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  Introduction




  Utah is an extraordinary place, remarkable for its tremendous diversity of scenic grandeur as well as for the way it stands out as culturally different from its neighbors in the American West. Utah is certainly a place apart, topographically and culturally, a place that can sometimes seem, well . . . exotic.




  Topographically and geologically, Utah exceeds our expectations for natural scenery. This is a photographer’s paradise, a rock hound’s nirvana, and a geologist’s ultimate dream world. The entire state is a like a huge open-air geology textbook, and many of its lessons are visible right from the road. (Don’t be surprised if you find yourself wanting to hop out for a closer look now and then, though—bring hiking shoes on these drives!)




  [image: Overlooks not far from the road lead to gorgeous vistas like this one at Cedar Breaks National Monument.]




  Utah comprises three distinct regions: the Colorado Plateau, the Middle Rocky Mountain, and the Basin and Range regions.




  Colorado Plateau Region




  




  The Colorado Plateau includes more than half of Utah, along with parts of Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. Composed mainly of sandstone and limestone, the plateau has been broken and buckled by dramatic geological faults, then etched by running water into huge and complex canyon systems. The result is some of the most impressive scenery in the world, and Utah certainly got more than its share.




  The southern and eastern parts of the state are world famous for fantastic rock formations and brilliant colors. These almost unbelievable hues are largely caused by oxidation of iron ores in combination with other minerals: iron-rich soil oxidizes brilliant red or orange. Without enough oxygen, iron turns green. When iron mixes with oxygen and hydrogen, it turns into deep yellow limonite.




  All five of Utah’s national parks, most of its eight national monuments, and the huge Glen Canyon National Recreation Area lie within the Colorado Plateau region, making this perhaps the nation’s single greatest concentration of easily accessible scenic attractions. Predominantly an arid land of rock and sky, the region’s lack of reliable water has kept most of it a desert unfit for any major human settlement. The remoteness and emptiness of the land contributes, in many ways, to its great appeal. Yet the Colorado Plateau also contains spectacular subalpine terrain, with towering, forested plateaus and lush green river valleys. Seventeen of the drives in this guide are devoted to this famous region.




  Middle Rocky Mountain Region




  




  The Wasatch Range and the Uinta Mountains, both of which occupy the northeast corner of Utah, are the state’s connection to the Intermountain West and the Rocky Mountains. Though by far the smallest of the three topographic regions, Utah’s northern mountain ranges pack in a lot of scenic grandeur.




  The two ranges are distinct from one another, both geologically and visually, and offer different rewards to the visitor. The north-south-running Wasatch Range is crisscrossed by numerous good roads and filled with fertile valleys supporting mountain communities, farms, ranches, and recreation areas. The Uintas, in contrast, remain a relatively untouched wilderness. Seven of the drives in this guide are in Utah’s northern mountain wonderland, including two that give a glimpse of the remote High Uintas.




  Basin & Range Region




  




  The Basin and Range region west of the northern mountains is, on first impression, a vast wasteland of dubious interest to tourists. This is a hard, rugged land of treeless vistas, cracked earth, sparse vegetation, and a huge mostly-dead sea. Generally overlooked by visitors, and certainly overshadowed by Utah’s mountain and canyon wonders, the Great Basin is hardly scenic by conventional standards. But it has a primal power and a distinct personality that may surprise those who experience it firsthand, many of whom come to love its solitary beauty. Four of the drives in this book focus directly on Great Basin locales, and two others touch on this forbidding yet fascinating region.




  Public Lands, Parks & Campgrounds




  




  Utah is blessed (some would say cursed) with more than two-thirds of its land owned by the state or federal government, the second-highest proportion in the nation after next-door Nevada. From the earliest days of Mormon settlement, the good of the community trumped individual acquisition—a communal idea central to everyday life in early Mormon settlements. Despite more recent squabbles over who should manage what, this philosophy of communal land stewardship exerts its influence on present-day Utah as well—much to the traveler’s benefit. With the exception of its few populated valleys, Utah has a “free and open” demeanor, a feeling that the land is here for us to explore and to enjoy.




  There are hundreds of public campgrounds in Utah, many with toilets and other amenities. The most popular fill up quickly, so reservations are recommended. For state park camping reservations, visit utahstateparks.reserveamerica.com. For national forest or national park campgrounds, go to recreation.gov or call (877) 444-6777. While the most coveted national park campsites have traditionally been of the first-come, first-served variety, the National Park Service now allows reservations for many of its sites, so always check in advance to see if that’s possible where you’re headed.




  The abundance of public lands also makes for ample opportunities to camp outside of established campgrounds. When doing so, make every effort to use the numerous established primitive sites, especially if you intend to build a campfire; this will help limit the number of fire rings. Remember that gathering firewood in these areas is not allowed, so if you want a fire, bring your own fuel.
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Many of Utah’s roads climb into steep canyons, as Highway 153 does east of Beaver.


