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The aurora borealis as seen from Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve.
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Arches National Park
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Death Valley National Park
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Great Basin National Park
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Kenai Fjords National Park
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Mount Rainier National Park
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Yellowstone National Park






Introduction

Be honest: You are here because you want easy answers. You’re not reading this page. Instead, you flipped through to the park you’re planning a trip to this summer, or next year. Maybe I stopped you in your tracks with a beguiling photograph on the way. But be real: You’re checking the table of contents or the index first, looking for an out-of-the-box hike that guarantees solitude.

I mean no judgment. I’m like you. I’ve spent most of my reporting career feeding your craving for just-add-water solitude to cover my own addiction (and my rent). I’m always thirsty, and I want it on tap. Finding a wild spot you’ve never been to before and gulping it down with no one around is a helluva drug—one perhaps only surpassed by the anticipation you get before you offer it up to the masses wrapped with a map or GPS track to boot. I’ve done this by consulting rangers, grilling guides, hounding wizened old-timers, squinting at obscure maps, and often tossing myself into the field to see for myself.

I know, I’m a monster. But I live on both sides of the debate. For the longest time, I argued that it was important for me to spoil your favorite secret place so that it could earn the ardent voices needed to protect it. National parks remain one of our best ideas, but recent events have shown that when the winds shift, our sacrosanct ideals can (and should) always come up for reconsideration.

Later, after watching a few of my favorites get loved to death and hearing the pleas of park personnel brought to their knees by hashtags and drones, I completely flopped to the other side. The uptick in wilderness enthusiasm seemed to outpace any need for advocacy; our vast wildernesses no longer seemed boundless, and I worried that some of our favorites couldn’t stand the glare of so much attention any longer.

Both facile theories inflate my (or anyone’s) power to influence the future and flatten so many nuances of this debate. More importantly, they ignore the fact that these places shouldn’t and can’t ever be gate-kept. New people will discover, reclaim, and return to these places. All we can do is greet them with enthusiasm, share knowledge, and keep our ears and hearts open with an invitation to join us on the trail. Many of these noobs will come up with the brilliant ideas we’ll need to keep this great thing called national parks at its best for humans and nature for another 100- or 200-odd years.

Let’s address the central tension and irony expressed by this book. Any hidden gems revealed herein risk losing their status the minute eyeballs hit the page. To share them is to literally risk exposing them and undermine the whole stated purpose of the title.

But I don’t believe that. Even if they’re discovered, they’re still gems. My sincere desire is that you recognize the trips included here as starting points that motivate you to go deeper on your own. The best adventures aren’t given: They are found by you, when you least expect it, in a forgotten corner of wilderness you landed in by mistake, accident, or craft. That is the real goal of this book: not to impart knowledge of secret places you haven’t encountered (they’re all on the internet), but to inspire and empower you to get to know a wild place, learn from it, and become a lifelong student searching for the soul of national parks with your own feet. Discovering your own hidden gems—either alone in a desolate valley or wide-eyed in a crowd as awestruck as you—never gets old. As the worn adage goes, hike your own hike.

If you love parks, it’s also imperative that you cultivate this skill and attitude. While park attendance has seen steady growth since the foundation of the national park system in 1916, visitation has exploded in the last decade, with a pandemic-influenced drop essentially erased by 325.5 million visits in 2023 (2019 holds the record at 327 million). In the abstract, this is wonderful: We need vibrant constituencies to protect and expand our parks. All communities must find their place in “America’s Best Idea,” reclaim their heritage in it, and advance how national parks work for everyone.

The dark side is our trails and park spaces are getting hammered, and the fine people who keep our perpetually resourcestrapped and underfunded park service going can’t hope to keep up. You’ve experienced the fallout: avalanches of trailhead trash, serpentine traffic, quota limitations, and backcountry permits that sometimes feel as hard to come by as Oscar nominations.

Access versus preservation: This tension will govern the national park discourse in the coming decades. It will demand patience, sacrifice, and resilience from everyone who loves these places and has experienced their transformative power. The parks are working on solutions, some of which might bring growing pains. Parks like Arches, Mt. Rainier, and Rocky Mountain already require ticketed entry or reservations to access them by car, and more will follow suit. Extend grace to park personnel, plan, and have backup plans for backup plans. In moments of frustration, remember that any day spent outside beats doing almost anything else.

You can also eschew marquee, iconic parks and opt for obscure ones. Over a quarter of all park visits cluster in the top eight parks. All parks offer deep rewards (explored in detail in this book). If you asked me my favorite, I’d have to choose the newest one I visited.

For me, that’s Gates of the Arctic, the least visited in the system, which I explored for the first time while writing this book. My ten-day excursion required expedition-grade planning and truckloads of grit, but it lived up to the legend: stellar scenery, humbling wildlife close encounters, crushing solitude. Deathbed-quality memories for us all.

Notice I said “us.” Though I was in search of the most solitary, hidden experience a national park can provide, I didn’t go alone. I went with a tight-knit crew of four of my best friends and family, who sacrificed precious time and money to accompany me on a wild-hair exploration of the quietest, meanest park in the system. And I’m convinced the gifts of Gates resonate more because they were shared.

To wit: Our near tragedy became our biggest triumph. One morning, I explored an empty valley of peaks and lakes with our guide Trevor, my cousin Jonathan, and my friend Travis. Meanwhile, my sister and my friend Rob hung back in camp to rest after a backbreaking slog up to the Arrigetch Peaks. The problem with separating: For the last two days, a mother grizzly bear and two cubs kept foraging on a tundra slope near our camp. They never seemed interested in us, and both parties gave each other a wide berth—perhaps between 600 yards and a half mile.

My sister had slept in bear country before, but this did little to soothe Rob’s self-described “bearanoia.” I wanted either the guide or me to stay behind since we’d both encountered Alaskan browns before, but Trevor insisted it would be fine and came with me, leaving the group with bear spray and instructions for the satellite device we used to text each other.

On a scramble up slippery boulders, the exploration party got the text message we least wanted to see: “BEARS IN CAMP.” We rolled down the slope we just climbed, desperate to return in case help was needed. At the same time, we took a circuitous route: Willow thickets boxed in our camp on the most direct approach, and we couldn’t risk surprising the bears and making a fraught situation worse. We ran into Rob and Elissa on this detour; they pointed out where mom and cubs retreated, far up a mountainous slope to a cave where they denned. It was striking how chill they were—especially after I learned what transpired.

While Elissa napped in her tent, Rob climbed a high ridge to attempt to relax with a crossword puzzle. He looked up and over at camp and saw nothing, then focused on solving the mysteries of Will Shortz. When he next looked up several minutes later, mother and cubs were sniffing at the foot of my sister’s tent.

“One can never forget the feeling of being sniffed from a foot away with nothing but nylon between you and a snout,” she later told me. Time slowed down for the Grizz (not the bear—Elissa, who earned that nickname early in childhood for her grouchy morning temper).

