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  Camping in Arizona


  

  Arizona is a fascinating place in which to camp because of the state’s variety of topography and ecosystems. You’ll find high, forested plateaus, alpine mountains, deep canyons, and spacious deserts, as well as rivers, streams, and lakes.


  Because of its large range of elevation, Arizona always has delightful weather somewhere, year-round. By picking your destination, you can enjoy perfect weather for your camping trip during any season.


  During summer the low deserts in the central and southwest portions of the state are very hot. Temperatures often climb above 110ºF and sometimes surpass 120º in the lowest, hottest locations. Camping in these conditions is enjoyable only by a lake or a river, where you can enjoy water sports. For that reason, most summer camping in the desert regions is done along the Colorado River and the reservoirs along the river and its tributaries and reservoirs.


  Most campers head for the mountains of southeast, central, northern, and eastern Arizona during summer. Here you can camp in the shade and majesty of the world’s largest ponderosa pine forest. In July the hot, dry weather of early summer gives way to the North American monsoon season, when seasonal moisture moves into the state from the southeast and commonly triggers afternoon thunderstorms. Monsoon mornings in the mountains are usually clear and cool, but by late morning, cumulus clouds begin to fill the sky, often developing into thunderstorms by afternoon. The storms are usually brief, lasting an hour or so, but the rainfall may be intense and accompanied by lightning and sometimes hail. After the rain showers stop, the mountain air is cool and sweet, and monsoon evenings are usually delightful.


  During the autumn season, you can camp nearly anywhere in the state and enjoy good weather. The monsoon season normally ends around mid-September as dry, cool air moves into the state. The mountains are still warm and pleasant during the day, although nights will be cold. As fall colors start to appear in the quaking aspen, Arizona sycamore, and other deciduous trees, the mountain forests take on their most striking appearance of the year. In the deserts the hot temperatures of summer moderate to merely warm, and the nights are cool.


  In November the first winter storms signal the start of the winter wet season. These storms drop snow in the mountains and rain in the desert but seldom last more than a couple days. Between storms there is often a dry period of a week or more, and camping in the desert and mountain foothills up to about 5,000 feet elevation is usually very pleasant. Though winter nights in the desert can verge on cold, the warm southern sun makes the days pleasant and enjoyable. The mountains above 7,000 feet often have snow on the ground, and back roads are usually muddy or snowy and impassible. Nevertheless, a few campgrounds in the mountains stay open year-round to accommodate those who want a snow-camping experience.


  Snowstorms are possible in the mountains as late as May, but usually the weather dries out in April. By mid-May most of the mountain high country is free of snow, and the back roads are dry and passable. After wet winters, the desert country is a riot of wildflowers, starting as early as January in the lower desert areas and continuing into May in the higher deserts and grasslands. It’s a show you don’t want to miss. In spring, desert temperatures are still moderate, and the mountains have warmed up, so you can camp nearly anywhere in the state.


  Public Campgrounds


  

  Public campgrounds in Arizona are run by several government agencies. Federal agencies include the National Park Service (NPS), the USDA Forest Service (USFS), and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). The State of Arizona maintains a number of campgrounds through the state park system. In addition, several counties and cities operate public campgrounds.


  The BLM has designated several Long Term Visitor Areas (LTVAs) in Arizona. These are special areas where camping is allowed for longer periods than the usual fourteen-day limit. LTVAs do not generally have developed facilities and are intended for self-contained RVs or trailers.


  Group Camping Areas


  

  Some campgrounds have special group areas; others are set aside for groups only. These areas usually require advance reservations. Call the managing agency well in advance to ensure getting your preferred dates.


  Reservations


  

  Some campgrounds accept reservations; others are first come, first served. Reservations can be made for many campgrounds by calling the National Recreation Reservation Service at (877) 444-6777 or online at recreation.gov. Otherwise, contact the managing agency at the number listed in the campground description.


  Dispersed Camping


  

  Dispersed camping—camping away from developed campground facilities—is permitted on some federal lands, primarily those administered by the USDA Forest Service and the BLM. There are large areas of the state, especially in the western deserts, where there are no developed campgrounds, so going out on your own is the only way to enjoy camping in these beautiful areas. The experience can be very rewarding, and it usually gets you away from the crowds.


