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1Introduction to South Mountain Park and Preserve

Introduction

Whether departing Sky Harbor Airport on a first visit to Phoenix or slowly driving through the city as part of the daily commute, there are natural landmarks serving as a directional guideposts for Phoenix, showing the way to your intended destination. Heading toward Camelback and the Phoenix Mountains provides direction to the north, the White Tank Mountains mark the western boundary of the Valley of the Sun, and the Superstition Mountains and Mazatzal Mountains with their four prominent peaks are the focal point to the east.

The most striking landmark of all, delineating the city’s southern edge, is the South Mountain Park and Preserve. Stretching across the entire southern portion of the city, South Mountain has provided a navigational landmark pointing toward home for visitors and residents of Phoenix since the first arrivals over 13,000 years ago.

Located 7 miles south of downtown Phoenix, the South Mountain Park and Preserve is a key component of the city’s park system. The park stretches about 16 miles long and ranges in width from 1 to 4.5 miles across three mountain ranges. The highest point in the park is Mount Suppoa at 2,690 feet. The park contains more than 90 miles of trails covering over 16,000 acres and is the largest municipal park in the United States. There is a bit of controversy over this claim, as the nearby McDowell Sonoran Preserve has been expanded to nearly double the size of South Mountain Park and Preserve and is claiming the title of largest municipal park in the United States, making the claim open to interpretation. The McDowell Sonoran Preserve is located in the outskirts of Scottsdale, where South Mountain Park is located in the middle of the city of Phoenix. Some believe this disqualifies the Sonoran Preserve from the definition of a municipal park as it is outside the main residential portion of the city of Scottsdale. Regardless of which perspective you support, both parks are beautiful and both are worth a visit. Or many visits.

This iconic South Phoenix geographical landmark is one of the most popular destinations in the state of Arizona, receiving more than 3 million visitors per year. Park visitors enjoy a wide range of activities including hiking, mountain biking, horseback riding, and road biking, and visitors will observe a collision of cultures between the old west and modern Phoenix. Park users step back in time when encountering horseback riders with full cowboy gear meandering around saguaro cacti with coyotes yipping to the setting sun in the background. Visitors can simultaneously encounter trail runners, spandex-clad bikers, dogs in backpacks and strollers, and even encounter the occasional skateboarder or unicyclist. South Mountain Park provides the full spectrum of what Phoenix has to offer, merging the past with the present.

The city of Phoenix is in the midst of a five-year, $23 million redesign of the park, which will improve the facilities and trails to the level of a world-class park that is deserving of such a popular, beloved, and heavily utilized local treasure.
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South Mountain Park Central Avenue entrance monument. Courtesy of the author.



Overview of South Mountain Park and Preserve

This book will provide detailed descriptions of trails, facilities, and scenic drives for each of the four main sections of South Mountain Park: East, Central, North, and South.

The trail guides and descriptions in this book are based on extensive personal experience in the park, along with surveys and interviews with park staff and frequent users. I have lived next to South Mountain Park for more than a decade and have visited the park hundreds of times, logging several thousand hours in the park for personal enjoyment, for specific research for this book, and as a volunteer. I have previously hiked many of the trails in the park dozens of times and re-hiked every trail in the park over a one-year period to create the descriptions in this trail guide; the depictions are based on real boots-on-dirt experience. I can be found hiking or mountain biking the South Mountain trails several times per week either solo, with friends, or with members of my family.

South Mountain Park has played an important role in the lives of my entire family. I proposed to my wife at South Mountain Park soon after moving to Phoenix from Minnesota in 2005. At the time, I had very little familiarity with South Mountain but was awestruck by this immense natural space in the middle of hectic, frantic Phoenix and in awe that one could simply climb around in these mountains whenever the urge struck. Despite being unfamiliar with the park, I had a premonition South Mountain would play a central role in my future family’s life and selected this spot to kick off the next phase of our journey together.