“Each moment as it happened felt like its own event. My hackles rising, hearing Rob Smith screaming ‘Elissa!!! Bears!!!’ from a football field away, the moment of deciding to unzip the tent, grab the spray, and look out all at once.”

The noise made the bears scoot from camp, and they showed no further interest in these strange visitors. Our guide told us the bears here see so few people that they don’t associate us with anything, and mild curiosity almost always becomes aversion. A few days later, we would see a possible papa bear many miles away, fording the wide, shallow Alatna River and appearing the size of his mate and progeny combined. When we reported the encounter to a ranger, she mentioned that other parties in the Arrigetch reported mom and cubs all summer; she never approached, but she always lingered somewhere in the valley.

Encroaching males will often kill cubs when given the chance so the female will go into heat and they can then mate with her. The ranger theorized that the female might be using human presence as a deterrent to males, since bears here typically avoid people whenever they can. She didn’t seem to associate humans with anything else, but it still brought concern: As remote as Gates is, more and more people visit every year, bringing increased impacts and unintended consequences with them. They tend to concentrate their presence on Arrigetch Peaks. We had it entirely to ourselves, but that’s becoming the exception.

Our experience in Gates with the bears contains all the complicated and conflicting messages and feelings I want to explore in this book, only some of which I fully understand and can express. More will come as I dwell on this memory and others, but a few rise above others. Solitude bears incredible power, but it means little without other people. Everyone deserves to seek out wilderness for its own sake, and yet we must allow it to persist and thrive without us. My mind knows I have more to fear from the Grizz than the grizz, but my body doesn’t feel that way.
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A brown bear print stamped into the bank of the Alatna River.



My sincere hope is that you join me in exploring these questions yourself, looking for answers in rocks, trees, and waters untouched and not. Please share them with me and everyone you know.

Let’s get hiking.
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The Gates expedition crew. From left: Jonathan Pease, Ted Alvarez, Rob Smith, Elissa Alvarez, Travis Dobson.






How to Read This Book

You’ll notice there are no maps in this book, and that route descriptions vary in detail. This is by design: The point is to get you inspired to go deeper and fill in the gaps with your own research and preparation. This builds safe, well-rounded adventurers—plus it’s fun! Most people who get into trouble or have a less-than-stellar time do so because of a lack of prep or education. There’s more than enough here to immerse yourself in any park, but keep going: Once you start, you’ll get hooked.

This book is also not a substitute for the essentials of any hike. Do not attempt any hike without a topo map or GPS (better is both), the 10 Essentials, and preferably consultation with experts like park rangers, guides, and other official personnel. Pay close attention to permitting, as rules change often. Make sure to check online before your hike. When in doubt, ask: Always confirm logistics or routes with official NPS material or personnel—third-party sources can be helpful, but many come with errors or outdated information. Also, national parks are sensitive places that experience extreme conditions; trips, trails, and entire parks can be subject to unforeseen closures and restrictions (especially in our era of increased traffic and climate impacts). We’ve listed each national park’s website, which is the best place to start and end your planning process.

The parks in this book are broken into distinct sections. The introduction offers an overview of the park’s highlights—you should come away understanding its unique traits, rewards, risks, and character. Some parks contain Zones of Interest: whole areas that warrant further exploration and beg you to dive deeper and find your own adventure. Zones often have starter trips, but it’s best to break out a map and start exploring. Hikes are established routes—self-explanatory, though they vary between official trails and unofficial routes. Hidden Gems represent a singular spot, fact, or experience that will blow your mind. Some are clues nudging you to attempt to discover them yourself.

The Rules of Solitude

With parks enduring such high levels of visitation, finding solitude often relies on behavior more than location. Follow these rules for the best chance of skipping out on crowds and finding a pure experience. Some are no-brainers, and others demand you step outside your comfort zone to access their benefits.


	1. Go in shoulder and off-seasons. Most parks experience one or more high seasons (usually summer, but not always), but few get swamped year-round. Though you may sacrifice access to facilities or certain big-ticket attractions, and certain seasons increase risk or discomfort, this is usually the easiest way to find quiet.

	2. Avoid the weekend. Another easy one. Monday to Wednesday usually guarantees a drop in visitation anywhere you can think of. This loses some effectiveness in high seasons for some parks, and getting out of the grind is tough for most folks, but it goes a long way to securing permits, parking, and privacy.

	3. Stay the night. If you’re reading this book, you have plans to get out of the car. That’s huge: Most park visitors don’t, and those that do are usually day hikers. Backpacking helps reduce company. Most parks maintain permitting systems to further limit crowds, but plan in advance to get them (some offer limited first-come, first-served options).

	4. Go the distance. Everyone loves short and sweet, but the longer you go, the less likely you are to see people on all but the most popular routes. It’s also an opportunity to see gains in exercise and fitness.

	5. Embrace the suck. Bad weather, route difficulty, challenging access, rough roads or trails—learning how to seek out and enjoy what others suffer through is a solid ticket to finding an empty place. But it’s not an excuse to put yourself in danger. Know your abilities and limits, and understand the risks.

	6. Get off the trail. Leaving the trail and going cross-country can earn you spectacular solitude in the most crowded parks. Many national parks designate cross-country zones for this purpose. But be sure to check in with rangers on permitting and places where this is allowed. Observe Leave No Trace principles, taking extra care to mitigate your impact, and be sure you are a competent navigator. Don’t use an off-trail trip as your first opportunity to orienteer with a map, compass, or GPS.

	7. Be map savvy. Spend lots of time learning how to read and understand trail maps. Learning how to link trails and read terrain on a topo map can unlock all kinds of emptiness. Use official USGS quads or similar. Park maps lack enough detail for all but the most casual hikes.

	8. Look for wilderness substitutes. Parks rarely exist in isolation from other wildlands. They’re typically surrounded by national monuments and forests, state parks, BLM land, and wilderness areas that feature many of the same attributes with fewer crowds. Prominent examples include Gros Ventre (Grand Teton), Never Summer (Rocky), Cedar Breaks (Bryce), and Cumberland Gap (Smokies).






Acadia National Park

Maine | nps.gov/acad | Visitation: 3,879,890

When I lived in concrete-bound New York City, stepping over pizza rats on the subways or squinting at the sliver of sky between skyscrapers, I first caught a true whiff of the wild I was missing from out West in Maine’s Acadia National Park.

Located primarily on Mount Desert Island but spread between the mainland and nineteen islands on Maine’s coast, the oldest national park in the eastern United States isn’t Yellowstone east of the Mississippi. But it has a grandeur you can’t find anywhere else: sweeping vistas of jagged cliffs plunging into the crashing surf of the Atlantic, serene forests cloaking tranquil ponds, and lofty summits boasting views of a craggy coastline dotted with picturesque lighthouses.

