Southern Utah is world-famous for its spectacular landscape of sculpted canyons and buttes and hoodoos. There really isn’t anywhere
else on the planet that packs so much eye-popping scenery together into one, relatively small region. Fortunately, a great deal of
that magnificent landscape can be easily visited on a bike tour, most of it along better quality, bike-friendly roads. That is what we’re
proposing to do in the summer of 2011.
No one-week tour could possibly hit all the great spots in the area, but this tour comes close. It visits Capitol Reef National Park, the
Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, Kodachrome Basin State Park, Bryce Canyon National Park, Cedar Breaks National
Monument, and Zion National Park, plus all the miles of interesting bike roads in between. It’s a rich, varied sampling of just about
every sort of geological extravagance the area has to offer. (Note: there will be entry fees at all or most of the national parks. Each
rider must carry money to cover these.)
This tour was first planned and ridden by a small group of SRCC members in the summer of 2004. The 2011 edition of the tour will
follow almost exactly the same route as the prior tour, and even makes use of the same dates, beginning one week after the Terrible
Two and ending on the Fourth of July weekend. (We need the extra day the holiday weekend provides because the tour has eight
stages, plus the travel days on either end.)
Perhaps the biggest difference between that tour and this one will be the size of the group. The first tour had only 16 participants;
this one is capped at 50. Aside from the obvious differences inherent in the larger group, the only real effect the bigger group will
have on the tour will be some slight modifications in our campsites: we will still occupy all the same campgrounds, but this time
around we have reserved larger group sites, wherever possible, instead of taking individual “family” sites.
How hard is this tour going to be? A simple question but a complicated answer. There are eight stages, which will tend to wear riders
down (compounded by the fact that we will be shifting camp every day). Two of the stages are around 75 miles, but the rest are 60
miles or less (although two of those would be around 75 with highly recommended add-ons). While there is climbing every day, few
of the grades would be considered steep by Sonoma County standards. They are big-mountain climbs: long but usually moderate
slopes. However, the entire tour runs at fairly high elevation. The lowest point is over 3000' and most of the tour takes place at over
5000'. The highest road breaks through the 10,000' ceiling and a few other summits come close to that. But 37,000' of elevation
gain—spread over eight stages—makes it only average in that department, compared to other club tours of recent years.
A careful study of the region’s weather statistics tells us this is the best time slot for cycling: after the snows of late winter and springtime but not yet into the worst of the summer heat. In spite of that, we can still expect to encounter anything from thunderstorms
to fairly serious heat, and sometimes both within a few hours. The high mountains and deep canyons make for wild swings in what
the weather gods may choose to inflict upon us at any given moment. Expect a bit of everything.
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One of the biggest challenges of this tour will be getting to it and
getting home again afterward. It is further from our home base
than any other tour we have ever done, which adds up to a lot of
driving time for our car pool fleet. We will drive for approximately
12 hours to the town of Ely, Nevada and spend the night there in
a motel (the same one we used in 2004). Then, the next morning, we will drive another 130 miles to the start of the first stage
(a stage which is fortunately short and easy). The same process
repeats in reverse at the end of a short, easy Stage 8: pile into the
cars and drive back to the same motel in Ely. As we learned on
our previous edition of the tour, all this will work, as long as all
the participants stay pointed in the right direction.

plan becomes complicated. Worst case scenario: if we have more
drivers in the shuttle fleet than we have room for in the sag, then
some of you will have to ride all the way from Cedar City, turning
it into a 90-mile day. (A similar scenario will play out on Stage 8.)
And the people who will be expected to ride the extra miles will
be the ones who chose to drive to Utah two to a car.
This tour will follow our usual format of cooperative tours. All
participants will be divided into crews, and each crew will be responsible for food prep and clean-up for one day of the tour. Most
tour vets know how this works (for instance, you won’t lose any
riding time when it’s your turn to be on KP duty). If you’re new
to SRCC tours, you will be provided with an instructional primer
that explains in detail how all of this is set up. Tour leaders will
also be available to answer any questions you might have about
our way of doing things.

This is almost a loop tour. The first stage begins 35 miles north of
the town of Cedar City, Utah, along Interstate-15. The final stage
ends 21 miles south of the same town, also along I-15. In theory,
it would be possible to start and end the tour in Cedar City. But
all of those miles on frontage roads along the interstate, north
and south of town, are boring, empty miles we can avoid, thanks
to the deployment of our car pool fleet and sags.

We will be accompanied throughout the tour by three vehicles:
two sag vans and one large truck. The truck will haul all of our
personal gear and communal equipment and supplies from camp
to camp. (Loading and unloading the truck are daily chores
that should be shared by all participants, whether they are on
that day’s crew or not. We also need and appreciate assistance
from tour participants in setting up our truck and in assisting
with shopping before the tour and cleaning up afterward.) The
truck drivers are also our food wranglers, seeing to the shopping
as needed along the way, and also keeping all the supplies and
cooking equipment organized. They may or may not do actual,
hands-on food prep with each crew, but they will be there to assist
the crews in getting organized.

We will store our extra car pool vehicles at the KOA campground
on the north side of Cedar City for the week. We have a plan for
shuttling those cars to Cedar City and then bringing their drivers back to the start point of Stage 1 in one of our sags. They’ll
start riding about an hour-and-a-half after the rest of the riders,
so we’ll try to assign faster riders to the shuttle detail, and we
certainly won’t assign any of them to cook crew duties that first
night. A similar scenario will play out at the end of the last stage.
We’ve thought this through and have done the math on cars and
bodies: it will work.

