, Anasazi petroglyphs, ghost towns, abandoned gold mines, petrified logs, dormant volcanoes, wind-ruffled pine forests, and stately stands of saguaro.


The 25 scenic drives highlighted here are not by any stretch of the imagination the only scenic drives in Arizona. Almost every stretch of blacktop has some redeeming quality or feature. Some readers may disagree with the selections, feeling an exceptional drive was omitted. And they’re right. Few of these selections are classified as backroads—most are paved two-lane highways.


After you’ve driven these roads, there are others that beckon, leading to secret, off-the-beaten-track places. It’s best you discover them yourself. These adventurous backroads include the Ruby Road, Bradshaw Mountain Road, Peach Springs Canyon Road, the Mount Trumbull Loop Road, El Camino del Diablo, Schnebly Hill Road, and State Route 288 through Pleasant Valley. These roads are rough, unpaved, and may require four-wheel-drive vehicles.


Be prepared when driving Arizona’s scenic highways. Make sure your vehicle is in good working condition. It’s a good idea to top off the gas tank before setting out. Know your vehicle and its limits. Above all, use common sense. Don’t enter washes with running water. Watch for blind curves, steep grades, narrow roads, and slick gravel surfaces. Pull well off the highway for views and sightseeing. Stay on designated roads. Off-road driving on fragile desert soils can leave irreparable damage. Summer temperatures in the desert regularly climb above 100 degrees. Carry plenty of water for yourself and your car. Five gallons is not too much.


Many of the drives cross public land. Respect private property, livestock fences, and mining claims. Federal laws protect all archaeological and historic antiquities on public land, including Native American ruins, rock art sites, and artifacts; fossilized bone and wood; and historic sites. Put out all campfires. Try to camp at previously used sites—it minimizes impact. And pack out trash.


The best roads are those that lead you on, that give you that urge to keep going, to see what is around the next bend. Follow Arizona’s highways, and watch the landscape reveal itself in snatches. Mountain ranges rise and recede, canyon depths yawn beyond the guardrail. The spirit lifts as the road rises. Go and immerse yourself in Arizona. It will amaze and astound you. The land will get inside you, and it won’t let go.
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Kaibab Plateau–North Rim Parkway

Jacob Lake to Grand Canyon North Rim

General description: A 44-mile-long, paved scenic drive that traverses the forested Kaibab Plateau to Bright Angel Point on the North Rim of Grand Canyon National Park.

Special attractions: Grand Canyon National Park, Point Imperial, Cape Royal, Bright Angel Point, Kaibab Plateau, Arizona Trail, scenic views, trails, campground, picnic areas, wildlife, interpretive signs and programs, Kaibab National Forest.

Location: Northern Arizona. The drive starts at Jacob Lake on US 89A (GPS: 36.713657, -112.215439) about 30 miles east of Fredonia and 80 miles west of Page. The out-and-back drive ends at the North Rim Visitor Center (GPS: 36.198373, -112.052315), Grand Canyon Lodge, and Bright Angel Point Trailhead.

Drive route numbers and names: Arizona Highway 67, Kaibab Plateau–North Rim Parkway.

Travel season: Mid-May through Nov, weather permitting. The North Rim facilities, including lodges and campgrounds, close in late Oct, with the park remaining open for day use until Dec 1 or when snow closes the road.

Camping: The National Park Service’s North Rim Campground (GPS: 36.210312, -112.060494) has 87 sites and is open mid-May to mid-Oct. Reservations are mandatory; make reservations at recreation.gov. DeMotte Park and Jacob Lake Campgrounds are in Kaibab National Forest north of the park. Both are open mid-May to mid-Oct, and half of the sites are on a first-come, first-served basis. Kaibab National Forest allows dispersed camping in the forest. Stop at Kaibab Plateau Visitor Center in Jacob Lake for info and regulations.

Services: North Rim services include showers, laundry, groceries, gas, lodging, and restaurants. Limited services, including lodging, dining, and gas, in Jacob Lake.

Nearby attractions: Marble Canyon, Lake Powell, Antelope Canyon, Lees Ferry, Vermillion Cliffs National Monument, Pipe Spring National Monument, Zion National Park, Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park (Utah), Arizona Strip.



