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MEET YOUR GUIDES


Ron Adkison, an avid hiker and backpacker, began his outdoor explorations at age 6. After more than 30 years of hiking, he logged more than 8,000 trail miles in ten western states. He walked every trail in this guide to provide accurate, firsthand information about the trails, as well as features of ecological and historical interest. When not on the trail, Ron lived on the family’s mountain ranch in southwest Montana and, with the help of his wife, Lynette, and two children, Ben and Abbey, raised sheep and llamas. He passed away in fall 2009.


JD Tanner grew up playing and exploring in the hills of southern Illinois. He has earned a degree in Outdoor Recreation from Southeast Missouri State University and an advanced degree in Outdoor Recreation from Southern Illinois University in Carbondale. He has traveled extensively throughout the United States and is the director at Touch of Nature Environmental Center at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale.


Emily Tanner grew up splitting time between southeastern Missouri and southeastern Idaho. She spent her early years fishing, hiking, and camping with her family. In college Emily enjoyed trying out many new outdoor activities and eventually graduated from Southern Illinois University with an advanced degree in Recreation Resource Administration. Emily instructs in the Outdoor Recreation Department at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale and is the executive director for the Friends of the Shawnee National Forest.


Together they have climbed, hiked, paddled, and camped their way across the United States. They co-instructed college-level outdoor recreation courses for several years before joining the staff at the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics as traveling trainers. They currently reside in southern Illinois.


Other FalconGuides by Emily and JD include:


Best Easy Day Hikes Missouri Ozarks


Best Easy Day Hikes Springfield, Missouri


Best Easy Day Hikes St. Louis


Best Easy Day Hikes Four Corners


Best Hikes Near St. Louis


Best Hikes Near Albuquerque


Best Bike Rides Albuquerque and Santa Fe


Hiking the Ozarks


Hiking the Four Corners
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BEFORE YOU HIT THE TRAIL


This guidebook focuses on the Glen Canyon region, an area that includes all the major canyon tributaries to the Colorado River (Lake Powell) in southern Utah and many lesser canyons. It also includes several hikes from Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument.


Glen Canyon, named by John Wesley Powell during his 1869 Colorado River expedition, begins at the confluence with the Dirty Devil River, near Hite, Utah, and extends downcanyon to Lees Ferry, where Marble Canyon and the Colorado River flow southward toward the Grand Canyon (see overview map, page iii). At the maximum water level, Lake Powell stretches upriver from Glen Canyon Dam for 187 miles, inundating Glen Canyon, Narrow Canyon, and the lower end of Cataract Canyon. The San Juan Arm of the lake reaches up the canyon of the San Juan River nearly to the mouth of Grand Gulch.


When the floodgates closed on Glen Canyon Dam in 1963, the waters of the Colorado steadily began to fill Glen Canyon and its tributaries, until the lake reached full capacity in 1980. Slowly, by increments, the alcoves, glens, amphitheaters, cultural remains, and peaceful, undisturbed atmosphere of the idyllic canyon were lost. However, the tributaries to Glen Canyon remain much as they did in Powell’s day and indeed have changed little since the Anasazi made their home here.


The Colorado River carved an incomparable landscape in southern Utah, and erosion was the principal sculptor. The Glen Canyon region is a network of Colorado River tributaries, containing hundreds of all sizes. Only 10 to 12 miles separate the rims of the Grand Canyon, but the edges of the Colorado in the Glen Canyon region stretch 150 miles from the Pink Cliffs in the west to Elk Ridge and Cedar Mesa in the east. This is raw land, stripped to its bare bones by erosion.


The Glen Canyon region is a national park that never was. Here visitors can find the incredible scenery of a national park without the crowds, developments, and excessive restrictions. Access here is a little more difficult than in national parks, but the region remains relatively undiscovered and provides some of the finest backcountry recreation in canyon country.


The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) administers most of the trails in this book. More than 1 million acres in the Glen Canyon region are either protected as wilderness or primitive areas under the direction of the BLM or are managed as wilderness study areas. Other roadless areas in the region are managed by the USDA Forest Service and the National Park Service. Nearly all the hikes in this book are located within the boundaries of wilderness, primitive, or wilderness study areas.


Hiking opportunities are virtually unlimited in the Glen Canyon region. This book will lead you to both well-known and little-used trails, and it will take you to some of the region’s most interesting places. Included are several backpack trips and a wide variety of day hikes. Most of this land is seldom visited, and its backcountry affords excellent opportunities for solitude and unconfined wilderness recreation. Wherever you travel here, whether down remote desert roads or up lonely canyons, you will be rewarded at the end of your trip with vivid memories and a yearning to return.


ABOUT THE BOOK


The Glen Canyon region is vast, with over 3 million acres of canyons, mesas, and plateaus. There are unlimited hiking opportunities in hundreds of remote canyons, and this guide focuses on many of the region’s highlights. Difficult canyon routes that can be negotiated only by skilled veterans with advanced rock-climbing skills were not included. The hikes covered in this guide should satisfy veterans and novices alike, and there are easy hikes that will appeal to parents with children and to hikers budgeting their time and energy.


Since the Glen Canyon region is a raw and often unforgiving desert canyon country landscape, hiking here requires some pre-trip planning. The hike descriptions in this guide give you all the information you need to inform and prepare you for your backcountry trip. Here are a few additional points to help you get the most out of this guide:


Total distance and Hiking time headings tell if the hike is suitable as a day hike, a backpack, or both, and how far, in miles, the hike is. These listings also tell you if the hike is a round-trip, in which you retrace your route to the trailhead after reaching your destination; a loop trip, in which you hike in on one trail and return to your starting point by another trail; or a shuttle (or point-to-point) trip, in which you hike in to a destination from one trailhead and exit via a different trail to another trailhead. Approximate hiking times are based on the average hiker. Most hiking times listed are conservative estimates, and many hikers will make a trip in less time. Keep in mind that on many of the region’s trails and routes, your pace will average about 1.5 to 2 miles per hour.