The two sags will shadow the riders throughout each stage, doing
their best to keep track of everyone. Given the wide spread between
our fastest and slowest riders, this is never an easy assignment.
Our sag drivers work very hard each day to be everywhere for
everyone, all of the time, but it still happens occasionally that
someone doesn’t find support when or where they want it. Riders
should always make an effort to be self-sufficient...and to know
the routes and not wander off-course (so a sag has to be diverted
to look for a lost rider).

The single most important factor in making this work is car pools:
fewer vehicles and more people and bikes in each one. You can
figure this out for yourself: the fewer extra vehicles we have to
shuttle back and forth, the fewer drivers will be needed for the task.
The sag that will haul them back from Cedar City can only hold
so many bodies and bikes. Because of this, we are going to frown
on people driving to Utah with, say, just two people in a car.
We understand that some of you—in units as small as a couple—
might want to expand this tour into a longer vacation, arriving
earlier or staying later. But if enough of you elect to do this, the

But enough about shuttles and support and logistics! Let’s get on
with the preview of this most spectacular tour.
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modern and rather busy highway, although
the traffic load is actually very light. After a
nearly level run across the floor of Buckskin
Valley, the road ramps up into a long but
always moderate grade leading to the first
summit on the tour at almost exactly mile
10 (below). This unnamed summit in the
Tushar Mountains is at 7800' and the valley
floor where we began is at around 6100', so
we end up with a climb of 1700' in about nine
miles...an average gradient of a bit less than
4%. In this case, the average is an accurate
representation of the whole, as it is fairly
consistent throughout. (This is generally
the case for most of the bigger climbs on
this tour.)
As the sign in the photo below indicates—8%
for two miles—the descent is steeper than
the climb had been, at least for awhile. After
that wild beginning, it settles into another
eight or nine miles of more moderate downhill along Bear Creek
to the junction with Hwy 89, in the end losing just about exactly
the same 1700' we gained on the climb. Hwy 20 was paved just
before we toured here in 2004, so the road should still be in pretty
good shape. It’s a fast, non-technical descent...a simple flier.

Stage 1: I-15/Hwy 20 to Otter Creek Lake
55 miles, 3000' up, 2400' down
As noted in the introduction, Stage 1 begins with a long drive
from a motel overnight to the point where we get on the bikes
and begin riding. If you did our Blue Wallowa Tour in 2009, you
will recognize the format. This is almost identical to that Stage 1,
except that this one should be easier in two respects: the drive to
the start is shorter—130 miles, as opposed to 173 on BWT—and
the stage is considerably shorter as well: 55 miles, compared to
either 79 or 68 on BWT. The only part of the package that is more
complicated on this tour is the business of shuttling the extra car
pool vehicles to Cedar City, 35 miles to the south of the start site
for the stage. This will only affect the handful of riders involved
in the shuttle operation, and even with their late start, after their
shuttle chore, those riders should have plenty of time to complete
this relatively moderate stage.

Scenery throughout this stage is pleasant but not spectacular.
This is true for the beginning of Stage 2 and much of the final
stage as well. There’s nothing really wrong with them, but they
are, first and foremost, connector stages to—more or less—close
the loop near Cedar City. The really astonishing scenery, the lavish landscape we drove so far to experience, begins in the latter
half of Stage 2 and carries on through the finish of Stage 7. Even
on those epic days, though, it should be noted that the marquee
attractions—the national parks and monuments—are separated
by long stretches of rather empty country: what we like to think
of as the wide open spaces of the American west. Consider this
our scenic disclaimer: while the best bits on this tour are as good
as anything, anywhere, they are interwoven with some miles that
are never bad but can be a bit boring.

We begin the stage in the middle of nowhere: at an off-ramp where
local Hwy 20 intersects Interstate-15 (above). We put the interstate
to our backs and head east on Hwy 20. It begins with the look of a

Back to the Stage 1 route. We turn left (north) on 89 and head

3

downstream for 22 miles along the banks of the
west fork of the Sevier River (right), in Circleville
Canyon. Because it’s following a downstream
river, this section is downhill, although not too
steeply...in fact, it’s nearly level. The Tushar
Mountains rise up over 5000' along the left side
of the highway. (The road is at 6000' and the
peaks top out at 12,000'.) There are occasional
grassy meadows down in the canyon, including
one where we might see the boyhood cabin of
Butch Cassidy.
Hwy 89, which we will use on Stages 6 and 7 as
well, is a medium-sized highway with good pavement and—usually—broad shoulders. Traffic is
generally light. By the way, many of roads in
this section, including 89, are part of the route
of the Deperado Dual, a double century put on
by some of the same Utah riders we see in the
results lists for the California doubles. It’s the
only double century in the state of Utah.
The only towns we pass through on the day are
Circleville and Kingston. Neither of these little burgs amounts to
much and Kingston is pretty much a ghost town. (On the route
slips, when a town is as small and derelict as Kingston, I have put
the word “Town” in quotation marks to suggest that you shouldn’t
expect a booming metroplex when you get there.)

Around the final mile of the ride, we turn right onto Hwy 22
and then left into the campground. Otter Creek Lake State Park
(below) is one of our less spectacular campsites. The lake itself
is a reservoir, with the usual hallmarks of such artificial bodies
of water, in particular the ring-around-the-tub band of denuded
soil between the high-water line and wherever the actual water
happens to be. The camp is rather barren and austere, with only
a few trees and not a lot of grass. When we were here before, it
was quite windy.

