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Desert Southwest Travel Guide

One of the most unique and mesmerizing regions of the world, the southwestern United States is a land of intoxicating sun-soaked beauty, pristine deserts and canyonlands, and world-class art and culture. An international tourist destination of the highest caliber, this region boasts the looming stone spires of Arizona’s Monument Valley, the twisting slot canyons of Utah’s Escalante River, the mysterious Anasazi ruins of northern New Mexico and southwestern Colorado, and of course the majesty of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River.

The delicate desert vegetation found here is among the most pristine and beautiful in the world, and the legendary coyote rules the animal kingdom. Art enthusiasts can enjoy the creations inspired by this landscape, from authentic Native American jewelry to contemporary photographs and paintings by some of the most innovative artists in the United States. Who knows, a trip to the Desert Southwest just might awaken the artist in you!

The Region

The heart of the region known as the “Desert Southwest” is the Colorado Plateau. This geographical area encompasses most of northern Arizona, southeastern Utah, northwestern New Mexico, and southwestern Colorado. It is known as the “Four Corners” region—the only place in the United States where the boundaries of four states meet. The Navajo and Hopi Indian Reservations cover much of the area.

The Colorado Plateau is actually a series of plateaus ranging from 5,000 to 8,000 feet in elevation. They are separated by deep canyons and topped by buttes, mesas, and other distinctive geographic features. Erosion has carved these stone outcroppings into natural arches, bridges, spires, and towers, creating a landscape that occasionally borders on the surreal.

On the eastern edge of the Colorado Plateau lie the Rocky Mountains, which stretch from Colorado down into New Mexico, where they are split by the southward-flowing Rio Grande. North of the Plateau lie the Great Basin Desert and Utah’s Uinta and Wasatch Mountains, which surround Salt Lake City. To the west, Lake Mead and Las Vegas can be found, and in the southwest, Arizona’s “basin and range” country contains the region’s major cities, Phoenix and Tucson, sustained by massive irrigation projects from the Colorado, Gila, and Salt Rivers.

Climate

Not surprisingly, this desert area can be dry and hot. Over the entire Southwest, average temperatures go up as the elevation goes down, increasing about 3 to 5°F for every 1,000 feet of elevation loss. Although clear skies and dry air in southwestern Arizona cause nighttime temperatures to drop by 20 or 30°F—and winter brings occasional brief below-freezing periods—the region is one of the hottest places in the country, with temperatures regularly peaking at 100°F and sometimes going as high as 120°F. New Mexico and Utah, which have higher average elevations, are slightly cooler.

Low humidity is the Southwest’s saving grace, as the bone-dry air and occasional breezes accelerate the skin’s natural evaporation to cool the body quickly. Around Yuma, Arizona, the driest part of the region described in this brochure, you might find yourself shivering in the shade on a 100° day!

Precipitation is infrequent across the Southwest, but monsoons occur in late summer in some areas, with brief but heavy afternoon downpours. The region’s extreme conditions cause occasional weather-related deaths from lightning, dehydration, and flash floods—the latter occurring most often in and around southern Utah’s Canyonlands country.

History

Although artifacts date the earliest hunter-gatherers in the region to around 9,000 B.C., most major archeological sites around Cochise County in southeastern Arizona date to 7,000 B.C. Between 300 B.C. and 100 A.D., groups began to settle in semipermanent villages in the Southwest. Three distinct cultures began to emerge in the region shortly thereafter: the Hohokam of the southwestern desert, the Mogollon of the central mountains and valleys, and the Anasazi of the northern plateaus. A great deal of intermixing and blending took place among these cultures, and by the mid-1400s, most of these settlements had disappeared, their villages abandoned. Possible reasons for this exodus include drought, climate change, over-hunting, soil erosion, disease, and the arrival of new groups.

Striking remains of these cultures provide the region with some of its most well-known and impressive tourist destinations. Open to the public are the Casa Grande National Monument between Phoenix and Tucson (Hohokam culture) and the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument (Mogollon culture). Best known, though, are the surviving monuments to the Anasazi, including Colorado’s Mesa Verde National Park, Arizona’s Navajo National Monument and Canyon de Chelly National Monument, and New Mexico’s Bandelier National Monument, Aztec Ruins National Monument, and Chaco Culture National Historic Park. Guided tours of these sites, some with walk- and climb-through cliff dwellings, are worth every penny.