Acadia owes its spectacle to the ancient collisions and cataclysms that inform its geology. Volcanic activity forged Acadia’s rocky bones over 500 million years ago. Thick ice sheets covered the resulting granites, shales, and basalts that form the park’s complex bedrock over the last 2 to 3 million years, peaking 18,000 years ago. The glacier’s geologically speedy retreat left the terrain of gray and pink granite cliffs, rounded bare mountaintops, and U-shaped valleys we see now. Piles of rock, sandy and cobbled beaches ground from stone, and large sentinel boulders known as erratics remain today to mark their passage, scooped out and dropped in place by the frozen hands of the last ice age.

Cadillac Mountain, famously the tallest mountain on the Eastern Seaboard and the first spot to see the sunrise, owes its profile and popularity to these processes. Somes Sound is also frequently referred to as the only place in the eastern United States where one can witness the deep, steep, glacially carved valleys filled with water known as fjords. (Technically, Acadia’s more gentle, sloping sides and lack of depth classify them as fjards.)

This dramatic geology sets the stage for a wealth of biodiversity. From the intertidal zones to the coniferous and deciduous forests, Acadia’s theater of life stays active throughout the year. White-tailed deer amble through the piney understory, while peregrine falcons launch from cliff faces to trace arcs and dive in the sky above at speeds faster than any other animal. Though rarely seen, moose, lynx, bobcats, and black bears patrol the forest’s secluded reaches, while tide pools along the craggy coast nurture a vibrant, miniature world of starfish, anemones, periwinkles, barnacles, and crabs. Each season ushers in a new cast of characters, from the migratory birds of summer to the seals and whales that frequent the park’s waters in the colder months. (In summer, you might catch an adorable, clownish puffin bopping around on the outer islands.)
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Cadillac Mountain is the first place in the United States to see the sunrise.



Acadia also serves up heaps of human history. Native Wabanaki people hunted, fished, and tilled the soil for over 12,000 years. They etched their presence into the landscape, leaving shell middens and tool fragments. European colonization brought severe change: Forests were felled for timber, mountains mined for granite, and fishing settlements soon speckled the coastline.

By the late nineteenth century, America’s elite transformed Mount Desert Island into a summer haven, building grand cottages. John D. Rockefeller Jr. himself laid the foundation for the park’s iconic carriage roads, which today offer visitors a tranquil journey through the heart of Acadia.

Influential figures like George Dorr, the “Father of Acadia,” and philanthropist Rockefeller championed protection for the area. Both donated significant swaths of land, and their efforts helped create the first national park east of the Mississippi, originally christened Lafayette National Park in 1919 before adopting Acadia in 1929.

Each year, droves of nature enthusiasts swarm what is effectively a pocket park—at 50,000 acres, it’s one of the smallest. Parking lots fill up fast in summer, and leaf peepers revel in autumn’s fiery hues of orange, red, and gold. And who can fault them? In the same day you can disappear into a golden forest, top out on a peak with a seaside view, and enjoy a delicious crustacean plucked not far from the tide pool you just poked around in. Consider the lobster roll, served with a side of deep nature.

But despite its popularity, there are opportunities aplenty to carve out pockets of solitude, especially for those willing to take on some of the more strenuous options on the park’s 125 miles of trail. Few visitors venture beyond sightseeing along the 27 miles of the Frederick Law Olmsted–designed Park Loop Road. Even popular trails like the Precipice, Jordan Cliffs, or Valley Cove, while demanding, offer rewards worthy of their challenge and breaks from road-bound throngs.

But with a little effort and know-how, you can catch a bigger whiff of wilderness in Acadia that approaches the best of the West.

ZONES OF INTEREST

Schoodic Peninsula

The Schoodic Peninsula is Acadia National Park’s only portion on the mainland, situated an hour’s drive northeast from busy Mount Desert Island (or MDI in Mainer). While it shares the same dramatic geology as Mount Desert Island, only 10 percent of park visitors ever see Schoodic’s rugged coastline, dense spruce and fir forests, pink granite outcroppings, and stirring ocean views. A 6-mile, one-way loop road that winds around the peninsula gives you easy access to photo ops, 7 miles of hiking trails, and picnic areas.

Schoodic Point, at the peninsula’s southern tip, provides a front-row seat to the raw power of the Atlantic Ocean. With no reefs or barrier islands to slow them, waves crash against the granite coastline at full speed. It’s an excellent spot for picnicking, bird-watching, or absorbing the hypnotic rhythms of the sea. In contrast, the short, family-friendly Wonderland Trail deposits you on a protected, rocky beach with excellent tide pools to explore at low tide.
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Without barrier islands or reefs to protect the shore, Schoodic Peninsula absorbs open-ocean waves at full speed.



Isle au Haut

The 10,000-acre “high island” sees 25 percent of the park’s visitors. With fewer than eighty residents, the teensy namesake lobster town offers little in the way of amenities beyond a general store and a single seasonal food truck. But 18 miles of silent, mixed-use trails take hikers to the barren beaches, thick woods, and sea-sprayed cliffs that typify Acadia.

Isolation comes with a catch. The island is located 6 miles south into the Atlantic from the mainland, so visitors first need to get to Stonington (1.5 hours from Bar Harbor); you’ll then hop one of two tiny mailboats (Mink or Otter). The boat lands in the town harbor year-round and Duck Harbor seasonally from May to October. Duck Harbor is your best bet to get immersed in the island’s best scenery right away. There are no cars on the island; all locomotion is by foot or bike.

HIKES

Bald Peak and Parkman, Gilmore, and Sargent Mountain Loop

Buckle up: This grand loop summits four thrilling peaks in 5.4 miles, but eastern Mount Desert Island crowds largely stay away because of its leg-crunching ascents and descents that’ll have your knees begging for mercy. Still, the scenery is worth every bit of toil.

Begin at the Lower Hadlock Pond parking area and head toward the Bald Peak trailhead, where a steep uphill climb will set your heart racing and soon deposit you on 974-foot Bald Peak. Drink in the distant views of islands dotting Somes Sound before pressing on to Parkman Mountain. The trail meanders along the ridge, treating you to wide views of the peaks ahead of you and Penobscot and Cedar Swamp Mountains to the east.

Having planted your flag on Parkman Mountain, descend gently on the Grandgent Trail for a bit before a tough section brings you to open 1,036-foot Gilmore Peak. Descend once again, this time toward the giant of your journey, Sargent Mountain.

The hump to Sargent requires you to push through encroaching trees and branches over rough, uneven trails. But your final summit puts you atop Acadia’s second-highest peak (1,373 feet) and rewards you with sweeping views of eastern MDI highlights Cadillac, Jordan Pond, and the Bubbles erratics against the backdrop of Somes Sound and the western peaks beyond.

To return to your starting point, proceed southeast from the Sargent Mountain summit. Here you’ll find the Grandgent Trail that connects to the Hadlock Brook Trail, a more leisurely route through forests and alongside streams. It offers a calm finish to a challenging hike, leading you back to Lower Hadlock Pond.
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Sargent Mountain is the second-tallest peak in Acadia.