At mile 42, we turn right (east) off 89 onto local Hwy 62 and follow the east fork of the Sevier River upstream toward Otter Creek
Lake State Park. The gorge is deeper and narrow and the river swift
as we climb up the canyon. We gain about 400' over the final 13
miles, which works out to a grade of less than 1%, but I cannot now
recall whether that was a steady grade or a bunch of little stairstep
pitches. In any case, it’s all very minor and moderate. There have
been a few teasing samples of rocky knobs and cliffs along the
route today to give us a preview of what lies ahead when we get
into the real big rock wonderlands tomorrow. This run along Hwy
62 has more such knuckles of rugged rock than anywhere else on
the day. In Sonoma County, these few rocky ramparts would be
big enough and grand enough to excite our special attention, but
here, in the native habitat of sculpted rock, they are minor league
players, hardly worthy of mention. They merely foreshadow the
really impressive displays to come.

On the bright side, the camp is clean and well run and has that
all-important feature: good showers. It also happens to be where
we need it to be to make the stages work. We’re not in the midst
of the highly developed tourist areas around the big national
parks here, and we pretty much have to take what we can get in
the campground line. This is the only thing out here, and we’re
fortunate to have it available.
On our first trip, we took a handful of regular campsites. This time,
we have reserved their one big group site. As everything around
the campground looks about the same, I am assuming the group
site will offer approximately the same accommodations as any
other camp sites, only on a larger scale.
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Stage 2: Otter Creek Lake to Capitol Reef
National Park

amount over the next 10 miles. After those 10 miles, we come to
a string of towns: Loa, Lyman, and Bicknell, all within the next
10 miles and all at about the same elevation. We plan to bypass
Lyman with a side road detour that we pick up in Loa. We didn’t
do this on the first tour because we overlooked it, but Google’s
various tools allow us to determine that it’s a useful and probably
entertaining diversion from the main highway, with the added plus
of bypassing one of these three towns. (The towns aren’t awful,
but they’re not great either: just typical small town stuff, with the
usual ration of commercial clutter.)

76 miles, 3500' up, 4500' down
Optional 12-mile (round trip) out-&-back
Most of Stage 2 is cut from the same bolt of cloth as Stage 1: long
miles through vast, empty stretches of rolling or flat grassland,
with mountains looming on the far horizon. That changes quite
dramatically later in the stage, but to get there, we have to do 60
or so miles of the same, pleasant but not too exciting stuff first.
After leaving camp and turning right on Hwy 22,
we retrace one mile or so to a right on Hwy 62
(above), now heading north up Grass Valley along
Otter Creek. This run of 24 miles is quite pretty in
a quiet way...grassy meadows, farms, and orchards,
with the creek off in the middle distance.
The road lies between 6400' at its beginning and
6900' 24 miles later, with the 10,000' peaks of the
Sevier Plateau on the left and the nearly 10,000’
Parker Mountain Range on the right. This is all in
or near the Dixie National Forest, although much of
it is more open prairie than the dense woods implied
by the word “forest.”
500' of elevation gain in 24 miles amounts to darn
near level, but that will change soon. Just beyond
the town of Koosharem, we leave Hwy 62 for a shortcut on Browns Lane. (In the photo at right, Linda
Grayson waits in our sag at the corner of Hwy 22
and Browns Lane. We would arrive from the right
of the photo and turn right onto Browns Lane and
head for the hills in the distance.) This represents
the northernmost point on our entire tour; from
here we bend east and south.
As on Stage 1, this stage contains one big but not
too daunting climb. The roads begin to tilt upward
in a significant way near the end of Browns Lane,
and the uphill continues after we turn right onto
Hwy 24 (right). The climb begins at around mile 28
and 6800' and tops out at just over 8400' at around
mile 35. This summit too is unnamed, as far as any
signage on the road goes.
From that summit, we descend about an equal
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The map and route slip do a decent job of describing this small bypass. In the center of Loa, Hwy 24
takes a 90° left from due south to due east. When it
does so, we continue south on S. Main Street and
head out of town. After about two miles, we turn
left onto Big Rocks Road. As the name implies, this
road meanders through a zone of rugged, tumbled
rock, more elaborate and extravagant than most of
the rock we’ve seen so far, but still just a hint of
what we’ll get to later today and in the days ahead.
Big Rocks feeds seamlessly into Airport Road—it’s
all the same road—and eventually tees back into
Hwy 24, in between Lyman and Bicknell.
Out along Airport Road, we encounter the Fremont
River, which meanders along in the direction we’re
going, more or less, all the way to camp. Once we
pick up the river, the terrain generally tilts downhill,
dropping about 300' in the eight miles between
Bicknell and Torrey. However, there are at least three
small uphills mixed into that downhill trend.
The town of Torrey marks the gateway to Utah’s
legendary big rock country, and as such, it is a nice
town with loads of tourist trimmings. Out the east
side of town, things immediately become special (top
photo). Not only does the scenery quite suddenly
take on all those red rock fantasyland flourishes, it
also starts falling away rather precipitously. Depending on which elevation figures you believe, we are
going to lose somewhere between 1000' and 1500'
over the final five miles of the stage. You’ll be torn
between gaping at the scenery and grooving the
downhill...a happy sort of problem we will wrestle
with on many another stage over the balance of
the tour.
Somewhere along this stretch, we pass the sign
indicating the border of Capitol Reef National
Park.* The entrance kiosk is off on the access road
to our camp, which begins as Campground Road
and becomes Scenic Drive.
Fruita campground is set amidst old pioneer orchards. (Hence the name Fruita.) It’s a lovely spot. We
have reserved the camp group site (right). Look for
the signs. There are no showers in the park. We will
rig our portable shower, or you can find the nearby
Fremont River for a dip or simply make do with a
sponge bath at the big sink in the group site.
Although this is the longest stage of the tour at 76
miles, we still want to suggest some bonus miles
for those of you who have energy to burn. Instead
of turning right onto the camp access road, continue east on Hwy 24 for a nearly level out-&-back
of about six miles each way. Some of us did this
on our previous trip and rate it very much worth
doing. Those miles pass through a magnificent
display of towering rock walls, ramparts, caves,
and other eye candy. The park map also lists a few
historic, pioneer sites along this stretch, but all I remember are
the elaborate rock formations (middle photo). If you’ve got the
energy, you won’t be disappointed.
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* Note the link to the park’s website. Check it out and click on
their link: “View Map.“ Very helpful. I’ve provided these links to
the parks wherever I can.