  Before building a campfire in summer or fall, inquire at a local ranger station or visitor center about current fire restrictions. Due to high risk of wildfire, campfires are often prohibited altogether at those times, and violators face not only citations but also the prospect of being forced to foot the bill if a wildfire results. Given the restrictions, many backcountry campers simply bring portable stoves and forgo the fire.




  When you use these undeveloped sites, the Bureau of Land Management (referred to as BLM in this guide) also requires that you responsibly dispose of all of your waste. In some areas, this requires that you bring and use a portable toilet system. Either way, if you pack it in, please pack it out.




  In an era of increasing conflict between those who would restrict commercial use of public land and those who view the land as a resource for development, the BLM, the US Forest Service, and other government agencies charged with carrying out public-lands policy are caught in the middle, stuck in a no-win situation, as they struggle to preserve and sensibly manage these tremendous natural resources we all own.




  These federal agencies appear to have been good about overseeing public lands in Utah despite an often severe shortage of funding. Unfortunately, many local residents have expressed their displeasure with government oversight by vandalizing or stealing road and trail signs and other federal property (or worse, irreplaceable natural and cultural sites), which only hinders travelers in the state. Drivers who want to help stop this destruction can call and report such activity (the BLM tip line number is 800-722-3998), including helping identify culprits if they see it happen.




  The National Park Service oversees a relatively small portion of Utah’s public land: five national parks, six of the state’s eight national monuments, and two national recreation areas. Each of these renowned sites is highlighted in at least one of the drives in this book, with the sole exception of remote Rainbow Bridge National Monument, which cannot be reached by any paved road. In addition to these very important sites, Utah has forty-five state parks.




  While the majority of the National Park Service areas lie in the southern part of the state, even those within the same geographical region have their own distinct “personality.” Zion is nothing like Bryce, which is nothing like Capitol Reef, which is distinct from Glen Canyon, which looks little like Canyonlands, and so on through the list. The variety of amazing wilderness scenery in this state is truly outstanding.




  For information about national parks, monuments, and historic sites, visit the park service’s information-packed and well-organized website, nps.gov. State park information, including campsite reservation information, is at stateparks.utah.gov. The US Forest Service maintains a comprehensive but somewhat less user-friendly website at fs.fed.us. Most of the parks require an entrance or use fee; given what those fees pay for, they are totally worth the money. If you intend to visit many national parks and other federal fee areas, it might make sense to buy an annual America the Beautiful pass, which grants admission to more than 2,000 recreational sites across the nation. Similarly, an annual state parks pass might be a good option if you want to visit more than a few.




  History




  




  Culturally, Utah has managed to maintain much of its individuality in an ever-changing American West. The state is well known for its unity of heritage and for the distinct social cohesion born of patterns clearly established in pioneer settlements. Utah began its modern period as a Mormon enclave 160 years ago, and those beginnings are still manifest in the way the state looks and feels today.




  Before Utah became the Mormon Zion, it was a sort of paradise for the various waves of Native peoples who roamed and settled throughout the Intermountain and desert West. (A note about names for Native peoples: The issue of what to call Native peoples of the Southwest, both modern and ancient, is a complicated one. The term “Indian” has fallen out of favor, but while some members of Native tribes prefer “Native American,” for others, “American Indian” or just plain “Indian” works fine. Many now use the term “Ancestral Puebloan” for ancient settlers previously known as “Anasazi,” since Anasazi is actually an old Navajo term meaning “enemy people” or “ancient people who are not us.” While many landmarks, including rivers and canyons, still bear the “Indian” name, it and other, more offensive, terms are being changed over time. We have tried to keep things clear, avoid repetition, and use specific names wherever possible.)




  The earliest Utah Paleo-Indians were entirely hunter-gatherers. Flint tools dating back 11,000 years, left by descendants of the nomadic bands who migrated across the frozen Bering Strait, have been found in caves in Utah. During the Archaic period, over thousands of years, these nomadic people gradually settled down. Now known as the Ancestral Puebloans, they cultivated the land, wove baskets, and built substantial stone constructions throughout the Southwest, including what is now southern Utah.




  [image: image]


Theft or vandalism of rock art, dinosaur tracks, and other artifacts is not only disrespectful—it’s a crime.


  At about the same time, the Fremont Culture developed to the north; some of this group’s pit houses and rock-wall art panels are still visible throughout central Utah.