The Difficulty rating is based on the “average” hiker’s ability and may vary depending on your physical condition and state of mind, as well as the weather and trail or route conditions. This book focuses on more commonly used trails and routes leading to many of the region’s highlights. Difficult canyoneering routes, where advanced rock-climbing skills are required, were omitted. Still, many of the routes in this book are time-consuming and arduous. This section will tell you when rudimentary rock-climbing skills may be necessary. On most trails and routes, the only skill involved is walking, and these are Class 1 routes. On Class 2 routes you will find scrambling and boulder-hopping. Class 3 routes are often associated with pour-off bypasses, and these routes involve the use of hands and feet, usually with obvious hand and foot holds. Class 4 routes involve climbing steep pitches with dangerous exposure, often with the aid of minor holds and cracks. If you are interested in rock climbing the canyonlands, see FalconGuides’ Rock Climbing Utah by Stewart M. Green.


The Trail surface listing tells you if you will be following a constructed trail; a boot-worn trail, where the path has been forged by the passage of other hikers; a cow trail, usually a well-defined path worn by cattle; a well-worn trail, which may be a constructed trail that is no longer maintained but easy to follow; a wash route, where there is no trail but you follow the path of a canyon’s drainage, or wash; a slickrock route, where you follow a trail-less way over bare, smooth sandstone, known as slickrock, and where there may be cairns, or piles of rocks, to indicate the course of the route; or a road or 4WD road, usually a doubletrack that is seldom used by vehicles. This listing also tells you if bushwhacking and route-finding, where there is no trail and you find your own way, will be necessary on the hike.
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The Trailhead access heading indicates the type of vehicle (two- or four-wheel drive) recommended to reach the starting point of each hike. Two-wheel drive is abbreviated 2WD, and four-wheel drive is 4WD.


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


The Canine compatibility section lets you know if dogs are permitted on the trail. There are also recommendations for trails that allow dogs but where the terrain is such that bringing a dog would either be dangerous or make travel difficult. Please use your best judgment when considering bringing your dog on any of the hikes in this guide. For the safety of your pet and of other hikers, it’s best to keep your dog leashed, whatever the area’s policy.


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


Land status: While most hikes are on federal land, one or two are in state parks.


Trail contact: This is the website for the local land manager in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Get trail access information before you head out, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.


Finding the trailhead gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park.


The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it is a carefully researched impression of the hike, the surroundings, and interesting features you may see along the way, both natural and man-made.
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Permits for backcountry use are required for only a few areas covered in this guide. When necessary the Fees and permits listing tells where to obtain them and if a fee is required.


Miles and Directions shows the cumulative mileage between prominent features and junctions. Unnamed features mentioned in the hike descriptions are referred to as “Point 6844,” “Hill 5392,” “Butte 5123,” “Dome 6327,” and so on. Mileage cues also identify turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.


HOW TO USE THE MAPS


Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.


Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water sources, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads and paved roads from unpaved roads.


The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.


NATURAL HISTORY


Although in-depth knowledge of the Glen Canyon region’s rock layers is not a prerequisite to hiking here, learning to recognize the rocks can help you better appreciate the landscape and anticipate features that affect backcountry travel.


Sedimentary rocks of the Glen Canyon region dominate the landscape and provide hikers with sheer visual delight. They also tell a silent history—from the uplift, erosion, and metamorphosis of ancient mountain ranges to the ebb and flow of oceans and deserts. The Glen Canyon region is in the heart of the Colorado Plateau, an area dominated by horizontal layers of sedimentary rocks formed by wind and water.


Despite its name, the Colorado Plateau is not a single elevated plane. Indeed, many of its landscape features are flat, but the landscape is punctuated by many plateaus that have either been uplifted above the surrounding land by folding or faulting or have been detached by erosion. Several isolated mountain ranges have domed the surface of the plateau, standing in stark relief above the mesas and canyons. Aside from the plateaus that characterize the Colorado Plateau landscape, this region is canyon country, containing some of the most notable canyons in the world.


The region is semiarid to arid, and precipitation often comes abruptly and violently, hammering the exposed rock layers, stripping away loose fragments, and transporting these materials downhill. Canyons are formed as running water erodes loose material. The transported sediments themselves have tremendous erosive power, and they contribute to the formation of canyons by abrading and scouring drainages.


Rock layers on the plateau respond differently to the effects of weathering and erosion. Hard rock layers, such as limestone and sandstone, resist erosion and stand in relief, while softer layers, such as shale, siltstone, and mudstone, are subdued into slopes and terraces. In some areas of the Glen Canyon region, alternating hard and soft rock layers have formed a “stair-step” type of topography, where cliffs alternate with slopes and terraces colored in shades of red, tan, white, purple, green, and gray.


The oldest exposed rocks in the region are the marine sediments of the 345-million-year-old Honaker Trail Formation. The gray and red limestones, shales, and sandstones form the low cliff bands, ledges, and slopes that are exposed only in lower Dark Canyon near the Sundance Trail, in lower Slickhorn Canyon, and in the canyon of the San Juan River.