  Access to many dispersed sites is via unmaintained back roads. You may need a high-clearance vehicle to reach these sites, and possibly even four-wheel drive. Back roads may become impassible after a storm, and high-country back roads are usually snowpacked or muddy during the winter.


  Dispersed campers have special responsibilities. Certain areas such as designated recreation areas may be closed to dispersed camping. National parks and monuments and Arizona state parks do not usually allow dispersed camping. In areas that do allow it, you must be completely self-contained. It may be many miles to the nearest point of resupply. Since there is no trash disposal or site maintenance other than that provided by users, each camper must minimize his or her impact. Use the following guidelines to ensure that the next camper will find your campsite as good as or better than you found it.



	Cook on a camp stove—it’s cleaner and more convenient than a campfire.


	Keep your campfire small.


	Use existing fire rings rather than building new ones.


	Pick up dead wood from the ground. Don’t saw or chop on standing dead trees. Many species of wildlife depend on dead trees for homes.


	Carry out all trash, but do not burn it. Most plastics give off toxic fumes when burned. Many food packages are lined with aluminum, which does not burn—it just melts into silvery blobs that remain forever.


	Don’t bury trash. Animals will smell it and dig it up soon after you leave.


	Pick a tent site with natural drainage—on a slight slope or slightly domed patch of ground—so that you don’t have to dig ditches.


	Don’t drive or camp on meadows. Arid-land vegetation is fragile, and scars last many years.


	Carry and use a portable toilet, unless you’re in a self-contained RV or trailer.


	If you have to answer the call of nature where there are no facilities, go well away from your campsite. Pick a spot at least 300 feet from open water and away from dry washes. Avoid dry, sandy areas if possible. Dig a small “cat hole” about 6 inches deep. Double-bag and carry out used toilet paper (baking soda helps control odor). When you’re finished, re-cover the hole and restore the surface cover.




  Camping with Kids


  

  Why camp with your kids? There are a lot of good reasons. First of all, kids like to camp. I know I did when I was a kid. What may be a pretty ordinary campground to you is a world full of adventure to a child. If you can choose a campground with special appeal to your kids, so much the better. A kid who is interested in dinosaurs will be fascinated by fossil dinosaur tracks or a dinosaur quarry. Don’t overlook kid attractions in nearby towns either. A trip to a hands-on science or natural history museum will make a camping trip memorable for kids, even though the trip takes you a few miles from your campsite.


  Camping gets your kids into nature. If they grow up camping, they’ll grow up being comfortable in the outdoors. They might even take up other outdoor sports on their own as they get older. And what’s good for the kids is good for the whole family. Today’s pace of life and the demands on us make it hard for families to spend time together. Camping naturally brings families together. Finally, camping is an inexpensive way for the family to vacation together. Even the most expensive campground is low cost compared to lodges and motels. You’ll save even more money cooking your own camp meals. And if your kids are teenagers, it doesn’t hurt to be away from malls and other shopping temptations.


  Planning a camping trip with kids is a little different from planning a trip for adults. Because most kids naturally like camping, you have an advantage right from the beginning. Your challenge is to keep it interesting. Start by easing into camping. Take the kids on a few weekend outings before committing to a monthlong camping vacation. Find campgrounds near home to avoid long drives. Look for campgrounds that will be especially interesting to your kids. Make the trip comfortable for kids and adults.


  In Arizona you have the luxury of picking the climate to camp in because of the great range of elevation in the state. Choose a campground where the weather will be pleasant—neither extremely cold at night nor excessively hot during the day. Also avoid camping where there are a lot of insects, such as mosquitoes. Generally bugs are only a problem in the mountains the first couple weeks after snowmelt.


  Remember your children’s limited attention spans. Lounging around all day in a camp chair with a good book may be your idea of paradise, but your kids will get bored in about a minute. Include such physical activities as games or nature explorations. Let your kids help with camp chores. Because there are hazards in the outdoors that kids have to learn to recognize, you’ll need to set rules that are different from those used at home.