  These two cultures flourished for more than a thousand years, until they suddenly disappeared around AD 1200. Severe drought may have driven them to abandon their farms and dwellings. The Hopi and Pueblo people are modern-day descendants of the Ancestral Puebloans. It’s unclear what happened to the Fremont people, though they may have been absorbed by a new incursion of nomadic hunters. The current Native American residents of central and northern Utah are largely descended from those nomadic bands of horse-centered Ute, Paiute, and Shoshone hunters who moved into well-watered parts of the state in relatively recent times.




  The Navajo, an Athabascan people from the north whose language links them to tribes in the northwestern United States and Canada, still occupy their traditional lands in the Four Corners area and Monument Valley.




  Some of the drives in this book will take you through sovereign Native lands; keep in mind that they sometimes have their own laws, including speed limits.




  As you travel throughout the state, the physical record of Utah’s ancient people is a recurring point of interest, a graphic reminder of those who have enjoyed this special place over the centuries. Native American rock art falls into two categories. Pictographs are painted, usually in deep red, and always found in caves or under ledges. Petroglyphs are incised in stone, often by pecking at the dark patina left by rainwater (sometimes called “desert varnish”), which stands out from the lighter surrounding rock. Early European-American explorers later added their own names and dates to the long “visitors register” of Native peoples. Ancient people also built dwellings on mesa tops or under rock ledges, and remnants of their craftsmanship survive, as do pottery shards and other evidence of rich and diverse cultures.




  Many of the drives in this guide feature such attractions, and trail hikes throughout the state lead to lesser-known sites. A word of warning and advice: Much has been lost to vandalism and “souvenir collection” (aka theft). But today an equally dangerous threat is posed by the increasing numbers of visitors to these sites. While the damage caused is largely unintentional, it has been suggested that the public may be “loving to death” its natural resources and historic treasures. It is ever more important that we practice low-impact strategies when visiting historic sites. Never touch rock art or artifacts. Chalking, tracing, and rubbing all cause damage. We owe this consideration to future generations. Besides, these days we have plenty of other ways to communicate with our fellow humans.




  Besides, protecting these sites is the law, specifically the Antiquities Act of 1906 and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979. The ARPA provides penalties up to $250,000 and five years’ imprisonment for damaging sites or removing artifacts. The BLM requests that you report, as quickly as possible, any violations you might observe. Beyond the legalities, keep in mind that no jail term or fine can replace the loss of these treasures for future generations—once gone, they are lost to all of us, forever.




  [image: Hiking in Utah can be very rewarding, but do heed warning signs.]




  Modern exploration of the region began with Spanish expeditions from New Mexico, searching for a route that might connect the New Mexico colonies with Spanish outposts in southern California. The most notable of these efforts took place in 1776, when two Franciscan priests, Francisco Dominguez and Silvestre Velez de Escalante, led a party from Santa Fe all the way to central Utah before turning back in fear of the approaching and dangerous winter. The American mountain man and adventurer Jedediah Smith pushed through to California from northern Utah in 1826.




  For the next 20 years, large caravans passed along the Old Spanish Trail, leading mules laden with woolen goods from the sheep-rich hills of New Mexico to the garrisons and ranches of California. The woolens were traded for mules and horses, and as many as 2,000 animals were herded back to New Mexico in the spring. The trail was described as “the longest, crookedest, most arduous pack mule trail in the history of America.”




  The Treaty of Guadalupe–Hidalgo in 1848 ended Mexico’s colonial ventures in the American West, dramatically altering territorial alignments and regional trade patterns. With the dissolution of the New Mexico–California relationship, the importance of trade between the two regions declined and the Spanish Trail was no longer of major importance. The trail had, however, established the routes by which later pioneers would travel, as well as the paths of many of today’s highways. Four National Historic Trails, designated and administered by the BLM and National Park Service, run through Utah: Old Spanish, California, Mormon Pioneer, and Pony Express Trails. Drives in this book touch on all of these and in some cases follow them; download maps from the NPS website and look for related informational plaques along your drives.




  The subsequent history of Utah is tied inextricably to the story of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (often shortened in local lingo to Latter-day Saints, or LDS), more widely known as the Mormons. Utah is one of the last places in America to still exhibit a cohesive regional culture, a place where the land and the people are still tied to one another in ways quite different from the rest of American society. This is still very much Mormon country.




  Joseph Smith founded the church in upstate New York in 1830. Its tenets included a new work of scripture, the Book of Mormon, and the practice of polygamy or plural marriage. By the time they set off for Utah, the church’s adherents had already fled progressively westward from one home to another, and Smith was killed by a mob in Illinois, a long way from their destination. Brigham Young took the helm as the church’s second president and oversaw the march toward what was then Mexican territory.




