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LETTER
editor’s

I GOT A LETTER 
 

the other day from 

a gentleman named 

Harley. Harley G. Hecksel. He’s 89. And he lives 

in Tucson. 

“I’m an avid collector of Arizona Highways,” he 

wrote, “and other publications produced by 

your magazine — some going back to 1945.” His 

penmanship is flawless. Like a cursive chart 

above a blackboard in a 1950s classroom. 

“The latest item in my collection,” he continued, “is a hardcover, 74-page, 

brilliantly photographed selection of scenes throughout the state. The publi-

cation was copyrighted in 1971, and it’s called The Glorious Seasons of Arizona.”

Mr. Hecksel wanted to know if we’d ever done a follow-up. It was a sim-

ple question, one without an easy answer. Although you’d think we’d have a 

copy of every book we’ve ever published, protected in an old barrister book-

case somewhere, we don’t. What books we do have are scattered around the 

building: some in the warehouse, a few in my office, a few more in the vault. 

There’s no complete list, either. So, it wasn’t easy.

Turns out, we did publish something similar to Mr. Hecksel’s book in 1984. 

It was titled Arizona’s Scenic Seasons. It was another hardcover, but it was big-

ger — 128 pages. And while the photographs were similar, the words accom-

panying them were not. In 1971, we featured poetry. In 1984, we published 

a handful of short essays by our editor emeritus, Raymond Carlson. Both 

books are wonderful books.

Twenty-five years later, in 2009, we published another version of Arizona’s 

Scenic Seasons. It’s a beautiful coffee table book — glossy paper, rich color — 

and it’s still available. The book is one of many in our stores, and we have 

several others in the pipeline. Three of them will be here this fall. In time for 

the holidays.

The first is a new edition of  

Arizona: The Beauty of It All, which 

features the words and photo-

graphs of some of our most tal-

ented contributors — past and 

present. Charles Bowden, Jack 

Dykinga, Jo Baeza, Joyce Rock-

wood Muench, Craig Childs, 

Shane McDermott, Claire Curran ... 

the bylines are impressive. And  

so is the ground we cover. 

According to the National Park Service, Arizona’s landscape rivals any 

other terrestrial ecoregion on Earth, and it includes nearly all of the planet’s 

biomes. In our book, we focus on six different landforms: canyons, water, 

mountains, deserts, forests and rocks. If you have cousins in Connecticut 

who buy in to the stereotype that Arizona is a hot and desolate wasteland 

— nothing but snakes, scorpions, searing heat and sand dunes — you might 

want to stuff their stockings with this book. As the name suggests, beauty is 

the common denominator. In our second new book, history is the nexus.

PHOTOGRAPH BY PAUL MARKOW

On February 26, 1919, the crown jewel of the 

National Park Service was born. Our book, Grand 

Canyon National Park: 10 Decades of Stories and Pho-

tographs From Arizona Highways, will celebrate the 

centennial of that milestone through the pages 

of this magazine. Although Arizona Highways is 

a few years younger than the park, we’ve been 

covering the park for parts of 10 decades. There’s 

a built-in parallel: the history of the park and the 

history of the magazine. And we’ve always had a 

symbiotic relationship. 

For our part, we’ve given more worldwide cov-

erage to the Grand Canyon than any other maga-

zine. Ever. And the park, in turn, has provided 

us with a steady stream of raw material. In all, 

we’ve published hundreds of stories and thou-

sands of photographs about the Grand Canyon 

and the park that protects it. For this book, we 

revisited each story, and ultimately settled on  

26 of our favorites.

John Muir once said this about the Grand Can-

yon: “It seems a gigantic statement for even nature 

to make.” In the same way that words and pho-

tographs can never fully capture the grandeur of 

the Canyon — a place that can be seen from outer 

space, a place counted as one of the seven natural 

wonders of the world — no single book can fully 

tell its story. Ours is no exception, but it spotlights 

a few chapters of the park’s fascinating history. 

There’s history in our third new book, too, but 

it’s mostly visual. As I write this, we’re still a few 

weeks from going to press. We haven’t designed 

the cover yet, but the working title is Covering the 

Holidays: The December Cover Collection From Ari-

zona Highways: 1938-2017. 

The first time we refer-

enced the holidays was in 

December 1936, when Editor 

John C. McPhee published a 

piece titled Yuletide in Arizona. 

Two years later, Editor Ray-

mond Carlson began devot-

ing our December issues to 

Christmas and the holiday 

season. We’ve been doing it 

ever since, and the covers of 

those issues are among the most beloved in our 

archive. Thus, this book, which is the kind of 

thing Harley G. Hecksel might enjoy. If not, we’ll 

set one aside until he changes his mind. If only 

we had an old barrister bookcase.

ROBERT STIEVE, EDITOR
  Follow me on Instagram: @arizonahighways

ARIZONA
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MATT JAFFE

“A story with your 

name on it.” That 

was the subject line 

on an email from 

Editor Robert Stieve 

that sent writer Matt 

Jafe on The Ultimate 

Arizona Road Trip 

(see page 16). As our 

editor indicated, the 

assignment was a 

perfect fit for Jafe, 

who’s written other 

travelogues for Ari-

zona Highways. But 

this one — which 

took Jafe and his wife, Becky (also pictured), through much of Arizona — was his longest 

yet. “Road trips are my favorite kind of article,” he says, “and the chance to get turned 

loose in Arizona almost seemed too good to be true.” As you’ll see, the couple made 

plenty of stops on their 12-day journey, and while the highlights included sunrise at Monu-

ment Valley and a night at the Grand Canyon, there were plenty of other memorable 

moments Jafe wasn’t able to include. “Details are great, but you can overwhelm readers,” 

he says. Instead, he opted to focus on the appeal of getting out on the open road. “It’s 

the most liberating feeling in the world,” he says, “and it invariably brings back all sorts of 

memories. It’s maybe a cliché to say the journey is more important than the destination, 

but the process of a road trip is central to the experience. You really feel like you’re out in 

the world.” Other stories with Jafe’s name on them include recent work for Los Angeles 

magazine and the San Francisco Chronicle. — NOAH AUSTIN

JACKI LENNERS

Writer Jacki Lenners lives in Flagstaf, 

and at her day job, she touts the benefits 

of using the city’s public transportation 

system. Her other passion is checking 

out the newest additions to the Flag-

staf food scene, which she did for this 

month’s story on Shift (see The Journal: 

Dining, page 9). “Shift took over a small, 

popular space in downtown Flagstaf, 

so we could all see the transformation 

as it happened,” she says. “I have no 

idea how they turned a cofee shop into 

this restaurant, but it totally works. I ate 

there in the first month and was blown 

away by how diferent it was. It’s unlike 

anything else in Flagstaf.” Because the 

menu is constantly changing, Lenners 

says, it’s hard to pick a favorite menu 

item, but the pickled french fries — available on the dinner and late-night menus — are 

near the top of her list. “They have this incredible tang that truly makes you want to never 

eat a normal fry again,” she says, “and the dipping sauces are always next-level.” Lenners 

is a frequent contributor to Arizona Highways. 

CONTRIBUTORS
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 YOUR ARTICLES AND PHOTOGRAPHS 
of the Grand Canyon and Colorado River in this latest 

issue [May 2018] of Arizona Highways showed wonder-

fully how magnificent this project of nature is. Visiting 

the Grand Canyon should be on everyone’s bucket list. 

Bob Klages, Oxford, Michigan

24   M A Y  2 0 1 8

A  R I V E R  S O  L O N G

It’s not the longest river in the United States — it ranks sixth, behind the 

Missouri, Mississippi, Yukon, Rio Grande and Arkansas — but the Colorado is the 

only river that carved a canyon that can be seen from outer space. That’s why  

it attracts so many photographers.   A P O R TFO LIO E D ITE D BY J E F F K I DA
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Spindly ocotillos 

punctuate a view of the 

Colorado River in the 

Grand Canyon. From its 

headwaters in Colorado, 

the river runs for 

1,450 miles through  

Utah, Arizona, Nevada, 

California and Mexico.  

 Shane McDermott

contact us  If you have thoughts or com-

ments about anything in Arizona Highways, we’d  

love to hear from you. We can be reached at editor@ 

arizonahighways.com, or by mail at 2039 W. Lewis 

Avenue, Phoenix, AZ 85009. For more information, 

visit www.arizonahighways.com.

 Y
our vivid article [White Water 

Adventure, May 2018] about rafting 

through the Grand Canyon didn’t 

leave much to the imagination. It’s not 

a trip for the faint of heart. I got a little 

taste of it when, in 1999, my grandson, 

Ben, and I joined an Elderhostel raft-

ing trip from Diamond Creek to Lake 

Mead. He and new friend, Joe, knelt in 

the very front of the raft and took every 

action of the rapids full in the face ... 

to their absolute delight. The night on 

the beach, with beavers slapping their 

tails on the water and the myriad stars 

overhead, was magical ... an indelible 

memory. Recalling that experience is a 

gift. Thank you for your article.

Gini Gregg, Paradise Valley, Arizona

 I
read Josef Muench’s story [White 

Water Adventure, May 2018] from your 

archives with special interest. Like 

Mr. Muench, I have “visited” the Grand 

Canyon many times, having hiked it 

every year since 1982 (and, in the pro-

cess, I also visited many other parts of 

the Grand Canyon State). But it wasn’t 

until last September when I “ran the 

rapids” from Lees Ferry to Lake Mead 

that I learned to “appreciate the Canyon 

in all its grandeur.” I also traveled the 

Rio Colorado with a Grand Canyon 

expedition company that traces its roots 

to another legendary Canyon river run-

ner — Norman Nevills — and earned 

the official designation “Canyoneer.” 

Arizona Highways continues to bring back 

many personal memories of my many 

Arizona visits in almost every issue, but 

this one was very special. 

John Goetz, Parker, Colorado

 I
n regard to the article about the 

Nankoweap Trail [This Isn’t Going to Be 

Easy, May 2018], which is described as 

the only “official” North Rim-to-river 

trail besides the North Kaibab Trail, 

please note that the North Bass Trail, 

along with the South Bass Trail, was 

the first rim-to-rim trail in the Grand 

Canyon. I am the great-grandson of 

W.W. Bass, and I am sure he would take 

offense to think his trail was not an offi-

cial North Rim-to-river trail.

Robert M. Lauzon, Flagstaff, Arizona

EDITOR’S NOTE: Thank you for your email, Rob-

ert. You’re correct that the Bass Trail is an o�cial 

trail from the North Rim to the Colorado River; 

however, in this context, the writer used “North 

Rim” to refer to the vicinity of the developed 

North Rim area of Grand Canyon National Park. 

Since the North Bass Trailhead is far northwest 

of that area, and requires a long drive on rugged 

dirt roads to reach it, it’s inaccessible to the vast 

majority of North Rim visitors.

 L
iving “Down Under,” we’d for years 

thought of Arizona in terms of the 

Grand Canyon (of course), along with 

desert, cactuses and cowboy movies. 

Then, a wonderful pair of proud 

Arizonans gave us a subscription to 

Arizona Highways. We were simply 

astounded to see the beauty of the 

changing landscape that Arizona offers 

and were delighted to learn something 

of its interesting history. The photogra-

phy is unparalleled and the articles so 

absorbing that every issue we’ve ever 

received has become dog-eared from our 

rereading. Aussie friends to whom we’ve 

passed our collection for perusal are 

equally amazed at the diversity of the 

landscape that each different season 

provides. We hope that this fascinating 

publication will continue for many 

decades to come. It’s priceless.

The Windsors, Ferny Hills, Queensland, Australia

 I
nearly jumped off the couch when I 

saw the reference to the Cedar Bench 

Wilderness [Open to the Public, January 

2018]. The people I’ve met that have 

actually been there can be counted on 

one hand. Although beautiful in its 

own right, the Cedar Bench Wilderness 

does not boast the panoramic vistas 

that Arizona’s more well-known loca-

tions do. However, in my three visits to 

“The Bench,” other than my backpack-

ing partner, I have never seen another 

soul. This solitude continues to draw 

me back. Thank you for highlighting one 

of my favorite spots. I’m confident that 

despite this attention, it will remain a 

place of solitude.

