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Introduction

In the incredible state of Arizona, you can visit the Sonoran Desert and pine tree–covered mountains in the span of a single day. The state boasts the Grand Canyon—one of the ravishing natural wonders of the world—and the longest surviving stretch of Route 66. Arizona is a road tripper’s paradise, offering a melting pot of food flavors and, to top it off, it glows with premium weather much of the year. Plus, it’s an enticing and accessible destination for families, with outdoor activities to boot!

This book is family-centric. Plenty of family travel books exist on the market, but most speak to families as a whole unit rather than accounting for the sum of their parts—all the individuals.

Take, for example, a multigenerational family traveling together. This family might include grandparents who need wheelchair accommodations, babies who aren’t yet potty trained, toddlers who won’t eat anything but chicken nuggets, and teenagers who think everything is lame. This family might include someone with food allergies or sensory issues or carsickness. It might include a dog. Short of the elephants, it’s a traveling circus!

To me, family-friendly doesn’t just mean a wholesome activity everyone can do together; family-friendly means inclusive. It means everyone’s individual needs have been considered in the planning of a trip. This book recognizes that families come in all shapes and sizes. We all have our own circuses. This book was written for you.

My intent for this book is to dismantle the rigid definition of the outdoors. The outdoors is often presented as an activity that happens in the middle of nowhere, somewhere that requires expensive equipment, and something only athletic people enjoy. But the outdoors shouldn’t feel this way. It should be accessible and affordable to everyone. (See more in the Equity and Inclusion in the Outdoors section.) It can include backpacking, surely, but it can also include a tour of an architect’s property or hanging out at a baseball game. You can have a family vacation that’s spent mostly outdoors and still stay in a hotel if you’re not into sleeping on the ground. Outdoors just means fresh air and nature. It can mean the opportunity to get off your phone, move a little, and do something new.

In this book I offer a practical parent’s take on outdoor family travel in Arizona. Here’s what that means to me:


Boutique Hotels

While I enjoy camping, I don’t want to spend every family vacation sleeping on the ground. And age has caught up with me. I am no longer a “the hotel doesn’t matter” person. I want clean sheets, a shower I don’t have to wear flip-flops in, and easy-to-find coffee in the morning. I like to bring my dog. I also don’t want my accommodations to break the bank. Most of the hotels in this book offer these elements. The exceptions—which are exceptions because they cost more—are the resorts at the Grand Canyon.



Nature Activities

I love outdoor adventures, but I’m not athletic, so my hikes and bike rides tend to veer closer to nature outings than sports. I want an incredible view and fresh air without having to summit a mountain suited for Paul Bunyan. This means mostly flat (rated easy or moderate) and low mileage. Hikes and rides in this book were selected with this mindset. All activities were chosen with approachability in mind … though you’ll have to take that first step.



Kid- and Dog-Approved Restaurants

When I’m traveling with family (or anyone who is hangry), I don’t want to dine at the talk-of-the-town restaurant with the mile-long wait list (which is often the restaurant featured in travel books). I just want a basic pizza place with an outdoor patio where my kid can run, and my dog can hang out under the table. Restaurants in this book were chosen based on practical considerations—food quality, of course, but also changing tables in the bathrooms, chicken nuggets on the menu, and dog-friendly patios. I have included some restaurants that aren’t really suitable for young kids, but I’ve noted these.



Economical Travel

Except for a few over-the-top activities, most outings in this book range from free to about sixty dollars per person. This was on purpose, because a stunning state like Arizona has tons to do without spending a fortune.

You might see influencers, especially those online, receiving free hotel stays and meals in exchange for ads or reviews. I did not accept freebies in my research or writing of this book. I wanted to support my local small businesses, be super objective, and, most important, travel economically, as I think most families do.

Let this guide tag along with you on all your family adventures. Get the pages wet on your kayak trip. Let small, greasy hands fumble the dog-eared sheets at dinner while you figure out what tomorrow’s agenda entails. Pass the book to the teens in the backseat to navigate an art scavenger hunt. Take this book along as you explore and make family memories. And don’t forget to pack the snacks.





Best of Arizona Lists


Iconic Arizona


	Red Rocks in Sedona

	Grand Canyon

	Watson Lake in Prescott

	Lava Tubes in Flagstaff

	Baseball Spring Training

	Route 66

	Antelope Canyon





Best Camping


	Lost Dutchman State Park

	Catalina State Park





Best Hiking


	Sabino Canyon

	McDowell Sonoran Preserve





Best Biking


	Oro Valley—Road Cycling

	Sedona—Mountain Biking





Best Birding


	Central Arizona—Sedona, Prescott, Cottonwood





Best Stargazing


	Grand Canyon National Park
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How this book is organized





How to Use This Book

This book is split up into five sections, as though the state has been separated into five horizontal strips. It begins in southern Arizona and works northward.