is a US Forest Service National Scenic Byway,
which means it will be special, but a case could
be made for some even more exalted designation, such as a National Heritage Road, like
the Blue Ridge Parkway or Natchez Trace. It’s
in that league...a wonderful road.
This is one of the more challenging days on the
tour and certainly the one with the most elevation gain. Hwy 12 starts out mildly enough with
a short, easy descent. Then, beginning around
mile 26 at 6800', it climbs for most of the next
21 miles to 9400' Roundup Flat summit. There
are two fairly substantial downhills in there too,
which offer some relief from the constant uphill
grind but only add to the total elevation gain.
None of this climbing is severe, but the total
begins to take its toll, especially at the higher
elevations. It’s quite a piece of work.
Up in the high country (bottom photo), the

Stage 3: Capitol Reef to Calf Creek
60 miles, 7000' up, 7200' down
Optional 13-mile (round trip) out-&-back
Although this stage is listed as just 60 miles, I hope
most of you will begin with the optional out-&back along Scenic Drive within the national park,
resulting in a 73-mile day. Scenic Drive is one of
the best roads and best biking adventures on this
whole tour. It is not to be missed, if you can manage the miles.
This splendid little road is divided almost equally
into a gentle climb to a small summit and then a
descent to the end of the pavement, and then of
course the opposite on the way back. The round trip
adds about 1000' to the day’s total. This portion of
the day’s climbing is not at all difficult, but added
to the already substantial mass of vertical work on
the basic stage, it does begin to add up. But I repeat:
it’s very much worth doing. The scenery is as good
as anything, anywhere on the tour. The road is tiny
and tranquil and just hilly and winding enough to
be great fun (photos above, on the intro page, and
in the gallery after the write-up). There is a little
vista point at the end of the paved road, where, being
deep in the canyon, all of the vistas are up.
After retracing the route to Hwy 24, we turn left and
continue to retrace yesterday’s final miles (middle
photo): at least a thousand feet up and maybe half
again that much in the ten miles between Fruita
and the turn south onto Hwy 12, which comes up
just before Torrey.
We’ll be on Hwy 12 for the rest of the stage and for
most of Stage 4 and parts of Stages 5 and 6 as well.
When local cyclists talk about this stretch of road,
they get a sort of hushed, awestruck tone in their
voices, like we do when we talk about King Ridge,
only maybe more so. It is considered the crown
jewel of all the great cycling roads in the region. It
7

red rock gives way to real forest of aspen and pine, along with a
patchwork of pretty alpine meadows.

sand beach, overhanging shade trees, and the looming slickrock
cliffs. You really couldn’t dream up a prettier spot.

Over the top at Roundup Flat, we get a rollicking great descent of
over 13 miles to the town of Boulder. Aside from a one-mile climb
near the beginning, all of those miles are downhill in the best
possible way, losing over 3000' as they twist and turn through the
forest and then in amongst the great rock formations. Great stuff!
Boulder has some charm as a tourist spot, if that interests you.

When we visited here in 2004, we were beset by thunderstorms
on this day. Typical of high desert showers, they rolled in fast and
furious and departed just as quickly, and we dried out in a matter
of minutes. After a brief cloudburst early on, before the Roundup
Flat climb, we had dry and sunny riding until we got to camp. Then
one more gully washer bombed our camp for half an hour. (That
term gully washer is entirely apt: we watched as dry arroyos were
transformed—briefly—into raging torrents of red mud, clearly
demonstrating how these cliffs and canyons have been carved
by the elements.) The rain quickly subsided and we had a quiet,
dry evening. But the biggest downside to the storm was that it
discouraged everyone from making the hike to Calf Creek Falls.
I don’t know how I’m going to convince folks to take this hike.
It is one of the prettiest, most magical and mystical spots on the
tour and worth the time it takes to get there. To come here again
and miss the falls another time...it would be too painful to contemplate! However, it is possible to jump into some small pools
right at camp, without the hike. It’s nowhere near as good as the
falls, but it’s still pleasant.