The Drive

Arizona Highway 67 traverses south from Jacob Lake across the high, lonely Kaibab Plateau, traveling through stately ponderosa pine forests, past groves of quaking aspen, and over wide grassy meadows splotched with summer wildflowers. John Wesley Powell, floating with a company of men down the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon in 1869, wrote that the Kaibab Plateau “is covered with a beautiful forest, and in the forest charming parks are found…. In winter deep snows lie here, but the plateau has four months of the sweetest summer man
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has ever known.” This pleasant, paved, 44-mile-long drive, designated a National Scenic Byway in 1998, ends at Grand Canyon Lodge near Bright Angel Point on the brink of the North Rim at Grand Canyon National Park. The spectacular view south from 8,161-foot Bright Angel Point is one of the best in the park.

The highway opens by mid-May after winter’s last snow has melted away. The lodges and campground in the park close by the end of October, although the road remains open for day use until the end of November or when snowstorms close it. With elevations ranging between 8,000 and 9,000 feet, expect cool temperatures on the Kaibab Plateau and canyon rim. Daily high temperatures fluctuate between the 40s and 70s, and frosty temperatures chill the night, even in summer. Watch for thunderstorms filled with monsoon moisture on July and August afternoons. Winters are cold and severe. Intrepid visitors venturing in on Nordic skis or snowmobiles should prepare for subfreezing temperatures and frequent snowstorms. The long distance from Jacob Lake, coupled with snowfall that regularly exceeds 25 feet, makes plowing the highway prohibitively expensive and impractical.




Jacob Lake

The scenic drive begins in Jacob Lake at the junction of US 89A and AZ 67. Jacob Hamblin, a Mormon explorer, lent his name to shallow Jacob Lake. During the 1850s through the 1870s, he poked around northern Arizona, looking for town sites for prospective Mormon settlements. Hamblin, also a missionary among the Hopi and Diné, negotiated several treaties with local Native Americans. Jacob Lake, at 7,900 feet, is a junction stopover that offers gas, groceries, lodging, and a restaurant at the Jacob Lake Inn. Next door to the inn is the Kaibab Plateau Visitor Center, a must-stop for info on camping, hiking, and exploring in the surrounding 1.6-million-acre Kaibab National Forest, which includes part of the largest contiguous ponderosa pine forest in the United States.

Nearby is Jacob Lake Campground, a 51-site national forest campground. The family-friendly, mile-long Kai-vav-vi Natural Trail (#34), beginning in the campground, explores the ponderosa pine woodland with interpretive signs about plants, trees, wildlife, and forest ecology. Kaibab Camper Village, a private RV campground, is a quarter mile south of Jacob Lake on FR 461.

Head south on the highway from Jacob Lake through a winding asphalt corridor that slices across a dense forest of tall ponderosa pines. Occasional groves of white-barked quaking aspen and grassy pocket meadows border the highway. The drive, called the Kaibab Plateau–North Rim Parkway, is also an Arizona State Scenic Byway. Paralleling much of the highway is the Kaibab Plateau Trail, a segment of the Arizona National Scenic Trail, an 800-mile footpath that follows Arizona’s mountainous spine from Mexico to the Utah border. The road also follows a five-day stagecoach route that early Grand Canyon visitors took to the North Rim.




The Kaibab Plateau

The Kaibab Plateau, a great uplifted monocline called Kaibab, or “mountain lying down,” by the Piute tribe, is capped by the gray-white Kaibab limestone along the rim of the Grand Canyon. The limestone, full of tiny marine fossils, was deposited 270 million years ago in a warm, shallow sea along the west coast of Pangea, a supercontinent made up of today’s continents. Few streams or lakes appear atop the Kaibab Plateau because of poor surface drainage. Most water percolates underground and then flows through passageways before bursting forth as giant springs, like Thunder River and Roaring Springs below the North Rim of the Grand Canyon.

The canyon’s North Rim rises 1,000 feet higher than the Coconino Plateau and the South Rim. The North Rim, less than 10 miles from its southern counterpart, embraces different ecosystems and plant communities in its Canadian life zone. The North Rim receives 28 inches of precipitation annually, twice the amount deposited on the South Rim. Two distinct coniferous forests—the ponder-osa pine near Jacob Lake and the higher Engelmann spruce, white fir, and Douglas fir forest farther south—characterize the wooded landscape along the scenic drive as it traverses the plateau.


[image: Grassy Lake sits beside the scenic drive on the North Rim.]
Grassy Lake sits beside the scenic drive on the North Rim.