  What age is old enough to camp? That depends on you. Some parents take infants; others wait until the kids are in school. Younger kids might be more work for you, but you’ll make a greater impression on younger kids. In Scandinavia kids are taken out on sleds by their cross-country-skiing parents before they can walk. They learn to ski and walk at almost the same time. No wonder the Scandinavian countries produce so many winter sports Olympians!


  Camping with your kids takes more effort, but your reward is the wonder of watching them discover nature and the outdoors.


  Safety Precautions


  

  While camping in Arizona is a very safe activity, a few precautions will ensure that your camping experience is an enjoyable one.


  Fire Hazard


  Fire danger is highest during late spring and early summer (May, June, and July) and early fall (October and November). When fire danger reaches extreme levels, wildfires start easily and spread explosively. Land managers may close certain areas to all public access during these periods. Don’t be tempted to violate such fire closures. Not only are you risking your life if a fire should start nearby, but you will also very likely be cited and fined if caught in a closed area. Luckily, most fire seasons do not reach such extreme levels, although campfires are often restricted during June and July. Sometimes campfires are prohibited for dispersed campers but still allowed in official campgrounds. Occasionally campfires are prohibited everywhere. Please observe all campfire restrictions—for your own safety and to preserve the beauty of the forests and deserts.


  Smoking may also be prohibited on public lands during times of high fire danger. In extreme fire danger situations, smoking while traveling on foot or on
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  Camping Etiquette


  


  Back-Road Courtesy


  


  Driving to many Arizona campgrounds requires driving on back roads—roads that may be either graded and maintained gravel or cinders, or may be unmaintained two-track roads. Such dirt roads are often dusty, and if you are overtaken by another vehicle, be polite and pull over rather than making the trailing vehicle eat your dust. It is difficult or impossible to safely pass a moving vehicle on many dirt roads.


  Picking a Campsite


  


  Try to arrive at your chosen campground early so that you’ll have plenty of time to find a good site. When you enter the campground, check the bulletin board or entrance station for instructions and any special regulations and to pay the campground fee. Many campgrounds are self-serve. In this case, drive around the campground until you find a site you like. Leave someone, or a piece of gear such as a cooler, at the campsite so others will know that it’s occupied while you go back to the entrance and pay the fee.


  If you arrive late at the campground, avoid excessive driving around while looking for a site—and dim your headlights. Your fellow campers will appreciate it.


  Zero Impact


  


  Always use trash and recycling receptacles if available. If the campground does not have trash removal services, you must carry out all your trash. Never bury food scraps, packaging, or any sort of trash. Animals will dig up anything with a food odor. Never burn trash in a campfire. Many packaging materials contain thin layers of aluminum, which does not burn in even the hottest campfire. Like plastic, it fuses into small blobs. Popular camping areas are scarred with numerous old fire pits that glitter with bits of aluminum and plastic. Also, most plastics give off highly toxic fumes when burned.


  Carry out trash left by careless or thoughtless people, especially when camping away from developed campgrounds. A few extra garbage bags and a pair of gloves will come in handy for this task—and then you can bask in the glow of self-righteous pleasure!


  Campfire Restrictions


  


  Campfire restrictions may be in effect during periods of high fire danger. Although fire restrictions usually apply only to campfires outside developed campgrounds, in some cases campfires may be prohibited in designated campsites as well. Even if restrictions are not in place, never build a fire on a windy day or at any other time you perceive the fire danger to be high.


  Extinguishing Your Campfire


  


  State and federal law requires you to completely extinguish your campfire before leaving it unattended. Two campers failed to do so during the summer of 2011, and the result was the second-largest wildfire in American history, the Wallow Fire, which burned over half a million acres in eastern Arizona. Another camper walked away without even attempting to put out their campfire in June 2010, and the resulting Schultz Fire burned 15,000 acres and the entire eastern slopes of the San Francisco Peaks. Both these fires killed beautiful forests with trees that had survived more than six hundred years.