From Boulder, we climb for around three miles until we top out on
the narrow mesa called the Hogback (above). This amazing stretch
of road wiggles along the narrow spine of the mesa, with steep
cliffs falling away on both sides of the road, sometimes for several
hundred feet, often nearly straight down. The views off either side
are breathtaking. (This photo, interesting as it is, doesn’t really
do justice to how dramatic this piece of road is.)
Eventually, we drop off the mesa on a wild descent to camp. From
the beginning of the Hogback, it’s all downhill to the end of the
stage, about eight miles. Some of that, such as what you see in
the photo, is almost level, but the last three or so miles are a real
ripper, which should be great fun for bold descenders. However,
most sensible riders will treat this descent with some caution, as
the dropoffs are steep and deep. If you are at
all affected by a fear of heights, you may find
this run to be borderline terrifying.
Calf Creek Camp is a pretty little campground in
a grove of shady trees along its namesake creek.
I have stayed here on three different occasions
(beginning with my honeymoon). The Forest
Service camp does not take reservations, but
I have spoken with the local ranger, and she
assures me she will make room for us in what
she calls the overflow area, even if the campsite
is full. I dealt with the same nice ranger in 2004
and she feels we can do the same thing again.
There are no showers here—two nights in a
row!—but the alternative is arguably an improvement over the typical camp shower. After
a longish but very pretty and easy walk from
camp, you come to Calf Creek Falls (right),
a magnificent waterfall plunging 126' into a
round, turquoise grotto, surrounded by a white
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Stage 4: Calf Creek to
Kodachrome Basin State Park
59 miles, 4400' up, 3900' down
This is a relatively easy stage: short on miles and
not too hilly. I tried to come up with some plausible
and appealing bonus miles for the hardheads in
the group, but there really isn’t anything worth
doing. Think of it as a mildly restful day, and
maybe expend your excess energy on hikes out of
our destination camp. There are some good ones.
Given how short and easy the stage is, it seems a
shame to rush through it, as so much of the passing
landscape along the way is so stunning. Now might
be a good time to repeat my old mantra: take all
the time you want to enjoy the world along the
stage; you may never come this way again.
At some point on yesterday’s stage, we passed
out of Capitol Reef National Park and into the
recently created—the last act of the Clinton
administration—Grand Staircase-Escalante
National Monument...a vast, sprawling tract of canyonlands and
mesas and geological wonders. We’ll spend most of today’s stage
in either this newly minted National Monument or in another
section of the Dixie National Forest.

the deep canyon of the Escalante. I expect the impulse in the
group will be to hammer right past this spot, still burning up the
momentum from that first, fast descent. But please...stop here.
Get off the bike and look over the edge. You’ll be glad you did. (A
photo of this view is included in the extra gallery of images at the
end of this write-up.) These first miles of Stage 4 are among the
best on the tour. They need to be savored.

Today’s map looks strangely devoid of detail, compared to all the
other maps. I don’t know why that is: fewer named mountain
peaks; fewer creeks or rivers; fewer official scenic waysides...
whatever. But just because the map is empty doesn’t mean the
landscape is featureless, like driving between Boron and Barstow
or something like that. No, this is a lovely run, full of surprises
and entertaining visual treats. Almost all of the stage will again be
on epic Hwy 12—one of the world’s greatest cycling roads—until
we get to the access road to Kodachrome Basin.

During this first, five-mile climb, the road traverses a region unlike anything we’ve seen thus far (or will see again). It is a unique
region of almost bone white or biscuit-colored stone that in places
looks a bit like the world’s largest patchwork quilt. (The photo at
the bottom shows this pretty well, and more photos in the gallery
at the back show it even better.) It really is a beautiful, fascinating
area, but it only lasts for a few miles.

We leave Calf Creek and descend for a mile to a crossing of the
lovely Escalante River (which flows down to Lake Powell) and
then begin climbing (both photos). Just two miles into the ride,
we pass a vista point on the right side of the road that overlooks

What I like about this whole tour is that every day exposes us to
some new landscape or some scenic marvel unlike anything preceding it. It’s not all the same. In fact, if you don’t like what you’re
seeing right now, just pedal around the corner, and it will all look
new and different. This section is a case in point. I
don’t recall seeing anything like this patchwork
quilt formation anywhere else, except possibly
Checkerboard Mesa, leading into Zion.
At mile 6, there is another vista point overlooking the looping road you’ve just been riding on,
through that pale, pillowy patchwork. This is
another please-stop-and-look-at-the-view spot.
After that, the best of the early miles are behind
us and we enter one of those “wide open spaces”
sections that is nice, but nothing special. Mile 6
also marks the top of the climb, which is followed
by around ten miles of downhill and rolling flats
leading up to the town of Escalante, which is also
nice, but nothing special.
Somewhere around Escalante, we begin a long
but very gradual climb: 1500' up in around 20
miles. That almost imperceptible grade works
out to less than 1%. The summit comes up
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at around mile 34 and at an elevation of around 7500'. All that
elevation gain, however gradual, eventually lifts us out of the
high desert and back into something resembling forest. There is
a vista point either at the summit or nearby that offers up views
to distant Powell Point, a majestic 10,000' butte off to the north
in a mountain range called The Blues. Although I can’t remember
exactly where that vista point is, I can remember that we had a
regroup there with our sag, and even took a group photo in front
of the big view.
It would be oversimplifying considerably to say that, from this
high summit, it’s all downhill to the finish, 25 miles away. There
are a few uphill bits thrown in along the way and, furthermore,
the descent is almost as gradual as the climb up the other side
had been: 1800' down over 20 miles. There are some zippy
sections where you can let it rip, but most of time you’ll need
to keep the cranks turning to sustain any respectable speed.
Near the bottom of this long, lazy slope, we pass through the
little town of Henrieville and then, in the middle of the next
town—Cannonville—we turn south onto the access road to
Kodachrome Basin State Park. We’ll be on this quiet and very
pretty road for the last nine miles of the stage, right into the
park and up to our group site.

are excellent showers nearby. If you’re a birder, you might enjoy an
encounter with the local population of chukars, large partridges
with boldly striped wings and bright red feet. They appear almost
tame as they wander around the camp.
About the only bad thing at this otherwise delightful camp was
a plague of tiny flies. They didn’t bite, but they hovered in one’s
face all the time. But those little pests were a small price to pay
to have discovered this little known, out-of-the-way park. It’s near
the top of my list for favorite places on this great tour. When you
consider all the magnificent national parks we’re visiting, that is
high praise indeed.