The limestones, shales, and sandstones of the Elephant Canyon Formation were deposited just offshore from a retreating sea beginning 280 million years ago. Its gray and red cliffs embrace much of the inner gorge of Dark Canyon. The Cutler Formation is widely exposed in the Cedar Mesa, Elk Ridge, and Hite areas. It was deposited in three distinct layers during the Permian period, between 225 and 280 million years ago. The first layer, the Cedar Mesa Sandstone, reaches its maximum thickness of over 1,000 feet in the Dark Canyon area, which helps make that canyon one of the most scenic attractions in the Glen Canyon region. The differential erosion of the Cedar Mesa Sandstone makes it one of the most challenging rock formations in the backcountry to traverse.


Capping the gentle surfaces of Cedar Mesa and Elk Ridge is the Organ Rock Shale, the second member of the Cutler Formation. The brick red and reddish-brown siltstones and sandy shales of this formation were deposited in tidal flats in a freshwater environment. The Organ Rock typically erodes into the dramatic towers and hoodoos that surround Hite Marina and forms Browns Rim, which stretches from Hite to Dark Canyon’s Sundance Trailhead.


White Rim Sandstone, the youngest member of the Cutler Formation, is a notable formation in Canyonlands National Park, but is present only as a thin layer of resistant white sandstone cutting through the red beds above Hite and in the upper reaches of Elk Ridge.


The most colorful of all the rock formations in the region is the Chinle Formation, composed of sandstones, conglomerates, bentonitic mudstones, limestones, and siltstones deposited in floodplains by meandering streams and in shallow lakes. The gray layers in the Chinle are composed of volcanic ash that originated from eruptions in what is now Arizona. The formation creates barren badlands of red, green, lavender, yellow, and gray. It was the target formation for the uranium boom of the 1950s, and wherever the Chinle is exposed, you may find old prospectors’ roads, tunnels, and claim markers. One of the greatest exposures of the Chinle in the Glen Canyon region is near the Vermilion Cliffs and upper Paria River, where it surrounds the site of Old Pahreah and the Paria Movie Set. The Chinle also forms a colorful landscape in lower Paria Canyon and is widely exposed in the Circle Cliffs basin in the northeast corner of Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument.


The Glen Canyon Group of rocks—the Wingate, Kayenta, and Navajo—make up the principal scenery producers throughout the Glen Canyon region, providing the most outstanding landscapes on the Colorado Plateau. In the eastern part of the region, extending from the Hite area west to the Escalante Canyons, is the great cliff-forming Wingate Sandstone, laid down in vast deserts of drifting sand. The Wingate is a major barrier to travel wherever it occurs, forming sheer and often fluted cliffs that consistently rise 300 to 400 feet high. In the canyons, the Wingate forms slots and pour-offs that are often very difficult to bypass. Look for the Wingate in the Circle Cliffs, in North Wash between Hanksville and Lake Powell, and in the lower Escalante Canyons.


The Wingate Desert did not extend into the western reaches of the region. In the Vermilion Cliffs of the Grand Staircase, and in Paria Canyon, you find the Moenave Formation in place of the Wingate. The Moenave forms ledges and cliffs and is composed of red siltstones and sandstones deposited in freshwater floodplains.


The Kayenta Formation, prominent in the walls of North Wash near Hite, in the canyon of the Escalante River, in the Vermilion Cliffs, and in the lower Paria Canyon, forms reddish-brown cliff bands and ledges. The Kayenta forms a distinctive break, often hosting abundant shrubs and trees, between the towering cliffs of the Wingate and the overlying Navajo Sandstone.


Of all the rock formations in the region, the Navajo Sandstone is the most widespread and dramatic. Deposited in vast deserts of drifting sand, this generally white formation displays prominent cross-bedding, the sweeping diagonal lines that record the advance of ancient sand dunes across the landscape. This porous formation is a vast reservoir of water, attested to by the myriad springs and seeps that issue from the contact with the underlying, impermeable Kayenta beds. The Navajo forms great cliffs, sweeping slopes, and, most notably, domes, or the petrified remains of ancient sand dunes.


The Navajo Sandstone provides the dramatic backdrop west and northwest of the Hite area on Lake Powell and dominates the landscape in the Escalante region. The White Cliffs of the Grand Staircase and the uplifted beds along the western margin of The Cockscomb are all composed of Navajo. Travel over the Navajo is both delightful and challenging. Vast expanses of gentle slickrock often give way to barrier cliffs, prominent domes, pour-offs, and slot canyons.


The Carmel Formation, composed of red and gray limestones, shales, and sandstones, forms ledges and slopes that cap the Navajo in the Escalante and Grand Staircase areas. This formation was deposited along the coastal margin of a retreating sea.


The Entrada Sandstone is widespread throughout southern Utah, most notably in the Moab area and in Arches National Park. In the Glen Canyon region, the Entrada is prominent as broad aprons of orange slickrock along the base of the Straight Cliffs above the lower Escalante Canyons. Farther west in the upper Paria River drainage, and particularly around Kodachrome Basin State Park and along the northern 10 miles of the Cottonwood Canyon Road, three members of the Entrada are distinctive and unique in their coloration and erosion forms.


One of the unique features of the southern Utah canyon country is its isolated “island” mountain ranges. The Henry Mountains, Abajo Mountains, and Navajo Mountain are prominent features in a landscape dominated by canyons and mesas in the Glen Canyon region. The processes that resulted in the formation of these mountains began about 48 million years ago as columns, or stocks, of magma, or molten rock, forced their way toward the surface via fractures in the earth’s crust. When the magma reached the horizontal sedimentary strata, it fanned out laterally in zones of weakness in the rock layers.