  On July 24, 1847, a bedridden Young was carried out to a point above the Salt Lake Valley where, according to legend, he declared, “This is the place.” The Mormons were looking for an unpopulated wilderness where they could build their modern Zion (in a view typical of their time, they did not count the Native people who were already living there—an attitude that led to the same kinds of disputes that erupted all over the West between settlers and aboriginal people). The Mormon pioneers carved out—first in the Salt Lake Valley, then in far-flung valleys throughout the region—a true pioneer empire for themselves, establishing new colonies of fresh immigrant converts, sent out into the territory’s remotest corners by the Church elders.




  There was never in Utah the sense of the wholly independent pioneer, one who made it purely on individual accomplishment. Pioneer life here was a communal affair, connected by the community ward (church parish) with broader connections to regional temples and the church headquarters in Salt Lake City. It would be difficult to fully comprehend the achievement of the Mormon pioneers without an understanding of the philosophies and patterns of Mormon settlement and an appreciation for what it meant to colonize the far-flung desert and mountain corners of this topographically diverse state. Some advance reading about their fascinating history will enhance your trip, helping explain why the towns are located where they are and even why they still look the way they do.




  One of the visual features that most distinguishes old LDS settlements from their counterparts in other regions of the rural West is the number of old brick houses. Brick was very much a part of the Mormon village aesthetic, and most of these communities established a brickyard early on. This may have been a heritage transported from their eastern hometowns. With their red brick, white fences, and tidy gardens, some of these towns have an almost back-East look, yet they are very much part of the Western frontier—sort of like Norman Rockwell gone “yippee-aye-o-kaiyay.”




  At any rate, they built their towns to last, which leaves us much to admire today. In most towns of any size, the local chapters of the Daughters of Utah Pioneers (DUP) maintain community museums that give an excellent glimpse into the pioneer past. The standard visiting procedure is to call one of the several numbers displayed on the front door, and a volunteer will come down to not only give you a tour but also tell you everything of note that’s ever happened in that part of the county and the stories behind objects that are now on display, often heirlooms carted across the plains.




  In 1890, the church officially disallowed polygamy, paving the way for statehood in 1896. Even before then, mining and the railroad had brought diversity to much of Utah, especially in the north.




  Utah Today




  




  In general, modern Utah ranks almost as low on the urban excitement scale as it does high on the scenery scale. With the exception of community arts venues and the National Basketball Association’s Utah Jazz, entertainment is scarce, especially in smaller or more far-flung towns. Statewide, Mormons make up about 60 percent of the population. Some counties are almost entirely Mormon, especially along the Highway 89 corridor (sometimes called the “Morridor”) through central Utah, but adherents make up less than half the population in Salt Lake City or recreation meccas like Moab and Park City.




  But things are changing. Spurred partly by the 2002 Winter Olympics, Salt Lake City has gone in recent years from a sleepy crossroads to a cosmopolitan oasis with its fair share of good restaurants and bars, a healthy counterculture, and a world-class arts scene. The state has largely normalized its once-Byzantine liquor laws, bringing them more in line with those in the rest of the country and vastly reducing tourist confusion (beers on tap still can’t have more than 4 percent alcohol by volume, and you still can’t get wine in a grocery store. But progress doesn’t happen all at once). Utah does have its vices, namely dessert: you’ll find excellent ice cream throughout the state, homemade pie is a regional specialty, and do try what the locals call “scones” (chunks of fried dough covered in sugar).




  A handful of remote towns have successfully blended tourism, history, and culture to create unique locales brimming with good food and other amenities. They are often near national parks and make good choices for a night’s stay or a meal. Among them are Moab, near Arches and Canyonlands; Torrey, near Capitol Reef; and Springdale, just outside Zion. College towns like Logan and Cedar City offer vibrant arts scenes and decent restaurants. Alas, a good cup of coffee is still hard to find outside Salt Lake City.




  Salt Lake City itself is still not a massive tourist destination, unless you’re skiing, doing genealogy, or are interested in Mormonism. But the surrounding scenery—especially the roadside scenery—is arguably the best in the West and some of the best in the world. In fact, Utah appears to have been custom-made for the driving tour. There may be other places on Earth that have grander mountains or denser forests or wilder desert country than Utah, but it’s doubtful that any other place of this size encapsulates such spectacular scenic diversity, and certainly none that can be viewed from the family sedan!




  [image: Many Utah towns are full of well-preserved pioneer architecture.]




  Deciding which drives to include as “scenic drives in Utah” presents a real dilemma, because few roads outside the major corridor of I-15 are not scenic. Many drives deserve mention, in addition to those included here. Highway 20, between I-15 and US 89, is attractive. The entire corridor of US 89 is both scenic and culturally interesting. US 40 from Heber to Vernal fails to warrant a scenic designation on the state road map, but you notice when you head east out of Heber just how beautiful this drive really is. Highway 35, just to the north of it, is even better—a hidden gem.