However, not all of the forest along the drive is green and serene. The Warm Fire, sparked by lightning on June 8, 2006, torched much of the forest along the drive, including old-growth, 800-year-old trees. The blaze, lightly managed by the US Forest Service to lessen the forest’s fuel load, burned about 19,000 acres in two and a half weeks before gusty winds blew the wildfire into a raging inferno that eventually decimated almost 59,000 acres of forest that is changed for centuries. The fire jumped the highway, closing the only paved road to the North Rim and trapping hundreds of park visitors and staff. Firefighters led caravans of vehicles on backroads to escape the fire’s fury. Wildfire wasn’t done with altering the plateau’s forest. The Mangum Fire, starting on June 8, 2020, burned 71,450 acres. Its ignition source is unknown but thought to be human caused.

After the Warm Fire, the forest began the process of regeneration with aspen groves, native plants, and wildflowers colonizing the land among toppled burned trees. The plateau still teems with a diversity of plant and animal life. Wildflowers—goldenrod, sunflower, aster, columbine, and Kaibab paintbrush—carpet roadside meadows in summer. Autumn brings the flutter of aspen leaves falling to the ground like freshly minted gold coins. Animals, including more than 50 mammal species and 90 bird species, inhabit the forest. DeMotte Park, just before the park boundary, and other grassy areas are good places to spot mule deer, Merriam’s turkey, blue grouse, occasional mountain lions, and the Kaibab squirrel.

The Kaibab squirrel is the plateau’s most famous resident. It is closely related to the Abert squirrel on the South Rim; in fact, they were once the same species. Over time, the deep abyss of the Grand Canyon separated the two species, both of which rely on the ponderosa pine as a year-round food source. The squirrels, trapped in their respective forests on opposite rims, evolved into different species with different characteristics. The Kaibab squirrel lives only on the Kaibab Plateau and nearby Mount Trumbull. A walk in the woods along the drive usually yields a squirrel sighting. Look for a large, handsome squirrel with a dark body and magnificent white tail.

DeMotte Park, a large meadow rimmed by forest, lies 25 miles south of Jacob Lake. A Forest Service campground is west of the highway. A roadside stop also offers the Kaibab Lodge and restaurant, a gas station, tire repair, groceries, and an ATM. Forest Road 422 heads west from here, leading to branch dirt roads that dead-end at several remote, spectacular Grand Canyon overlooks, including Fire Point, Timp Point, Parissawampitts Point, and Crazy Jug Point. Forest Roads 610 and 611 head east from the drive south of DeMotte Park, leading to airy viewpoints that overlook Marble Canyon and the Vermillion Cliffs. Check at the national forest info station in Jacob Lake for road conditions. Four-wheel-drive vehicles with a tow strap are necessary. The roads are impassable after heavy rain.




The North Rim

From DeMotte Park, the drive continues south for 5.4 miles to the North Entrance Station for Grand Canyon National Park (GPS: 36.334840, -112.116467). The highway heads across Upper Little Park, a long meadow flanked by tall spruce and fir trees, and then winds down shallow Thompson Canyon, passing lush forests and humpbacked ridges. The road makes an abrupt bowknot bend, passes the North Rim Campground, and ends at a parking lot by the North Rim Visitor Center and the historic Grand Canyon Lodge on a narrow peninsula that juts south to the canyon’s rim. Before heading out to explore the rimrock views, stop at the center to get acquainted with the Grand Canyon’s lengthy geologic story, its diverse wildlife, and fascinating human history.

Afterwards, start at a log shelter by the visitor center parking lot and take a short, 0.5-mile walk on a paved trail that leads south across a narrow ridge separating two canyons, The Transept to the west and Roaring Springs Canyon on the
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Cliffs frame a Grand Canyon view from the trail to Bright Angel Point on the North Rim.



east, to 8,148-foot Bright Angel Point (GPS: 36.193500, -112.048657). This airy overlook is a fitting end to a great Arizona road trip.

It is a mild shock to step from the serene, shadowy forest to the brink of the arid, dazzling Grand Canyon. Sharp cliffs stairstep down from the rim, ending in boulder-choked canyons and rounded platforms, before more cliffs drop away to the hidden Colorado River. Buttes, spires, buttresses, amphitheaters, temples, mesas, and gargoyles—all painted in a stone rainbow of color—fill the abyss. Blocky Brahma Temple and pointed Zoroaster Temple soar dramatically above deep Bright Angel Canyon beyond the overlook. Ten miles across the void stretches the South Rim and the Coconino Plateau, and beyond tower the sacred San Francisco Peaks, the eroded remnants of a mighty stratovolcano.