The flora of the Glen Canyon region reflects the diversity of environmental conditions here. Elevations in the region range from the 11,000-foot highlands of the Abajo Mountains to 3,700 feet on the shores of Lake Powell. Within the nearly 5,000 feet of vertical relief in the Glen Canyon region are plant communities ranging from cool forests to desert shrublands.


The high elevations of Elk Ridge at the head of Dark Canyon north of Cedar Mesa and The Box of upper Pine Creek in the Escalante area support well-developed conifer forests in the transition zone. Ponderosa pine dominates this transition zone, and in the most sheltered locations, Douglas-fir and the occasional white fir join the forest. In the microclimates that mimic much higher elevations, such as cool, sheltered draws, Engelmann spruce and blue spruce appear. These conifer forests reach well into the canyons, lending to their sandstone gorges an atmosphere of cool mountains. Quaking aspen are common in this zone, displaying golden foliage in early autumn.


Wildlife in this zone is typical of any high-mountain region in the West. Black bear, elk, mule deer, and mountain lions are common, and these large mammals extend their range into neighboring canyons on Cedar Mesa as well. Reptiles are almost absent in this zone, save for the short-horned lizard and the Great Basin rattlesnake, a rare sight in these forests.


Most of the Glen Canyon region lies within the Upper Sonoran Zone, and its pinyon-juniper woodlands are more widespread in the Southwest and Intermountain regions than any other forest type. It extends from about 4,500 feet to 7,000 feet and is characterized by the two-needled Colorado pinyon and the Utah juniper. Due to their small, uniform size, rarely exceeding 20 feet in height, the woodland has been dubbed the “pygmy forest.”


The open brushlands of the cool desert shrub and sand desert shrub communities occupy the lower elevation mesas, canyons, and terraces, generally below 4,500 feet, but often mix with the pinyon-juniper woodland at higher elevations. The cool desert shrub community is dominated by big sagebrush in its upper elevations and by blackbrush in warmer, drier, and lower elevations. Four-wing saltbush occupies sites where saline soils dominate. Mormon tea, yucca, and various cacti cover the landscape. Between the coarse, widely scattered shrubs in this community are a variety of native bunchgrasses.


Most desert plants are succulents and have fleshy leaves or stems that allow them to store water in their tissues. Cacti are the most obvious example. They have shallow but widespreading root systems that allow them to absorb moisture from even the lightest rainfall.


The Lower Sonoran Zone occurs in the lowest elevations in the region and is limited to areas surrounding Lake Powell and Lees Ferry. This is the hottest and driest part of Glen Canyon, and it is a true desert environment. Dominant plants include shadscale, blackbrush, Mormon tea, and yucca. Rabbitbrush and arrow weed are common in open canyon bottoms, particularly along the Paria River near Lees Ferry.


A variety of lizards are frequent trail companions in this zone. Gopher snakes and striped whipsnakes inhabit dry areas, while garter snakes prefer riparian environments. The Great Basin and western rattlesnakes inhabit the western reaches of the region, while the midget faded rattlesnake is most common in southeast Utah. Amphibians are common in riparian habitats, and you will see the tadpoles and adults of the red-spotted and Great Basin spadefoot toads, western leopard frog, and canyon tree frog.


Large mammals include mule deer, which range well into many canyons and are sometimes followed by a mountain lion. Smaller mammals include the blacktail jackrabbit, rock squirrel, deer mouse, desert wood rat, antelope ground squirrel, chipmunk, coyote, and beaver in the lower canyons, particularly near Lake Powell .


CONSERVATION


The desert landscape of the southern Utah canyon country appears durable, but it is very fragile. Once damaged, the recovery of the desert landscape is extremely slow, and it may not heal completely in a human lifetime, if at all. Soils in the rockbound canyon country are thin to nonexistent. Plants and desert creatures have evolved in a delicate balance of survival. The simple acts of walking off-trail (even for short distances), crushing plants, or moving rocks can disrupt the balance that desert plants and animals have achieved.


There are far fewer regulations governing the use of the backcountry in the Glen Canyon region than there are in the national parks of Utah. This allows greater freedom and flexibility, but with that freedom comes a greater measure of responsibility for its preservation—and for your personal safety. Consider the following ideas for no-trace travel as guidelines for preserving the wilderness resource, not only for the desert’s native inhabitants but also for those who follow in your footsteps. For more information on taking care of this wondrous landscape, visit the Leave No Trace website at LNT.org.
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In the Glen Canyon region, you may camp anywhere you wish in the backcountry. Where possible, choose a designated campsite, thus concentrating your impact rather than distributing it to new locations. In pristine areas, where there are no previously used campsites, select a site on bare mineral soil, sand, or even slickrock, where minimal evidence of your passing will remain. A freestanding tent allows greater flexibility in campsite selection where soils are thin or where slickrock dominates.


Backpackers are drawn to desert oases such as springs, streams, and rivers. You should make an extra effort to camp at least 200 feet from springs, streams, and water pockets to prevent water pollution and allow undisturbed access for wildlife. Better still, tank up with water at springs or streams and move on to a dry camp, at least 0.25 mile away. Finally, avoid making unnecessary improvements at your campsite, such as rock walls or trenches around your tent. Remember: Good campsites are found, not made.


Campfires are not allowed in many backcountry areas of the Glen Canyon region, including Grand Gulch, Escalante Canyons, Paria/Hackberry Canyons, and the Glen Canyon National Recreation Area. In the Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument, all ground fires are prohibited. Use of camp stoves and fire pans is encouraged in this area. The slow growth and limited vegetation in the desert make campfires inappropriate. Dead and down wood slowly recycles nutrients back into the poor soils and provides habitat for many small creatures.