Tom Giedt, Glendale, Arizona

May 2018

LETTERS



Current 

Event
Dry Beaver Creek, south of  

Sedona and northeast of 

Camp Verde, belies its name 

as water flows over smoothed 

rocks. The creek is a tributary 

of Wet Beaver Creek, which  

itself is a tributary of the 

Verde River. For more informa-

tion, call the Coconino National 

Forest’s Red Rock Ranger Dis-

trict at 928-203-2900 or visit 

www.fs.usda.gov/coconino.

  CANON EOS 5D MARK II, 10 SEC, F/22,  

ISO 100, 21 MM LENS

PHOTOGRAPH BY MARK FRANK

THE JOURNAL
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Green Herons
NOAH AUSTIN

Depending on the season, green herons 

(Butorides virescens) can be found near 

water sources just about anywhere in  

Arizona, but they still can be hard to spot. 

Unlike larger herons, which often stand in 

open areas of wetlands, green herons, 

which are known for their green backs and 

chestnut bodies, tend to conceal them-

selves in vegetation. From there, they 

crouch patiently, then strike with their 

dagger-like bills to surprise fish. They’ll 

also use bread crusts, insects and other 

objects to create fishing lures, making 

them one of the world’s few tool-using 

bird species. While green herons remain 

common, their population declined by  

68 percent from 1966 to 2014, and habitat 

loss from wetland development is consid-

ered a significant threat to the species 

today. This green heron was spotted 

reaching for its next meal at a watering 

hole in the Phoenix area.

PHOTOGRAPH BY PEGGY COLEMAN

ADDITIONAL READING: 

To learn more about Arizona’s  
wildlife, pick up a copy of the  
Arizona Highways Wildlife  
Guide, which features 125 of  
the state’s native birds, mam-
mals, reptiles and other animal 
species. To order online, visit 
www.shoparizonahighways.com.

natureJ
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 D
epending on whom you talked to, 

Casa Grande Valley Farms was either 

visionary or disgraceful. The U.S. gov-

ernment started this 4,300-acre coop-

erative farm in the late 1930s, during the Great 

Depression, to help 60 poverty-stricken fami-

lies get back on their feet. Located in the dusty 

desert 65 miles southeast of Phoenix, Casa 

Grande Valley Farms was the region’s only 

large-scale cooperative farm, and it was home 

to Arizona farmers and Dust Bowl migrants. 

The agricultural experiment was born 

after government planners crunched numbers 

and found that cooperative farming would 

yield higher profits than resettling families 

on individual plots, thanks to economies of 

scale. With that in mind, the Farm Security 

Administration, a controversial New Deal 

agency, established a handful of large-scale 

cooperative farms in the United States in the 

late 1930s. 

The cooperative farms were met with criti-

cism and cries of communism. One congress-

man called them an “un-American scheme.” 

Although communal agriculture ran counter 

to the cherished value of individualism, low-

income farm workers were willing to give 

Casa Grande Valley Farms a try because of the 

higher quality of living and access to modern 

farming equipment. One selling point was the 

accommodations: comfortable adobe houses 

adjoining the farm, with amenities such as 

washing machines and natural gas. “We 

wouldn’t be here if we didn’t think there was 

a bright future on this cooperative farm for 

us,” one Casa Grande resident told The Arizona 

Daily Star in 1938.

Unfortunately, the members weren’t 

starry-eyed for long. As people joined the 

farm from different cultural and educational 

backgrounds, residents dwelled on their dif-

ferences rather than coming together as a com-

munity. In addition, there often were clashes 

between managers and cooperative members, 

creating a hostile work environment. Photo-

graphs made at the farm by FSA-sponsored 

documentary photographers Dorothea Lange 

and Russell Lee depict happy workers getting 

along, but historians say reality was less rosy.

In 1943, Congress eliminated funding for 

cooperative farms and gave Casa Grande 

Valley Farms’ members the opportunity to 

purchase the farm and run it as a private coop-

erative. They declined, and the farm was liq-

uidated — making it a failed, but interesting, 

experiment in American history.

We journeyed to the 

state’s northwest corner 

for our July 1968 issue, 

which focused on Mohave 

County. Alongside pho-

tos of Lake Mead, Lake 

Mohave and other North-

western Arizona attrac-

tions was an essay by pho-

tographer Carlos Elmer, a 

Mohave County native and 

longtime Arizona Highways 

contributor.

On July 4, 1918, the 

Southern Arizona town 

of Ajo marks Indepen-

dence Day with footraces, 

boxing contests, pie-

eating contests and other 

activities.

Arizona pioneer William 

Kirkland is born on July 12, 

1832, in Virginia. Kirkland 

is said to have been the 

first person to raise the 

American flag in Tucson, in 

the 1850s. He also played 

a prominent role in the 

founding of Tempe, a 

Phoenix suburb.

On July 15, 1948, the 

Arizona Supreme Court 

strikes down a provision 

of the state Constitution 

that had prevented Native 

Americans from voting in 

the state.

THIS MONTH 

IN HISTORY

Casa Grande Valley Farms, shown here around 1940, was an ambitious experiment in large-scale cooperative farming.

historyJ

PHOTOGRAPH: LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, PRINTS & PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION

50 YEARS AGO
IN ARIZONA HIGHWAYS

Casa Grande Valley Farms
In the late 1930s, the Farm Security Administration established a handful of large-scale 
cooperative farms in the U.S. One of them was located 65 miles southeast of Phoenix.

KAYLA FROST
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dining J

PHOTOGRAPH BY JOHN BURCHAM

A SHIFT IS A DEVIATION from the 

expected, a journey into something new 

and different. After years of building cul-

inary expertise in other people’s restau-

rants, Joe and Dara Rodger knew their first 

joint venture would be the ultimate shift.

Occupying a bright, narrow storefront 

in downtown Flagstaff, the Rodgers’ 

Shift restaurant is about changing per-

spectives on fine dining and proving a 

mountain town is ready for elevated cui-

sine. Don’t expect white tablecloths or a 

traditional dinner plate of an entrée and 

side dishes. Instead, let Shift’s expertly 

trained staff take the wheel, serving as 

guides to the ever-changing menu of art-

fully prepared small plates.  

Joe handles the savory side, while 

Dara’s love for the art of pastries is front 

and center on the dessert menu. Those 

lucky enough to snag a seat at the chef’s 

counter are treated to a beautifully 

orchestrated culinary show.

Joe is part artist, part surgeon as he 

constructs a plate of melt-in-your-mouth 

braised beef belly with cornbread pud-

ding, using tweezers to meticulously 

garnish with brightly colored radishes. 

He also has a mad-scientist side, push-

ing the boundaries of the traditional 

and expected use of ingredients. This 

talent shines through in the sourdough 

spaghetti, composed of dehydrated and 

milled sourdough bread starter that 

would otherwise be discarded. Topped 

with breadcrumbs and black pepper, it’s 

equal parts decadent and delicate.

Dara works alongside Joe, her corner 

of the small kitchen dedicated to produc-

ing irresistible sweet concoctions. Watch-

ing her compose a plate of fluffy cream 

puffs stuffed with preserved blueberries 

and garnished with roasted bits of white 

chocolate is impressive. What’s even 

more impressive is that she’s likely simul-

taneously working on a lemon curd for 

tomorrow’s dessert and rolling out home-

made dough for the next morning’s 

quiche. 

While their coexistence in the kitchen 

is a case study for marriage counselors, 

Joe and Dara have their own pet projects 

to foster their respective talents. Dara’s 

baby is Morning Shift, a takeaway break-

fast and coffee stop. She flexes her pastry 

muscles with mouthwatering baked 

goods, including a flaky chocolate crois-

sant that rivals those of any French café. 

Joe keeps the party going until 1 a.m. 

on Fridays and Saturdays with Night 

Shift. A chance to show off the robust 

cocktail program, Night Shift is far 

superior to hitting the drive-thru for 

late-night cravings. French fries are on 

the menu, but Shift’s pickled version — 

brined with apple cider vinegar, sugar 

and water, and served with a grown-up 

version of traditional onion dip — begs 

the question of why regular fries exist.  

The Rodgers’ goal with Shift was to 

create a place where they’d want to eat. 

Mission accomplished, even without the 

white tablecloths.

FLAGSTAFF Shift, 107 N. San Francisco Street, Suite 2, 928-440-5135, www.shiftflg.com

Shift
When the Rodgers decided to open a restaurant, their goal was to create a place 
where they’d want to eat. Turns out, everyone else wants to eat there, too. 

JACKI LENNERS
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“Our choices are as varied as 

the land we inhabit,” Arizona 

Highways Editor Gary Avey 

wrote in our June 1980 issue, 

which was all about fishing. 

“Today we can try a desert 

lake, mountain stream, the 

Colorado River or even go 

down to the gulf. Wherever 

our destination, it will be our 

special secret spot.” Among 

the photos in the issue was 

this Bob Whitaker shot of a 

catfish angler in the Colorado 

River’s Topock Gorge, part of 

Havasu National Wildlife 

Refuge.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BOB WHITAKER

from our archives [June 1980] J
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photographyJ

JK: Tell us about this  

photograph.

GS: I shot this along Ruby 

Road, northwest of Nogales 

in Southern Arizona, looking 

toward Baboquivari Peak at 

sunrise. Arizona Highways was 

looking for images of grass-

lands, so I was just chasing 

them. There was no rain the 

night before, so I don’t know 

where this mist came from, 

but it turned into one of those 

moments a photographer gets 

only every three or four years.

JK: How did you know this 

would be a good spot to  

capture the scene?

GS: I had been down in the 

area several years ago, for 

another Arizona Highways 

assignment, and I remem-

bered this vantage point.  

I like to say I do my best work 

when I’ve been in a place long 

enough to have named all the 

cactuses. By the time I’m really 

sick of going there, once I see 

a cloud or some other weather 

moving in, I know where I need 

to be to get a good shot.

JK: Are you more of a hands-

on shooter, or do you use 

software or other tools to 

help you out?

GS: One of the tools I use a lot 

is Google Earth. You can enter 

a date and watch the sunrise in 

any given place. That helps me 

determine when and where 

to shoot, especially when it 

comes to mountains, because 

I can tell which peaks will be 

illuminated or in shadow, and 

at what time. I use that ahead 

of time, and when I’m on loca-

tion, I have an app that tells 

me when and where the sun’s 

going to rise and set.

JK: The composition of this 

shot is what really drew me 

to it. That thin band of fog 

really separates the cool 

foreground from the warm 

background.

GS: I wish I could have gotten 

up on a ladder or something 

to catch more of the mist, but 

I was happy with this shot. 

Sometimes you go out for two 

weeks and don’t come back 

with anything, but when some-

thing like this happens, you can 

get 10 great photos in a matter 

of minutes. 

To learn more about photography,  

visit www.arizonahighways.com/photography.

Q&A: George Stocking
PHOTO EDITOR JEFF KIDA

Photograph  
Havasu Canyon

October 11-15, Grand Canyon  

World-renowned photogra-

pher Ralph Lee Hopkins leads 

this trip via helicopter to the 

remote village of Supai. From 

there, participants will take 

moderate hikes to photograph 

stunning waterfalls and  

blue-green Havasu Creek.  

Information: 888-790-7042  

or www.ahps.org

PHOTOGRAPHS:  ABOVE, LEFT JIM CHAMBERLAIN  ABOVE GEORGE STOCKING  

PHOTO  
WORKSHOP
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Sunrise illuminates Baboquivari Peak as fog shrouds a rolling Southern Arizona grassland.
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IF YOUR IDEA of a relaxing vacation is 

sitting in your room and watching Law 

& Order reruns, you can do that at Greer 

Peaks Lodge. But you’ll be missing out on 

much of what makes this Eastern Arizona 

gem special, says Ryan Nelson, who’s 

been the lodge’s general manager for the 

past three years. When he arrived, the 

town was still reeling from the 2011 Wal-

low Fire, which burned to within a few 

hundred feet of the hotel. Subsequently, 

tourism in this part of the White Moun-

tains took a hit.

“It seemed like Greer was just kind of 

dying,” Nelson says. “There were a lot of 

properties for sale. We really wanted to 

bring more energy.”

The hotel got its start as a ski lodge in 

the 1970s. Back then, a ski run and a lift 

sat adjacent to the property. A renovation 

in the early 1990s added a rustic vibe and 

enclosed the lodge’s porch, which over-

looks the vibrant green meadows of the 

Greer area.