Beech Mountain via the Valley Trail

While Beech Mountain and its old fire tower remain a popular summit to bag, tackling it on the longer Valley Trail/Beech South Ridge Trail gives you more privacy and access to an entrancing forest for only a few more miles (3.6 round-trip).

Begin at the Valley trailhead, accessible from the Park Loop Road. Start hiking south, and soon you’ll find the trail gradually climbing through a lush hardwood and spruce forest marked by large, moss-covered boulders.

As you continue along the Valley Trail, you’ll encounter a fork. Take the right path toward Beech South Ridge Trail, where you’ll conquer most of your incline for the day. Shortly, you’ll find yourself on the south ridge of Beech Mountain, standing 839 feet above sea level. Pause for a moment to catch your breath under the disused fire tower (it’s typically closed) and appreciate the sweeping views of Long Pond, Somes Sound, and the Cranberry Isles and Isle au Haut dotting the Atlantic Ocean beyond. Return by going north on the busier Beech Mountain Trail.

The Perpendicular Trail to Mansell Mountain

The Perpendicular Trail up Mansell Mountain is an exciting and challenging alternative to the dizzying Precipice Trail on the island’s east side. Known for its unique human-made elements—including iron ladders and a stone stairway—the Perpendicular Trail offers an excellent mix of history, physical challenge, and rewarding views.

Get to the parking area near the Long Pond trailhead and begin hiking on the Cold Brook Trail, following it for 0.2 mile to reach the start of the Perpendicular Trail, which routes you toward the Mansell Mountain summit.

The Perpendicular Trail lives up to its name. In a short 1.3 miles, you’ll ascend 1,000 feet. What makes this trail particularly unique is the stone stairway, a remarkable feat of trail engineering. Constructed during the Great Depression, the Civilian Conservation Corps built 300 stairs as part of a project to create jobs and stimulate economic recovery. They provide hikers with a steep but manageable ascent.
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Beech Mountain gives you sweeping views of Somes Sound, the Cranberry Islands, and beyond.



As you ascend, you’ll pass through forests of spruce and fir, cross chattering brooks, and skirt boulders and rock ledges, creating a diverse and engaging trek.

After you’ve mastered the stairs and a little more uphill trudging, you’ll reach the junction with the Mansell Mountain Trail. From here, it’s a short climb to the summit, sitting at 949 feet. The summit is mostly forested, so look out for a spur below it that leads to an overlook of Long Pond.

After admiring the views, continue over the summit and descend via the Mansell Mountain Trail. This trail will lead you to the Great Notch Trail. A right turn on the Great Notch Trail will bring you to the Long Pond Trail. Turning right on the Long Pond Trail will take you back to the trailhead and your starting point.

Western Head/Cliff Trail Loop

Immerse yourself in Isle au Haut’s isolation while touring this mellow 3.6-mile loop’s secluded pocket coves and jagged seaside cliffs. You can begin from either behind the campground at the Duck Harbor Landing or the ranger station near the town landing.
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Secluded Duck Harbor on Isle au Haut is one of the quietest places in Acadia.



From the ranger station, head southwest on the main road for 1.5 miles until you reach the trailhead for the Western Head Trail. This trail will take you through a dense spruce forest before the terrain starts to open to coastal views.

After 2 miles, you’ll reach the Western Head, a rocky outcrop that offers breathtaking views of the Atlantic Ocean afar and pounding surf and sea breezes.

Continuing from the Western Head, you’ll connect with the Cliff Trail, which bounces along the cliff tops. The Cliff Trail can be narrow and rough in places, with some minor rock scrambles. The path winds through dense forest, skirts tidal pools, and leads you across ledges with more dramatic ocean views.

Follow the Cliff Trail until you meet the Western Head Road. From here, it’s an easy 1.5-mile walk back to the ranger station.

HIDDEN GEM

For most, hiking Isle au Haut consists of one day bookended by choppy-if-scenic boat rides. But lucky people can camp overnight at the Duck Harbor Campground, which has five sites limited to six people. Three-sided lean-to shelters provide a roof, floor, and an accompanying picnic table and fire ring. There’s a water pump and composting toilet, but otherwise this is a primitive backcountry experience. For a step up in amenities and uniqueness, you can also book a stay at the Robinson Point Lighthouse. Both options deliver sweeping, stay-awhile views of the sea and some of the best night skies on the East Coast.




Arches National Park

Utah | nps.gov/arch | Visitation: 1,482,045

Arches does what it says on the tin: over 2,000 arches, the greatest density in the entire world. There are bigger, wilder, and emptier desert parks, but few have the capacity to transform casual visitors into aspiring desert rats so quickly. Majesty abounds the minute you crest the park road and round onto its elevated plateau.

The otherworldly red-rock moonscape of Arches National Park, situated in eastern Utah just beyond the Colorado border, contains more than arches. Stone spires reach toward the heavens, massive balanced rocks teeter precariously on eroded pedestals, and expansive rock fins form surreal labyrinths.

Arches’ gritty past began around 300 million years ago when a salt bed formed beneath the current region as an ancient sea evaporated. Over time, sediment washed down to cover the salt bed and harden into rock. The unstable salt layer shifted and buckled under the weight, pushing the rock into domes and basins. Water and ice, heat and cold all worked to sculpt these layers into the fantastical landforms we see today.

You can see the beginnings of this formation in desert varnish—the black streaks that mark where water begins pouring down cliff faces. They point to where water sneaks into cavities and freezes, breaking off chunks of sandstone bit by bit until a hunk of rock becomes a fin and then an arch. If the beginning of an arch happens over thousands and even millions of years, we can often see the end of an arch in real time. In 1991, a huge section cleaved off the bottom of 300-foot Landscape Arch, the longest arch in the world. And in 2008, Wall Arch crumbled completely; now it’s a pile of ruddy boulders under open sky and a broken bridge.

In between the rocks life persists, tenacious and diverse. Juniper and pinyon pine find root in harsh terrain, providing shelter for creatures like the kangaroo rat and desert cottontail rabbit. Redtailed hawks and golden eagles soar high above the rock formations, their keen eyes scanning for rodents. In this stark environment, the most minute forms of life—a lichen, a beetle, a lizard—feel like a small miracle.

If you look down, you’ll also see impressive canyon formations in miniature. The bumpy, brown and green and black fuzzy undulations found in patches of sand is a living soil composed of algae, lichens, mosses, and bacteria. Known as cryptobiotic crust, it can take hundreds of years to form. Admire but take special care not to step on it.
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Double Arch glows under some of the darkest skies in the country.



Arches has been a crossroads for thousands of years. Ancient Puebloans left their mark in the form of petroglyphs, while later Ute and Paiute tribes passed through the region. In more recent history, ranchers, prospectors, and settlers arrived, adding their own chapters to the story.