Hiking, biking, birdwatching, and stargazing aren’t location-exclusive activities, and since they show up in each of the five sections, the primer for these activities lives in the front of the book in the How to Get Started with Outdoor Activities section. For the activities that occur just once or twice, you’ll find details within those specific sections.

Many places cater to both hiking and bike riding; take, for example, McDowell Sonoran Preserve. For the sake of not repeating information, areas that feature both are discussed in the hiking section and presented as a list in the biking section.

The birdwatching spots are all Important Bird Areas (IBA), as defined by BirdLife International and National Audubon Society (audubon.org/important-bird-areas). Arizona’s IBA Program is co-administered by Audubon Arizona and the Tucson Audubon Society. The Arizona IBA program has identified forty-eight IBAs; all offering premier birding opportunities. These areas are featured on a helpful interactive story map at arcg.is/vzTPr. Specific lists of birds to look for are taken from the IBA qualifying species lists within the mini conservation plans available at aziba.org/?page_id=3109.

Each hotel, destination, and activity begins with a quick guide—good for, not good for, and cost—to help you gauge whether a destination or activity might fit your family. I didn’t include prices throughout this book (with a couple of exceptions) because specific pricing is constantly changing. Instead, I used the following ranges throughout:

For hotels (note that hotel prices vary dramatically by season):

Budget: $1 to $125 per night

Midrange: $126 to $200 per night

Splurge: More than $200 per night

For destinations and activities:

Budget: $1 to $10 per person

Midrange: $11 to $30 per person

Splurge: $31 to $100 per person

Over the top: More than $100 per person

This book assumes you have your own transportation. Arizona, much like the rest of the United States, does not have the infrastructure for a sufficient public transportation system. College towns and larger cities, like Tucson, Phoenix, and Flagstaff offer light rails and extensive bus routes, but for the most part you will need a personal car to get around. If you’re driving into the state (or you already live here), you’re set. If you’re flying in, fly into Phoenix Sky-Harbor Airport and rent a car.

This book also uses the word “accessible” to mean mostly flat, graded, wide, and barrier free, so someone in a wheelchair can enjoy it. Accessible does not necessarily mean ADA or ABA compliant.




Equity and Inclusion in the Outdoors

The outdoors should be accessible and affordable to everyone. It should be … but it’s not. In fact, historically many communities have been excluded and underrepresented in the outdoors. Some people feel afraid in public outdoor places because of the color of their skin or who they love or how they worship. And there are people who simply can’t access the outdoors because of distance, transportation, or mobility challenges.

I’ve tried to feature within these pages economical and approachable options for getting outside, but it’s not enough. Thankfully there are many organizations working toward better equity in the outdoors. These have a presence in Arizona:


Outdoor Afro

outdoorafro.com

Outdoor Afro’s network connects black people to the world of outdoor recreational activities and nature-rich experiences.



Trailblazing Interpreters

trailblazingterps.com

This group matches freelancers and professionals who know American Sign Language (ASL) with outdoor enthusiasts who need the services for their travels. They work within state and national parks including those in Arizona.



Northern Arizona Adaptive Sports Association

nazadaptivesports.com

NAASA seeks to break down the barrier for entry for those with a disability who want to do outdoor sports in Northern Arizona.



Birdability

birdability.org

Birdability strives to remove the obstacles preventing access for birders with mobility challenges, blindness, and deafness.



Latino Outdoors

latinooutdoors.org

Latino Outdoors connects Latino communities to foster outdoor engagement, tell stories, and develop leadership.



Native Women’s Wilderness

nativewomenswilderness.org

Native Women’s Wilderness was created to bring native women together to support, learn from, and share experiences of the outdoors.



Fat Girls Hiking

fatgirlshiking.com

Fat Girls Hiking is a body-positive group expanding representation in the outdoor space and encouraging plus-size women to escape their comfort zone.