But not much had changed since then, 

and Nelson and his family, who live on 

the property, sought to breathe life into 

the old lodge by offering a variety of 

activities to guests. They added badmin-

ton and tetherball areas, a playground 

and a small Frisbee golf course for sum-

mer visitors, and in winter, guests can 

tackle the sledding hill via snow tubes, 

which are provided. But the biggest draw 

for many summer guests is that everyone 

gets two free hours of boating and fishing 

on nearby lakes. The lodge provides the 

canoes, kayaks and fishing poles.

All the new amenities have made Greer 

Peaks Lodge a popular pick for family 

reunions and company retreats, which 

sometimes take up all 14 of the lodge’s 

rooms. The smallest of those rooms 

includes a queen bed and sleeps two, 

while the largest suite — with a fireplace, 

two bedrooms and a loft — has space for 

eight. In the morning, all guests can enjoy 

a hot breakfast in the dining room, which 

used to be the ski lodge’s restaurant. For 

large groups, the hotel offers all-inclusive 

packages that include meals and activities.

In short, there’s no shortage of diver-

sions at Greer Peaks Lodge. And that 

likely means you’ll postpone your Law & 

Order binge until you get home. “We try 

to make it so you’re not just sitting and 

doing nothing,” Nelson says. “We want 

you to have plenty of things to do.”

lodgingJ

GREER Greer Peaks Lodge, 1 Main Street, 928-735-7617, www.greerpeakslodge.com

Greer Peaks Lodge
What began as a ski lodge in the 1970s is now a rustic retreat that connects 
its guests with the lakes and meadows of Eastern Arizona.

NOAH AUSTIN

PHOTOGRAPH BY STEVEN MECKLER
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U.S. Route 191 curves into 
the pines near Hannagan 
Meadow in Eastern 
Arizona’s White Mountains. 
This section of U.S. 191 is 
known as the Coronado Trail.  

  RANDY PRENTICE
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EDITOR’S NOTE: It’s been almost 60 years since we first did a story like this. The original, which was titled 

When the Open Road Calls, ran in our September 1960 issue. The tour that year began in Monument Valley and 

ended at Gila Bend. It was a 10-day trip, and we gave it 20 pages. This time around, we’ve set aside the entire feature 

well — 36 pages — for Matt Jaffe’s re-creation of the ultimate Arizona road trip. Although many things have changed 

since Joyce Rockwood Muench and her husband, Josef, made their journey, the theme remains the same: There’s 

nothing like a summer road trip in Arizona. So, throw the kids in the station wagon, buckle up and hit the road.

Rolling down U.S. Route 60, past the old gem store and an abandoned two-story building in 

Morristown, my wife, Becky, and I recognize the mix of wistfulness and exhilaration com-

ing over us as the Arizona outback gives way to Outback Steakhouse and the other unsur-

prising franchises of suburban Surprise.

It’s the end of a 12-day, 2,100-mile road trip up, down and across Arizona. The inspiration for 

the drive came from a September 1960 Arizona Highways article by Joyce Rockwood Muench about 

an epic journey through the state that she and her husband, acclaimed photographer and maga-

zine contributor Josef Muench, took six decades ago.

Becky and I were born to the road trip. She used to come to Arizona in a two-tone Oldsmobile 

Super 88, her mother behind the wheel and chain-smoking Newports, during annual 2,500-mile 

summer drives from New Jersey to visit grandparents in Prescott. Starting when she was 8, Becky 

kept a detailed ledger of gas purchases, hotel costs and spending on meals. She still writes the 

checks in our household.

With destinations from Colorado to Quebec City, my family would set out from Chicago, first 

in a series of battered Buicks, then in a Ford Galaxie 500 (Dad was auto agnostic). I was packed in 

the back seat with my brother and sister, while Mom rode shotgun. She was a fine woman but the 

world’s worst driver, and in an era when kids actually walked to school, she took an extended 

driving hiatus, leaving my father to cover the hundreds of daily vacation miles by himself.

Becky and I didn’t set out to retrace the Muenches’ route, but we hoped to recapture the spirit 

of their adventure by sticking to two-lane highways whenever possible as we hit icons such as the 

Grand Canyon and traveled to obscure pockets of the state. Roughly six times as many people live 

in Arizona now as lived here in 1960. But plenty of other things just don’t change within a lifetime.

ILLUSTRATION BY SUSAN HUNT YULE



Morning light warms a group 
of mature saguaro cactuses 
amid the rounded buttes 
of Cabeza Prieta National 
Wildlife Refuge. The 
860,000-acre refuge is along 
Arizona’s border with Mexico.  

  RANDY PRENTICE
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DAY 1: SQUEEGEES, UFOS  
AND A MINING TOWN

The outskirts of Phoenix skirt a lot farther out than they 

once did, and we don’t fully break free of the city until 

we turn south onto State Route 85 past Buckeye. It’s a familiar 

road: the bypass around Phoenix on the drive to Tucson from 

Los Angeles. So we tick off the landmarks: the broad, tamarisk-

clogged channel of the Gila River (we always check for stream 

flows); the state prison, a little farther south; and Holt’s Shell, 

in Gila Bend. 

We so love this gas station.

People rarely rhapsodize about gas stations in their odes to 

the romance of the open road. But when you’re traveling, there 

is poetry in the practicalities. At Holt’s, the bathrooms are spa-

cious and clean. The squeegees, their rubber blades eternally 

firm, are attached to extended rods for easier debugging of 

windshields. The squeegees wait at the ready in buckets per-

petually filled, as if directly fed by upwellings from an aquifer 

of Windex.

Then there’s the art. Near the gas pumps, oxidized metal 

sculptures of velociraptors stand next to life-size replicas of 

the famous Western statue End of the Trail. Look around and 

you’ll find perfectly decent Mexican pottery and copious 

Kokopellis, too. But it’s the sheer randomness of the collection 

that proves positively hypnotic as your eye scans from shelves 

of Bud Light-swilling chimpanzees wearing cowboy hats to a 

beatific Our Lady of Guadalupe, and finally to lifelike iguanas 

gazing from rocks alongside beaming Minions.

Still far from the end of our trail, we quickly return to the 

road, bound for the old copper mining town of Ajo. The drive 

south across the creosote flats is largely uneventful, except for 

a brief passage through the craggy volcanic spires of Crater 

Range at Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge. Becky has 

never been to Ajo, but I have a special affection for it. Back in 

March 1997, I experienced maybe the most cosmic 12 hours 

of my life when I witnessed the Phoenix Lights, the UFO 

phenomenon observed throughout the state, then Comet Hale-

Bopp at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument south of town.

Q: Favorite hotel/lodge?

A: Hacienda Corona de Guevavi, Nogales
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Things are decidedly more earthbound as we slowly orbit 

Ajo’s Spanish Colonial plaza. Ajo certainly has the dusty mar-

gins of a mining town, as well as an ample selection of places 

selling Mexican auto insurance. Its center, however, embodies 

grander ambitions. With its whitewashed arcades, palm trees 

and broad green lawn, the heart of Ajo is as romantic a small-

town setting as you’ll find in Arizona. 

Mining towns are not typically thought of as beautiful cities. 

But Ajo has roots in the City Beautiful movement, the philoso-

phy that emerged in the 19th century and sought to uplift the 

lives of residents through planning that emphasized public 

spaces and inspiring architecture. It was John Campbell Green-

way, a mining manager and member of Theodore Roosevelt’s 

Rough Riders, who, along with his wife, Isabella (founder 

of Tucson’s Arizona Inn), encouraged the development of the 

town center as the nearby New Cornelia copper mine boomed.

“The concept in Ajo was that you would come in to the train 

depot. That was the moment of arrival,” says Aaron Cooper, 

executive director of the International Sonoran Desert Alli-

ance (ISDA), a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting 

economic development in the area. “Then you would walk out 

and see shopping and the churches and the schools, all in one 

vision, and think, I could see having a family here. As opposed to 

most of the mining communities at the time, where you would 

arrive and think, There’s the bar, there’s the brothel, and there’s the 

bunkhouse. All of those things were still in Ajo. But at least you 

wouldn’t see them right away.”

When the mine and smelter closed in 1985, Ajo pretty much 

shut down with them. After peaking at around 10,000, the 

town’s population dropped to around 2,000. By the early 1990s, 

the Curley School, the grand cupola-topped structure built 

as part of the original town design, was shuttered and began 

deteriorating. What becomes of a mining town when there is 

no mining? 

Cooper gives us a tour of the old school, where, as part of a 

$9.6 million renovation project, the ISDA converted classrooms 

into 30 artist spaces for living and working. We’re staying at 

the Sonoran Desert Inn and Conference Center, which has styl-

ish, contemporary rooms that open onto a courtyard with a 

community garden. With mining long gone, the idea, Cooper 

says, is to find a future for Ajo centered on its Sonoran Desert 

setting, the creative energy of an emerging arts community, 

and the intersection of rich cultural influences — American, 

Tohono O’odham and Mexican — in this part of Arizona. In 

September, the ISDA sponsored Ajo’s annual International 

Day of Peace, a celebration that included a parade featuring 

folklórico dancers; a cheerleader troupe from Puerto Peñasco, 

Mexico; and federal Border Patrol agents.

“It was a celebration of being good neighbors and sharing 

the same desert,” Cooper says. “I always tell people that the 

farther you are from the border, the more black and white it is. 

The closer you are to the border, the more nuanced the issues 

become. It’s not a simple challenge.”

DAY 2: A GLORIOUS STRETCH  
OF NOTHING AND NO ONE

The coyotes howl through the night, and in the morning, we 

take a meandering walk around town, past the old hospital 

and the mine overlook, then back to the plaza. A block away, 

we wander into Artists’ Alley, where vibrant, socially con-

scious murals, many created during a 2015 weeklong paint-in, 

adorn the walls.

Establishing a pattern that will increasingly haunt us as the 

trip progresses, we get off to a late start, forcing us to forsake 

Organ Pipe. Passing U.S. Customs and Border Protection’s Ajo 

Station as speeding Puerto Peñasco-bound traffic continues 

south, we follow the signs for Tucson, heading east on State 

Route 86 and into the Tohono O’odham Nation. 

If you want to imagine yourself in the Arizona of 1940, albeit 

while driving an SUV with keyless ignition and satellite radio, 

then this is your road. Between Why and the edge of Tucson, 

it’s a glorious stretch of nothing and no one, through desert 

sufficiently isolated to support a population of Sonoran prong-

horns, one of North America’s rarest mammals. 

We pass an intersection — Hickiwan to the left and Gu Vo 

to the right. The mesquites and creosotes are leafed out, while 

the ocotillos, their leaves glowing gold, offer a bit of fall color, 

Sonoran Desert style. A few westbound cars roar by, but no one 

appears in our rearview mirror for a good 45 miles. 

The road runs beneath the observatories high on Kitt Peak 

before we fight our way through construction on the edge of 

Tucson, a shock to the system after so much emptiness. So is 

southbound Interstate 19, although the 70-mile drive to the 

border is one of the more intriguing sections of interstate in 

Arizona.

In a bit more than 40 miles, you can go from the grandeur 

of an 18th century altar, at Mission San Xavier del Bac, to the 

front lines of the Cold War, inside a silo at the Titan Missile 

Museum. Then you can time-travel back to the arrival of the 

Q: What books did you take along?
A: Travels With Charley, by John Steinbeck; Finders Keepers:  
A Tale of Archaeological Plunder and Obsession, by Craig Childs;  
and Capirotada: A Nogales Memoir, by Alberto Álvaro Ríos.
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Spanish at Tubac and Tumacácori National Historical Park as 

the highway signs count down the distance to Mexico in both 

miles and kilometers.

South of the town of Tumacacori, we stick to the frontage 

road, the old Nogales Highway, and travel past ranches as we 

parallel the Santa Cruz River. It’s almost dark by the time we 

rejoin the interstate. First, a coyote dashes across the lanes. 

Then, a mile up, we see an unfamiliar silhouette: an animal low 

to the ground, with a long snout and tail. The surprisingly fast 

coati sprints in front of us. 