Kodachrome Basin (above) is one of the best kept secrets in
Southern Utah. It’s off on this little spur road and most tourists
pass it right by without knowing what a treat they’re missing. I
only stumbled upon it because I was looking for a campground,
and then local cyclists assured me that it is in fact a real gem
and worth a visit. Its chief attractions are its many tall, stone
monoliths called sandpipes. The most classic examples are
almost perfectly cylindrical pillars, looking like remnants of a
ruined roman temple. There is a short and very easy hike just
next to our group site that loops around among a nice collection
of these spires. There are also some softly rounded sandstone
mounds surrounding our camp. It’s easy to walk up onto the
top of them and relax in the warm afternoon sun, taking in the
view of all the magnificent surrounding scenery.
The Oasis group site (right) is accurately named: a lovely oasis
of green lawns and shade trees amidst all that bare rock, with a
nice central area for cooking and dining and socializing. There
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road. If you stayed only on the road, you wouldn’t
see a thing except trees and loads of RVs and tour
buses. That’s why I contend that this road is not
really a great cycling road, all by itself.
At the very least, you have to ride your bike out
one or two of the side roads that spur off of 63 and
carry one out to the vista points at the ends. If you
have the energy for it, you should also consider
parking your bike and doing some hiking down
into the deep, colorful canyons below the vista
points. This is where Bryce really comes alive
and shows you its magic.

Stage 5: Kodachrome Basin State Park to
Bryce Canyon National Park
Basic route: 26-30 miles; up to 65 miles (total) on the
day (with all optional miles), up to 6400' of gain.
Today we ride from one of the least known parks in Southern Utah
to one of the best known and most visited, and the two are only 25
miles apart. In fact, if you look west from one of those high rock
mounds in Kodachrome Basin, you can see the famous pink cliffs
of Bryce on the far horizon.
This is a day for improvisation. First we do that very short run
from one park to the next. Then what? To answer that, we have
to explain a little about the geography of Bryce Canyon National
Park. And before that, we might as well follow the route from A
to B, or from Kodachrome Basin to Bryce Canyon.
We start by retracing the access road from the state park to Cannonville (above). It’s as nice today as it was yesterday. Then we
turn left on Hwy 12 and head uphill toward Bryce. It’s all uphill
from mile 5 to mile 20, gaining 1900' along the way. It starts out
more gradual and finishes up a bit steeper. We pass through the
town of Tropic at mile 14, and at that point, we’ve only gained
around 500' over the first nine miles of the climb (1%), which
means we have another 1400' to do in the final six
miles (4%). Even so, it remains a relatively easy
climb. As we chug along, we begin to see some really elaborate rock formations on the left side of the
road (right): the first outriders of the vast army of
hoodoos and pillars and ramparts that make Bryce
such a special place.

We are camping in the Sunset Campground group
site. This is almost exactly six miles south on 63
from the Hwy 12 junction. Going directly to camp
(from the ride start) would yield a ride of 26 miles.
But I hope no one will do that. There are three scenic diversions
off of 63 before we get to the camp driveway, and I have crafted the
route slip with all of those side trips included. Three miles south
of 12, we hit the first one: a left turn onto Fairyland Point Road,
which is a one-mile run out to its vista point...two miles, round
trip. The second one is a further mile south on 63 and is a loop
around the main headquarters neighborhood for the park. Here
you will find the grand old national park lodge, the locker rooms
where we will come later for showers, the market, and so forth.
Also some more vista points off the rim. We loop back to 63, go a
bit further south, and turn left onto the very short Sunrise Point
Road, which leads to another magnificent overlook.
After that, when we return to 63, we are almost across from the
driveway to the campground, and your total ride distance for the
day is now a little under 30 miles. By our normal standards, that’s
not a lot of miles. But this is not a normal day. So back to that
question: after the basic ride, then what?
We have several options. One is to continue riding. Altogether
(as I have the route slip and profile drawn up), it’s possible to log
another 36 miles today, ending up with a more typical tour stage
of 66 miles and a hefty total of around 6400' of gain. This total
is accumulated by continuing south on Hwy 63 to its southern
terminus at Rainbow Point. This represents a fairly ambitious

At around mile 20 we level out, now up on the vast
Paunsaugunt Plateau. At 21 miles, we turn south on
Hwy 63, the road that runs down the center of the
park. It’s a dead end, and it’s only purpose in being
here is to provide access to the park and its many
scenic attractions. Almost all of the famous pink
cliffs that everyone comes to see are arrayed along
the left (east) side of the road as it heads south into
the park. It’s over the ragged edge of the plateau,
down in the zone of erosion, where all the dazzling
scenery is on display. Hwy 63 runs north-south near
the edge of the rim, but not right out on top of it:
all of the magnificent vistas are out of sight of the
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believe within walking distance. No van shuttles
or short bike hops involved. I think so anyway.
We’ll have to do some more reasearch on that
before we get here.