In washes where flood debris is present and campfires are allowed, keep your fire small and don’t build a ring of rocks; dig a sandpit instead. Always burn wood completely. Be sure your fire is cold before spreading the ashes—preferably in a wash and never near campsites or trails. Don’t build fires in alcoves or against slickrock or boulders; doing so will permanently blacken rocks, as soot stains in some 700-year-old Anasazi ruins attest. You may also be damaging hidden cultural remains in alcoves and destroying chances for archaeologists to obtain accurate carbon 14 dating at the site.


Fire danger in the tinder-dry woodlands, brush fields, and riparian areas is high, so only build a campfire if you feel it is necessary, and then do so only during cool, calm weather and when fuel wood is in obvious abundance.


The scarce water sources in the Glen Canyon region are the lifeblood of wildlife and hikers alike. Springs, water pockets, and sluggish streams are highly susceptible to contamination. Stirring up silt, using soap, or depleting a water hole can have an adverse effect on water quality.


Do not dig in a water hole that has a soil bottom to enlarge it. You may break the seal formed by fine silt and algae, and thus the water may drain away into the ground. Using too much water from a limited source may deprive wildlife or other hikers of a much-needed drink.


For bathing and washing dishes, take water only from large streams and rivers. Wash up and discard your gray water at least 200 feet from water sources and drainages, preferably over sand or gravel. Never use soap, not even biodegradable soap, in any water source. Do not swim or soak in precious water sources, particularly where there is no inflow or outflow.


One of the attractions of the region is that few regulations prevent you from bringing your dog into the backcountry, and many hikers do. Dogs are barred from trails only in Natural Bridges National Monument, Slickhorn Canyon, Grand Gulch downcanyon from the mouth of Collins Canyon, and Coyote Gulch.


Be kind to your dog and avoid the hottest season, when slickrock will burn paws and cause him or her to overheat quickly. Consider outfitting your dog with dog boots. Ruff Wear makes an excellent pair that can be purchased on their website and at many local outfitters.


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


Garbage and food scraps attract unwanted animals, ants, and flies. Pack out your garbage and leftover food scraps with the rest of your trash. Human waste must be deposited at least 200 feet from campsites, trails, water sources, and drainages. Choose a sunny spot (since heat helps break down waste) with organic soil and dig a cat hole about 3 to 4 inches deep, then cover the waste with soil. In many of the areas covered in this guide, getting 200 feet from water is impossible. In these areas, consider packing out solid human waste. The BLM recommends two sanitary bag systems for doing this, the “Restop 2” and the “Wag Bag.” These products are EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) approved for landfills and can be deposited in any trash can. Both are available at local outfitters, online, and at visitor centers in the region.


Do not burn your toilet paper. Fires caused by burning toilet paper have devastated parts of the Glen Canyon region, including areas of Grand Gulch and Paria Canyon. In most parts of the region you are required to pack out your used toilet paper, and it is likely that eventually all areas covered in this book will carry that requirement. So, wherever you travel in the Glen Canyon backcountry, whether day hiking or backpacking, plan on packing out your used toilet paper. Ziplock bags are useful for this.


The passage of too many feet will create a lasting trail in the southern Utah canyon country desert. Short paths from campsite to water source as well as longer backcountry bushwhacks can evolve into a trail. Most of the areas in this guide have regulations about group size. Educate members of your group about Leave No Trace practices before departing on a hike. Use established trails and routes where they are available. Remember that your boot tracks in trail-less areas will induce others to follow. Although the majority of backcountry trails in the Glen Canyon region are unmaintained, hikers maintain them simply by using them.


When traveling off-trail, spread out to avoid concentrating the impact of too many feet. However, in areas dominated by microbiotic soil crust, each member of your group should follow in the footsteps of the leader. Choose routes across slickrock or through washes and unvegetated areas as much as possible. Desert plants are stiff and spiny, yet they are fragile. Crushed plants may take many years to recover from damage, if they recover at all.


Restrain the urge to build cairns (small piles of rocks). Some trails may be ill defined, but there are almost always cairns to show the way. Unfortunately, there is a profusion of unnecessary cairns constructed by misguided hikers, and you could be led astray. On faint trails consult your topo map and locate the next cairn before proceeding, but please don’t build any new cairns. Better still, use natural landmarks as your guide. Let the next person enjoy the challenge of route-finding as you did. If you need the guidance of cairns and other “handrails” to show the way, stick to well-defined trails instead.


Since many routes follow canyon bottoms, some that have flowing water and a well-developed riparian zone, you will walk in streams and cross them many times. A riparian zone is a specialized, water-dependent community of plants and animals. Here you will encounter pools brimming with tadpoles, and in late summer and early autumn, those tadpoles begin to transform into frogs and toads. In some canyons, you will encounter thousands of these infant amphibians, and it is critical that you step carefully to avoid crushing them. You will also likely find garter snakes and whiptail lizards that feed on the young frogs and toads. Again, tread lightly to avoid disrupting the balance between predator and prey.


In some areas of the Glen Canyon region, particularly on the mesa tops, you will find large areas of soil covered by a black or gray lumpy crust. This microbiotic soil crust (which has also been called cryptobiotic soil) is a delicate assemblage of mosses, lichens, cyanobacteria, and fungii that forms a protective layer over the soil against wind and water erosion and aids in the absorption and retention of moisture, allowing larger plants to gain a foothold. The passage of a single hiker can destroy this fragile crust, and it may take 25 years or longer to redevelop. In areas covered by microbiotic soil crust, choose your route carefully to avoid stepping on it. Follow routes through sandy areas, washes, or slickrock instead.
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Many hikers seek out places like the canyons of southern Utah for the quiet and solitude they provide. Hikers should make an extra effort to allow ample distances from other parties and keep loud noises to a minimum. During high-use periods in certain places, such as Paria Canyon, Coyote Gulch, or Grand Gulch, during which campsites may already be occupied when you arrive, don’t force yourself on other campers. Ask others if they mind that you camp nearby before moving in and setting up camp.