In the hills outside Nogales, we cross the sandy channel of 

the Santa Cruz and climb to our inn, the Hacienda Corona de 

Guevavi. Arriving after dark is hardly ideal, but it adds to the 

dreamy feeling as we enter a courtyard where delicate fres-

coes adorn adobe walls nearly 2 feet thick. There are scenes of 

Mexican village life — women in embroidered peasant dresses, 

men wearing sombreros and serapes. One man leads a burro; 

another balances on his head a cage filled with green parrots, 

some fluttering freely, as the women sell calabacitas, flowers 

and a basket of doves.

We’re greeted by owner Nisa Stover, who shows us to 

the John Wayne Room, which the actor used as a getaway 

after discovering this part of Arizona while filming Red River. 

Wayne befriended and went into business with Ralph Wing-

field, whose ranch here was one of the most historic in Arizona.

Stover puts together an impromptu dinner, its centerpiece 

a crusty loaf from Tucson’s Barrio Bread, and does her best to 

convey both the ranch’s long history and the events that led 

to her unlikely move to the Arizona borderlands. Originally 

2,000 acres, the ranch dates to a Spanish settlement at the end 

of the 17th century. It was here that Father Eusebio Francisco 

Kino established his first mission in the present-day United 

States. The site later became one of Southern Arizona’s most 

influential cattle ranches. 

While her parents had deep ties to Arizona, Stover mostly 

grew up in Connecticut. Her mother, Wendy, worked for Orion 

Pictures in New York City, while her father, Philip, at one time 

an aspiring singer-songwriter, owned a restaurant. The Stovers 

had always wanted to operate a bed and breakfast, and as they 

looked for an opportunity on the East Coast, her mother heard 

the Guevavi property was available. 

She went to Arizona and sneaked onto the property to 

make pictures. “My mother came back and said, ‘Look at this 

gem!’ ” Stover says. “It was not a gem. But a few weeks later, 

my dad came out and said he thought it was all just meant to 

be. I thought they had lost their marbles — that this is what a 

midlife crisis looks like.”

The Stovers bought the house in 2002. Wisteria grew across 

the walkway and up the walls of the entrance, and when the 

couple began pulling away the vines, they began to realize how 

extensive the murals were.

An artist named Salvador Corona began painting the murals 

in 1944. Corona longed to be an artist but planned to go into 

bullfighting. Fate, in the form of a bull’s horn, intervened when 

Corona was gored in the leg. “His father really encouraged him 

to pursue art, because he knew it was something that Salvador 

liked and that he would be good at,” Stover says.

After extensive work on the house, the Stovers opened the 

hacienda within a year and a half. They designed a brand for 

the property that captures the ranch’s history: A cross, sym-

bolizing the old mission, sits atop a crown honoring Corona, 

which rests on a curved line representing the ranch’s hills. 

Stover, who had moved to the San Diego area to work in 

high-end interior design and be within driving distance of 

her parents, never expected to live out here. But following her 

father’s death, and with her mother ill with cancer, she moved 

to the hacienda and stayed for more than two years. When 

Wendy passed away, and with foreclosure looming, Stover 

made the quick, life-changing decision to take over the historic 

hacienda. 

“No way in hell did I think I was going to be in Nogales,” she 

says. “But this place is a gift that my parents left to me and my 

girls, and to my brother and his children. I can watch my kids 

running around and catching frogs and riding horses. And the 

most important thing is, I wanted my kids to know who my 

parents were. What it means to have a vision when everybody 

else says you’re nuts. To work really, really hard to achieve that 

goal, and for each other. To hold on to what you’re given. And 

there’s just something about this property that draws people at 

different times, for different reasons.”

DAY 3: A STAGECOACH ON A SIDE 
STREET AND A HARLOT ON A HARLEY

State Route 82 travels past the turnoff for the terminal build-

ing and lone runway at Nogales International Airport, the 

Sky Harbor of Santa Cruz County, on its way to Patagonia, 

17 miles from the hacienda. With our night’s destination, the 

Dreamcatcher Bed and Breakfast near Chiricahua National 

Monument, 200 miles away, we move into trip triage mode, 

trying to plan a manageable day during a drive packed with 

destinations.

On the edge of Patagonia, the highway reaches Sonoita 

Creek’s cottonwood bosque, the first real forest we’ve seen 

during the drive. The trees are just beginning to show their 

fall hues, but the play of colors is more vibrant outside Sonoita. 

Billowing, fast-moving clouds cruise the cerulean sky, casting 

shadows that race across the golden rangelands stretching east, 

toward the Huachuca Mountains.

SR 82 drops to the San Pedro River on the approach to 

Tombstone. Confession: Although I’ve watched John Ford’s 

Tombstone classic My Darling Clementine multiple times, I’ve 

never actually gone to see the re-enactment of the Gunfight at 

the O.K. Corral (which actually happened a few doors down, 

but “the Gunfight in a Vacant Lot on Fremont Street” doesn’t 

quite have the same ring). 
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We won’t make it to the shootout today. High noon 

has already come and gone, and after getting stuck 

behind a stagecoach on a Tombstone side street, we 

leave town, continuing south and through the looking 

glass of the Mule Pass Tunnel, with Bisbee waiting on 

the other side.

I’m from Chicago, but Bisbee is my kind of town. 

It’s all brick and stone walls, with staircases climbing 

toward hills so red, they appear to have rusted. Faded 

advertising signs cover the sides of buildings, while 

inlaid tile mosaic entryways for long-forgotten busi-

nesses survive as ghostly reminders of Bisbee’s boom 

days. Legend has it that Bisbee was the biggest city 

between St. Louis and San Francisco, which isn’t true. 

But considering the productivity of the local copper 

I’m also more intrigued by a gunfight’s coda than 

by its forensics: Wyatt Earp outlived the Clantons, the 

McLaurys and Billy Claiborne by more than 40 years. 

In 1929, the 80-year-old Earp finally rode off into the 

sunset, in Los Angeles of all places, before the onetime 

Dodge City lawman’s ashes were interred at a Jewish 

cemetery outside San Francisco.

Earp stuck around long enough to see stories like 

his inspire dime novels, then silent movies. He even 

went to Hollywood himself and worked as a technical 

adviser on some early Westerns, befriending movie 

cowboys William S. Hart and Tom Mix (killed in a 

1940 car accident outside Florence), who served as 

Earp’s pallbearers. When the legend becomes fact, 

film the legend.



w w w . a r i z o n a h i g h w a y s . c o m   25

mines and the solidity of Bisbee’s architecture, it’s 

easy to see how that myth took hold.

Becky and I walk around Bisbee, then up to the 

courthouse area to see the heroic “Copper Man” 

statue, before meandering back to the car. There’s a 

woman wearing a period bordello costume and rid-

ing on the back of a motorcycle — a harlot on a Harley 

— and musicians carrying guitars and rolling a drum 

set through an alley. Something’s happening in town. 

Or maybe it’s just another Friday afternoon in Bisbee.

Q: What snacks did you keep in the car?
A: Lightly salted almonds, apples, oranges, pecan  
bars from Gathering Grounds in Patagonia,  
Barbara’s Morning Oat Crunch cereal, Clif Builder’s 
protein bars and Luna bars.

Past Pirtleville (for the record, named for founder 

Elmo R. Pirtle), we turn south, down Pan American Ave-

nue in Douglas, toward Mexico, then drive along Inter-

national Avenue, which parallels the border and might 

be the southernmost city street in Arizona. The avenue’s 

modest homes look toward a mesh fence, a trench and 

a higher iron barrier with tightly spaced vertical slats. 

Through the gaps, we catch broken glimpses of the trees 

and buildings in Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico.

Pan American Avenue is lined by the greatest hits of 

U.S. franchises: first O’Reilly Auto Parts, then AutoZone, 

Carl’s Jr. and McDonald’s. After this anonymous Ameri-

cana is the downtown’s Gadsden Hotel. Opened in 

1907 and older than the state of Arizona itself, it offers 

some welcome Douglas history. It’s the old smelter 

town’s most famous landmark, and while I had expected 

the faded glory of past visits, as we enter the lobby, the 

hotel is alive with the sounds of norteño music.

A local family has rented the entire hotel for a week-

end party to celebrate the matriarch’s 95th birthday. 

She’s retired from her job working for the justice of the 

peace, but we’re told she still likes to get out on the 

dance floor. The band — sharp-dressed men out of Agua 

Prieta, three in white cowboy hats and two in black, but 

all wearing boots tapering to points that could cut dia-

monds — rehearses a set of standards. 

We walk up the white marble staircase, the only 

surviving feature from the original hotel after a fire in 

the late 1920s, and listen from the mezzanine, where 

sunlight pours through a 42-foot-long stained-glass mural 

depicting a Sonoran Desert panorama of saguaros, ocoti-

llos and prickly pears. 

The musicians step down from the stage with their 

instruments, the drummer with just his snare, and 

launch into Ramón Ayala’s Que Me Lleve el Diablo (“Let 

the Devil Take Me”) for three family members sipping 

beer while lounging on sofas set between the lobby’s 

pink marble columns.

North of Douglas, on U.S. Route 191, the late-after-

noon sun shimmers on the silver grain silos outside Elf-

rida as a flock of sandhill cranes, in their “V” formation, 

wings overhead, bound for the wetlands at Whitewater 

Draw. A few miles from the inn, a ringtail runs across 

the road. We’re happy to settle in just before dark, even 

though a planned hike in Chiricahua National Monu-

ment will have to wait until morning.

State Route 82 cuts through a rolling grassland east of 
the Sonoita area. In the distance, to the northeast, are the 
Whetstone Mountains.    AMY S. MARTIN
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DAY 4: BALES OF COTTON AND  
COCONUT-MILK MACCHIATO

You can’t expect solitude in a national park on a 

holiday weekend. Even so, my reflexive grumbling 

begins as we pull up at Chiricahua’s Echo Canyon Trail-

head and find a full parking lot.

Ask Becky: I can become a surly hiker when we can’t 

get far from the nattering crowd on a trail. Up ahead, 

there’s a large group chattering away as they pose for 

selfies — which, truth be told, break the spell Chirica-

hua’s hoodoos can cast. Frosted with lichen, the clusters 

of rhyolite towers create one of Arizona’s most surreal 

landscapes, as if you’ve stumbled into a mosh pit of moai 

from Easter Island.

But the mood on the trail is every bit as festive as 

the day is beautiful, and the good vibes wear down 

even a curmudgeon. A boy, maybe 11 or 12 and wearing 

an immaculate white button-down and a black fedora 

cocked just so, has worked his way into a narrow alcove 

in the side of a hoodoo, creating a composition worthy 

of a fashion shoot.

We eavesdrop on bits of conversation: “Every time 

I’m here, I’m reminded of the love of my life who left 

me: Shelley Jewell.” Then, as we return to the car, a 

woman approaches, her eyes red. She’s desperate to talk 

and tells us she recently moved from Allentown, Penn-

sylvania. The words pour out of her: “I’ve just never 

seen any place like this! I just cried. I’ve hiked all over 

the country, and I’ve never shed tears anywhere else. 

You can’t take pictures — they don’t do it justice. You 

Rhyolite hoodoos guard the hillsides of Southeastern 
Arizona’s Chiricahua National Monument at sunset. The hoodoos 
formed as a result of frost wedging, in which ice enlarges cracks 
in rocks over hundreds of thousands of years.  
  SEAN PARKER

just have to keep it in your heart.”

Back on the road, on State Route 186, we catch a 

glimpse of the dry lake at Willcox Playa before drop-

ping into the town of Willcox, where it’s too early for 

wine tasting or a Blizzard at the old Dairy Queen. Fol-

lowing Haskell Avenue out of town, past the livestock 

auction pens, we catch up to and pass a freight train 

before hopping onto Interstate 10, our last stretch of 

interstate for 350 miles. We then head north on U.S. 191.

Puffs of cotton fleck the croplands of the San Simon 

Valley southeast of Safford, while huge bales, round 

and tightly wrapped in yellow polyethylene, rest on 

the ground in fields already harvested. During lunch at 

Casa Mañana in Safford, we watch as two ambulances 

race past on Fifth Street, and later, we come upon a 

downed motorcycle, no motorcyclist in sight, as emer-

gency teams search the ravine below the road.

The highway crosses the Gila River, then passes the 

abandoned drive-in movie theater at Three Way, named 

for the junction of highways here. U.S. 191 continues 

through the ominous-sounding Buzzard Roost Canyon 

and Rattlesnake Canyon before reaching Clifton, an old 

copper mining town in a flood-prone canyon along the 

San Francisco River.