How to Get Started with Outdoor Activities

A few activities show up in every section of this book—camping, hiking, biking, bird watching, and stargazing—all relatively affordable and with minimal barriers to entry. Most of them take very little equipment and all can be accomplished by people who don’t necessarily identify as outdoorsy or sporty. Here’s how to get started with these activities:

First, there are two nonnegotiable, critical rules for all of them:


	Leave no trace. The tenants of leave no trace are to leave the outdoors as you found it or better than you found it. Don’t trample vegetation or cut switchbacks. Don’t disturb wildlife. Don’t litter. If you pack it in, pack it out.

	Bring enough water. Water in the desert is life or death. And when Arizonans call it a “dry heat,” we’re not joking. It can be 110 degrees and it won’t feel much hotter than it does elsewhere with high humidity at 80 degrees. Don’t venture out on a trail when it’s hot. If you’re visiting in the summer and want to get out for an activity, head out early in the morning. Visitors are often convinced bringing a single bottle of water on a hike or a ride is enough, but it’s not—even in the winter months. Each person on a hike should bring at least one liter of water for each hour out, double that if it’s hot.



If you’re super interested in a single activity, grab a field guide for it. I mention a few activity-specific recommendations below. If you’re a generalist, pick up something like “Arizona Nature Set” by James Kavanagh. This pamphlet is a beginner’s field guide for wildlife, birds, trees, and wildflowers for those looking for a one-stop shop.


Camp

Good for: Kids who love dirt; parents who want their kids to build some character; naturalists; those who want to get away

Not good for: Those who don’t want to sleep on the ground; those who prefer a hotel

Cost: Budget

If camping seems intimidating to you, it’s OK. However, consider that every camping experience in this book involves car camping (except for the backpacking trip in Sedona). This means you can throw in anything and everything you want—including that giant blow-up air mattress. Just because you’re camping doesn’t mean you have to go without.


Pack up

Here are the basics:


	Tent

	Sleeping bags

	Sleeping pads

	Lantern or flashlight

	Lighter or matches

	First aid kit

	Pocket knife/multitool

	Mess kit/cup

	Water bottles and water

	Ice chest

	Aluminum foil (if you’re planning to use the grill)

	Can opener

	Dish soap

	Trash bags

	Clothing and toiletries

	Food

	Camp stove (optional)

	Chairs (optional)






How to Get Kids to Enjoy the Outdoors


	Be an example. If you want your kids to fall in love with the outdoors, get off your phone and enjoy being active alongside them.

	Let them play. The outdoors presents a sense of freedom. Let kids feel it too—they won’t if you’re constantly telling them how to play or trying to prevent them from getting dirty. Kids are “clean-up-able.” Help them make it a sensory experience.

	Read about nature. Here’s a book list for every age group:
Picture Books

• Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin Jr.

• The Tea Party in the Woods by Akiko Miyakoshi

• A Walk in the Forest by Maria Dek

• The Lorax by Dr. Seuss

Chapter Books

• Charlotte’s Web by E. B. White

• The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame

• Little House series by Laura Ingalls Wilder

• Animal Friends series by Janette Oke

Teen/Young Adult

• Redwall by Brian Jacques

• Hatchet by Gary Paulsen

• The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling

• The Hunger Games series by Suzanne Collins


	Try new activities together. Never been camping? Give it a go! Does kayaking seem intimidating with a toddler? Sure does! Try it anyway. Even the ones that don’t turn out perfect make for priceless memories.

	Make it a game. For young kids, find treasures to bring back home. For slightly older ones, have a nature scavenger hunt. Older kids might enjoy a competition with friends or siblings.






Follow Camping Etiquette


	Check if there are any fire restrictions before you light up your fire pit. Buy or collect firewood at the location you’re camping rather than bringing it in.

	Be quiet when you’re supposed to. Campgrounds typically have a designated quiet time.

	Keep your site clean.

	Respect others’ space. Don’t walk through other people’s campsites. Take designated paths.

	If you’re camping with dogs, keep them from barking, pick up after them, and keep them leashed.





Tricks of the Trade


	Check the weather forecast before you head out and plan accordingly. Check for flash flood warnings and bring shelter if you’re headed out in the rain.

	Book in advance. The best campsites book up quickly.

	Bring a map. Campsites are often off the beaten path or up in the mountains and out of cell phone range.

	Ensure campsites have water before you assume they do.

	Keep directions for setting up your tent somewhere you can easily find them. If you’ve never set up a tent before, pitch it in your living room or backyard first.

	Don’t leave food out. It will attract animals and bugs to your site.
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Campers at Picacho Peak State Park. Photo courtesy of Arizona State Parks & Trails.