Most trails in Arches are short but rewarding: Less than 50 miles of trail cross the park, and backcountry opportunities are limited. You’ll be sharing trails most of the time. Still, the iconic Delicate Arch Trail is a must-do for newcomers. For all the tourists who visit, the view that ended up on Utah license plates and state line welcome signs retains all its power in person, usually silhouetted against bluebird skies with the white La Sal peaks cresting on the horizon.

Most desert parks dwarf Arches, a scant 76,000 acres, by a wide margin, and its proximity to I-70 and charming Moab makes finding solitude a challenge. Crowding has gotten so intense that as of spring 2022, reservations are required for drive-in visitors to the park (you can always bike in). Timed-entry tickets to enter Arches National Park for the month of April are typically released in January of each year.

Spring and fall are the most comfortable seasons for exploring, with milder temperatures and swelling crowds. The massses continue into summer’s intense heat, but winter can offer a uniquely serene experience, with snow-dusted arches and crisp, clear skies.

ZONES OF INTEREST

Fiery Furnace

Fiery Furnace’s labyrinth of narrow sandstone canyons contains towering sandstone formations, deep fissures, and secret arches, offering one of the most unique and adventurous experiences in the park away from the selfie-sticked crowds. But there’s a catch: Access requires a permit, which you can get from the Arches Visitor Center, or a ranger-guided tour. The ranger-led tours are recommended, especially for first-time visitors, as the route’s complex maze-like structure can be quite challenging and easy to get lost in.
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Fiery Furnace’s maze-like passages require scrambling experience and patience to navigate.



Inside, you’ll weave through narrow slot canyons, some of which open into hidden amphitheaters. High above, blue sky creates a stark contrast to the deep oranges and reds of the sandstone (from whence the area gets its name when it glows at sunset). At your feet, small pockets of lush green vegetation persist in miniature oases.

Hiking here involves scrambling over sandstone, navigating narrow passages, and hopping across gaps. The total distance is 2 miles with moderate elevation gain, but the tough terrain and slow pace can make the hike last 2 to 3 hours or more. But you’ll also get the chance to see rarely glimpsed Surprise Arch and creepy Skull Arch.

HIKES

Tower Arch

Tucked away in the Klondike Bluffs region, Tower Arch delivers an off-the-beaten-path trek through diverse landscapes to a classic, quiet arch in an otherwise bustling park.

Start at the Klondike Bluffs parking area, accessed via a 10-mile dirt road off Salt Valley Road. The road is usually passable with a regular passenger vehicle, but after heavy rains, a high-clearance vehicle may be necessary.
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Hulking Tower Arch remains off the beaten path at the end of a rough dirt road.



The trail’s 3.4-mile showstopper loop takes hikers on a dynamic trail through a few steep and rocky sections, sandy patches, and the occasional moderate scramble. Depending on your pace and how often you stop to enjoy the scenery, plan for around 2 to 3 hours round-trip.

You start in an expansive high desert terrain scattered with sagebrush and junipers, set against a backdrop of red and orange sandstone formations. As you ascend a sand hill, the landscape transitions into dramatic fins and boulders. Along the trail, you’ll see the Marching Men—a group of tall, isolated fins that resemble a procession of soldiers—and the Parade of Elephants, a rock formation that, with a bit of imagination, looks like a line of pachyderms strung trunk-to-tail.

The trail ultimately winds through a series of more inspiring rock formations to reveal Tower Arch. The arch itself spans 92 feet and stands 43 feet high. Its name comes from the towering sandstone pinnacles flanking either side. Depending on the time of day, the arch and towers glow in the warm hues of the sun.

Sand Dune Arch

This delightful, family-friendly hike leads through a slot canyon to Sand Dune Arch, another impressive example nestled between towering sandstone fins. You’ll find the trailhead just past the turnoff for the Delicate Arch, located in a large parking area. The relatively short length (0.3 mile) and easy terrain make this jaunt perfect for families with young children.

The trail meanders into a gap between large sandstone fins to reach a patch of soft, red sand deposited over time from the eroding sandstone. The trail ends at the Sand Dune Arch, a small but picturesque arch tucked in the fins’ shadows. All the loose sand gives younger visitors a chance to play in a fun, natural sandbox. The tall fins provide some shade and create a cooler microclimate, making this hike a great option on hot days.

The Primitive Loop at Devil’s Garden

While Devil’s Garden is the longest trail in the park at 7.9 miles and quite popular, crowds drop off beyond Landscape Arch at 1.6 miles. Starting from the Devil’s Garden trailhead, the route follows the main trail to Landscape Arch before veering onto the Primitive Trail. As its name suggests, the Primitive Trail is more rugged and less marked than the park’s other trails, and continuing requires decent route-finding skills and comfort scrambling past drop-offs and balancing on slim fins. Your reward is another selection of arches and rock formations few see, including the brooding Dark Angel tower.
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Devil’s Garden Primitive Loop features sandstone ramps with steep drop-offs.
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The Milky Way rising behind iconic Delicate Arch.



HIDDEN GEM

While throngs flock to see Delicate Arch at all times of day (photographers especially prize the golden glow of sunrise and sunset), the park is open 24 hours. Catching Delicate Arch at midnight gives night owls a chance to have the most famous hunk of rock in the Southwest to themselves. Finish dinner in Moab, fill your thermoses with coffee, and prepare to see this icon as few do: silhouetted against a sugary Milky Way or bathed in soft moonlight.
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Sun sets on the distinctive eroding cliffs of South Dakota’s Badlands National Park.






Badlands National Park

South Dakota | nps.gov/badl | Visitation: 1,046,400

Every culture to encounter this forbidding crossing—Lakota, French, Spanish, American—cursed it with a name translating to “Badlands.” Understandable: Imagine crossing the wavy, rolling prairies of what is now South Dakota on foot or horse for days only to encounter a sinking maze of crumbling gullies, sinkholes, chasms, and hills striped in eerie colors.

Sprawling across 244,000 acres in South Dakota, Badlands National Park’s moniker may come from an epithet. But while cursing under their breath at the prospect of crossing it, early visitors must’ve also been overwhelmed by its austere beauty. Over millennia, the forces of water and wind shaped sedimentary layers of clay, sand, and silt into a spectacle of buttes, pinnacles, and spires. Ranging in colors from subtle pastels to vibrant reds and oranges, these layered formations come alive when the low-angled light of sunrise and sunset paints them in an ethereal glow.

The oldest layer, the inky Pierre Shale, was an ocean floor when dinosaurs roamed 65 to 70 million years ago. The clay, silt, and sand that settled onto that ancient bottom compressed and solidified into the shale we see today. In its dim recesses, the Pierre Shale harbors the remnants of ammonites and baculites—early marine mollusks that once drifted lazily through those prehistoric waters.