Facilities and services on the North Rim, besides camping, include lodging, dining, tours, interpretive talks and hikes, showers, trail rides, a general store, laundromat, and gasoline. The dirt roads that lead to remote overlooks make good mountain bike adventures. Many excellent hiking trails, including the 10-mile Widforss Trail, thread along the canyon rim. The 14-mile-long North Kaibab Trail drops 5,850 feet down to the Colorado River below Phantom Ranch and then climbs 4,860 feet up the Bright Angel Trail to the South Rim for a rugged 21-mile wilderness trek. To drive to the South Rim from the North Rim requires a 220-mile highway journey.

For more canyon views, take an excellent side trip east on the Cape Royal Road (GPS: 36.228289, -112.059331) from north of Bright Angel Point and drive 8 miles to 8,803-foot Point Imperial (GPS: 36.278967, -111.977661), the highest point on either rim, for views of rocky Mount Hayden poised above the upper Grand Canyon. Then continue south for 20 miles—passing Vista Encantada, Roosevelt Point (GPS: 36.217904, -111.952409), and Walhalla Overlook (GPS: 36.132415, -111.941745)—to 7,865-foot Cape Royal (parking lot GPS: 36.122252, -111.949459) and scenic views of the eastern Grand Canyon. The paved, level Cape Royal Trail offers an easy 0.8-mile hike to an overlook with gorgeous views across the canyon to Desert View on the South Rim.
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Grand Canyon South Rim Scenic Drive

Cameron to Grand Canyon Village

General description: A 57-mile-long paved drive that climbs from Cameron up the eastern flank of the Kaibab Plateau to Grand Canyon National Park. The drive follows the canyon’s South Rim past many overlooks to Grand Canyon Village.

Special attractions: Grand Canyon National Park, Visitor Center, Mather Point, Bright Angel Trail, Yaki Point, Grandview Point, Navajo Point, Desert Tower Watch-tower, Little Colorado River Gorge, camping, hiking, scenic views, interpretive programs, Kaibab National Forest.

Location: North-central Arizona. The drive begins at a roundabout at the junction of US 89 and AZ 64 at Cameron (GPS: 35.855129, -111.425222), 52 miles north of Flagstaff, and ends at Grand Canyon Village on the canyon’s South Rim (visitor center GPS: 36.058329, -112.108326).

Drive route numbers and names: Arizona Highway 64.

Travel season: Year-round. Snows can be heavy along the rim road, but the road is plowed and sanded.

Camping: Mather Campground, with 327 sites in seven loops, is at Grand Canyon Village; 55 sites are tents only. Dec through Feb, Mather Campground operates on a first-come, first-served basis. Showers and laundry are at Camper Services at campground entrance. Desert View Campground, 32 miles west of Cameron at the park’s east entrance, has 49 sites. Reservations are necessary Mar through Nov; make reservations at recreation.gov. The USFS Ten-X Campground, 2 miles south of Tusayan, is open mid-May through Sept. Kaibab National Forest allows dispersed camping; campers must be at least 0.25 mile away from AZ 64. Grand Canyon Camper Village, a commercial campground, is 7 miles south of Grand Canyon Village at Tusayan.

Services: All services at Grand Canyon Village and Flagstaff. Gas and groceries at Desert View. Limited services, including gas and lodging, in Cameron.

Nearby attractions: Grand Canyon North Rim, Vermillion Cliffs National Monument, Navajo Reservation, Hopi Reservation, San Francisco Peaks, Sunset Crater National Monument, Wupatki National Monument, Marble Canyon, Flagstaff attractions.


The Drive

Arizona Highway 64, a 57-mile-long route between Cameron and Grand Canyon Village, parallels the spectacular Little Colorado River Gorge and the awesome South Rim of 1,217,262-acre Grand Canyon National Park. The scenic route traverses one of Arizona’s best landscapes and offers superlative views of peaks, plateaus, and a deep canyon chiseled by the Colorado River. This land casts a special spell on travelers. Under the summer sun, visitors experience a sense of limitless




Grand Canyon South Rim Scenic Drive
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Evening light fills the Grand Canyon from the South Rim Scenic Drive.



space on the canyon’s rocky rim. Distant mirages shimmer and dance in the dry heat on the distant Marble Platform to the northeast. Cloud shadows trail across the sweeping edge of the Coconino Plateau. And the Grand Canyon stuns the first-time viewer into silence. Its buttes, temples, escarpments, cliffs, buttresses, and chasms march across the horizon in varying shades of red.