  The 28 selected drives represent the many different kinds of roadside attractions in the state. Some are almost purely scenic, featuring mile after mile of gorgeous or dramatic landscape. Others involve a cultural component, featuring picturesque small towns and historic sites. Many of these drives provide access to very appealing hiking trails. Canyon and alpine drives are good opportunities to let your vehicle gain all the elevation you might otherwise have had to work hard for. Plan to combine hikes with these drives—this is a place to be savored, not rushed through.




  Utah has perhaps the best developed tourist infrastructure of any state between the two coasts—one reason it won the first Michelin three-star designation ever awarded to a state in 2018. Indeed, tourism (including the ski industry) is one of the state’s top industries. Visitors come from all over the world to marvel at Utah’s wonders. Consequently, it is a state of visitor centers and tourist information offices. Between the state and national parks, the various ranger districts, and all of the community, regional, and state travel information offices, Utah has an awful lot of proud, friendly folks eager to help you enjoy your stay. Take advantage of all this assistance; always make the visitor center your first stop in any new region or national park.




  Practical Considerations




  




  If you’re in a hurry and really need to do the “scenic blitz,” most of these roads are fine for speed-limit driving. But you will miss a lot. Allow for plenty of 10-minute stops at viewpoints—longer if you’re into history, hiking, or photography. While all of these drives can be completed as day trips (a very long day for one or two of them), whole days and more can be spent exploring individual parks and wilderness areas. A look at the drive locator map will indicate how easy it is to link several drives together as a multiday excursion. Allow yourself some flexibility in determining precise routes and touring strategies.




  Keep an eye out for rubbernecking tourists whose eyes are on the scenery rather than the road. This is especially a problem in places like Arches National Park, where you may actually see drivers with their heads stuck out the window! On some of the narrow canyon and mountain drives, there are few places to pass. If you find a traffic buildup developing behind you—either because you are in a slow-moving vehicle or simply because you are enjoying the scenery—take advantage of the pull-outs to let traffic pass you. Bicyclists are plentiful in Utah, both as day-trippers in the canyons above urban centers (Provo Canyon, the Cottonwood Canyons, Logan, Ogden) and on longer tours—especially on Highway 12 and Highway 95. Keep alert and don’t ruin their day (or their lives).




  [image: Be sure to build in time to take in sights away from the road, such as Corona Arch near Moab.]




  Most of the drives described in this guide are on good, paved roads, free of extreme grades that might cause problems for any vehicle. The state of Utah has designated Scenic Byway and Scenic Backway drives, and the BLM has named a number of National Backcountry Byway drives in the state. In general, a Scenic Byway is on paved road (usually a major two-lane artery), while Scenic Backways are smaller (usually unpaved) back roads of varying surface quality. A BLM Backcountry Byway is usually the same as a Utah Scenic Backway. Many of these twenty-eight drives follow state-designated byways, sometimes combined with an adjacent backway of reasonable road quality, and often with recommended side trips that sometimes require a more rugged vehicle.




  Many of Utah’s unpaved roads are crucial for recreation and industries such as mining, so they’re generally kept in good condition. However, unpaved roads can also be neglected, and their conditions can vary greatly from year to year—even from day to day—depending on weather and level of maintenance. It is especially important to determine whether these roads are practical for passenger cars, recreational vehicles, or trailers. If a local says your car won’t handle the road in question, take his or her word for it. In some cases you may just have to make a note to return next year in your new 4x4.




  If you plan on taking any of these suggested backcountry drives, always inquire locally as to current road conditions. Your best bet is usually a BLM office, Forest Service office, or ranger station (these are often located in the same building). Agency staffers know these roads intimately, have often driven them recently, and are aware of washouts and other weather-related hazards.




  When you’re on a dirt or gravel road, drive slowly and avoid hitting the brakes any more than necessary, because it’s easy to skid. If it’s raining today or rained yesterday, don’t attempt unpaved roads, especially in southern Utah, where clay soil turns to a gooey, glue-like muck that may be impossible to escape. Rain can also lead to dangerous flash floods in canyons. If a dirt road gets rough, turn around, because chances are it won’t get any better farther from civilization.




  In every case where you opt to stray from the main routes, be sure your vehicle is in good working order, that you are carrying at least one good spare tire, that you have plenty of emergency food and water, and that you know where the heck you are going. Bring a detailed paper map or road atlas, because much of rural Utah is outside cell phone range. Recreational maps are especially helpful, including the regional ones you can often find at or download from tourism offices (listed at the back of this book). Be prepared, be informed, and enjoy your driving adventure.




  With so much topographic diversity, it’s no wonder Utah’s climate varies so much from north to south and from high elevation to low. The desert country can be blistering hot in the daytime, yet chilly at night. Experienced Utah travelers know to keep spare clothes in the car, especially when traveling in the mountain regions. After heavy-snow years or cool springs, many of the higher elevation roads can be closed until late June. Many of the higher campgrounds, even along main roads, may also be snowed in.