Resting atop that are the Yellow Mounds, remnants of yet another sea that gradually receded, creating marshes that trapped and preserved plants and animals in layers of sediment. Aged between 34 and 37 million years, their warm hues pop against the landscape in a watercolor wash of ochre, mustard, and lemon. The color derives from an iron-hydroxide mineral called goethite.

The fossil-rich Brule Formation constitutes the final section. Its crumbly, chalk-like facade comes in shades of gray, tan, and white. About 30 to 34 million years old, this formation owes its existence to the tumultuous rivers and floodplains of the Oligocene. These torrents drowned, washed away, and otherwise collected fossils that give us glimpses into the lives of the large mammals of that era: ancient horses, camels, rhinoceroses, and saber-toothed cats. Each layer contains a paleontological playground where important discoveries are made every year.

The inhospitable badlands host plenty of life forms. Prairie dogs chatter in expansive colonies, bison and pronghorns graze on the mixed-grass prairie, and bighorn sheep scale the rugged terrain with ease. Birds find refuge here—hawks soar overhead, while songbirds add melody to the windswept landscape. The more than sixty species of tall and short grasses preserved on half of the park’s terrain serve as a relic, too: Though we think of the Midwest as prairie country, the kind that once dominated the interior United States is nearly gone.

Human history goes back at least 11,000 years. The ancestors of Indigenous Lakota Sioux lived and hunted here, following the rhythms of the land. Later, homesteaders arrived, lured by the promise of free land, only to struggle against the harsh conditions in these “starvation claims.” The park also has a more recent history as a bombing range during World War II.

Modern visitors to Badlands National Park will find a variety of experiences to suit their tastes. For the adventurous, there are trails that offer intimate encounters with the park’s unique formations, such as the Notch Trail or Castle Trail. The short Fossil Exhibit Trail gives visitors the easiest way to travel through time (and spy a saber-tooth skull). The Badlands Loop Road offers stunning views for those who prefer to explore by car.

The park is open year-round. Spring brings wildflowers and newborn bison. Summer, though hot, is the most popular time to visit. (This isn’t the beach or a glacier, but don’t forget your sunscreen: I experienced one of the worst sunburns of my life on an all-day hike when I idiotically forgot it.) Fall offers cooler temperatures and vibrant colors, while winter presents a stark beauty, with snow accentuating the park’s contours.

The Wall, a prominent 60-mile-long escarpment, divides the park into North and South units, each at different elevations. The North contains the most trails, but the South (also called Stronghold) and Palmer Creek Unit offer remote backcountry experiences.

Any hiker who gets lost within the strata of time at Badlands can’t help but feel acutely aware of the procession of time and the ways it shifts physical matter, always adding or subtracting: rock, dirt, bone. It took 500,000 years for erosion to reveal the badlands, at one inch per year. And they aren’t permanent: In another 500,000 years they’ll be gone.

ZONE OF INTEREST

The Badlands region, especially the area known as the Stronghold Unit, is of significant cultural and historical importance to the Oglala Lakota people. Before European colonization, the Great Plains region was home to many Native American tribes, including the Lakota, who relied on the land’s resources for their livelihoods and emerged as the dominant tribe in the region as colonists arrived.

The relationship between the Oglala Lakota Tribe and the Badlands is rooted in centuries of history, cultural significance, and ongoing stewardship. It’s rich and complex, and often fraught with tensions both modern and historical.

The Lakota consider all the Black Hills, including the Badlands, as Paha Sapa: a sacred homeland from which all their people originated. The landscape features in their creation stories, and certain areas within the park, including sites not accessible to the public, are used for traditional ceremonies and spiritual practices.
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The Stronghold Unit hosted the Ghost Dance, a spiritual movement among Native American tribes in the late nineteenth century.



In the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, the US government promised the Lakota ownership of the Black Hills. However, after the discovery of gold, the United States reneged on the treaty and forcibly removed the Lakota to reservations, leading to the Black Hills War of 1876–1877.

In 1976, a significant portion of the Badlands was returned to the Oglala Lakota Tribe but is jointly managed with the National Park Service. This area, known as the South Unit, comprises the Stronghold and Palmer Creek Units. The park service and the tribe have a Memorandum of Agreement for managing the lands, with the goal of developing it into the first Tribal National Park.

The Oglala Lakota’s relationship with the Badlands today is characterized by ongoing efforts to preserve their cultural heritage, protect sacred sites, and manage the land in a way that respects their traditions and the ecosystem. While progress has been made, issues like resource management, land rights, and economic development continue to pose challenges.

HIKES

Saddle Pass Trail

This trail offers adventure wrapped in a short, 0.7-mile round-trip hike. Find the marked trailhead in the Badlands National Park’s eastern section, along the Badlands Loop Road (Highway 240), between the Burns Basin Overlook and Conata Picnic Area.

The trail begins on flat prairie before abruptly ascending the Badlands Wall, cutting through the layers of sedimentary rock and giving hikers the chance to climb 200 feet up through the geological story of this place. The path can be steep and slippery with loose gravel, making it a moderate to strenuous hike despite its short length.
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Absorb Badlands geology on a short but steep climb up Saddle Pass.



As you climb, you’ll have close views of the peculiarly eroded buttes and pinnacles characteristic of the park, while the panorama of the vast prairie lands stretches out behind you.

At the top of the Saddle Pass Trail, you’ll reach a junction with the Castle Trail and the Medicine Root Trail, giving you an opportunity to extend your hike. The Castle Trail offers a longer, moderately challenging hike through mixed-grass prairie and striking badland formations, while the Medicine Root Trail winds through the prairie lands, where you might spot grazing bison and prairie dogs.

Medicine Root Trail

Starting at the Saddle Pass trailhead along the Badlands Loop Road (Highway 240), the moderate Medicine Root Loop weaves through the mixed-grass prairie ecosystem for 4 miles round-trip, distinguishing it from the typical badlands scenery dominated by rocky formations.

The trail begins by intertwining with the Castle Trail and then diverges southward, leading you across the undulating prairie. The flat trail makes for a pleasant, leisurely walk that traverses a sweeping sea of prairie grasses that shift in color with the seasons—from vibrant greens in the spring to golden hues in the fall. Patches of wildflowers, such as prairie roses and coneflowers, add splashes of color to the landscape.

As you traverse this trail, keep an eye out for bison grazing in the distance, prairie dogs chattering near their burrows, or hawks soaring overhead. If you’re lucky, you might catch a glimpse of a coyote or a badger.

The trail ends as it rejoins the Castle Trail, which you can follow back to the trailhead or extend to explore more of the park’s geological marvels.

Sheep Mountain Table

Sheep Mountain Table is one of the more remote and less-traveled hikes in Badlands National Park, offering a unique chance to experience the park’s scenic beauty in relative solitude.