The mile-deep Grand Canyon surprises and intrigues visitors. Naturalist Joseph Wood Krutch wrote, “At first glance the spectacle seems too strange to be real. Because one has never seen anything like it, because one has nothing to compare it with, it stuns the eye but cannot really hold the attention…. For a time, it is too much like a scale model or an optical illusion.” President Teddy Roosevelt called it “the one great sight which every American… should see.” Naturalist John Burroughs said the canyon was “the world’s most wonderful spectacle, ever changing, alive with a million moods.” But not all visitors have been so entranced by the canyon’s spectacle. After his 1858 exploration, US Army Lieutenant Joseph Ives deemed the region “altogether worthless…. Ours has been the first, and will doubtless be the last, party of whites to visit this profitless locality… intended by nature to be forever unvisited and undisturbed.”

Besides being a natural wonder of the world, International Dark Sky Park, and World Heritage Site, the Grand Canyon is a place of superlative facts. The national park, which does not include the entire Colorado River Canyon, spreads over 1,904 square miles, larger than Rhode Island’s 1,212 square miles. The
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canyon averages 10 miles wide but ranges in width from 600 feet in Marble Canyon to 18 miles at several spots. The Colorado River dashes 278 miles through Grand Canyon National Park and, with a gradient of 7 feet per mile, averages 300 feet wide and 40 feet deep. The park protects a diversity of wildlife, including 450 bird species, 91 mammal species, 58 reptiles and amphibians, and numerous endangered species like the California condor, humpbacked chub, and desert tortoise. Grand Canyon National Park was the 13th-most-visited national parkland in 2021 with 4.5 million visitors and the 4th-most-visited national park.

The scenic drive is open year-round. Summer visitors can expect daily highs between 70 and 90 degrees. Nights are cool. Heavy thunderstorms regularly occur in July and August on the South Rim. Autumn brings cool, dry days, with highs between 50 and 70. Winters are usually cold and windy with snowfall along the high rim, while the desert around Cameron receives little snow. The road is plowed and maintained during the winter. Spring offers cool and often windy weather.




Cameron to the Little Colorado River Gorge

The drive begins on the Navajo Nation 2 miles south of Cameron on US 89 or 52 miles north of Flagstaff by turning west onto AZ 64 at a roundabout. Cameron, at 4,200 feet, was named for Ralph Cameron, a trail builder and miner in the region and one of Arizona’s first senators. Originally a trading post for the Navajos, Cameron was first called Tanner’s Crossing after Mormon pioneer Seth Tanner. The old Mormon Trail crossed the Little Colorado River north of the town, one of the few safe hardrock passages across the treacherous quicksand riverbed.

The road rolls west over the Moenkopi Formation, its chocolate-colored layers of sandstone, mudstone, and shale broken into shallow canyons and ridges. Deposited during the Lower Triassic epoch in the Mesozoic Era some 240 million years ago, the Moenkopi was a wide mudflat over which a sea advanced and retreated. The formation is well known for dinosaur tracks, with many in the Cameron area left by the four-legged Chirotherium. These animals, distantly related to crocodiles, made five-fingered footprints that look like bear or ape tracks in mud. The drive’s first 19 miles crosses open terrain on the Navajo Reservation dotted with occasional hogans nestled among pale rock outcrops, and sheep and goats browsing on sparse grass.

After 6 miles, the highway swings under Coconino Point and the spectacular East Kaibab Monocline, an uplift that forms the Coconino Plateau on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon and the Kaibab Plateau on the canyon’s North Rim. A monocline is a fold that connects flat-lying rocks at an upper level with flat-lying rocks at a lower level. The sharply dipping rock layers here nosedive about 2,000 feet from the Coconino Plateau above to the highway. The route runs northwest under the towering escarpment and reaches the gorge of the Little Colorado River after 9 miles. The Little Colorado, called Tol Chaco, or “red water,” by the Diné, begins high on 11,470-foot Mount Baldy in eastern Arizona’s White Mountains and twists 338 miles to its confluence with the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon. The ruddy river, draining over 26,000 square miles, usually runs intermittently or not at all, except after punishing summer thunderstorms or heavy spring runoff.