The 1913 Mission Revival train depot is impressive, 

while weeds clog the infield of the old high school 

ballpark, home of the mighty Trojans, where there’s 

still a scoreboard at the top of the golden grandstand. 

Although 37 acres are encompassed in the Clifton Town-

site Historic District, most of the town’s buildings are 

awaiting a fuller restoration that may never come. It’s a 

kind of buzzless Bisbee.

The action around these parts is to the north, in 

Morenci, the modern company town for operations 

at the Morenci Mine, which employs more than 

3,000 people. Thanks to one of Arizona’s most isolated 

Starbucks locations, Morenci is also your last chance 

until Pinetop-Lakeside, 161 miles away, for that hazelnut 

mocha coconut-milk macchiato you’ve been craving.

Even after seeing major digs in Ajo and Bisbee, we’re 

totally unprepared for Morenci’s scale. From Clifton, it 

takes 14 twisting miles and nearly 30 minutes just to get 
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past this terraced gouge in the Earth’s crust. It’s a battered 

landscape that would give Mad Max pause. The mine, one 

of North America’s largest, produced nearly 750 million 

pounds of copper in 2017. We pass a cascade of rock com-

ing down a conveyor, with road signs warning of an “Acid 

Truck Route” and that “Blastings Can Occur Daily.” The 

wind whips up dust, and as things begin feeling especially 

apocalyptic, a massive bighorn ram slowly crosses the road, 

then effortlessly ascends the opposite slope. His bearing 

conveys a message: This still belongs to me.

Becky and I lost a huge amount of time in Clifton. 

Despite my vow to arrive at Hannagan Meadow Lodge 

before nightfall, we still have two hours of mountain road 

to cover in the dwindling light. This was not the plan: The 

temperature plunges, and the road starts endlessly switch-

backing through the White Mountains’ pine forests. I’ve 

never driven this stretch, and I get the distinct feeling that 

I am not of this country.

About 20 minutes past Sardine Saddle, where one speed-

ing southbound car nearly skids off the road, the highway 

briefly straightens out and drops from 

the mountains to Four Bar Mesa, a hang-

ing valley of grasslands and junipers that 

glows pink with the setting sun. It’s a nice 

reprieve, but we’ve lost elevation and soon 

start climbing again.

Having seen a dead mountain lion on 

I-10, javelinas rooting around just off high-

way shoulders, and an assortment of jack-

rabbits and roadrunners playing chicken 

with the car, all creatures, great and small, are no longer a 

surprise. But the final miles to Hannagan Meadow have a 

Where the Wild Things Are spookiness to them, as shadowy 

mule deer and elk move through the trees just off the road. 

At Hannagan Meadow, elevation 9,100 feet, temperatures 

have already fallen to the mid-30s. We’ve seen three cars 

over the final 60 miles, an indication that most everyone 

else knows better than to drive this highway in the dark. 

So, it’s a shock to walk into the lodge restaurant and find 

other people. 

Four hunters in camo gear sit quietly in a corner, while 

a more boisterous party of 10, an extended family of three 

generations, banters with the waitress. One of the 20-some-

thing sons, after a few too many beers the night before, 

walked into the unlocked restaurant at 2 a.m. (things are 

pretty casual at Hannagan Meadow), then brought seven 

uncooked chicken cordon bleus, a frozen mac and cheese, 

and a pie back to his cabin.

He says he was hungry.

From what we can gather, he cooked up a few of the 

chickens, plus the mac and cheese, but passed out before 

slicing into the pie. Pleading his case to the skeptical wait-

ress, he says he planned to pay for everything in the morn-

ing and offers to return the still-uneaten pie. She stares at 

him, saying nothing.

“What are you looking at?”

She points to her eyes, then back to him, and says: “I’m 

lookin’ at you, buddy. That’s who!”

New Mexico locusts 
(Robinia neomexicana) 
bloom along a forest road 
near U.S. Route 191 in 
the White Mountains of 
Eastern Arizona. The trees 
are found in mountainous 
regions throughout the 
American Southwest.   

  NICK BEREZENKO



Q: Did you ever think, Boy, it sure would be nice to have a C.B. right about now?
A: Maybe at Sardine Saddle, between Morenci and Hannagan Meadow. We were really 
ready to get off the road and we didn’t have any service, as I remember.



DAY 5: PHYTOSAURS WRESTLE  
NEXT TO A TROPICAL SWAMP

A veil of mist hugs the ground at Hannagan Meadow as we 

load the car before traveling beneath slopes of blackened 

ponderosa pines, victims of the 2011 Wallow Fire. The day 

quickly clouds up, and over 23 miles, the highway loses nearly 

1,000 feet of elevation before reaching Alpine, where we pass a 

taxidermy shop and a Confederate flag whipping in the wind.

Farther north, near Eagar on State Route 260, I’m surprised 

to see a sign for the Little Colorado River. Here, the river is 

just a meandering creek flowing across a pasture, not set deep 

within the gorge I’m familiar with near the Grand Canyon. But 

the Little Colorado is a reminder that we’ve crossed a divide 

in the mountains, and now every creek and arroyo is, like us, 

flowing inevitably toward the Canyon.

We’re not catching this stretch on the best day. The heavy 

overcast has drained the color from the landscape. The aspens 

have already dropped their leaves, and the snow fences along 

the highway, along with the downhill runs etching the slopes 

at Sunrise Park Resort, still await the first storms of the season. 

The drive through Pinetop-Lakeside to Show Low seems long 

and, after so much emptiness along the drive, bustling.

Becky takes the wheel after lunch in Show Low as we leave 

the mountains, moving from the pine forest into stands of 

junipers, where a large herd of pronghorns thunders up a rise. 

A cottonwood blazes with full color in Concho, where State 

Route 180A passes the old adobe San Rafael Catholic Church, 

its New Mexico style reflecting the community’s historical ties 
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Q: Did you see any wildlife?
A: Elk, mule deer, desert bighorn 
sheep, coyotes, coatis, ringtails, 
sandhill cranes, a dead mountain 
lion, ravens, assorted lizards and 
red-tailed hawks.

Long shadows form at sunset on the layered buttes of the Blue Mesa area of 
Petrified Forest National Park. An easy 1-mile loop hike ofers excellent views 
of this part of the park.    SU VON MAZO

with Zuni Pueblo across the border. 

We cross the Little Colorado again, as it runs through an arroyo cut-

ting through the red earth, before reaching Petrified Forest National 

Park. In the Rainbow Forest Museum, phytosaurs wrestle by a swamp 

in a 1936 diorama showing what the park landscape looked like 200 mil-

lion years ago, when it was a tropical environment roughly near today’s 

Costa Rica. Petrified Forest is a park that demands a leap of faith. How 

else can you grasp the amount of time it took for continental drift to 

transport a landmass a few thousand miles? Or for trees to turn to stone?

Becky and I, of course, are dealing with road time, and I ask park 

museum volunteer John Rutherford how long it will take to reach Can-

yon de Chelly. He offers an estimate, then strongly cautions against rush-

ing through Petrified Forest. “I know what I do,” he says with emphasis. 

“There are things here you won’t see anywhere else in the world.”

And so, we slow down, strolling first among the logs of petrified 

wood near the museum, then through the rounded hills along the Blue 

Mesa Trail. The sunlight is muted, casting soft shadows, while alter-

nating bands of gray, white and dusty violet stand out against a nearly 

purple sky.

We listen as a distant freight train rumbles across the Painted Desert, 

the engine whistle calling. Then, much closer, there’s the sound of off-

key singing and the strumming of an out-of-tune guitar. 

 Makes me shiver to my toes

 Things ain’t going well in Santa Fe, oh, no

 Make them two tacos to go, señor

 I’ve got teardrops in my tequila

Am I really hearing this? Up at an overlook, near a parked van, the 

singer, a little bearded guy, has now clambered up on the guardrail with 

his guitar. He’s absolutely singing his chubby guts out on Paul Craft’s 

Teardrops in My Tequila. As intrusive as his “live at Blue Mesa” concert 

may be, I can’t deny that he’s feeling the moment as he launches into 

Piece of My Heart (best known for the Janis Joplin version) before closing 

with Lynyrd Skynyrd’s All I Can Do Is Write About It.

Rutherford was right: There are things in Petrified Forest we haven’t 

seen anywhere else in the world.

Our last stop before getting onto Interstate 40 for Canyon de Chelly 

is Newspaper Rock. Future park rangers will face two interpretive chal-

lenges: first, to describe the history of these petroglyphs, some of which 

could be 2,000 years old; and second, to explain what a newspaper was, 

unless perhaps the rock art site is renamed Meme Mesa.

I’ve been to Newspaper Rock several times before but suddenly 

understand where I first saw these petroglyphs. Back in 1950, my par-

ents drove Route 66 from Chicago when they moved to California — the 

20th century version of coming West in a covered wagon on the Oregon 

Trail. They traveled with another couple in a 1946 Chevy “woody,” the 

front passenger door held shut by a clothes hanger and the radiator per-

petually on the verge of overheating.

They took both color and black and white photographs of their adven-

ture, the most famous a shot of my parents, in love, wearing their black 

leather jackets and rolled-up dungarees, with their foreheads pressed 

together as they stood on the South Rim. But it isn’t until this moment, 

67 years after my parents drove Route 66, that I realize I grew up looking 

at a picture, in our family album, of her standing right here, at Newspa-

per Rock. Mom on the Mother Road, age 22.
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Church Rock, which rises some 
500 feet above the surrounding 
desert, is one of many 
spectacular sights along U.S. 
Route 160 on the Navajo Nation.  
   MARK LAVERMAN
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DAYS 6 & 7: CHICKEN FAJITAS AND 
RESTOCKING OUR FRUIT CACHE

I don’t believe in packing light. The very suggestion is a form of “fake news,” 

right up there with keeping your office clean and meeting deadlines, con-

cepts designed to induce a sense of guilt in those of us otherwise too focused 

on life’s rich pageant to wash socks and underwear in our hotel room sinks 

each night.

The temperature range so far has been around 70 degrees, and that prospect 

led us to prepare for the climatic equivalent of everything from a beach vaca-

tion in Mexico to fall in Fairbanks, Alaska. A tendency to anticipate any and all 

travel-related wardrobe malfunctions — combined with laptops, books made 

of real paper and multiple pairs of footwear — only added to our tonnage. 

What I’ve realized is that unpacking light is more important than packing 

light. And yet, by morning, our hotel rooms look they’ve been hit by a haboob. 

Hence, an extra night at Thunderbird Lodge at Canyon de Chelly National 

Monument comes as a relief, especially with our driving limited to outings for 

chicken fajita dinners at the Junction restaurant and restocking our fruit cache 

at the Chinle Bashas’ supermarket.

I visited Canyon de Chelly most recently in early spring — or, based on the 

near-blizzard conditions along I-40 between Gallup and Sanders on the drive 

in, more like late winter. Despite her many trips to Arizona while growing 

up, Becky has never been to Canyon de Chelly, so we hire guide Adam Teller, 

whom I profiled in the October 2017 issue of Arizona Highways, to take us in. 

For Becky, who loves everything about the Southwest, the chance to see 

Canyon de Chelly through Teller’s eyes is an absolute treat. He tells stories of 

his ancestors and dishes about the National Park Service and Navajo politics. 

This is my fourth time in Canyon de Chelly with Teller, but I’m still hear-

ing some tales for the first time as he leads us to places I haven’t seen before, 

including a short but spectacular slot-canyon-like gap, barely a few feet across, 

in the red-rock cliffs.

The canyon feels very different than it did in spring. Back in late March, 

Chinle Creek was running high. Today, it’s totally dry, and Teller works his 

jeep through the deep, soft sand. Instead of the high green of spring, many of 

the cottonwoods have already dropped their leaves, while others’ leaves range 

from dull brown to the yellows and oranges that photographers dream about.

Later in the afternoon, Becky and I head down the White House Ruins Trail, 

the one access to the canyon bottom that doesn’t require a Navajo guide. With 

its frequent switchbacks and a couple of tunnels along the roughly 600-foot 

The steep sandstone walls of Canyon de Chelly 
National Monument cradle greenery and 
flowing water at the bottom of the canyon.   