The park has indeed played a central role in my family’s life since that day. We moved from outside the city to a location within walking distance of South Mountain, where our two children were born. As a point of clarification, they were born in area hospitals, not literally in the park like coyotes. But we did live next to the park when they were born and both daughters’ first outing of their lives was a hike at the park. We have celebrated birthdays, anniversaries, and achievements at South Mountain Park; as well as using the park to recover after challenges and setbacks in life. My children have been essentially raised in and around the park, and I have come to develop a deep connection to nature as a result of time spent in this extraordinary place. From my sense of wonder that one could wander these mountains whenever the urge struck, I have been able to explore the park on more days than not. In doing so, I have developed a sense of gratitude for the ancestors who protected and set aside this space for us all to enjoy.

Additionally, I have volunteered as a South Mountain Park Steward for several years and share my experience in that role through this book. As a Park Steward, I have come to recognize which trails are heavily used and which are more secluded. I have learned how and why trails are created in specific ways, how to maintain the trails, and how to eliminate “social trails”—unofficial trails created by park users. I have also learned about the process for adding new official trails and have previewed future trails in this book. Having the privilege to work with the highly dedicated individuals who serve as Park Rangers at South Mountain has provided me with colorful stories on the park’s history.

Serving as a Park Steward has provided an opportunity to see how millions of people per year use the park. In the vast majority of cases this leads to a successful and enjoyable day out, but in some cases it can lead to tragedy, disaster, or merely a seriously embarrassing incident. I have included tips on how to stay in the former category throughout the book.

It is my intention that this book will demonstrate the importance of spending time outdoors, along with providing specific information to assist with enjoyment of this Phoenix treasure. I hope you enjoy South Mountain Park as much as I have.

Layout of South Mountain Park

South Mountain Park can be divided into four sections: West, Central, East, and South. The entire park is located in the city of Phoenix, but because this particular city is a sprawling metropolis, each portion of the park is not easily accessible from the other areas. The park spans over 16,000 acres, making it necessary for park users to identify which part of the preserve they wish to visit to avoid lengthy detours. The western and eastern ends of the National Trail are 17 miles apart by car, which would take somewhere between 30 minutes and well over an hour to drive, depending on traffic. To avoid wasting your precious outdoor time this book will detail the trails, activities, and amenities available in each section of the park.

The West Section of the park, located in an area of South Phoenix referred to as Laveen Village, is the least developed. It contains the newly redesigned 19th Avenue North trailhead and access to the San Juan Lookout, as well as the western end of the famous National Trail.
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Scorpion Gulch, in the Central Section of South Mountain Park. Courtesy of the author.



The Central Section is the main section of the park, off Central Avenue in an area of South Phoenix referred to as South Mountain Village. Numerous popular trails start from here, the most utilized and notable being the Holbert Trail. It also contains both hiking and driving access to the Telegraph Pass and Buena Vista Lookouts, the South Mountain Environmental Education Center, and the historic Civilian Conservation Corps–constructed Ranger Station. The Central Section of the park contains many ramadas and is the location for numerous Park Ranger activities and community events. This is a popular gathering place for local residents.

The East Section of South Mountain Park is located in a section of Phoenix called the Village of Ahwatukee. This section of the park is heavily trafficked with locals from Phoenix and the eastern suburbs, along with visitors from around the world who are staying in the area. This section of the park is notable for the newly redesigned Pima Canyon Trailhead and the eastern end of the National Trail, a notable Arizona hike. The East Section is also known for close proximity to the Arizona Grand Resort and golf course.

The South Section of South Mountain Preserve is tucked deep into a section of the city referred to as the Ahwatukee Foothills. The main trailheads in this section of the park are the newly redesigned Desert Foothills Trailhead and the 19th Avenue South Trailhead. The most popular trails are Telegraph Pass and Pyramid Trail.
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Telegraph Pass at sunrise. Courtesy of the author.