A turn at 9.5 miles leads right on a short road to Little Colorado River Gorge Navajo Tribal Park. At road’s end is a parking lot, stalls with vendors selling souvenirs and jewelry made by Diné artisans, and two overlooks that offer dramatic views of the twisting Little Colorado River Gorge below. Carved over 1,000 feet deep into the flat Marble Platform, the empty chasm falls steeply from Kaibab limestone cliffs that line the canyon rim. Below drop massive walls of Coconino sandstone, and below that runs the thin, braided thread of muddy river water. Stand on the canyon rim and a deafening silence filters up from the depths, a silence born of time and the flowing river. Be cautious on the gorge rim and watch children. A per-person day-use fee is charged to visit the park.

Past the overlook the road begins climbing the flank of the East Kaibab Monocline to the top of the Coconino Plateau. The Little Colorado Gorge and the tawny Marble Platform spread out beyond the rising highway. After a couple of miles, the road enters a scrubby piñon pine and juniper woodland and Kaibab National Forest.

Eight miles later the road enters Grand Canyon National Park, passes the Desert View Entrance Station, and arrives at 7,360-foot Desert View Point, the easternmost overlook on the canyon’s South Rim. Besides stellar canyon views, the point is popular for the historic Desert View Watchtower, a 70-foot stone tower perched on the lip of the Grand Canyon. Built in 1932, the Watchtower, a National Historic Landmark, was designed by architect Mary Colter, who drew inspiration from the Ancestral Puebloan ruins at Mesa Verde and Hovenweep. Services available at Desert View include restrooms, an outdoor visitor center, gas, groceries, a restaurant, a trading post, and a 49-site campground.




Desert View to Grand Canyon Village

Desert View forms a good introduction to the Grand Canyon for travelers. The views are immense and spectacular, some of the best in the national park. The Marble Platform spreads east, fading into the distant Hopi Mesas and Black Mesa, and to the northeast towers Shinumo Alter and the rounded dome of Navajo Mountain. Northward the Colorado River runs down precipitous Marble Gorge from Lake Powell, lined with tiers of cliffs towering above the river. Below the rimrock, empty space fills the canyon abyss, a mighty statement to the relentless power of the river.


[image: Desert View Watchtower overlooks the upper Grand Canyon on the South Rim drive.]
Desert View Watchtower overlooks the upper Grand Canyon on the South Rim drive.



The Grand Canyon, one of the world’s greatest examples of erosion, is an open geologic book that documents almost half of the earth’s history—nearly two billion years—in its horizontal rock pages. In each different rock layer lies evidence of the constantly changing earth—the uplift and erosion of mountain ranges; the land’s inundation by vast seas; great sand dunes spread by gusty winds, volcanoes belching ash and lava flows; and the grand evolution of life itself.

Beyond Desert View, the scenic drive follows the 23-mile-long East Rim Drive, also called Desert View Drive, to Grand Canyon Village in the heart of the national park. The drive passes six major overlooks that offer tremendous views into the canyon. Four picnic areas and five unmarked pullouts that access remote rim views also scatter along the road. The Tanner, Hance, Grandview, and South Kaibab Trails all begin along the drive and descend steeply into the mile-deep canyon.

Head west on the two-lane road, dipping and weaving through shallow washes and grassy glades, and passing scrubby piñon pine and juniper woodlands and ponderosa pine forests. Tusayan Ruin, an Ancestral Puebloan village occupied about 1185 CE, is about 3 miles west of Desert View. A museum by the site displays exhibits on the ancient peoples that lived in the canyon area.

Each of the overlooks along the road offers differing views of the canyon, its rock layers, and sandstone architecture. Desert View Point, reached by a 0.25-mile trail, leads to a view of the Colorado River making a big sweeping turn to the west. The highest overlook on the South Rim, 7,461-foot Navajo Point (mile marker 264), is just west of the Watchtower. It yields views of the shining Colorado River to the north and northwest across the gorge. Lipan Point (mile marker 263) offers views of Hance Rapid far below and the Unkar Delta, once home to early Ancestral Puebloan people. Moran Point (mile marker 258), named for 19th-century landscape painter Thomas Moran, boasts a view of geologic variety with the canyon’s three main rock groups below, including the ancient basement rocks, the Grand Canyon Supergroup, and the upper sedimentary layers dating from the Paleozoic era. Popular Grandview Point (mile marker 251), reached by a short side road, gives panoramic views of the canyon, including the distant North Rim, from a fenced overlook jutting from the rim on a rock peninsula. More overlooks to the west are Duck on a Rock (mile marker 246), Yaki Point, Pipe Creek Vista (mile marker 242), Mather Point near the Grand Canyon Visitor Center, and Yavapai Point by the Geology Museum.