ride, seeing as how Rainbow Point sits at 9105'. The main camp
is at around 8000' or a bit more, but the journey from there to
Rainbow Point is not one seamless, uphill grade totaling 1100', nor
is it a seamless descent on the way back. There is one substantial
downhill near the beginning, heading south, and many smaller
dips further along. These make nice breaks in the long climb but
of course only add to the total gain, and they all turn into climbs
of varying difficulty on the way back. It most definitely adds up.
Our proposed route begins with one more side trip on the spur
road to Bryce Point, Paria View, and Inspiration Point overlooks.
This is the longest of the side roads, adding up to almost five miles
for the full round trip, hitting all three viewpoints. After that, it’s
just the run south to the end of the road and the lofty summit at
Rainbow Point...and back, skipping the side roads coming home.
When we did this in 2004, a good chunk of the south end of the
road was torn up for a massive repaving project. Much of it was
hard-packed gravel. There were long flagger delays and downhill
runs done at a snail’s pace behind a pilot car. In other words, not
much fun. If we find the road open and unencumbered by any
similar hassles, it should be a good ride. But recall the earlier
comment: the road itself is nothing special in the
scenery line: just endless walls of pine and fir forest
and almost no sweeping views in any direction. It’s
certainly good riding—it’s a national park, after
all—but for the eye candy, you need to visit all the
available vista points.
Better yet, you need to park the bike, put on hiking
shoes, and get down in amongst the fantasyland of
eroded rock below the rim (both photos). There is
an extensive network of hiking trails throughout
the park, with some hikes more strenuous than
others. The nice map the Park Service provides
does an adequate job of displaying the loops. I
have hiked some of the trails, but am in no way an
expert on them, qualified to give advice or make
recommendations on the best routes. I think the
photo at the right of Gary Grayson was taken on
the Navajo Loop Trail in an area known as Wall
Street, often called “the best three-mile hike in
the world.” It is undoubtedly dramatic and might
satisfy most hikers. It is very near our camp...I

Just one cautionary thought about this day: hiking
uses slightly different muscles than riding, or at
least puts the same muscles to slightly different
uses. Anyone who has done a strenuous hike on a
Saturday and then a big bike ride on Sunday will
have discovered the added burden this imposes
on the body. These Bryce hikes, although possibly
quite short, are steeply up and down...descending
from the rim and then returning to it. With that
thought in mind, consider also that tomorrow’s
stage to 10,350' Cedar Breaks National Monument
is one of the hardest stages on the tour. If you
beat yourself up too much today, with, say, the
full bike ride, with all the trimmings, and then
a robust little trek down into the canyons, you
might be setting yourself up for a really grueling day tomorrow.
Know your limits...
I have not seen the Sunset campground nor the group site. We
stayed elsewhere on our last trip. The group site is only rated for
30, so we will probably also take a couple of individual sites nearby.
A little research, including a call to a local ranger, remains to be
done on that front. I have heard good things about the camp from
others. It’s called Sunset because it faces west and apparently
enjoys pretty views off to where the sun goes down. Showers are
somewhere over in the midst of park headquarters, a fraction of a
mile away. We can look for them when we ride the loop road past
the general store and lodge and determine then if they’re within
walking distance of camp or whether bikes should be employed
to get there. If you’re a fan of grand old park lodges, post-shower
might be a good time to stroll through the lobby of this one.
Designed by famed architect Gilbert Stanley Underwood for the
Union Pacific Railroad and opened in 1925, it is a classic of its
kind, making use of the natural materials found nearby to create
a magnificent space in harmony with its surroundings.
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Stage 6: Bryce Canyon NP to
Duck Creek Lake
75 miles, 5800' up, 5000' down
In the introduction, when we posed the question as
to how hard this tour is, the answer wasn’t simple.
In general, these stages are not brutal. Most of them
are relatively short—this is one of the exceptions—
and most of the time, the climbs are long but with
moderate gradients. The one factor that tilts the
playing field though is altitude. For folks who live
and ride in Sonoma County, down by the sea, the air
gets a little thin up here. But as we do when riding
into a headwind, when riding in thin air, we simply
have to reconfigure our expectations about how fast
we think we ought to be going. Slow down, enjoy
the scenery, and take as long as you need to plod
along, working with the air you’re given.
This day is Exhibit A in that department. The road through Cedar
Breaks National Monument tops out at a wheezing, gasping 10,350',
which makes it the highest road we’ve ever done on a tour. To get
up to it, we have to slog through a more-or-less continuous ascent
of about 32 miles, gaining around 3700' in the process. It’s not
quite that simple or monolithic, as we will itemize in a bit, but the
overall toll taken on our legs and lungs will be substantial.
We leave Bryce and head back north on Hwy 63 toward Hwy 12,
leaving behind not only the splendors of the pink cliffs, but also
the rugby scrum of tourists who throng here. We’ll see plenty of
tourists today, but compared to the teeming multitudes at Bryce,
it will seem as if we have ridden into the middle of nowhere.
We turn left (west) on our old favorite highway, which has one
more treat in store for us. It spends its first few miles climbing very
gently across the Paunsaugunt Plateau, and then we get to Red
Canyon (above) and a pretty, 8-mile descent to Hwy 89, dropping
a little over 1000'. If you look closely in the photo above, you can
just make out a paved bike path along the left (south) side of the
highway. My recollection is that this path extends from somewhere
up on the plateau all the way to the bottom of the hill, and that
cyclists are expected to use it. I’m not sure if bikes are absolutely
forbidden on the road. I know most of our group used the path
(in 2004), but I stayed on the road. A thousand feet in eight miles
is not all that steep or fast, so being on the path shouldn’t be a
problem. Those who did it in our group said it was fine.
Once down to 89, we turn right and head north toward the town
of Panguitch. Our 7-mile run along 89 is similar to our section of