It can be a bit daunting to reach different sections of the park by car, particularly given Phoenix’s notorious traffic. All sections of the park are connected by the trail system and accessible by foot or bike, providing access to travel across sections and trailheads. This makes for some wonderful extended hikes. Located in the middle of the fifth-largest city in the US, sections of South Mountain Park do get crowded, particularly on the weekends. However, it is relatively easy to escape signs of civilization within the park. As Alcock describes in a crusty, Edward Abbey–ian manner, “Civilized man fortunately has a limited capacity for bipedal locomotion.”1 If willing to engage in this locomotion, South Mountain Park provides an idyllic location to connect with nature.

How to Use This Guide

Park trails are broken up by section with the distance and elevation change listed for each trail. Along with a detailed description of the trail, this will give you a general sense of the difficulty level. However, you are the only person who knows your actual ability. Start with lower-difficulty hikes and work your way up, as jumping into hikes beyond one’s ability level is a factor frequently resulting in injury or the need for a rescue. And rescue is not guaranteed, especially in a timely manner. Many areas of the park are difficult to access quickly, particularly if users go off designated trails.

The description for each trailhead begins with a brief summary containing the following:

Water: Lists whether or not there is water at the trailhead. The trailhead description describes the nearest available water.

Restroom: Lists whether or not there are restrooms at the trailhead and the type of restrooms, if available. The trailhead description details the nearest restroom facility.

Parking: Description of parking at trailhead with identification of lots, which tend to fill up during busy times.

Picnic Tables: Lists availability of picnic tables at each trailhead.

Trails: Lists trails directly accessible from each trailhead. Also lists key trails that are accessible via a different trail leading from a particular trailhead.

Detailed written descriptions are included for each trail, separated out by section of the park and then by trailhead. Each trail description begins with a brief summary containing the following:

Trail Name

Distance: One-way distance for each trail and any additional distance required to access the trail.

Difficulty: Provides a rating for each trail of easy, moderate, or challenging. Trails listed as challenging will include a descriptor stating why the trail is considered challenging, due to elevation, distance, or technical aspects. A rating of technical means the trail contains terrain that is difficult to navigate.

Elevation Gain: Distance in elevation from the lowest point of the trail to the highest. Note that this is not the entire elevation gain you will encounter when hiking each trail, as many trails have multiple climbs and drops. This simply lists the elevation difference for the trail as a whole.

My top five tips for using the park safely and responsibly:

1.Prepare for the temperature. It is mentioned frequently in this book because not taking the heat seriously is the number-one issue leading to trail rescues, illness, and a sadly high number of deaths each year.

2.Bring extra water. Related to tip number one, if you are frequently arriving at the trailhead with no water remaining it means you did not pack enough. That is a dangerous game to play and one you will lose eventually.

3.Tell someone where you are going and your expected return time. Ideally, bring someone else with you as well.

4.Watch the weather. Storms in Phoenix are rare and often extreme when they do occur. Many trails at South Mountain Park are part of a system of washes draining water off the mountain during monsoon storms—not something you want to be in the middle of during a storm.

5.Adhere to Leave No Trace principles. South Mountain Park appears rugged but is a fragile environment with a large number of users. Stay on existing trails and follow the principle of “take only pictures, leave only footprints” (or bike tire tracks). With the exception of a few trailheads there are no trash receptacles in the park, so plan on removing any trash that you bring into the park. And a few pieces of someone else’s would be kind.

Times to Visit

There is enough to do and see in Phoenix and South Mountain Park to keep one busy year-round, but various times of year offer different activities. If you are seeking sunshine, that’s available about 330 days a year, so the odds are definitely in your favor.

There is a low chance of rain during most of the year as Phoenix averages less than 1 inch of rain per month. When storms do arrive, it is generally in the form of quick and violent summer monsoons. Monsoon storms drop a significant amount of water in a short amount of time and many of the trails at South Mountain Park follow washes, providing paths for water to run off the mountains. The washes and the trails located within them will become dangerous during monsoon storms. Storms in Phoenix are generally predictable, where you will receive advance notice that there is a potential storm. If this occurs, it is best to avoid the trails until the storm has passed unless you have experience with desert storms and flooding conditions.