The scenic drive ends at the Grand Canyon Visitor Center, the park headquarters, and Grand Canyon Village. All visitor services are here, including food, restaurants, showers, park information, lodging, and 327-site Mather Campground. The last overlook before the village is Mather Point. Only one-fourth of the entire Grand Canyon can be seen here. The popular point is named for Stephen Mather, the first director of the National Park Service in 1916.

For more South Rim views and adventures, take the 8-mile West Rim Drive west of the village to Hermits Rest at the road’s end. Because of congestion, the Park Service closes Hermit Road to private vehicles from March 1 through November 30. Take the free Hermit (Red Route) Shuttle Bus along the 7-mile road, stopping at the nine designated overlooks along the route to Hermit Point. The road is open to private vehicles in December, January, and February. Alternatively, ditch the car and shuttle and hike the 7.8-mile Canyon Rim Trail, paralleling the road to Hermits Rest.
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Navajo-Hopi Scenic Drive

Window Rock to Tuba City

General description: A 154-mile-long paved highway in northeastern Arizona that traverses the Navajo and Hopi reservations between Window Rock, capital of the Navajo Nation, and Tuba City.

Special attractions: Window Rock Tribal Park, Navajo Nation Museum, Kinlichee Navajo Tribal Park, Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site, Hopi Reservation, Walpi, Second Mesa, Hopi Cultural Center, Third Mesa, Coal Mine Canyon, sightseeing, scenic views.

Location: Northeastern Arizona. Arizona Highway 264 begins at Window Rock near the New Mexico border and runs across the Navajo and Hopi reservations to Tuba City, east of the Grand Canyon. Start the drive at the junction of AZ 264 and Tribal Route 12 in Window Rock (GPS: 35.663449, -109.057028). End the drive at the junction of AZ 264 and US 160 in Tuba City (GPS: 36.119323, -111.229153).

Drive route numbers and names: Arizona Highway 264.

Travel season: Year-round. Summer and fall are the best times. Afternoon thunderstorms are common in summer. Winters are cold but generally dry.

Camping: No campgrounds along the highway. The only camping on the Hopi Reservation is at the Hopi Cultural Center.

Services: All services in Window Rock, Ganado, Keams Canyon, Hopi Mesas, and Tuba City.

Nearby attractions: Canyon de Chelly National Monument, Petrified Forest National Park, Navajo National Monument, Grand Canyon National Park.


The Drive

Arizona Highway 264 stretches 154 miles across both the vast 17,544,500-acre Navajo Nation and the ancient homeland of the Hopi people in northeastern Arizona. This scenic drive traverses an arid, lonely land that unfolds like a giant Diné blanket patterned with rock-rimmed mesas, wide dusty valleys, painted badlands, and sculptured sandstone buttes. The long landscape is rich in history and prehis-tory, with ancient villages, sacred mountains, and a historic 19th-century trading post.

The highway crosses the heart of Dinétah, the traditional homeland of the Diné and the West Virginia–sized Navajo Nation that sprawls across parts of Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah. Navajo land is both beautiful and severe with its rigorous climate and austere landscapes. It is a place that gives a sense of identity and a system of values to its inhabitants—the Diné, the Native people also called the Navajo. The Navajo Nation, larger than 10 US states, is the largest area reserved for Native people in the United States. Designated as the Navajo Indian




Navajo-Hopi Scenic Drive
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The scenic drive follows AZ 264 over the three Hopi Mesas.



Reservation in an 1868 treaty, the name was changed to the Navajo Nation in 1969. The area became a self-governing nation in 1972. The Navajo Tribal Council rejected changing the name to Diné, the traditional name meaning “the people.” Most tribal members use both terms interchangeably. The name Navajo derives from the Tewa word navahu’u, which means “farm fields in the valley.” The Spanish called them Apaches de Nabajó, later shortened simply to Navajo. The Navajo Nation government, including the Navajo Nation Council, is in Window Rock at the start of the scenic drive.