The trail is in the Stronghold Unit of the park, which is co-managed with the Oglala Lakota Tribe and situated within the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. Access to this part of the park requires driving down a series of gravel and dirt roads. The dirt road leading to Sheep Mountain Table can become impassable in wet conditions, and a high-clearance vehicle is recommended.
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Bighorn sheep graze on the tallgrass prairie.



From the trailhead, the hike to the top of Sheep Mountain Table is 7 miles round-trip. The trail is primarily a flat, dirt road that takes you atop the large namesake mesa. While the hike doesn’t involve a significant elevation change, its length can make it challenging for some.

As you trek along the trail, you’ll be treated to an immersive experience of the Badlands’ unique geology and wide-open vistas. You’ll encounter mixed-grass prairies, rugged badlands formations, and a diversity of plant life. This part of the park pops in the spring when wildflowers burst into bloom.

Panoramic views from atop Sheep Mountain Table offer sweeping, miles-long vistas of the Badlands on clear days. At such distances, the jagged peaks, deep canyons, and expansive prairies become otherworldly.

Unlike the park’s main unit, this area doesn’t have established visitor facilities, so ensure you bring all necessities, including water, food, sun protection, and a map or GPS for navigation. Cell service can be unreliable in this area.

Remember that the Stronghold Unit is on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, so be respectful of this fact and adhere to all rules and regulations. There may be areas of cultural significance to the Oglala Lakota Tribe that are off-limits.

HIDDEN GEM

Badlands is the rare Lower 48 park where going off trail is often encouraged—and it brings rewards in the form of solitude and plentiful wildlife. For self-sufficient and experienced backpackers, the 22-mile, three-day Sage Creek Wilderness Loop has all that and more. Caution: You’ll need excellent route-finding, map, and GPS navigation skills, and you must bring in all your water.

The description that follows is merely a rough selection of potential destinations and landmarks; navigating your way there and carving your own path is part of the discovery. Find the trailhead at the Conata Picnic Area and head southwest through high prairie while surrounded by iconic badlands spires for a few miles. After a few more miles, you will reach Deer Haven, an oasis of junipers in the largely treeless landscape. Camp here, and on day two climb a narrow ridge to stand atop The Wall. Descend and venture into the prairie of Sage Creek Basin proper, which you’ll cross for a bit more than 3 miles. Hike west from here into Tyree Basin, and spend the next night here.
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Disappear into the Badlands on the largely off-trail Sage Creek Loop.



For your final day, find a gap in the badlands formations: This is Sage Creek Pass, which after crossing will deliver you to a fence line you can follow until you reach a north–south fence line you’ll need to duck under to continue. Drop into Conata Basin for your final 3-ish miles of hiking back to the Conata Picnic Area.
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Ocotillo (“little torch” in Spanish) blooms red from March to June in Big Bend.






Big Bend National Park

Texas | nps.gov/bibe | Visitation: 509,129

Growing up in Texas, I always looked north and westward for wilderness and adventure. Drives for hours in any direction brought suburban lawns, planned communities, golf courses, or gigantic city buildings bounded by concrete rivers jammed with cars. Escape far enough and you’d find rolling farms dotted with cows, or vast plains or rocky scrub and desert—but always cornered by barbed wire or fencing. It was all pretty, but far from wild.

Facts bear this out. Despite its size and famous motto, Texas is in the bottom five states for percentage of public land—more than 95 percent is private.

I never went far west enough. Along the remote southern border of Texas, where the Rio Grande snakes between the United States and Mexico to bisect the Chihuahuan Desert, a rugged set of mountains and river floodplains converge. Here Big Bend National Park preserves stark beauty, rich history, and profound silence in a state where that’s in short supply.

Big Bend’s geological story is still under construction. But we know it began some 500 million years ago, as sediments deposited by an ancient sea compacted into limestone. Over millions of years, volcanic activity, uplifting, and erosion sculpted the terrain into a diverse topography that includes the jagged peaks of the Chisos Mountains and the sunbaked limestone canyons of the desert. The park holds a fossil record that spans millennia, featuring dinosaur bones and sea creature imprints that tell a story of constant transformation.

Native peoples inhabited this region for thousands of years, leaving behind rock art, artifacts, and structures. The Comanche Trail, used by Native American tribes for trade and travel, cuts through Big Bend. Spanish explorers and missionaries arrived in the sixteenth century, followed by ranchers and miners who all left their mark on the landscape.

The crossroads of multiple climate zones in the vast Chihuahuan Desert supports hardy yucca, prickly pear, and ocotillo plants that splash green against the tawny desert sand, blooming vibrantly in spring. This desert gives way to the greener, cooler highlands of the Chisos Mountains and stands of juniper, oak, and pinyon pine. Along the Rio Grande, the riparian ecosystem’s reeds and willows offer refuge for the park’s wildlife.

Javelinas rustle through the underbrush, roadrunners dart across trails, and Mexican black bears chomp on berries. Big Bend is a vital migratory pathway, and over 450 species of birds have been recorded here, from tiny hummingbirds to golden eagles.

Extreme heat and distance from cities mean few visitors stray from Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive. But more than 150 miles of trail serve hikers. Those who stay the night get the best treat: In this International Dark Sky Park, stargazers can revel under an unobstructed and pure celestial dome sprinkled with stars, planets, and the milky streak of a galaxy close and bright enough to touch.

While the heat of summer can be intense, the park thrives in spring and fall when temperatures are milder. Winter also has its own stark charm, with cooler weather and fewer visitors.

When I first arrived in Big Bend, I’d been to wild spaces all over the world. But by gazing into deep time in the rocks that flanked me or the night sky blooming above, I experienced a homecoming of sorts into the wild, beautiful heart of Texas I’d missed.

HIKES

Marufo Vega Trail

The Marufo Vega Trail is a 14-mile loop through rugged desert terrain, with broad views of the Rio Grande and the Sierra del Carmen in Mexico. The trail is strenuous and often desolate; hikers must come prepared with plenty of water, sun protection, a detailed map, and considerable self-sufficiency.
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Hikers can spy Mexico’s Sierra del Carmen range in the distance.



Begin your journey at the trailhead near the Boquillas Canyon Overlook, off the main park road. The trail descends immediately into an arroyo, weaving its way through the Dead Horse Mountains’ rocky terrain. Early on, you’ll encounter a spur trail leading to an overlook of the Rio Grande—an excellent detour if time allows.

Around 3.5 miles in, the trail splits into the loop section. Here, you can choose to go either clockwise or counterclockwise. If you go clockwise, you’ll find more shade in the afternoon (helpful in desert heat).

The southern half of the loop brings you closer to the Rio Grande. This portion of the trail provides sweeping views of the river with Mexico’s Sierra del Carmen as the backdrop. From the arid, rocky desert landscape, you’ll descend into a riverine environment where the Rio Grande glistens under the sun.

The northern half of the loop cuts back into the desert, through the foothills of the Dead Horse Mountains. The terrain here can be strenuous, with several ups and downs, but it offers expansive views of the park and the distant Chisos Mountains.