  Despite the snow, Utah is a desert state. Dry conditions, often combined with high elevation, mean dehydration happens quickly. The rule of thumb is to drink at least a gallon a day, more if you’re hiking. Most hikes don’t have water along the way, and most water you will find won’t be fit to drink, so bring refillable water containers and fill them at visitor centers, campgrounds, or restrooms with potable water.




  Additional Reading




  




  The following resources may help you to enjoy more fully your travels through this most extraordinary state. Read these resources, and Utah’s fantastic geological/historical/cultural patchwork will begin to come together as the most fascinating sort of human and topographical quilt.




  Alexander, Thomas G.: Utah: The Right Place. A reader-friendly overview of the state’s history.




  Baars, Donald L.: A Traveler’s Guide to the Geology of the Colorado Plateau. An informative look at the forces shaping this region.




  Bagley, Will: Blood of the Prophets: Brigham Young and the Massacre at Mountain Meadows. An exhaustively researched account of a tragedy that won’t go away.




  Bennett, Cynthia Larsen: Roadside History of Utah. A region-by-region description of the state’s most interesting events.




  Chronic, Halka: Roadside Geology of Utah. The definitive inside look at a geological wonderland.




  Cuch, Forrest: A History of Utah’s American Indians. An overview of the many people who inhabited the state before white settlers and whose descendants still live there today.




  Gearey, Edward: The Proper Edge of the Sky: The High Plateau Country of Utah. This is a must-read for anyone with a real interest in Utah’s southern plateauland.




  Griggs, Brandon: Utah Curiosities: Quirky Characters, Roadside Oddities & Other Offbeat Stuff. A guide to the wackier side of the state.




  Nelson, Lowry: “Boyhood in a Mormon Village” in In the Direction of His Dreams: Memoirs. This is a fascinating scholarly analysis of the hows and whys of community structure and construction in rural Utah.




  Ostling, Richard, and Ostling, Joan: Mormon America: The Power and the Promise. Widely regarded as a fair and detailed look at the Mormon religion.




  Stegner, Wallace: Mormon Country. Another classic. A carefully observed and beautifully written set of essays on life in Utah.




  Williams, David B.: A Naturalist’s Guide to Canyon Country. Gives richly illustrated details about the flora and fauna of the Colorado Plateau.




  geology.utah.gov. The Utah Geological Survey site presents richly detailed information on geological forms and features, arranged by location, as well as mile-by-mile descriptions of some roads.




  heritage.utah.gov. The Utah Department of Heritage & Arts has links to articles, interactive maps, roadside markers, and other ways to delve into Utah’s history and culture.




  utahindians.org/archives. A digital trove of information about Utah’s Native American people.




  Now, get out there and experience it.




  Overview
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  Utah’s Desert Southwest




  St. George to Littlefield, Arizona, Loop




  




  General Description: A 100-mile loop tour that combines redrock canyon and dry Mojave Desert scenery.




  Special Attractions: Snow Canyon sandstone formations, volcanic cinder cones, Mojave Desert/Joshua Tree Road Scenic Backway, hiking, and rock climbing.




  Location: The extreme southwest corner of Utah.




  Drive Route Numbers: Highways 18 and 3184, Old US 91.




  Travel Season: Year-round. Fall and spring are the most comfortable. Summers can be hot; start early in the day and carry plenty of water.




  Camping: Snow Canyon and Gunlock State Parks, public campgrounds at Baker Reservoir and Pine Valley, commercial campground at St. George.




  Services: All services at St. George; limited services at Veyo, Ivins, and Littlefield, Arizona.




  Nearby Attractions: Mountain Meadows, Pine Valley, Lytle Reserve, gaming in Nevada.




  The Drive




  




  Mormon pioneers were sent to Utah’s southwest corner by the LDS Church in 1861 to investigate the possibility of growing warm-climate crops. The region’s southern location, its climate, and the temporary success of its cotton industry earned it the nickname “Utah’s Dixie.”




  As you might expect, this is a warm spot, with summer temperatures often exceeding 100 degrees. The landscape tends toward dry, rocky desert, with a couple of exceptions. One is the pleasant, narrow valley carved by the little Santa Clara River (through which part of this drive runs). To the north of St. George, the forested Pine Valley and Bull Valley Mountains provide a cool, green, and much needed refuge from the often blistering temperatures down here in Utah’s lowest and warmest corner.