Evidence of ancient cultures, homestead cabins, cowboy camps, and oil drilling and uranium mining operations abound in the Glen Canyon region’s backcountry. Particularly abundant are cultural remains. In the Cedar Mesa region, for example, nearly every bend in any canyon reveals the ruins of dwellings, granaries, kivas, or rock art. Farther west, in the Escalante region, there are still ruins and rock art, though they are much harder to find. In the Grand Staircase and Paria Canyon areas, ruins are rare, but hikers may find potsherds, occasional rock art, and chipping sites, where ancient inhabitants fashioned tools from stone.


Keep in mind that these nonrenewable resources offer archaeologists insights into past ways of life in the region and can be easily disturbed and damaged by curious hikers. Although federal and state laws protect cultural resources, ultimately it depends on each of us to walk softly and treat these resources with the respect they deserve. Excavation and stabilization of many sites have yet to take place. Over-visitation is threatening many cultural sites in the region. Most people don’t intentionally damage cultural sites, but having too many curious visitors invariably leads to site degradation. Although hikers are likely to encounter many sites, this book will lead you to only a few, preserving your sense of discovery. Finding ruins is one of the great rewards and an added bonus to a backcountry trip through an incomparable southern Utah canyon.


The BLM, which administers the majority of the areas covered in this book, has classified cultural sites into three categories. This book will disclose the location of Class 1 sites only. In general, this category of sites has received an appropriate level of stabilization to sustain frequent visitation. Class 2 sites are more fragile and prone to damage by visitors. BLM personnel will direct you to these sites only if you ask about them specifically, and they will provide information and direction to reduce your impact while visiting the sites. The majority of backcountry sites are in the Class 3 category. These sites are completely vulnerable to visitor impact, and their locations will not be disclosed. As you travel through the Glen Canyon region’s backcountry, particularly in the Cedar Mesa area, you will likely find sites that fall into all three categories.


Ruins are best observed from a distance, perhaps with the aid of binoculars. Obviously, this will result in no impact to the site. If you intend to inspect a site closely, stop, look, and think about how you can avoid damaging the site before you enter. Be aware of your presence and impact in the ruins. Avoid stepping on the midden area, as the midden provides archaeologists with a great deal of valuable information. Remember that these ancient structures are at least 700 years old, and although they may appear well preserved, they are actually very fragile. Do not lean on walls or climb on roofs. They can collapse, causing injury to you and extensive damage to the ruin. If you have your dog with you (or are equipped with packstock or llamas), keep him or her leashed and away from ruins.


If there is an established path leading to ruins, be sure to stay on it to avoid crushing the midden and any artifacts, either hidden or on the surface. Walk carefully around the slopes that support these structures. The passage of too many feet can undermine the foundation of rock walls, leading to their eventual collapse. Ruins are an interesting highlight of a hike, but are inappropriate places to make camp. After observing an archaeological site, move on before having meals. Food crumbs and garbage may attract rodents that could then nest in the site.


Leave all artifacts where you find them. Some people will take one or two potsherds, thinking they won’t be missed. Yet it is the cumulative effects of this practice that lead to fewer signs of the Anasazi culture each year. Artifacts have much greater significance to all of us when observed in their original setting, rather than gathering dust in your closet or on your mantle at home. Many well-intentioned visitors gather potsherds and other artifacts, placing them on display on so-called “museum rocks” at cultural sites. This may seem like a good idea, removing them from the ground where others may crush them, but removing artifacts from their resting place destroys clues needed by archaeologists gathering information about the site.


Pigments of ancient pictographs are easily destroyed by skin oils. Restrain the urge to touch them, particularly handprint pictographs. Never add your own graffiti to irreplaceable rock art panels. Chalking, rubbing, tracing, and touching lead to the eventual disappearance of rock art and can make methods of dating panels impossible. Enjoy rock art by photographing, sketching, or viewing only.


Cultural sites are not only protected by federal law, they are also places of great significance to Native Americans. These sites are preserved in what many have likened to an outdoor museum. Treat all sites you encounter as you would treat artifacts in any museum, with the care and respect they deserve. Archaeological and historic sites are protected by the Antiquities Act of 1906 and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979, which provide strong penalties, plus rewards for information leading to the arrest and conviction of vandals, pot hunters, or other illegal activity. Notify BLM rangers or the county sheriff if you observe any illegal activity at cultural sites. You can also call the BLM Law Enforcement Hotline at (800) 722-3998.


CLIMATE


Hikers come to the Glen Canyon region year-round, but most come during spring and autumn. Since the region is a desert environment, with daytime high temperatures often reaching 95 to 105 degrees Fahrenheit almost daily from June through August, summer is the most unfavorable time of the year to hike in the area. The exception is upper Dark Canyon, where elevations range from 5,800 feet to 8,600 feet, and summer temperatures can be hot but not intolerable.


The extreme heat of summer and the unrelenting sun pose serious hazards to hikers. Any seasoned desert hiker knows you cannot fight the desert heat, but you can adapt to it. In summer, hike from the predawn hours until early morning, then rest in the shade during the hottest part of the day. Resume your travels after 5 p.m., when shadows begin to fill the canyons.