  SHANE McDERMOTT
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descent, the path is like a shorter version of the Grand 

Canyon’s Bright Angel Trail. 

The canyon day trippers have left, and the trail 

reverts from a park attraction to a local spot. There are 

families with young children and lots of runners — 

from Chinle High School cross country athletes, 

breathing hard on the return climb, to their elders, 

who ignore the occasional drop-offs and race down 

the trail with surprising ease.

We linger at the cliff dwellings until the light fades. 

Back at the laptop, I compare my iPhone shots to the 

iconic White House Ruins photographs taken by 

Timothy O’Sullivan in 1873 and Ansel Adams in 1949. 

A fence now protects the ruins, which have been sta-

bilized. The vegetation is different, too. By our stan-

dards, O’Sullivan’s image is ancient. In canyon time, 

the ensuing 144 years are but an instant. The stripes of 

the desert varnish on the cliff face look the same, and 

it’s easy to track the same fissures and cracks that etch 

the rock.



The Milky Way galaxy 
punctuates a starry sky 
above the silhouettes of 
Monument Valley’s buttes. 
The valley is along the 
Arizona-Utah border, on 
the Navajo Nation.   

  SHANE MCDERMOTT
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DAY 8: A SACRED  
LANDSCAPE OF ROCKS

We’re into serious red-rock country, first in Canyon de 

Chelly and now along U.S. 191 on the way to Monument 

Valley. Looking like the North Rim of the Grand Canyon, minus 

the Canyon, the Lukachukai Mountains rise to the east. There are 

Monument Valley-style buttes and mesas, along with low, rounded, 

brick-red hills, while Rock Point seems to have more than one 

pointy rock.

The clouds, reflecting the red earth far below, take on a pink-

ish cast as we drive west on U.S. Route 160, the most spectacular 

stretch of the trip so far. There are the hoodoos at Baby Rocks Mesa 

and the broken heights of Church Rock, a volcanic neck that by 

rights should be called Cathedral Rock, considering that it tow-

ers 500 feet above the surrounding desert. The tilted sandstone 

fins of Comb Ridge, that geologic Cadillac Ranch, reach the end of 

their 80-mile run from Utah, while another dramatic volcanic plug, 

Agathla Peak, stands sentinel on the approach to Monument Valley 

via U.S. Route 163.

Patience helps in Monument Valley, one of those places so famil-

iar from movies, car commercials and screen savers that you need 

time to truly see it in three dimensions.

The Navajos call their sacred landscape of buttes, mesas and 

spires Tsé Bii’ Ndzisgaii — “streaks that go around in the rocks.” But 

it was the images Josef Muench shot with his 4x5 view camera that 

brought this remote region to the world and helped reinvent it as 

the definitive landscape of the American West.

It has been said that Muench is to Monument Valley as Ansel 

Adams is to Yosemite Valley. Muench, the patriarch of a three-

generation dynasty of landscape photographers that includes his 

son David and grandson Marc, was born in Bavaria in 1904. There’s 

a legend that at a rally in 1927, he threw a tomato that struck Adolf 

Hitler, who then was rising in political power. Muench’s rebellious 

act may have helped lead to his 1928 decision to leave for the United 

States, where he joined his brother in Detroit and went to work on 

a Ford assembly line. After two years, restless and eager for adven-

ture, Muench saved up for a Model A, then took a road trip of his 

own, eventually arriving penniless in Santa Barbara, California.

Interested in photography since his childhood, in the mid-1930s, 

Muench drove to Arizona for the first of anywhere from 160 to 

354 visits (accounts vary) he would make to Monument Valley in the 

coming decades.

Muench befriended Harry Goulding, founder of the valley trad-

ing post that bears Goulding’s name. Between drought and the 

Great Depression, times were desperate in Monument Valley. So 

was Goulding. When he heard United Artists was looking for a 

location to shoot a Western, Goulding drove to Hollywood to pitch 

Monument Valley, one of the country’s most remote spots, for the 

film’s setting.

Without an appointment, Goulding managed to wrangle a 

meeting with John Ford. And it was Muench’s photographs that 

convinced the director to shoot Stagecoach, his new film starring a 
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B-movie actor named John Wayne, amid the giant sandstone 

monoliths on the Navajo Nation. In 1939, Stagecoach earned 

Ford an Academy Award nomination for best director, and he 

ultimately filmed nine Westerns in Monument Valley. The val-

ley came to symbolize the American West, and as Ford said, “I 

think you can say that the real star of my Westerns has always 

been the land.”

At Goulding’s Trading Post, Becky and I pay tribute to 

Muench in the room dedicated to him in the museum. One 

black and white shot shows Muench shooting with his large-

format camera as West Mitten Butte rises behind him.

Late that afternoon, West Mitten comes to life in full color. 

In Monument Valley, you want to shift the perspective, to get 

past the hundreds of images embedded in your mind and see 

the valley as something new. One of the best places to do that 

is the Wildcat Trail, where we hike down the slopes of the 

dunes, crossing washes and circling a rockfall that resembles 

a pedestal. Here, West Mitten loses the aloofness it has when 

seen from an overlook and becomes an overwhelming presence, 

towering above us, its furrows and textures revealed as the 

rock flares in the setting sun.

We’re staying above the valley, in a cabin at the View Hotel. 

Before going to sleep, I frequently step out onto the deck to 

gaze up at the Milky Way, smeared against the blackness. 

Then, around 5:30 a.m., Becky and I awaken to as spectacular 

a sunrise as we have ever seen. The monuments stand out, sil-

houetted against bands of color along the horizon: orange, gold, 

red, peach. Above those bands, the sky darkens in gradations 

from lavender to indigo. Mars hangs above a crescent moon, 

with Jupiter and Venus hovering along the top of Merrick Butte. 

“It’s like we’re looking across the universe,” Becky says.

DAYS 9 & 10: EVERYTHING  
LOOKS LIKE A CONDOR

By now, the red dust of the Colorado Plateau covers our 

hiking boots. The tracked-in gravel collected along the 

floorboards crunches as we shift our feet, and a fine powder 

coats the car, giving it a pinkish cast. This is all as it should be 

in Navajo country.

Bound for Tuba City, we switch off satellite radio, tuning out 

Beltway pundits, talking heads and sycophants alike, and spin 

the dial for Navajo radio. KTNN, the 50,000-watt powerhouse, 

comes through loud and clear. The broadcast is as musical as 

it is incomprehensible, peppered in places with familiar words 

(“Flagstaff,” “Gallup”) and songs ranging from country stan-

dards to contemporary Navajo tunes.

While its population is overwhelmingly Navajo, Tuba City is 

another border town, bumping up against the Hopi community 

of Moenkopi along its southeastern edge. The Navajo Nation’s 

boundary with the main part of the Hopi Tribe’s land is less 

than 20 minutes away. 

Intrigued by the Navajo Code Talker exhibit at the Kayenta 

Burger King, of all places, we stop at Tuba City Trading Post 

to walk through its museum dedicated to these World War II 

heroes. You won’t find touch screens or interactive exhibits, 

but the old-school museum has some remarkable curiosities, 

from black sand gathered at a South Pacific beach to a Japanese 

soldier’s hara-kiri knife.

Owned by the Babbitt family until 2000, the octagonal, kiva-

like trading post building dates to the early 1900s. Light pours 

through clerestory windows and into a space dominated by 

nine ponderosa pine pillars that rise two stories to a tongue-

and-groove ceiling. Restored in the 1980s, the trading post is 

filled with cases of fine turquoise jewelry, traditional baskets 

and a big selection of Navajo weavings.

We look through the blankets upstairs, then come down 

to the ground floor, where we meet a small woman wearing a 

white fleece vest embroidered with cardinals. Her name is Loy 

Coin, and when I ask about Navajo blankets made of wool dyed 

with natural pigments, she immediately guides us to some 

weavings, then offers a detailed explanation of the process. 

Becky tells her we definitely asked the right person, and the 

82-year-old Coin replies, “When I went to work here, my father 

told me that I should learn things, so if people ask a question, I 

would never have to tell them, ‘I don’t know.’ ”

In her 47 years at the trading post, Coin has learned plenty, 

but she remains modest about her expertise, as well as her 

Hopi language skills. She explains that she grew up in the city, 

not on tribal land, so her Hopi isn’t polished.

“What city?”

“Winslow.”

She tells us her family is part of the Hopi Bear Clan, but 

because she attended public schools, she wasn’t as immersed 

in the culture as kids raised on Hopi land were. Her mother 

died when she was 12. And even though she didn’t grow up 

in an especially traditional household, her father wanted his 

daughters to marry into Hopi families. Coin did, and she has 

lived in Tuba City since 1958.

Past Tuba City, we work our way through the Painted Desert 

to Cameron on an always-hectic stretch of U.S. Route 89, the 

main north-south route in this part of the state. The highway 

crosses the Little Colorado River, a ruddy, muddy flow beneath 

a 1911 suspension bridge, Arizona’s oldest. Then we turn west 

onto State Route 64 for the final stretch to the Grand Canyon.

Coming up from Williams or on U.S. Route 180 from Flag-

staff, there’s nary a hint of the Canyon until you’re literally at 

the South Rim. But long before you reach the national park,  

SR 64 offers tantalizing previews of what’s to come at over-

looks of side canyons. 

Navajo vendors are selling jewelry in weathered sheds as we 

pull off for one final look at the Little Colorado, our fourth of 

the trip. The river channel cuts through a deep gorge of sheer 

sandstone cliffs, the highest section neatly divided into precise 

horizontal layers. It’s difficult to imagine that the meandering 

creek we saw near its Baldy Peak headwaters could ever flow 

powerfully enough to cut through rock. It’s also hard to fathom 

the millions of years it takes to carve a canyon that’s hundreds 

of feet deep.

Continued on page 42
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The South Rim’s Mather Point ofers an 
expansive view of the Grand Canyon at 
sunset. About 6.3 million people visited 
Grand Canyon National Park in 2017.  
   ADAM SCHALLAU
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After more than 300 miles, we leave the Navajo 

Nation, then briefly run through a section of the Kaibab 

National Forest before officially entering Grand Canyon 

National Park. 

Among the Canyon “condescendi,” it’s always been 

fashionable to knock the South Rim — the crowds, the 

shuttles, the tour buses disgorging their walking dead. 

And there are certainly times when the maddening 

crowd ought to take the chance to bear witness to one 

of the world’s great places, rather than stamp a national-

park passport and cross the Grand Canyon off a bucket 

list in less than an hour. Some take suicidal selfies 

inches from the void and don’t seem to appreciate that 

an ice cream cone at Bright Angel Fountain tastes so 

much better after even a half-hour hike on the Bright 

Angel Trail.

Even though I’m a North Rim guy, I’ve mostly made 

peace with the South Rim. Becky, more tolerant than 

me, adores the South Rim. The Mary Colter architec-

ture, the mule barn, the Grand Canyon Railway pulling 

into the station, dinner beneath the Native American-

inspired murals at El Tovar Dining Room … it all rekin-

dles her childhood memories of the Southwest and a 

sense of what a classic national park should be.

I’m still working on it. But I do love that the world 

comes to the South Rim, and it’s probably the place 

where I’m proudest to be an American, especially when 

Continued from page 39
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Q: What music did you listen to? 
A: I hate to say it, but we listened to a lot of talk 
radio. As for music, Linda Ronstadt, Heart Like a 
Wheel; Calexico, Feast of Wire; Buddy Holly, The Very 
Best of Buddy Holly and the Crickets; and Bruce 
Springsteen, Darkness on the Edge of Town.

Lookout Studio, perched on the 
South Rim of the Grand Canyon, 
greets the rising sun. The building 
is one of several Canyon structures 
designed by prolific National Park 
Service architect Mary Colter.  

  LARRY LINDAHL

someone asks me in broken English to take their picture. Or for directions. 

Then I discover that they’ve traveled from as far away as Kazakhstan or 

Burkina Faso just to be here. 

By morning, a storm is rolling in and the South Rim is as quiet as I can 

remember. With the threatening weather, we skip a planned hike to Indian 

Garden and instead ride the shuttle bus toward Hermit’s Rest for a long walk 

along the rim.