Hike

Good for: The whole family; hikers; casual nature walkers

Not good for: Those with injuries

Cost: Free, though some parks may have day-use or parking fees

Lace up your hiking boots (or really, just your tennis shoes will do) and head out onto the trail. Hiking is an activity you need little preparation for, so long as you’re not attempting an overly difficult trek. You won’t find any treacherous climbs or twenty-milers in these pages; every hike listed in this book is rated easy or moderate. Walking means a slower pace than cycling or driving, which means you’ll get to enjoy nature up close. Pick up a field guide on wildflowers or wildlife. (A recommended wildflower field guide is Wildflowers of Arizona Field Guide by Nora and Rick Bowers and Stan Tekiela.) Let your toddler collect treasures in his pockets.


Pack up

Though technically all you need is your tennis shoes, it’s a bright idea to pack up a backpack with a few other essentials. Dress for the weather and wear (and bring) sunblock and lip balm even if it’s cloudy. Pack snacks. Trail mix with M&M’s is a motivator for kids. Ensure everyone has enough water, which is at least one liter per person for each hour you’re out on the hike. If you’re not sure-footed, you may wish to bring a walking stick or trekking poles along for the journey. A small first aid kit is never a bad idea to stick in your pack and be sure it includes tweezers just in case you accidentally meet a cactus.
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Hikers in Catalina State Park. Photo courtesy of Arizona State Parks & Trails.





Follow Hiking Etiquette

The U.S. National Park Service offers guidelines for using trails within its park system, but the general guidance is applicable to all trails used for hiking.


	Hikers on the way in (or up) have the right of way, so if the trail is narrow and there isn’t room to pass, step aside if you’re on your way out (or descending).

	Hikers should yield to horseback riders. Cyclists should yield to both hikers and horseback riders. Even if you have the right of way, be vigilant and polite. Say hello when you pass. It’s not a rule, but it’s a best practice.

	Stay on the designated path to avoid hurting surrounding vegetation or disturbing wildlife. Even though it’s tempting, don’t cut switchbacks.

	Stay aware and listen. Keeping noise down is respectful to others out on the trail and quiet also allows you to hear others approaching as well as wildlife. Hiking in Arizona’s desert means you must be mindful of rattlesnakes.





Tricks of the Trade


	Always bring more water than you think you’ll need. Though it may not be hot, Arizona’s humidity is much lower than most other areas of the United States.

	Wear appropriate clothing for the weather. Layers are optimal for quickly changing temperatures.

	Invest in a pair of well-fitting hiking boots or trail running shoes. Wool socks will wick moisture and keep your feet warm. They’re also an absolute must for avoiding blisters.

	Stick some moleskin in your first aid kit. If you end up with a blister halfway into your hike, place the moleskin between your skin and your sock so your shoe doesn’t rub.

	If the trail is muddy, turn back to avoid damaging the trail’s condition.






Bike

Good for: Those wanting to see the terrain in a different way; parents who need more ideas to wear out the kids

Not good for: Those with injuries or health issues preventing them from exercising

Cost: Free, though some parks may have day-use or parking fees; bike rental and lesson prices vary

Cycling can be an activity active families can enjoy together no matter where you’re traveling. It’s a sport where you can go as leisurely or as intensely as you choose and have a blast no matter your speed.


Pack up

If you’re traveling to Arizona, you may be renting a bike. Outfitters for rentals and lessons in Flagstaff, Phoenix, and Tucson are listed in this book. Each bike shop will ensure the rental bikes fit the riders properly, and they will supply a helmet.

If you’re buying a bike, do so at a local bike shop that can help ensure proper bike fit. You’ll also need a helmet. If you’re a parent who prefers your kids to wear elbow and knee pads, bring those too. Gloves are also helpful.

If you’re cycling without a guide, bring the tools to fix a flat tire if needed.

Bring along enough water—either in bottles in holders on your bike or in a bladder in a backpack.



Follow Biking Etiquette

If you’re road cycling:


	Ride in the direction of traffic and obey the law. Bikes must share the road with cars and follow all the same rules.

	Use hand signals to tell other road users what you’re planning to do.

	Don’t wear headphones or use your phone while cycling. You’ll need to hear traffic around you and be able to adapt and respond accordingly.

	Wear bright or reflective clothing so drivers on the road can see you. If you’re riding at night, ensure your bike has reflectors and a light.



For mountain biking, the International Mountain Biking Association presents several best practices including:


	Share the trail. Bikes yield to both hikers and horseback riders.

	Know which trails allow bikes and stay on them. Don’t create your own paths.