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


Early spring is one of the best times of the year to hike in the canyons of the region. Springs and seasonal streams are likely to be flowing, and slickrock water pockets will hold rainwater longer at this time of year, providing more flexibility and a margin of safety in the backcountry.


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


Autumn provides some of the most stable weather of the year. Clear, warm, sunny days and cool nights make this one of the most delightful seasons to visit the Glen Canyon region. Expect daytime highs to range from the 70s and 80s in September to the 40s and 50s by November. Overnight lows typically range from 20 to 50 degrees. Only the most active summer monsoon season can help recharge springs and streams, but the deepest water pockets often persist into early autumn due to cooler temperatures and reduced evaporation. Cold fronts can sweep through the region as autumn progresses, and by mid- to late October in some years, these fronts can significantly drop temperatures for several days or longer. Snowfall in the higher elevations above 5,000 to 6,000 feet is not uncommon.


Winter in the Glen Canyon region is cold and often windy, and deep snow sometimes covers the ground above 6,000 feet. Elk Ridge and upper Dark Canyon are closed by deep snows each year from November through the end of May. Other high elevation areas, such as Cedar Mesa and the Grand Staircase, may be rendered inaccessible by snow between December and mid-March each year. Cold weather experience is essential for winter hiking in the Glen Canyon region.


To stay up to date on weather conditions, listen to local radio stations while driving, and check with BLM offices for current forecasts. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) weather radio broadcasts from a transmitter atop Navajo Mountain, allowing you to obtain current forecasts while in remote locations within sight of the mountain.


HAZARDS


Anyone who visits the backcountry of the remote Glen Canyon region must be aware of and prepared for the rigors of high-desert hiking. Unexpected injury or illness, extreme heat, heavy rains or snow, flash floods, lack of water, dehydration, and encounters with venomous creatures or spiny cacti can all stop you in your tracks.


Always obtain up-to-date information on trails, routes, road conditions, and water availability from the BLM offices listed in each chapter. Since conditions are constantly changing, this book is no substitute for updated information. Before you leave home for a backcountry trip, leave a detailed itinerary with a family member, friend, or employer. Include your name; the trailhead where you will be parking; your vehicle make, model, and license number; the date your trip ends; and a detailed account of your route. Make arrangements so that if you do not return home or contact that person by a certain time, he or she will initiate search and rescue operations. Keep in mind that you will be held responsible for the costs incurred for the use of a helicopter during search and rescue operations. Upon returning from your backcountry trip, be sure to notify that person to avoid an unnecessary search. Finally, always sign trailhead registers where available. Information from trailhead registers has helped to locate and save several overdue hikers.


Although water is responsible for carving Glen Canyon and its many tributaries, surface water, save for Lake Powell and a few modest perennial streams such as the Paria and Escalante Rivers, is scarce. Water is the single greatest limiting factor on travel in these high-desert canyons—you must reach a water source each day or carry all you will need until you reach that source. Some creeks and springs flow year-round, while others flow unpredictably, following favorable conditions of prolonged rainfall or snowmelt, or from late autumn to early spring, when evaporation is reduced and some springs and streams resurface.


Hikers must always carry water on any trail or route and come prepared with enough water containers to carry a 1- to 2-day supply when necessary. Top off your water containers at every opportunity. Timing your hike to follow wet seasons—such as early spring or an autumn that follows an active monsoon season—is important to ensure an adequate water supply. Water requirements are based on heat, exertion, time of day, and time of year. As a rule, and for a measure of safety, hikers should always carry at least 1 gallon of water on extended trips away from known water sources. When hiking in the desert, your water supply should be the heaviest item in your pack. Running out of water in the backcountry of the Glen Canyon region is the single biggest mistake you can make.


You will drink at least 1 gallon of water per day while hiking. If you are bound from your trailhead to a dry camp, you will need to pack at least 1.5 gallons, provided you can reach a reliable water source early on the following day. If you are hiking to a known water source, but the trip takes all day, you are still advised to pack a full gallon of water for the trip, in the event unforeseen situations develop that prevent you from reaching water.


Always prehydrate prior to your trip and during your trip before your most strenuous hiking days. Drink large amounts of water over a period of several hours in the evening at camp and in the morning before leaving camp. Taking a water bottle into your tent at night prevents midnight dry mouth and helps you rehydrate after a long day of hiking. It is essential, however, that you balance your water intake with electrolytes.


Adequate water intake is so critical to a safe and enjoyable trip in desert canyons that it is surprising that so many hikers carry their precious water supply in fragile containers, particularly thin plastic milk-type jugs. These jugs burst easily if dropped, and in summer when rocks are too hot to touch, the bottoms of the jugs will quickly melt if they are set down on one. Instead of large, flimsy jugs, transport your water supply in several smaller, more durable containers. One- and 2-quart bottles are best, and they take up just a little more room in your pack than larger jugs.


Water sources in the Glen Canyon region range from green, scummy pools brimming with tadpoles, to seeps, dripping springs, spring pools, cool and vigorous creeks, ephemeral slickrock water pockets, and silt-laden rivers. Springs, rather than flowing streams, are your primary sources of water. Very few springs in the canyons emerge from canyon walls. Most begin as seepage from the floor of washes. Wherever you obtain your water, you must purify it before drinking it or even before brushing your teeth with it.


Microscopic bacteria and protozoans may inhabit any surface water in these desert canyons. Boiling water for at least 5 minutes is the old standby for rendering water potable, but filters remove most organisms and make water safe to drink. For added insurance, choose a filter or attachment that eliminates viruses as well. Because filters can and do break down in the backcountry, always carry iodine tablets as a backup.