We grab an empty seat behind a stocky guy with a mess of curly hair and 

a beard touched with gray. He’s sitting by himself and speaking loudly, to no 

one in particular, about South Rim shuttle routes and his plans for the day. 

And soon I’m besties with Bill. 

Against the odds, we begin making connections. Bill and I were born in 

hospitals a mile apart in Chicago (his mother didn’t make it to the maternity 

ward), and during the 1980s, we lived in the same town on the Central Coast 

of California. A physicist by training, Bill worked in top secret weapons 

programs (“Even now, I shouldn’t say what they were”), and when I mention 

there were all sorts of Russian spooks around town, he quickly agrees.

Then Bill describes a den of spies from China who he claims operated out 

of the back of the town’s retro Chinese restaurant. I’m surprised they would 

choose a joint that couldn’t even make a decent egg roll: “I thought the most 

dangerous thing about that place was the sweet-and-sour pork.”

“Oh, yeah,” Bill quickly agrees. “The food was absolutely terrible.”

Someday, some way, I’m guessing our orbits will intersect again.

We bid Bill farewell and step off the shuttle at Monument Creek Vista 

for the hike back to Grand Canyon Village. Walking along the Abyss, where 

the curving Canyon walls plunge a few thousand feet, we pause to look for 

California condors. The most important rule of condor spotting is to under-

stand that at first, everything — red-tailed hawks, turkey vultures, crows, 

ravens, the occasional Piper Cub in the distance — looks like a condor. Then, 

when you actually spot a condor, there’s no mistaking anything else for these 

giants, which look like they’ve flown straight into the Grand Canyon from 

the Pleistocene. 

While we wait, two ravens put on a show in the void just off the trail. They 

surf the winds blowing up the side of the cliffs, thrashing and turning 360s 

and performing barrel rolls. Then the ravens manage to find the stillness 

in the swirling gusts, hovering directly in front of us, at eye level. But there 

aren’t any condors.

The subdued light is so spectacular over the Canyon that it hardly mat-

ters. The light reveals the reds and tans of the Canyon’s broken ramparts 

and etches the cross-section of layers with shadows as the cliffs step down 

to the Inner Gorge, where the Colorado River churns white with foam at 

Hermit Rapids.

There’s a whole subgenre of Grand Canyon literature that focuses on the 

futility of trying to describe its beauty, intricacy and scale. But one man, 

according to legend, did manage to capture the essence of the Canyon, and 

in just four words. After arriving by rail at the South Rim, President William 

Howard Taft is said to have looked out at the Grand Canyon and declared, 

“Golly, what a gully!”



Wilson Mountain, north of Sedona, 
presents a view of the San Francisco Peaks 
to the north. The Peaks include 12,633-foot 
Humphreys Peak, Arizona’s highest point. 
Oak Creek Canyon is in the middle ground.  

  SHANE McDERMOTT





46 J U L Y  2 0 1 8

DAY 11: WE PUT GENE AND 
BOB IN MY BACKPACK

The forecast calls for rain and gusts up to 45 mph 

at the Canyon as we leave the South Rim, cross-

ing the broad prairies and ponderosa pine forests of 

the Coconino Plateau. Clouds cloak the San Fran-

cisco Peaks. It’s drizzling, and the car’s outdoor 

thermometer reads 41 degrees. Bound for Prescott, 

we face an impossible day because of the weather 

and the sheer number of potential destinations on 

the 170-mile drive through Flagstaff and Oak Creek.

Upper Oak Creek Canyon is past its autumn 

peak, although fallen leaves line the banks of the 

creek with yellow and the brilliant crimson of 

bigtooth maples. But as we descend and get closer 

to Sedona, the colors start to intensify as cotton-

woods and willows fill the canyon bottom with 

golds and oranges that stand out against the red 

sandstone walls.  

The car labors as State Route 89A twists and 

turns up Cleopatra Hill and through Jerome, pass-

ing the brick buildings that step up the slopes. Past 

town, a gap in the mountains opens to a command-

ing view, with the bosque along the Verde River 

tracing a course across the valley and the Mogollon 

Rim rising in the distance.

We haven’t been to Prescott in nearly nine years, 

and I’ve forgotten how serpentine the approach 

on SR 89A can be on the 3,000-foot climb from the 

Verde Valley and over Mingus Mountain in the 

Black Hills. During that most recent trip, we drove 

in from the southwest, through Yarnell and Peeples 

Valley, on a trip that came to be known as “The 

Last Ride of Gene and Bob.”

Gene was Becky’s mother, Bob her father. After 

Bob went into hospice, we had to ask him the 

tough questions, such as where he wanted his and 

Gene’s ashes scattered. “Definitely not over the 

ocean,” Bob said, but when we mentioned Prescott, 

he brightened and declared, “Oh, yeah!” in the 

Bronx accent of his youth, undiminished after 

more than 80 years.

So, a few months later, we put Gene and Bob in 

the back of the SUV and set out on a road trip from 

California. It was a homecoming for Becky. Those 

summers in Prescott were the happiest times of 

her childhood, even though she also had memories 

of being a little girl in town for her grandfather’s 

funeral and hearing of the assassination of Presi-

dent John F. Kennedy while in Prescott’s Court-

house Square.

She couldn’t remember the last time she had 

visited Prescott, but the details began to come back 

as we explored the area, hiking up Thumb Butte 

and wandering among the rounded boulders of the 

Granite Dells. We located her grandparents’ house 

on Mingus Avenue, and when the time came, we 

put Gene and Bob in my backpack and hiked down 

a slope to a spot with a view of the Peaks in the 

distance. There wasn’t much ceremony. Bob was 

an engineer by day and a jazz trumpeter by night, 

and as his and Gene’s ashes swirled to the earth to 

become part of Arizona, Erroll Garner played Misty 

via my iPhone.

DAY 12: AFTER ALL 
THE PLANNING ...

When Becky and I got together, about 

20 years ago, she was emerging from her 

mauve phase, and my late but emerging maturity 

found its expression in a move from a foam mat-

tress on the floor to an actual bed. 

As we began putting together our household, art 

played a major role. During a trip to Sedona, maybe 

in 2004, we purchased a watercolor, pastel and ink 

work, called Rincon Road in the Fall, by a Wicken-

burg artist named Myrna Harrison. Broadly speak-

ing, it’s a landscape depicting a stand of golden 

cottonwoods against a series of jagged mountain 

ridges. But her Abstract Expressionist style tran-

scends more sentimental landscape approaches, 

and the painting’s vibrant colors and simplified 

shapes reflect a distinctly modern sensibility. 

We’ve often talked about meeting Harrison. 

Knowing that the drive would take us through 

Wickenburg, we decided to track her down. When 

I reached her, she sounded pleased and invited us 
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to stop by her house on the final day of our drive.

The trip out of Prescott via State Route 89 is as 

winding as the approach from Jerome. The highway 

passes the gull-wing roofline of the Midcentury 

Woody’s gas station before climbing to 6,100 feet. 

Prickly pears and pines dot the slopes before we 

drop into the high-desert expanse of Peeples Valley. 

There are signs for shuttles to Granite Mountain 

Hotshots Memorial State Park before we switch-

back down the face of Yarnell Hill, where a red-

tailed hawk soars in front of us, a snake dangling 

from its beak.

Harrison’s directions are precise, and we cross 

Oak Creek flows over smooth rocks along the Allen’s  
Bend Trail. The trail begins northeast of Sedona, at the 
Grasshopper Point parking area along State Route 89A.  
   DEREK VON BRIESEN

the Hassayampa River wash before arriving at her 

house. She walks out to welcome us, and we’re 

immediately struck by one thing: Harrison looks 

just like my mother. Not so much her face. But the 

glasses, short white hair, and air of energy and 

intelligence mark Harrison as a member of the 

same species.

Harrison lives in a house designed by Arizona-

born architect Bennie Gonzales in the 1960s. Like 

her art, the house, with slump block walls resem-

bling adobe and resawn wood details, blends 

regional and modern sensibilities. From the top of 

the bluff, the arched windows take in big views of 

the surrounding desert and up to Yarnell, as well 

as the saguaros scattered on the property. “I’ve got 

some good saguaros,” Harrison says with pride.

The house is filled with books and art, reflecting 

Continued on page 50
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Lichen-stained sandstone and prickly 
pear cactuses define a view of the 
Sedona area’s Red Rock Country. Many 
of the area’s iconic rock formations are 
protected by federal wilderness areas.  

  SHANE McDERMOTT
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both her years as a painter and her past as an English literature professor 

and college administrator. The daughter of a Screen Gems animator and a 

hat designer, Harrison grew up in Hollywood before the family moved to 

New York City. She came to Arizona in 1980 to serve as president of Rio 

Salado Community College. She bought the Wickenburg house in 1986.

By now, we’ve traveled all over Arizona. From barren expanses of cre-

osote desert to the ponderosa pine forests of the White Mountains. Into 

scruffy small towns and hidden red-rock canyons still untouched by the 

modern world. Harrison has lived a fascinating life, from the Greenwich 

Village art scene of the 1950s to Berkeley, California, in the 1960s and 

summers in Provincetown, Massachusetts. So, I wonder: Why Arizona? 

“I’m a landscape person,” she says. “I love landscapes, and I love the 

ocean. I’ve always been around the ocean. These years, I usually go back 

East, but I haven’t been consistently by the ocean since I’ve been in Ari-

zona. But I often say that where I live is oceanfront property. It’s just that 

the ocean left a couple of million years ago.

“That’s because of the incredible expansiveness of the landscape, one 

of the things most true of Arizona. I get claustrophobic in the East. I now 

get claustrophobic in forests. Because I love being able to look out and see 

the horizon, 180 degrees — or 360 degrees, if you turn your head. That’s 

what’s extraordinary for me. This incredible expansiveness.”

Harrison just turned 86 and still hops in the car and goes out into 

the state, mostly on her own, so she can have time to draw and simply 

look. A lot of her work isn’t of a specific place, but “digested memories” 

that combine images in her mind with the sketches she does on the 

road. It’s what she calls “landscape recollected in tranquility.” She likes 

going out on the Apache Trail, for the grasslands, lakes and rock forma-

tions. Or west on U.S. 60, to places like Aguila, Salome and the Harcuvar 

Mountains. Or up U.S. Route 93 to Wikieup, into pockets of Arizona far 

removed from the state’s modern cities.

“I always drove the dirt roads by myself,” she says. “I figured I was a 

good hiker and could go 25 miles back out if I had to. Now I don’t feel as 

good on dirt roads. But age buys you a lot. There are all sorts of places 

I never would have gone as a young woman. Biker bars and things like 

that. Now, I think, What can they do to me for a glass of water or a beer? I go in 

and look so different from everybody else. I’m a woman, I’m older, I’m by 

myself. People will sit down and ask, ‘What are you doing here?’ ”

We say goodbye to Harrison, and several hours later, we arrive home. 

Becky falls asleep early, but my mind is racing with memories of the 

trip, still undigested. Harrison’s painting hangs in our family room, and 

I peruse a few vintage copies of Arizona Highways that I found at the Old 

Sage Bookshop in Prescott. One issue, from 1954, focuses on the Grand 

Canyon, while two from the 1960s feature Petrified Forest National Park 

and Santa Cruz County: Nogales, Patagonia and the mission at Tuma-

cacori. There are countless Josef Muench photos and The Fence, a short 

article about the border.

After all the planning and anticipation, I’m sad the trip is over — sad, 

too, about the imminent return to my desk, where, at least until the next 

road trip, the world will come to me through my computer screen instead 

of the windshield of the car, where we came to relish the two sweetest 

words in the English language when they appeared on our phones: 

No service.  

Sunset colors the sky over the 
Granite Dells, which cradle the 
Prescott area’s Watson Lake. 
The rock in the Granite Dells 
is about 1.4 billion years old, 
and erosion has produced its 
unusual appearance.   

  COLLEEN MINIUK-SPERRY

Q: Total miles?  
A: 2,107.

Continued from page 47
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WILDCAT CROSSING As the name implies, this scenic drive ofers  
the possibility of seeing wildlife. In addition to big cats, you might catch 
a glimpse of elk, mule deer, pronghorns or black bears. BY NOAH AUSTIN

DRIVE
scenic

W
hen you head out on a wildlife-

watching trip, you expect to 

see wildlife. If you don’t, it’s 

disappointing. That’s why it’s a good idea 

to plan a trip that’s a winner even when 

the deer and the antelope are playing 

elsewhere. The drive to Wildcat Cross-

ing, near Alpine in the Apache-Sitgreaves 

National Forests, is that kind of journey. 