  To put out your campfire, mix the coals and ashes with water until it is cold to the touch. The most effective technique is to add a little water at a time and stir the ashes well before adding more water. You must be able to put your bare hand in the ashes—to do this safely, start by feeling the fire with the back of your hand held a few inches above the ashes. If you don’t feel heat, then you can feel the ashes with your fingers.


  If you’re dispersed camping and water is short, you can use dirt, but it will take much longer to cool down your fire. Never put a fire out with dirt in a campground or in a fire pit that others will reuse.


  It can’t be emphasized too strongly that just pouring water over a fire or covering it with dirt does not put it out. The fire continues to burn under the top layer of wet ashes or under a layer of dirt and can easily escape later.


  Stay Limits and Checkout Time


  


  Nearly all campgrounds have posted stay limits, usually from seven to fourteen days. A few very popular sites have shorter stay limits, while designated long-term camping areas may allow stays of several months. Many campgrounds impose limits on the number of persons that may occupy a campsite. The number of vehicles may be limited as well. Please observe the stay limit so that other campers can have their turn. Always observe the posted checkout time. If you have to stay later, check with the campground host or ranger to see if you need to pay an additional night’s fee.


  Picnicking in Campgrounds


  


  Never use campsites for picnicking. Some campgrounds have designated day-use areas; otherwise, use a picnic area for day use.


  Respect Other Persons


  


  At all times, respect other persons and treat them as you would like to be treated. During the busy season, some campgrounds can become crowded. Respect other campers’ desire for privacy. Think about your neighbors before you light that lantern or shine that flashlight around. Most campgrounds have posted quiet hours, which are usually between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. During quiet hours avoid disturbing other campers; do not run generators, play radios or stereos, or make other loud noises.


  Share Space


  


  All campgrounds have shared facilities, which may include restrooms, water taps, trash bins, sanitary disposal stations, and other facilities. Patiently wait your turn when other campers are ahead of you. Remember, part of the idea of camping is to leave the frantic pace of the city behind and exchange it for a more relaxed lifestyle!




  Camping Checklist


  


  Use this list as a starting point to remind you what to take on your camping adventure.

  
  Camping Gear

  



  ❒ camp shoes


  ❒ sleeping bag


  ❒ foam sleeping pad


  ❒ tent


  ❒ ground sheet


  ❒ tarp


  ❒ nylon cord


  ❒ tent pegs


  ❒ first aid kit


  ❒ knife


  ❒ water bottles/containers


  ❒ headlamp


  ❒ extra batteries


  ❒ toilet paper


  ❒ insect repellent


  ❒ rain gear


  ❒ sun hat


  ❒ sunscreen


  ❒ lip balm


  ❒ toiletries


  ❒ cooler


  ❒ lantern


  ❒ camp chairs


  ❒ camp table


  ❒ stove


  ❒ fuel


  ❒ cooking pots


  ❒ camp plates, bowls, cups


  ❒ utensils


  ❒ lighter


  ❒ trash bags


  ❒ field guides


  ❒ binoculars


  ❒ camera


  ❒ games


  Car



  Since many Arizona campgrounds are located in remote areas miles from the nearest town, you should consider carrying these items:


  ❒ jumper cables


  ❒ tools


  ❒ extra water


  ❒ extra food


  ❒ hiking boots


  ❒ day pack


  ❒ maps


  ❒ compass


  ❒ GPS receiver


  ❒ car charger for mobile phone




  About the Author


  


  Bruce Grubbs has a serious problem—he doesn’t know what he wants to do when he grows up. Meanwhile, he’s done such things as wildland firefighting, running a mountain shop, flying airplanes, shooting photos, and writing books. He’s a backcountry skier, a climber, a figure skater, a mountain biker, an amateur radio operator, a river runner, and a sea kayaker—but the things that really float his boat are hiking and backpacking. No matter what else he tries, Bruce always comes back to hiking—especially long, rough, cross-country trips in places like the Grand Canyon. Some people never learn. But what little he has learned he’s willing share with you—via his books, of course, but also his websites, blogs, and whatever works. His website is BruceGrubbs.com.
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