The two halves of the loop converge back at the split, from where you’ll retrace your steps through the arroyo to the trailhead.

Upper Burro Mesa Pouroff

This trail looks unassuming at the beginning but quickly turns into an interesting box canyon before blossoming into a massive rock bowl formed over millions of years. If they time it right, visitors can see water pouring hundreds of feet to fill the pool below. But even dry, the smooth stone bowl astounds.

You’ll find the trailhead for Upper Burro Mesa Pouroff off the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive past the Sotol Vista Overlook when coming from the north.

The round-trip length of the Upper Burro Mesa Pouroff trail is 3.8 miles. The trail first descends into Javelina Wash, then follows the wash uphill into a narrow box canyon before dropping into a slickrock grotto. The trail can be rocky and uneven at times, and a moderate amount of scrambling is required.


[image: chpt4_fig_002]


To catch a spectacular waterfall, hikers should visit Upper Burro Mesa after a heavy rain.



Desert scrubland dotted with plants like lechuguilla, ocotillo, yucca, and various types of cacti dominates the route. As you progress, you’ll witness a spectacular display of layered sedimentary rock formations, offering shades of red, orange, and brown. The hike ends at the main feature: the Burro Mesa Pouroff itself—a massive cliff where water pours off through a crack during heavy rains, creating a waterfall. It’s a dramatic and impressive sight.

Outer Mountain Loop

The Outer Mountain Loop is one of the most challenging and rewarding backpacking routes in Big Bend National Park. It’s a three-day, 30-mile journey that will take you through some of the park’s most iconic landscapes, from the high Chisos Mountains to the desert lowlands and back.

The journey starts at the Chisos Basin trailhead, located near the park’s visitor center. From here, you’ll hike along the Pinnacles Trail, climbing steadily through forests of juniper, oak, and pinyon pine. At around 3.8 miles, you’ll reach the juncture with the Boot Canyon Trail, where you can take a short detour to see the distinctive Boot Rock formation.

The trail then descends into Juniper Canyon. The vegetation thins as you move lower, transitioning to desert plants like yucca, sotol, and lechuguilla. Seven miles from the trailhead, you’ll reach the designated campsites in the Juniper Canyon zone where you can set up camp for the night.

On the second day, you’ll continue down Juniper Canyon before linking up with the Dodson Trail. Here, the landscape opens, offering expansive views of the surrounding desert and the distant Chisos. The Dodson Trail is exposed and can get hot, so start early and carry plenty of water.

Around the halfway point of the Dodson Trail, you’ll pass Fresno Creek, a potential water source, but it’s unreliable and should not be depended on.

The Dodson Trail ends at the Homer Wilson Ranch, a historic site with a blue box that serves as a water cache location (you’ll need to stash water here in advance). From here, you’ll head up into the Chisos Mountains again via the Blue Creek Trail. This is a tough climb, especially after a long day, but you’ll be rewarded with alpine landscapes and cooler temperatures.

There are designated campsites in the Blue Creek zone for your second night. This is also a good place to cache water ahead of time.

The final day of the Outer Mountain Loop is a strenuous uphill hike along the Blue Creek Trail, back into the Chisos Mountains. The red-rock canyon around you slowly gives way to a greener, lush environment as you gain altitude.

The Blue Creek Trail links up with the Laguna Meadow Trail, which will take you back to the Chisos Basin. This final stretch offers some fantastic views of the mountains and the basin below, a fitting end to a challenging journey.

The Outer Mountain Loop is a test of endurance and preparation. Self-sufficiency and awareness of extreme desert conditions remains paramount. Always check in with the park rangers before and after your trip and let someone know your plans.

HIDDEN GEM

Seeing the hidden oasis of Pine Canyon at its best requires luck and timing. The seasonal cascade thundering over the sheer walls of Pine Canyon generally flows only after substantial rainfall, which typically occurs during the monsoon season from July to September. The waterfall quickly drains off—a double-edged sword, since the same heavy rains that birth it can render roads muddy and impassable.

Pine Canyon Trail is located off Glenn Spring Road, a rough and rocky dirt road that requires a high-clearance vehicle for safe passage. From Panther Junction Visitor Center, head southeast on the main road, then turn left onto Glenn Spring Road and continue for 6 miles to the Pine Canyon access road, which is marked by a sign. From there, it’s another 4 miles to the trailhead.

Pine Canyon Trail’s round-trip hike of 4.8 miles typically takes around 3 to 4 hours to complete. The hike begins with a gradual uphill climb through desert scrub and then ascends to the mouth of Pine Canyon over a steep and rocky path.

Initially, you’ll traverse open deserts of cacti, yucca, and ocotillo. As the trail ascends, juniper and pinyon pine begin to appear, giving way to a forest of towering ponderosa pines as you reach the mouth of the canyon. The higher elevation and cooler, damper conditions here provide a lush contrast to the arid desert below. Even though it’s the desert, black bears are often seen here.
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Lush pine canyon’s desert oasis bursts with color in the fall.



The pièce de résistance of the trail comes at the sheer cliff at the end of the canyon where, in the right conditions, a seasonal waterfall plunges dramatically into a rock-strewn basin below. The contrast of the waterfall against the sheer, reddish-brown cliff face framed by the greenery of the canyon makes for a magical sight.




Biscayne National Park

Florida | nps.gov/bisc | Visitation: 571,242

Biscayne’s wide expanse of swamps, mangroves, seagrass beds, and coral reefs stretch across fortytwo islands at the southern tip of Florida—and most of the time, the Miami skyline punctuates the horizon. This is a place where the line between civilization and wilderness has always blurred.

Threatened and endangered species like the West Indian manatee and the American crocodile sidle up to shipwrecks, lighthouses, and military forts. The park protects a rare combination of aquamarine waters, emerald islands, and fish-bejeweled coral reefs. Evidence of 10,000 years of human history spans prehistoric tribes to pineapple farmers, but it’s possible the creation of the park itself resulted in some of our most disagreeable behavior: blimp rides, roads bulldozed out of spite to discourage conservation, and poisoned family dogs.

When the fighting ended in 1968, 173,000-acre Biscayne National Park emerged to protect the third-largest barrier reef system, which hosts over 500 species of fish. Limestone bedrock and fossilized coral reefs showcase an oceanic geology spanning eons.

Since 95 percent of the park is water, hiking boots don’t go as far as fishing, boating, or snorkeling. Anglers especially can cast for sport fishing prizes like bonefish, tarpon, grouper, and snapper. Dirt-bound visitors’ best bets are the Elliot Key Loop Trail, which offers both Atlantic and bayside views over an easy 1.1-mile out and back, and the Boca Chita Key’s 0.5-mile trail, which opens to a secluded cove. Limited first-come, first-served campsites (boat-in only) on both Elliot and Boca Chita

ZONE OF INTEREST

Maritime Heritage Trail
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