You’ll want to pack your binoculars 

and your birding guide, but even if the 

animals don’t cooperate, this unpaved 

41.8-mile drive past ponderosa pines, 

verdant riparian areas and steep canyon 

walls makes a stellar way to spend an 

afternoon. And in good weather, you can 

tackle it in just about any vehicle.

From Alpine, head south on U.S. Route 

191, then west on Forest Road 26. Almost 

immediately, you’ll see a sign warning 

of unstable trees and other fallout from 

the 2011 Wallow Fire, which scorched a 

half-million acres in Arizona and New 

Mexico. You’ll see scattered evidence of 

Wallow on this drive, but most of the 

route escaped significant damage. For its 

first several miles, FR 26 winds past tall 

ponderosa pines, scattered houses and 

campsites; then, it passes a series of large 

meadows, which come alive with yellow 

and white wildflowers in summer. Mule 

deer, elk and pronghorns are frequent 

visitors here, and among the ponderosas, 

you might spot an Abert’s squirrel or a 

flock of Merriam’s turkeys.

You’ll reach a fork at Mile 4.5; go left 

to stay on FR 26. Then, at Mile 9.7, turn 

ABOVE: Wildflowers flourish in a White Mountains 

meadow ringed by ponderosa pines.  Paul Gill

OPPOSITE PAGE: The Black River nourishes 

abundant greenery at Wildcat Crossing, the 

desitination for this drive.  Nick Berezenko

EDITOR’S NOTE: At press time, the Rattlesnake Fire 

was afecting a portion of Forest Road 25 near 

Wildcat Crossing. Please contact the Apache- 

Sitgreaves National Forests for current informa-

tion on road conditions and possible closures.
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right onto Forest Road 24, which 

crosses another meadow before div-

ing back into the pines. Three miles 

past that intersection is Buffalo 

Crossing, a bridge over the East Fork 

of the Black River. You can park here, 

dip your toes in the water and enjoy 

the surrounding greenery. Just past 

the bridge, turn left onto Forest Road 

25, which will take you the rest of 

the way.

The route reaches another ripar-

ian area at Mile 14.1, when it crosses 

the river’s West Fork. After a series 

of ponderosa-lined meadows and 

creek crossings, you’ll begin to get 

a look into the steep-walled canyon 

through which the Black River flows. 

The road offers a great view, but keep 

an eye out for Forest Road 416, on the 

left, around Mile 24.5. This rugged 

road is not suitable for passenger cars, 

but you can park and make the 1-mile 

hike to the canyon’s rim for an even bet-

ter perspective.

Bighorn sheep and peregrine falcons 

are frequent visitors to the canyon, and if 

you’re lucky, you might see a black bear 

or an endangered Mexican gray wolf. 

Keep an eye out as you continue on FR 25 

and descend into the canyon. Finally, at 

Mile 27.3, you’ll reach Wildcat Crossing, 

which traverses the Black River itself. 

Depending on the season, you could see 

people camping along the river’s banks or 

splashing in its cool water. It’s the high 

point of the drive. But also the low point. 

It’s at the bottom of a canyon, after all.

The remaining 14.5-mile stretch of 

FR 25 was more heavily impacted by 

the Wallow Fire, but it offers additional 

views of the canyon as you climb out. 

And its young aspens, springing up to 

fill the void left by the blaze, are sure to 

attract elk. So, if you’re still looking for 

animals, keep those binoculars handy. 

You never know what’s around the next 

bend in the road.

TOUR GUIDE 
Note: Mileages are approximate. 

LENGTH: 41.8 miles one way (from U.S. Route 191)

DIRECTIONS: From Alpine, go south on U.S. Route 191  

for 14 miles to Forest Road 26. Turn right (west) onto  

FR 26 and continue 9.7 miles to Forest Road 24. Turn 

right onto FR 24 and continue 3.2 miles to Forest Road 

25. Turn left onto FR 25 and continue 28.9 miles to 

U.S. 191 south of the starting point.

VEHICLE REQUIREMENTS: None in good weather.

WARNING: Back-road travel can be hazardous, so be 

aware of weather and road conditions. Carry plenty of 

water. Don’t travel alone, and let someone know where 

you are going and when you plan to return.

INFORMATION: Alpine Ranger District, 928-339-5000  

or www.fs.usda.gov/asnf

Travelers in Arizona can visit www.az511.gov or dial 

511 to get infor ma tion on road closures, construc tion, 

delays, weather and more.  

ADDITIONAL READING:  

For more adventure, pick up 
a copy of our book Arizona 
Highways Scenic Drives, which 
features 40 of the state’s most 
beautiful back roads. To order, 
visit www.shoparizonahighways 
.com/books.

Edited by Robert Stieve  
and Kelly Vaughn Kramer

40 
of Arizona’s 
Best Back 
Roads

SCENIC 
DRIVES

MAP BY KEVIN KIBSEY



W
ith the possible exception of 

the Thunder River Trail in 

Grand Canyon National Park, 

there aren’t any hikes in Arizona with a 

bigger payoff than the trek to Keet Seel. 

The sights along the way are incredible, 

too, but when you first lay eyes on the 

unimaginable monument embedded 

in Navajo sandstone — an ancient ruin 

more than seven centuries old — you’ll 

understand the exaltation. However, 

before you can see it, you’ll have to do 

some planning.

The trail, which is located in Navajo 

National Monument and can be done as 

a day hike or an overnight, is limited to 

20 people a day. That means you’ll need a 

reservation. You’ll also need to attend an 

orientation the day before. The National 

Park Service has any number of reasons 

for requiring the lesson, the most impor-

tant being the protection of the ruins. 

Another reason is to scare hikers just 

enough to give them a healthy respect 

for what’s ahead, including the threat of 

quicksand, flash floods, rattlesnakes and 

West Nile virus. What’s more, the trail is 

open for only a few months in the sum-

mer, when the searing high sun deters all 

but the most determined. 

If you make the list and get through 

the paperwork, you’ll start the hike the 

next morning, about a quarter-mile from 

the monument’s visitors center. The route 

begins as a narrow jeep road, which, for 

the first three-quarters of a mile, over-

laps the trail to Betatakin. (Betatakin is 

another ancient site protected by the park 

— a third site, Inscription House, has 

been closed to the public since 1968.)

About 10 minutes in, you’ll pass 

through a weathered gate that leads to 

a small dirt parking area. Five minutes 

later, there’s a second gate, which marks 

the boundary of the Navajo Nation. The 

jurisdiction at this monument is unique, 

and complicated, but here’s the gist of 

what you need to know: The ruins are 

on federal land; the space in between is 

Navajo. Be respectful. Leaving the desig-

nated trail even briefly without a tribal 

permit is illegal.

Despite the change in jurisdiction, the 

terrain remains the same as you approach 

Tsegi Point, which offers incredible 

views of Navajoland. From there, the trail 

switches downhill for 1,000 vertical feet 

into the main branch of Tsegi Canyon. 

After that, the trail turns to beach sand 

and segues into a second set of switch-

backs. Ten minutes later, you’ll arrive at 

BELOW: A hiker admires one of the waterfalls 

along the trail to Keet Seel at Navajo National 

Monument.

OPPOSITE PAGE: The trail’s namesake ruins are 

the payof to this strenuous trek.

KEET SEEL TRAIL It’s not the most popular 
hike in Arizona, and it’s not for everyone, but the 
trek to Keet Seel is arguably the best — that’s one 
of the reasons it’s limited to 20 people a day. 

BY ROBERT STIEVE  /  PHOTOGRAPHS BY LAURENCE PARENT

HIKE of the month
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Laguna Creek, and the start of a long day 

of sidestepping quicksand. 

The creek is about 30 feet wide where 

the trail first crosses, but it’s not a solid 

sheet of water. There are patches of wet 

sand rising up in places. Sometimes, 

that’s quicksand. There are rocks, too. All 

sizes. When crossing, you have to plot a 

course, aiming for the rocks.

Following the canyon floor, you’ll 

come to a giant boulder that marks the 

entrance to Keet Seel Canyon. The rest of 

the way, it’s hard to get lost. All you have 

to do is stick with the creek and avoid 

any natural disasters. 

Like all of the great canyons in Ari-

zona, it’s hard to put Keet Seel Canyon 

into words. Photos struggle, too. It takes 

all five senses. You have to look out at the 

recurring canyon walls, hear the screech-

ing of peregrine falcons overhead, smell 

the sweet scent of penstemons, feel the 

contrast of rock and sand along the creek, 

and taste the high-desert air.

Heading north, you’ll cross the creek 

multiple times, pass a couple of waterfalls 

and eventually arrive at Keet Seel Camp-

ground. Surrounding the campground is 

a grove of ancient cottonwoods — a hud-

dle of venerable sentries — and through 

the trees, you’ll get your first glimpse 

of Keet Seel (Kits’iil), which, in Navajo, 

loosely translates to “broken pottery scat-

tered around.” At first, you won’t see the 

ruins — they’re camouflaged by man and 

Mother Nature. But then you’ll do a dou-

ble take and think, Well, I’ll be damned. 

From the big trees, the ruins are only 

500 yards away, but it’s a journey of more 

than 700 years. That’s a powerful notion 

that’s part of an even bigger payoff — 

one that grows stronger as you climb the 

long wooden ladder into the hallowed 

halls of prehistory.

ADDITIONAL READING: 

For more hikes, pick up a copy 
of Arizona Highways Hiking 
Guide, which features 52 of the 
state’s best trails — one for each 
weekend of the year, sorted by 
seasons. To order a copy, visit 
www.shoparizonahighways 
.com/books. 

MAP BY KEVIN KIBSEY

TRAIL GUIDE 

LENGTH: 17 miles round-trip

DIFFICULTY: Strenuous

ELEVATION: 7,298 to 6,710 feet

TRAILHEAD GPS: N 36 4̊0.983', W 110˚32.528'

DIRECTIONS: From downtown Flagstaf, go north on 
U.S. Route 89 for 66.1 miles to U.S. Route 160. Turn right 
onto U.S. 160 and continue 62.7 miles to State Route 
564. Turn left onto SR 564 and continue 9 miles to the 
Navajo National Monument entrance. From there, 
continue another 0.3 miles to the visitors center.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATION: Reservations are required 
and National Park Service fees apply.

VEHICLE REQUIREMENTS: None

DOGS ALLOWED: No

HORSES ALLOWED: No

USGS MAP: Keet Seel Canyon

INFORMATION: Navajo National Monument,  
928-672-2700 or www.nps.gov/nava

LEAVE-NO-TRACE PRINCIPLES:

• Plan ahead and be 
prepared.

• Travel and camp on 
durable surfaces.

• Dispose of waste 
properly and pack 

out all of your trash.
• Leave what you find.
• Respect wildlife. 
• Minimize campfire impact.
• Be considerate of 

others.
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Great 

Panes 
This Arizona build-

ing, which dates to 

the 1920s, has a his-

tory as colorful as the 

stained-glass pieces 

displayed there. Its 

builder donated it to 

the facility he found-

ed, and it later was 

sold and operated as 

a B&B. It’s since been 

repurchased by the 

facility, which is the 

state’s oldest and 

largest of its kind.

WHERE  IS THIS?

May 2018 

Answer & Winner

Wickenburg.  

Congratulations to 

our winner, Sheila 

Brown of San Diego, 

California.

Win a collection of our 

most popular books! 

To enter, correctly identify 

the location pictured above 

and email your answer to  

editor@arizonahighways 

.com — type “Where Is This?” 

in the subject line. Entries 

can also be sent to 2039 W. 

Lewis Avenue, Phoenix, AZ 

85009 (write “Where Is 

This?” on the envelope). 

Please include your name, 

address and phone number. 

One winner will be chosen in 

a random drawing of quali-

fied entries. Entries must 

be postmarked by July 15, 

2018. Only the winner will be 

notified. The correct answer 

will be posted in our Sep-

tember issue and online at 

 www. arizonahighways.com 

beginning August 15. 

PHOTOGRAPHS:  TOP BRUCE BOYCE  ABOVE, LEFT A.O. TUCKER