	Be prepared with tools and a map.

	Be kind and helpful if someone else needs help.

	Stay in control, approaching blind corners and switchbacks with caution.

	Whether you’re on the road or on the mountain, when you approach another cyclist or hiker from behind, communicate with them so you don’t startle them. Use a bell or horn and say “on your left” if you need to pass.





Tricks of the Trade


	Ensure your bike is property set up for your height and weight.

	Wear a reflective item of clothing so cars and others on the trail can see you.

	Bring a light source just in case you’re out on your bike after dark.

	Ensure you have all the necessary items to change a flat tire, including the knowledge of how to do it.

	Keep your eye on where you want to go. If you look straight at the cactus, you’ll ride straight into the cactus.






Birdwatch

Good for: Kids of all ages; those with accessibility or mobility challenges; naturalists

Not good for: Teens who bore easily; loud people

Cost: Free, though some parks may have day-use or parking fees

Learning about birds early in life can foster an interest in science, nature, and environmental stewardship. It’s an activity kids can begin at a young age and take part in anywhere you’re traveling.

For an interactive map of Important Bird Area locations, and for more details about what to look for and where, visit storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/de8721c8e79b4dc88e88fdc012fb88ae.


Pack up

You’ll have to do a little research online before you head out or purchase a field guide so you can identify the birds you see. There are also free kid-friendly apps like Merlin or Audubon Bird Guide that can help with identification and tracking. Field guides and identification apps can help you narrow down species based on season and location and birds’ silhouette, structure, and markings.

When you head out, bring comfortable walking shoes, sunblock, weather-appropriate clothing, water, and snacks. If you have them, also bring a camera, field guide, and binoculars.



Follow Birding Etiquette

The American Birding Association offers a code of ethics at ABA.org. Tenets include:


	Be mindful of your environmental impact.

	Avoid stressing the birds, exposing them to danger or disturbing their habitats.

	Be kind to others exploring the outdoors.

	Don’t enter other people’s property without permission.





Tricks of the Trade


	Avoid wearing bright colors, as you want to blend into your surroundings and not attract birds’ attention.

	Use your senses to watch for motion and listen for calls.

	Go at prime time, which, for birds, is early in the morning or at dusk.

	Don’t approach birds quickly. Birds get spooked easily, so move slowly and quietly.

	Keep your group to just a few people to minimize noise and movement.

	Go in clear weather. Just like you want to be cozy inside when it’s stormy, so do the birds.






Stargaze

Good for: Teens who want an excuse to stay up late; anyone interested in astronomy; large groups traveling together, family vacations or reunions

Not good for: Very young children

Cost: Free, though some parks may have day-use (still relevant at night) or parking fees; splurge for observatories



Birdability

birdability.org

While birding is for everyone, not all trails and day-use areas are accessible to everyone. This is why Birdability—a nonprofit with the mission to share the joys of birding with people who have disabilities and other health concerns—exists. The website maintains a crowdsourced interactive map—a partnership with National Audubon Society—that details accessible places to go birding.




Pack up

You don’t need much for a stargazing outing! Grab a blanket or a sweater. If you have a telescope, bring it, but you can see plenty without any fancy equipment. A device (like your phone or tablet) with a stargazing app like Skyview (foolproof for beginners) or Stellarium Mobile Plus will help you navigate the night sky. If you prefer a paperback, check out Night Sky—A Field Guide to the Constellations by Jonathan Poppele. A red light is handy for navigating through the dark without creating light pollution.
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Moonrise over the Dove Mountains in Marana. Photo courtesy of Arizona Star Tours.





Follow Stargazing Etiquette


	Most of the stargazing spots in this book are located within Dark Sky Communities or Dark Sky Parks. This means you must be careful of the lights you use at night. If you’re camping, ensure your lights are only used when needed, are no brighter than necessary, and are shielded when you do use them.



If you’re joining a star party:


	Don’t use white lights. If you must use a light, use a red one. This includes your car headlights. Arrive before dark so you don’t ruin the dark for others.

	Always ask before touching someone else’s equipment. And never touch the glass optical surface of a telescope.

	Be quiet and peaceful.





Tricks of the Trade


	Get some altitude. If you can get above the light pollution of a city, you can see the stars better.

	For new stargazers, don’t worry about not having a telescope. Use binoculars (you’ll at least be able to see the moon better with these) or just your eyes.

	Invest in a red light.

	Cold nights are the best nights. No humidity means no haze.
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