Today’s Pueblo and Hopi tribes are direct descendents of the Anasazi. Other native cultures arrived comparatively recently, from about 1300 to 1600 A.D., and include today’s Shoshone of northern Utah, Utes of central and eastern Utah (and into Colorado), Goshutes of western Utah (and into Nevada), and Southern Paiutes of southwestern Utah (and into Nevada and Arizona). Other, perhaps more well-known recent arrivals, the Navajo and Apache, now make up a substantial part of Arizona’s and New Mexico’s populations.

The Spaniard Francisco Vasquez de Coronado launched the first major Western expedition into the region in 1540 from Mexico City, beginning a series of missionary and militaristic invasions from the south that would continue for the next 250 years. These forays reached a northern apogee with the Dominguez-Escalante expedition of 1776, the first to survey what is now Utah. But with the exception of a handful of intrepid “mountain men,” no attempts were made to settle this desolate region until Brigham Young and the Mormons founded Salt Lake City in 1847.

Throughout the 1600s and 1700s, Spanish settlers engaged in skirmishes, conflicts, and even systematic warfare with local tribes, falling into uneasy truces and coexistences throughout the region. These early European settlers also brought with them diseases to which the Indians had no resistance, causing terrible epidemics within the tribes. Some estimates place the Native American death toll at around 80% during the 16th century alone.

In 1803, the United States bought, from France, the Louisiana Purchase, which abutted the Spanish-controlled Southwest. The Spaniards rebuffed various U.S. expeditions of soldiers, traders, and entrepreneurs into the territory until Mexico became independent from Spain in 1821. A new trade route to Santa Fe was established, but little changed in the region until the U.S. declared war on Mexico in 1846. Two years later, Mexico gave up all the land it held between Texas and the Pacific Ocean. The southern part of this region became the “New Mexico Territory of the United States,” and the northern part became the “Utah Territory.” Nevada became a separate territory in 1861, and Arizona did likewise in 1863. (Statehood eventually came to Utah in 1896 and to Arizona and New Mexico in 1912.)

The post-Mexican-American War years in the Southwest were marked by the 1864 attempted destruction (led by Kit Carson) and subsequent restoration of the Navajo nation (which now covers over 20,000 square miles of the region and is the largest Native American reservation). Noted leaders such as Cochise, Victorio, and Geronimo spearheaded Apache conflicts and raids. Ongoing, active suppression of native customs and culture would continue officially into the 1930s.

Law and order was a sketchy proposition in the Southwest during the latter half of the 19th century. Some of the legendary figures who called the region their home include Billy the Kid (who murdered over 20 men before he was himself shot and killed at age 21 by sheriff Pat Garrett), Wyatt Earp, Doc Holliday, and Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Reenactments of legendary gun battles take place today in places such as Tombstone and the Old Tucson Movie Studios outside of Tucson.

Transportation milestones brought continued settlement into the region. The first transcontinental rail line was completed in northern Utah in 1869, and the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad reached Santa Fe in 1879, replacing historic stagecoach and pony express routes. The Southern Pacific Railroad line from Los Angeles reached Santa Fe not too long afterward, and the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad was built in 1883 from Albuquerque across northern Arizona to Los Angeles. Gold, copper, and silver mining boomed during the railroad years. Many mining towns were settled in the 1870s and 1880s; some, including Tombstone, Arizona, and Silver City, New Mexico, remain active today. Copper mining is still a mainstay of the region’s economy.

Throughout the last century, the availability of water has driven development in this arid region. The Reclamation Act of 1902 led to the building of huge federally funded dams on many of the area’s rivers, including the Theodore Roosevelt Dam on the Salt River (1911), the Strawberry River Dam in Utah (1913), the Elephant Butte Dam on the Rio Grande (1916), and the Coolidge Dam on the Gila River (1929). The damming and water use of the mighty Colorado River, which flows through or near seven states, caused the greatest disagreement. Herbert Hoover engineered the Colorado River Compact in 1922, which led to the construction of a series of dams along the river, including the Hoover Dam (1936) and the Glen Canyon Dam (1966). Highly controversial projects, these dams formed Lake Mead and Lake Powell, the largest reservoirs in the country and spectacular tourist destinations today. Despite these vast resources, water problems still plague the Southwest, especially in rapidly growing cities such as Phoenix.

Destinations

Scenic and entertainment attractions are plentiful in the Southwest. Tourists flock here from all over the world to photograph the unique sculpted rock monuments of the desert; mountain bikers, hikers, and boaters come for the adventure of the canyons and rivers; and noted musicians and patrons descend each summer on the renowned Santa Fe Opera and Chamber Music Festivals. The region’s cities boast a wealth of historic and cultural attractions, and artist’s enclaves such as Taos, New Mexico, and Sedona, Arizona, have drawn attention in recent years for their art galleries and shopping.