  The total distance of this drive is approximately 100 miles, depending on which options you choose to follow. All roads on this drive are well maintained and drivable in all vehicles, with the exception of the unpaved Joshua Tree Road Scenic Backway. The basic St. George to Veyo to Littlefield and back to St. George drive, though relatively short, is packed with enough scenic attractions to warrant spending at least 4 hours. Add a Snow Canyon hike and a short side trip or two, and this can easily be stretched into a full day’s outing. The short diversion into Snow Canyon should not be considered a mere side trip option; the scenery in Snow Canyon is the real must-do highlight of this drive.




  [image: Utah’s Desert Southwest]




  This drive begins in St. George, the regional capital of Dixie. St. George is one of the country’s fastest-growing urban areas, largely due to the popularity of the weather (and nearby Nevada casinos) among retirees. The city’s population grew by about 50 percent between 2000 and 2010, and about 165,000 residents called the metro area home by 2017.




  Given its attractiveness, this location could evolve into a miniature Phoenix. Fortunately, much of the country in this corner of Utah is public land, which should somewhat limit the coming sprawl. St. George was named, incidentally, not for the British saint who killed dragons but for the Latter-day Saint (and apostle) George A. Smith, who selected the original families called by the church to settle the region.




  Apart from tennis courts, golf courses, and RV parks, there is not a great deal to see in St. George itself. The town is clearly designed to be moved to, rather than visited, which means restaurant and entertainment selections are generally lacking for a locale of its size. Two St. George attractions that really should be seen are the historic (and very beautiful) Mormon temple and Mormon tabernacle in the center of town. The St. George Temple, completed in 1871, is the oldest Mormon temple still in use and the first built west of Ohio. The brilliant white building is visible from nearly everywhere in the city. The freshly renovated tabernacle, a type of large meeting house, is one of the finest examples of pioneer-era construction in the entire West. On the corner of Main Street and Tabernacle Avenue, it is open to visitors Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.




  Gem of Sandstone




  




  Highway 18, north from St. George, is signed for Veyo/Enterprise. (From I-15, take the exit signed for Bluff Street, which becomes Highway 18 north of town.) Stay northbound on Highway 18 past the turn for Sunset Boulevard, an artery that heads off to the west and makes its way through sprawling subdivisions toward Snow Canyon State Park’s south entrance. It is a relatively pristine 8-mile desert drive from here to the turnoff (on the left) for the park’s north entrance, with a couple of new developments scattered along the hillsides. It remains to be seen, considering St. George’s rapid growth (and the fact that this is mostly privately held land), how long this remains undeveloped. About 5 miles north of the Sunset Boulevard turnoff, you begin to notice the red walls of Snow Canyon to the west.




  Snow Canyon is a real gem, a very impressive mix of red and white Navajo sandstone blanketed with beds of black lava. This is one of the most convenient places to see, in a small and encapsulated area, the landscape that has made southern Utah world famous. And what of the snow? While the thought of this redrock wonderland covered in a blanket of winter white is certainly appealing, this area seldom receives snow. Instead, Snow Canyon was named for one of the prominent Mormon families that settled this region.




  The entrance fee is $10 per vehicle, payable at kiosks near each entrance. There are plenty of scenic pull-outs, and several moderate trails leading to overlooks and other canyon features make this an ideal spot to get out of the car to stretch your legs. The Lava Flow Lookout trail leads to several viewpoints and a couple of lava tubes formed during and after volcanic flows, while the short and easy Jenny’s Canyon walk includes a slot canyon (a deep and extremely narrow canyon formed by water flowing through and wearing away rock). A few of the trails are accessible for wheelchair users, making this a great recreation spot for a wide range of abilities.




  It is 2 miles from Snow Canyon’s north entrance to the park campground and visitor center. The visitor center has a useful booklet on Snow Canyon geology, as well as guides to some of its popular hiking trails and rock climbs. The modern campground has 35 sites, including 14 trailer sites with electrical hookups and showers. It’s very popular with RV travelers, so book in advance if you’re bringing a trailer.




  Keep an eye open for a distinctive species of bipeds that roam freely along the roadside in the park. Ivins, the town at Snow Canyon’s southwest entrance, is home to the Red Mountain Resort, a major-league health spa that arranges for its clients to use the park as an exercise ground. Do be careful of the fitness walkers.




  Ivins is hardly worth visiting unless you have a desperate urge to purchase a second home. In the throes of massive residential subdivision development that reaches all the way to the public-land border, this is a fine example of how man and development encroach on the natural beauty of the desert West.




  Hard-core western history buffs might want to make a quick side trip from the Ivins end of Snow Canyon down to Santa Clara to visit the Jacob Hamblin House. Hamblin was one of the most interesting and dynamic figures in Utah’s early pioneer era. He was a missionary, a colonizer, and one of the most effective and respected Indian agents in the entire West. His Santa Clara house is a classic example of a substantial pioneer home of the 1860s. Located at the north end of town (on the left), the house is fascinating—and tours are free!