Filters can easily clog with silt, so choose a filter that you can clean in the field. When using silt-laden streams such as the Escalante River as your water supply, you need to set some water aside (a collapsible bucket is useful for this) and allow the sediment to settle before you filter it. In mid- to late summer, algae growth in water pockets and stagnant water holes will quickly clog your filter. Prefilter algae-rich water through a handkerchief or coffee filter.


Heavy rainfall and the resulting rise in waters or flash flooding can turn your water supply into a slurry of mud and debris that may not clear up for 1 to 2 days following the flood event. This soupy water cannot be settled adequately, and if you attempt to filter it, your filter will instantly clog. If heavy rains or thunderstorms are probable or in progress, expect that your drainage may flood. You should then draw an ample water supply (another reason to carry plenty of empty containers) to sustain your group until high silty flows subside and clear up.


Grand Canyon backcountry rangers have compiled the following information about heat and dehydration. Paying heed to these guidelines will help make your hike much safer and more enjoyable.


While hiking in desert canyons, most people sweat about 0.5 to 1 quart of water and electrolytes (salts) each and every hour that they are walking in the heat. This fluid/ electrolyte loss can even exceed 2 quarts per hour if they are hiking uphill in direct sunlight or during the hottest part of the day. Because the desert air is so dry and hot, sweat evaporates instantly, making its loss almost imperceptible. This evaporation allows the body to lose heat and keep cool. (Caution: Do not wait until you start feeling thirsty to start replacing fluids and electrolytes. By the time you feel thirsty, you are already dehydrated.)


Even mild levels of dehydration cause the body to become approximately 10 to 20 percent less efficient, and this makes hiking a lot less fun. The more dehydrated a person becomes, the less efficient the body becomes at walking and cooling. A slight to moderate fluid and electrolyte loss can lead to heat cramps and heat exhaustion (nausea, vomiting, headache, fatigue, fainting). A moderate to large fluid and electrolyte loss can lead to severe heat exhaustion (extreme dizziness, constant nausea and vomiting, shock, kidney damage) and possibly to heatstroke.


A normally hydrated adult should be able to urinate approximately 1 to 2 ounces of light yellow urine every 2 hours. If you are urinating more frequently than this and your urine is clear, you may be overhydrating and may need to cut back on your fluid intake. If your urine is dark in color (keep in mind that vitamins will turn urine yellow) and/ or smells, you are probably dehydrated and need to drink more frequently. The body can absorb only about 1 quart of fluid per hour, so drink 0.5 to 1 quart of some type of electrolyte replacement drink each and every hour that you are hiking in the heat. Carry your water bottle in your hand and drink small amounts often. Ideally, an average adult should drink approximately 4 quarts of electrolyte replacement drink and 4 quarts of water for every 8 hours spent hiking in the heat.


The body uses an enormous amount of energy (food calories) to keep cool in the heat. Eating is the most important defense against exhaustion and water intoxication. Heat reduces the appetite; it seems all the body craves is water. But you must force yourself to eat adequate amounts of food to keep up with the demands of hiking in a desert canyon. You need to make sure that you eat a lot more than you normally do.


Eating adequate amounts of food also helps guarantee that you replace the electrolytes you are sweating out. If you replace the water, but not the electrolytes, you can develop a serious and dangerous medical condition known as hyponatremia (water intoxication) that, if left untreated, can lead to seizures and possibly death. Don’t use salt tablets, as they will make you nauseous. Instead, you need to eat at least two to three times your normal food intake to meet your energy needs while hiking. If you have food, eat it. If you have extra food, share it. Eating well helps you hike well.


During conditions of extreme heat, it’s best to walk during the early morning and late afternoon hours. When at all possible, hike in the shade. If you hike in direct sunshine, you will quickly overheat. Not only will your body use up a lot of energy trying to stay cool, you will sweat twice as much water and electrolytes as you would in the shade. What’s more, hiking in the sunshine dramatically increases your risk of heat-related illness. You will make better time and feel better if you wait until shade hits the trail before hiking.


If you must hike in the sunshine, keep yourself soaking wet to stay cool. This is one of the best things you can do for yourself. Whenever you are near water, make sure that you wet (actually soak) yourself down. If you hike while soaking wet, you will stay reasonably cool. Carry some extra water to wet yourself down again when your hair and clothing begin to dry. At the very least, keep your headgear wet. This will make a wonderful difference in how well you feel, especially at the end of the day. You will stay fresher longer, and you will reduce your fluid, electrolyte, and energy loss significantly.


Another thing you can do to keep yourself fresh is hike at a pace that allows you to comfortably walk and talk. This is a good way to be sure your legs and body get the oxygen they need to function efficiently. Because your body will generate fewer metabolic waste products at this pace, you will enjoy your hike and feel much better when you reach hike’s end.


Flash floods are always a danger to be reckoned with, and as little as 0.25 to 0.5 inch of rain falling in a short period of time can result in a newborn stream coursing down a dry wash. A moderate rain that lasts 2 to 3 hours can result in a significant flash flood. During the summer monsoon season (generally from mid-July through mid-September), torrents of rain are unleashed from towering thunderheads in hit-or-miss fashion throughout the region. Heavy rain pours off the slickrock, gathers in rivulets, and flows into larger side canyons. The result can be flash floods. Although many canyon-bottom campsites are inviting, they can become death traps in the event of flash floods. (Caution: Avoid hiking in narrow canyons and camping in canyon bottoms and washes during stormy weather and particularly during the monsoon season.) When scouting for a campsite in a canyon, you will likely see debris left behind by past floods, lodged on ledges above a wash. Always choose your campsite above that debris line. If you expect a flash flood, immediately look for escape routes to higher ground.
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