When the Diné were first created, according to mythology, their land was marked by four sacred mountains in the four directions: Blanca Peak or Tsisnaasjini, the White Shell Mountain to the east in southern Colorado; Mount Taylor or Tsoodzil, the Turquoise or Blue Bead Mountain to the south in New Mexico; San Francisco Mountain or Doko’oosliid, the Yellow Abalone Shell Mountain in the west above Flagstaff; and Hesperus Peak or Dibé Nitsaa, Obsidian Mountain, the holy peak of the north in southwest Colorado.

The Diné were semi-nomadic wanderers, relatives of the Canadian Athapas-cans and the Apache, who arrived in the Southwest between 1300 and 1500 CE. They learned pottery, agriculture, and weaving from their Puebloan neighbors and later became skilled horsemen and shepherds, with sheep obtained from the Spanish.

The scenic drive is open year-round. Summer and autumn are the best times to drive the highway. Summer days are often hot, with highs reaching 100 degrees, but temperatures are usually more moderate. Expect afternoon thunderstorms, especially in July and August. Autumn brings clear, warm days and chilly nights. Winters are cold and often snowy. Spring days range from cold to warm with wind and occasional snowfalls. The gravel side roads often become muddy and impassable after snow or rain.




Window Rock and Hubbell Trading Post

The drive begins west of the New Mexico border in Window Rock, the capital and administrative center of the Navajo Nation. The Navajo Council House, shaped like a giant ceremonial hogan, is the meeting place of elected tribal delegates who govern the reservation. The town, at 6,750 feet high, also boasts the Navajo Zoological Park and the Navajo Nation Museum, which introduces Diné culture and history. Nearby are Tse Bonito and Window Rock tribal parks. Complete services—including gas, shopping, restaurants, lodging, and camping—are in Window Rock.

Before heading out on the scenic highway, go north on Tribal Route 12 to a right turn on Window Rock Boulevard. Follow the road and signs northeast past Navajo Nation government buildings, including the offices of the president and vice president and the Navajo Nation Council Chambers, to a large parking lot at Window Rock Navajo Tribal Park and Veteran’s Memorial (GPS: 35.680904, -109.049250). Window Rock, or Tségháhoodzání, meaning “perforated rock” in Navajo, dominates this small park. The circular window, chiseled into tilted Entrada sandstone, is a pothole-style arch that formed when water slowly eroded a pothole that eventually breached the cliff below. The park also has a veteran’s memorial to honor Navajo soldiers, including the famed Code Talkers in World War II, and a circular path oriented to the four directions and their sacred colors—black, yellow, blue, and white.

Head west from Window Rock on AZ 264, climbing the sloping apron of the Defiance Plateau, and after 9 miles reach a 7,750-foot pass atop the ponderosa pine–covered tableland. Heading west the blacktop traverses the dipping western slope of the Defiance Plateau, a 100-mile-long anticline that parallels the New Mexico border. As the road descends, it enters a thick piñon pine and juniper forest that slowly changes into a broad sagebrush-coated plateau.

After 20.6 miles, turn right and drive north on Tribal Route 9301 for a couple of miles to Kinlichee Ruin, or “Red House,” an Ancestral Puebloan site and
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Window Rock, located in the town of Window Rock, is the sandstone symbol of the Navajo Nation.
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A traditional hogan at Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site along the Navajo-Hopi Scenic Drive.




Navajo tribal park (GPS: 35.750016, -109.420162), and park off the road at a circular pullout. While called a tribal park, the site has no amenities and little signage. Do not confuse the Kinlichee site, derived from the Navajo kin dah lichi’i, with the village of Kinlichee on the north side of Kinlichee Creek. Overlooking the creek to the north, the ruins scatter across a low bluff east of Road 9301 before its junction with Road C423. Explore the site on a rough path, passing small ruins with low walls to a larger, excavated pueblo site protected by a deteriorating shed roof. The pueblo, occupied in the 1000s CE, had at least 75 rooms and two kivas.

Almost 20 miles from the Defiance Plateau summit and 29 miles from the drive’s start, the highway enters Ganado, a small town named for Ganado Mucho, or “Many Cattle,” a Navajo chief who befriended trader John Lorenzo Hubbell. Just west of Ganado, among rustling cottonwoods along dry Pueblo Colorado Wash, hides Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site (928-755-3475), Arizona’s most famous trading post, on the south side of the highway (GPS: 35.709401, -109.558355). The trading post, still open for business, offers a glimpse back to the time when this was still raw, unsettled country.
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