  With or without the Santa Clara diversion, retrace your route through Snow Canyon (hardly a chore, as the scenery is great and the perspectives appear different in either direction) back to the highway. The route to the park is a little harder to find from this direction; look for small brown government signs amid all the brightly colored signage leading to various developments and the Tuacahn Amphitheatre, which must be one of the world’s warmest musical-theater venues.




  [image: image]


A ranger leads a group of hikers on an interpretive hike in Snow Canyon State Park.


  A final note as you retrace the canyon drive: Snow Canyon was the location for some of the filming of Robert Redford’s Jeremiah Johnson. The filming here of an earlier movie may have been ultimately responsible for the death of the Duke, John Wayne. During the 1956 filming of The Conqueror (an excruciatingly bad movie starring Wayne as Genghis Khan), the government tested a nuclear bomb in the Nevada desert, upwind from Snow Canyon. Wayne, director Dick Powell, and several other members of the cast and crew later died of cancer. Perhaps a coincidence, perhaps not . . .




  Black Mark in Mormon History




  




  Leaving the state park, continue north on Highway 18 for 8 miles to Veyo. Approximately 5 miles north of the Snow Canyon turnoff, notice a prominent steep butte on your left, clearly an extinct cinder cone. Veyo features a couple of mom-and-pop restaurants and is your last chance for gas and provisions until Santa Clara; Enterprise; or Littlefield, Arizona (depending on your choice of route). This drive hooks to the south and west on Highway 3184 at the only intersection in town, well-marked for Gunlock.




  A short side trip north from Veyo takes you to the site of the infamous Mountain Meadows Massacre, the blackest mark against Utah’s Mormon settlers—a wound that, generations later, is still healing. This northern diversion also presents a nice glimpse of the lovely forested hill country of the Pine Valley and Bull Valley mountains.




  The incident at Mountain Meadows is one of the most thoroughly discussed and written-about affairs in Utah history. A brief summary will suffice here. In 1857, 10 years after the often-persecuted Latter-day Saints finally found their own Zion in the American West, hostile forces once again threatened their way of life. A government expeditionary force was on its way to quell what was perceived as a Mormon rebellion. Brigham Young declared a state of martial law in the territory, in preparation for a war that seemed likely.




  Enter into this tinderbox a large party of emigrants from Arkansas and Missouri, bound for California. Under the circumstances, the Mormon settlers would not have been well disposed to any Americans passing through their new land, but the origin of this particular wagon train was perhaps especially significant, given the rough treatment the Mormon pioneers had received in their earlier home in Missouri. The emigrants were angered at their inability to secure provisions from the Utahns (either because of the Mormons’ preparations for war or out of simple animosity), and there had reportedly been unpleasant exchanges before the party reached the popular camping place at Mountain Meadows, the last well-watered camp before the long haul across the Mojave Desert.




  A group of Mormon leaders in Cedar City persuaded a band of Paiutes to attack the wagon train. After the emigrants beat back the Indians in a five-day siege, Mormon militia arrived on the scene on September 11, 1857. They convinced the emigrants to lay down their weapons and accept militia protection and an escort out of the territory, then proceeded to murder 120 men, women, and children. Eighteen very young children, believed too young to remember and testify, were spared and given over to Mormon families, including Jacob Hamblin’s, to be raised.




  Twenty years after the tragic affair (the federal investigation was held up by the Civil War), the important and highly respected Mormon pioneer John D. Lee was convicted in a trial in Beaver for his part in the massacre. Lee was returned to Mountain Meadows and executed. Others were excommunicated from the church for their roles, but no one else was prosecuted.




  It is a disturbing and complex story, and one that much of Mormondom seemed anxious to forget completely until 1950, when intrepid Mormon historian Juanita Brooks published The Mountain Meadows Massacre.




  You can reach this now-peaceful site by driving about 12 miles north from Veyo and taking a left turn at the sign. In 1990 descendants of both the victims and their murderers dedicated a monument listing the names of the dead in an expression of closure to an incident painful to both sides. Various groups have built a series of monuments at the spot where US Army agents interred the bodies they found when they arrived on the scene in 1859. In 1999, the LDS Church put up the current memorial there, down a short gravel road into the valley from the 1990 monument. In 2011, the year Mountain Meadows was designated a National Historic Landmark, a Men and Boys monument was installed just off Highway 18 a half mile to the north, in a spot where many of the male victims were buried.
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Overlooks not far from the road lead to gorgeous vistas like this one at Cedar Breaks

National Monument.
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Many Utah towns are full of well-preserved pioneer

architecture.
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Be sure to build in time to take in sights away from the road, such as Corona Arch near
Moab.
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Hiking in Utah can be very rewarding, but do heed warning signs.
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