Parks and Monuments

The national parks and monuments of the Southwest are among the country’s “crown jewels.” Places of immense majesty, intimate detail, and spectacular scenic beauty, these desert and canyon landscapes have become deeply embedded in the nation’s consciousness through countless photographs and images captured by such artists as Ansel Adams and Georgia O’Keefe.

The most popular national park in the country, Grand Canyon National Park, deserves a mention of its own. There seem to be almost as many ways to experience this giant gash in the landscape as there are visitors who venture to see it every year (4.5 million annually in the early 1990s). The Grand Canyon holds adventure and beauty for everyone, from the rushed day-trippers who drive down from Las Vegas for a few hours to lean over a guardrail at the crowded South Rim Visitor Center to the “river rats” who spend the better part of their adult lives leading rafting groups down the swollen Colorado river for days on end.

Anyone coming to the canyon should make camping and motel reservations well in advance. Casual tourists who want to get away from the crowds might want to try the less populated and more remote North Rim. Dayhikers can try their stamina on one of the popular trails leading down into the canyon, such as the Bright Angel Trail from the South Rim or the North Kaibab trail from the North Rim. Only the most hardy will try a rim-to-river or rim-to-rim hike, both of which require extreme heat tolerance and a hard-to-get backcountry permit.

For those who want to hike and camp in the canyon but can’t get a backcountry pass (they routinely sell out far in advance, even in the off season), one interesting option is to visit the Havasupai Indian reservation just west of the national park. The town of Supai, the only village in the canyon, can be reached only by an eight-mile hike (or mule ride), and the residents still pack in most of their supplies along the trail. Four beautiful waterfalls, the highest 200 feet high, lie below the village, and visitors can set up camp and swim in the milky blue pools that lie at their base.

The neophyte visitor to the Southwest will want to see the Grand Canyon, of course, but shouldn’t stop there. Southwestern Utah offers Bryce Canyon’s spindly spires, Zion’s gorgeous gorges, and Capitol Reef’s abundant abutments. Monument Valley’s massive mittens sit astride the Utah-Arizona border, and Glen Canyon Dam and Lake Powell are well worth a boat tour. Last, but not least, Canyonlands and Arches National Parks near Moab, Utah, are stunning. Moab, the “mountain biking capital of the world,” deserves special mention as a great “home base” for those wanting to explore Southeastern Utah’s canyon country. Moab features several fantastic restaurants, brew pubs, motels, river guide services, and boat rentals and even a campground with outdoor hot tubs. Soaking under the stars in the warm desert air after a long day of hiking or biking is an experience not to be missed.

For the most adventurous, “canyoneering”—hiking and exploring the region’s narrow desert canyons—provides a challenge and thrill unmatched almost anywhere else on earth. Some of these canyons, which stretch for miles, are hundreds of feet deep and only a few feet wide. Traversing them requires good timing (to avoid occasional flash floods!) and equipment (such as an air mattress for floating gear across pools of water). Some of the lesser-known areas of the region, such as the Escalante and Paria Rivers in southeastern Utah and the Sycamore Canyon Wilderness in central Arizona, provide plenty of canyoneering adventure for even the most jaded outdoorsperson.

The anthropologically inclined will enjoy a guided tour of any of the several Anasazi ruins that dot the region. Particularly noteworthy are three sites: Canyon De Chelly (pronounced “d’SHAY”) National Monument in northeastern Arizona, Mesa Verde National Park in southwestern Colorado, and Chaco Culture National Historical Park in northwestern New Mexico. Canyon De Chelly features spectacular cliff dwellings perched high above a canyon floor; Mesa Verde’s ruins are noted for their advanced masonry construction techniques; and Chaco Culture is impressive for its sheer size: the largest ruin is four stories high and has 600 rooms.

Cities

Phoenix

The greater Phoenix area, including the towns of Tempe, Scottsdale, Mesa, Sun City, Glendale, and Chandler, boasts over 2,300,000 people, making it one of the largest metropolitan areas in the United States. Locally known as “The Valley of the Sun,” Phoenix receives more than 300 days of sunshine a year (and temperatures hovering around the 100-degree mark for weeks on end in the summer months).

The city’s growth was sparked by the 1911 completion of Roosevelt Dam on the Salt River, providing a secure water supply for the region. Many came by railroad after a transcontinental route was established through the city in 1926, and the combination of therapeutic dry desert air, outdoor recreation, and cultural attractions sustained Phoenix’s growth through the first half of the century. With the advent of air conditioning and the diversion of Colorado River water to Phoenix starting in 1968, the area’s population has grown rapidly. In the 1980s, 100,000 new residents arrived each year.