BEST OF SOUTH MOUNTAIN




	Best South Mountain Experience: Hiking the National Trail




	Best Mountain Bike Trail: Desert Classic Trail




	Best Place to see Petroglyphs: Box Canyon




	Best Example of Historic Architecture: Central Avenue Ranger Station Complex




	Best View: Dobbins Lookout




	Best Sunrise: Gila Valley Lookout




	Best Sunset: Dobbins Lookout




	Best Scenic Drive: Summit Road/Buena Vista Road to Buena Vista Lookout




	Best Place for a Picnic: Five Tables




	Best Beginner Hike: Judith Tunell Trails




	Most Challenging Hike: Alta Trail




	Best Family Hike: Pima Canyon’s Dirt Road Trail




	Best Adventurous Family Hike: Telegraph Pass Trail




	Best Informational Experience: South Mountain Environmental Education Center




	Best Place to See Coyotes: Pima Canyon Trailhead at sunset




	Best Event Location: Big Ramada at Central Avenue Area




	Best Place to Stay: Arizona Grand Resort & Spa




	8000 Arizona Grand Pkwy, Phoenix, AZ 85044, www.arizonagrandresort.com




	Best Spot for Pre-Hike Coffee: The Buzzed Goat Coffee Company




	4302 E Ray Rd Suite 106, Phoenix, AZ 85044, http://www.thebuzzedgoat.com




	Best Post-Hike Refuel: Hillside Spot




	4740 Warner Rd, Phoenix, AZ 85044, http://www.hillsidespot.com




	Best Spot for a Post-Hike Beer: Huss Brewing Company Tempe Taproom




	1520 W Mineral Rd, Tempe, AZ 85283, www.hussbrewing.com




	Best Southwest Meal: Los Dos Molinos




	8646 S Central Ave, Phoenix, AZ 85042, www.losdosmolinosphoenix.com




	Best Southwestern Experience: Horseback ride and cookout at Ponderosa Stables




	10215 S Central Ave, Phoenix, AZ 85042, www.arizona-horses.com




	Best Place for New Ink of Your Love for South Mountain: Nicole Laabs at Revival Art Collective, www.nicolelaabs.com
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Smoke from August 2020 forest fires in Southern California creates a vibrant sunrise at South Mountain Park. Courtesy of the author.



Animals and birds in the desert are most frequently spotted during the times around dawn and dusk. In the summer many animals become nocturnal and can only be observed either during the night or the time right around sunrise or sunset. Many snakes and some other reptiles hibernate during the cooler winter months, while some mammals go into periods of limited activity during the summer.

Spring flower blooms at South Mountain Park vary significantly from year to year. The quantity of blooms is based largely on rainfall from September through March, along with temperatures, previous blooms, and other factors. Generally, the peak bloom is sometime between late February and mid-April, most commonly in mid-March.2

Seasons in the Sonoran Desert diverge from the standard four seasons most of the US is accustomed to. There is some debate on how exactly seasons in Arizona should be defined, with the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum recognizing five seasons in the most widely utilized model.3 These five seasons are:

1.Spring: February through April. This season features gradually warming weather, blooming






















































































































































OPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0003-01.jpg
@

WEST SECTION

SOUTH SECTION

@

CENTRAL
SECTION

@

EAST SECTION

€k

|

€k





OPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Halftitle



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		1 | Introduction to South Mountain Park and Preserve



		2 | Plants and Animals of the Sonoran Desert



		3 | Recreation in South Mountain Park and Preserve



		4 | Enjoying South Mountain Park and Preserve



		Closing Thoughts: Don’t Hike



		Notes



		Bibliography













Page List





		Cover



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136











OPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OPS/images/f000ii-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OPS/images/9780826362919.jpg
SOUTHWEST ADVENTURE SERIES

South Mountain
Park and Preserve

A Guide to the Trails, Plants, and Animals
in Phoenix’s Most Popular City Park

ANDREW LENARTZ

HISTORY « NATURE « HIKING « BIKING « LEISURE






OPS/images/pub.jpg
Jniversity of New Mexico

Press « Albuqguergue