Visitors are strongly recommended to stop at the Valley of the Sun Convention and Visitors Bureau for information. Museums of interest in Phoenix include the Heard Museum, one of the best collections of Southwest Indian artifacts, and the nearby Phoenix Art Museum. The highly interactive Museum of Science and Technology and the Arizona Museum for Youth are good bets for children.

Phoenix has the largest selection of restaurants in the Southwest, and visitors can try everything from diners to steak houses to seafood, soul food, Cajun, Southwestern, French, Italian, German, Greek, Mexican, Japanese, Chinese, Indian, and Thai restaurants, among others. Professional sporting events take place in the city year round, and the shopping is noteworthy in Scottsdale’s galleries and boutiques.

Flagstaff

North of Phoenix lies the higher-elevation city of Flagstaff, which sits atop the southwest corner of the Colorado Plateau. With its cooler temperatures and recreational opportunities, this region sees many weekend visitors from Phoenix. It’s also the gateway to the Grand Canyon, so expect lots of tourists. Around the area are several national monuments (many protecting Indian ruins), old mining towns, and artists’ colonies. Sedona—the “New Age capital of the world”—is here, and Flagstaff itself is home to Northern Arizona University.

Two well-preserved ghost towns are located in this area: Vulture City and Stanton both date to the gold rush days of the mid-1800s. The Vulture Mine was in operation until World War II, so the buildings in Vulture City are better preserved than most. You can even rent a pan to try your hand at panning for gold. Robson’s Mining World is a nearby commercial venture that features over two dozen restored buildings and a large collection of early mining equipment.

In Prescott, museum lovers can visit the Phippen Museum of Western Art, the unique Bead Museum, the Smoki Museum (built like an Indian pueblo), and the Sharlot Hall Museum, which features the two-story log building that was the first Arizona state governor’s mansion. In nearby Jerome, the Mine Museum, the Gold King Mine Museum, and the Jerome State Historic Park feature mining-related exhibits.

In Sedona, the Sedona Museum of Art and the Sedona Arts Center feature local artists. Tlaquepaque is an area of Mexican-style courtyards and fountains, with several galleries. Sedona is also known for its resorts, so the well-heeled traveler can stay at such places as Los Abrigados, the Enchantment Resort, L’Auberge de Sedona, and Poco Diablo Resort. These resorts all feature outdoor recreation and athletic facilities, spas, saunas, and great food.

Visitors to Flagstaff can enjoy the city’s nightlife and cultural attractions, including the Lowell Observatory and the Museum of Northern Arizona. The Flagstaff Visitors Center is housed in the historic railway station on Route 66. Around Flagstaff, visitors can see many pueblos ruins, Humphrey’s Peak (the highest in Arizona at 12,663 feet), the mile-wide Meteor Crater, and even the Arizona Snowbowl ski area.

Santa Fe

Santa Fe has changed drastically in the past 30 years. Although many of the roads in the city were unpaved as recently as the 1970s, recent waves of tourism and land development have left their marks on the landscape. Today Santa Fe and Taos rank as top United States tourist destinations. Santa Fe offers cosmopolitan conveniences and culinary delights, and many wealthy Americans have built mansions in the hills surrounding the city.

The Santa Fe Convention and Visitors’ Bureau and the New Mexico Department of Tourism are good places to start for the new visitor. The historic and centrally located Plaza shouldn’t be missed, as it dates back to the city’s beginnings in 1610. From 1821 to 1880, the Plaza was the end of the Santa Fe Trail. The Museum of New Mexico administers four downtown museums, and a three-day pass to all four is a bargain. Also worth visiting is the Institute of American Indian Arts Museum, which features the 8,000-piece National Collection of Contemporary Indian Art. Canyon Road, former home of many artists and their studios, now features about 100 galleries and is worth a stroll. Finally, at the northeastern end of downtown Santa Fe, you can take a short walk to the top of a hill and read plaques along the way that describe the city’s history. The walk is easy and provides great views of the city and the surrounding mountain ranges.

North of the city, the Santa Fe Opera facility boasts one of the world’s most famous companies. Have dinner and catch a performance from June through August, and take a backstage tour of the unique open-air auditorium while you’re there. Other performing arts organizations and events include the Orchestra of Santa Fe, The Santa Fe Symphony, the Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival, and the Desert Chorale. The city’s unique variety of performing arts venues—including cathedrals, chapels, and outdoor theaters—makes each performance an adventure.

Finally, don’t forget to take the “high road” or “low road” scenic drives to nearby Taos to ski in the winter or see the Taos Pueblo dwellings and artist’s haunts in the summer!

Albuquerque

Albuquerque is the largest and most populous city in New Mexico. The Albuquerque International Airport is the main transportation center of the region, and the city’s altitude of 5,000 feet makes the climate quite pleasant. There’s snow in the nearby Sandia Mountains in the winter, and it’s typically hot during the day in the summer, but nights here are always cool and comfortable. One not-to-be-missed Albuquerque attraction is the Sandia Peak Tramway, one of the world’s longest, which passes through a variety of vegetation zones.

The downtown Albuquerque Convention and Visitors Bureau has information on the city and on New Mexico in general. In Albuquerque’s popular “Old Town” historic district, take a walking tour and visit The Albuquerque Museum of Art, History, and Science; the New Mexico Museum of Natural History; or the Rattlesnake Museum, the largest public collection of rattler species in the world. (The snakes are safely encased, but you get a “Certificate of Bravery” for viewing them.) Shops and street vendors in this district sell jewelry and other crafts at all price levels. The Chili Pepper Emporium sells just that, in all forms and varieties.

The food selection in Albuquerque is outstanding. You can easily find seafood, as well as Mexican and New Mexican, Italian, Mediterranean, Asian, and French cuisines.

Events

The following list includes some of the more popular annual events in the Southwest:

Various Dances are held on January 1 and 6 at almost all Indian pueblos in New Mexico.

Quartzite Gem and Mineral Show and Swap Meet is held in late January to mid-February in Quartzite, Arizona. Thousands of gem fans come to this tiny town for the annual event.

Gathering of the Nations Powwow, in late April or early May, is held at the University of New Mexico Arena in Albuquerque.

Cinco de Mayo, May 5th, is a Mexican holiday celebrated in many southwestern towns.

Taos Spring and Fall Arts Festivals are held from late May to early June and late September to early October in Taos, New Mexico.

Northern Pueblo Artist and Craftsman Show is held on the third weekend of June in Santa Fe, New Mexico.

Annual PRCA and WRPA Rodeo is hosted on the fourth weekend of June in Raton, New Mexico.

Festival of Native American Arts and Hopi Artists Exhibition take place from late June through July in Flagstaff, Arizona.

Frontier Days, held during the first week of July in Prescott, Arizona, hosts one of the world’s oldest professional rodeos, plus other entertainment.

Rodeo of Santa Fe, a four-day regional rodeo, is held on the second weekend of July in Santa Fe, New Mexico. A rodeo parade marches through the downtown Plaza to kick off the event.

Spanish Market features arts, crafts, and entertainment during the last weekend of July in the Plaza at Santa Fe, New Mexico.

Payson Rodeo, another legendary rodeo, is held in mid-August in Payson, Arizona. Many top-ranking cowboys participate in this event.

Indian Market, on the third weekend of August in Santa Fe, New Mexico, offers a chance to buy high-quality Indian arts and crafts. It has occurred annually since 1922.

Fiesta de Santa Fe, held on the second weekend of September, is one of the oldest annual fiestas in the country.

Navajo Nation Fair, held mid-September in Window Rock, Arizona, offers a rodeo, parade, dances, songs, arts and crafts, food, and more.

New Mexico State Fair and Rodeo, held mid-September in Albuquerque, New Mexico, is one of the largest state fairs in the country.

Jazz on the Rocks, a 20-year-old concert, is held on the last Saturday of September in Sedona, Arizona.

International Balloon Fiesta, held the second week of October in Albuquerque, New Mexico, is the biggest gathering of hot-air balloons in the world.

Fat Tire Festival, in late October, includes mountain-bike races in and around Moab, Utah.

Indian National Finals Rodeo is hosted in mid-November in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Red Rock Balloon Rally takes place the first weekend in December in Red Rock State Park, Gallup, New Mexico.

Transportation/Accommodations

The most convenient (and interesting) way to get around the wide-open spaces of the Desert Southwest is the fly-in/rent-a-car combination. Spontaneous side trips are almost inevitable as you explore this region. Rentals are available at major airports in the cities, and drivers are cautioned to be wary of flash flooding, which can occur at any time, and to carry water with them at all times in the desert. The options for exploring the national parks and monuments include guided bus tours; but car camping in this warm, inviting environment is a relaxing and popular way to go for American and international tourists alike.

Reserving sites at campgrounds, especially the nicer ones inside the parks themselves, is a must. Experienced campers often make a habit of arriving at campgrounds early in the day to “stake out” unreserved sites before continuing their day’s activities. Hotels and motels in all price ranges also are plentiful throughout this heavily visited region, especially in metropolitan areas and outside popular tourist destinations such as the Grand Canyon.