89 on Stage 1. As on that stage, we are once again following the
downstream course of the Sevier River (over on our right again),
so our grade is ever-so-slightly downhill over this section (although
I can recall some portion of it going uphill just a little bit).
Panguitch is a pleasant little town. The locals like to promote it
as quaint and picturesque. It does have some nice old houses and
downtown storefronts, but mostly it’s more quiet than quaint, and
more ordinary than extraordinary. At around 25 miles on a 75-mile
stage, it makes the perfect spot for our first regroup.
Up on the plateau, near Bryce, we were hovering around 8000’.
Panguitch is at 6600’. So we lose around 1400’ over the first 25
miles of the stage, most of it on the descent through Red Canyon.
That’s the end of the descending, for awhile anyway.
Heading south out of Panguitch on Hwy 143, the road gains 1700’
in 16 miles to Lake View Resort, overlooking Panguitch Lake (below). As we climb, we leave behind the sage and juniper of the high
desert valley and move into a landscape of pine, aspen, and spruce
in the Dixie National Forest. This isn’t the sort of high-tourist
area that generates tons of photos. We didn’t take any along here
on our trip, nor apparently do many other visitors. It’s not that
it’s unattractive; it just doesn’t match up well with the marquee
national parks, so people keep their cameras in their pockets and
wait for better shots later. The result of that relative low-profile
status is that I have few photos to refresh my memory about this
run up to and past the lake. I have a hazy recollection that the
16-mile section divides equally into eight miles of a long, gentle
climb through a bland, rather barren landscape, and a second eight
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miles that is much more scenic and bike-friendly, as we crest a rise
and then dance along in a meandering canyon next to Panguitch
Creek, with little downhill dips mixed into the uphill.

see magnificent Cedar Breaks, while the lowland route doesn’t
offer a great deal in the way of scenic entertainment. It’s there, if
you want it, but we’re not pushing it this time.

The lake looks fairly attractive, and we should have
another rest stop here, with a sag wagon near the shore.
After that we have the long and sometimes arduous
climb to the high point of the tour at Cedar Breaks. The
grade is a mostly constant 3%, so that won’t do you in.
But the thin air might make it seem steeper than it is.
Scenery is trees, trees, and then more trees.
When we finally finish with Hwy 143 and turn left
(south) onto Hwy 148, we have climbed to the upper
rim of Markagunt Plateau, and the Cedar Breaks cliffs
are arrayed along the west side of the road (top photo).
As in Bryce, most of the time, the best panoramic views
are hidden behind the trees, but there are at least four
vista points along here that provide big, breathtaking
views. The official elevation for Cedar Breaks is 10,350',
but I notice on their nice map that a couple of those
vista points are closer to 10,500'. But what’s a couple
of hundred feet more at this point? The vista point
detours are all quite short, and I have not included
those additional fractions of miles in the route slip.
Cedar Breaks looks somewhat like a cross between
Bryce and the Grand Canyon: not as crumbly and
convoluted as Bryce and not as immense as the big
ditch to the south. Aside from the main canyon, there
are also lovely high country forests and broad meadows
sprinkled with wildflowers. We will certainly expect to
have another sag stop somewhere along the rim, at a
vista point overlooking this spectacular landscape.
According to our elevation profile, we’ll be mostly
going downhill from about mile 57 on. I’m not sure
how much I believe that. I think there are still some
uphill grades in there through the park. But eventually, over the final 12-15 miles of the stage, we will be
descending more than anything else, usually through
forest of pine, fir, spruce, or aspen (middle photo of
the descent along Hwy 14).
All this downhill fun will deliver us to Duck Creek
Lake USFS campground, where we have reserved the
Wagon Train group site (bottom photo). There are no
showers at this camp, but our group site is just a short
walk from the lake. It’s a small, shallow lake, so we
can hope it won’t be too wickedly cold.
One final note about this stage. When we did it before,
we offered a shorter route that bypassed Cedar Breaks
and yielded a stage of about 65 miles. I was one of only
two riders who did it, and after the fact, I can’t recommend it. But because it’s there and quite obvious, it
would be silly not to at least mention it. It turns left off
143 on Mammoth Creek Road, a bit above Panguitch
Lake, and descends for several miles before climbing
up to Hwy 14, downhill from Duck Creek Lake. The big
descent was nice, but then we had to finish the stage
with around 13 miles of steady uphill. In contrast, on
the route through Cedar Breaks, you do your climbing
first and then end with a big downhill. Plus you get to
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Stage 7: Duck Creek Lake to Zion NP
60 miles, 3000' up, 7700' down
Optional 12-16 mile (round trip) out-&-back
With the optional out-&-back thrown in, this stage is as long as
yesterday’s stage, but considerably easier. Note the elevation loss.
Not the gain; the loss. A whole lotta downhill! It’s another day with
stupendously grand scenery, maybe as good as anything on the
tour, at least when we get to Zion, later in the stage. Zion National
Park is sort of like Yosemite National Park with southwestern
accents...with sepia-tone sandstone instead of grey granite. It’s
that big and impressive and awe-inspiring. It’s also that crowded
with tourists, and we’ll be rolling in there on the Fourth of July
weekend. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Let’s begin at
the beginning, back at Duck Creek Lake.

red rock country are looming, reminding us we haven’t strayed
too far from our big rock candy mountain landscape.
The last of the four little towns is Mount Carmel Junction, and
in this town, we turn right and head west, following the signs
toward Zion National Park. This east end of Hwy 9 is the upstairs,
backdoor approach to the national park, much as Tioga Pass is for
Yosemite. It’s about 13 miles from this junction to the entrance to
the park, and the first ten miles of that run are almost all uphill,
to the tune of 900' of gain. But at around mile 45, the world tilts
downhill, and that’s the way it stays, all the way to the end of the
stage...down, down, and down.
Once we turn west on Hwy 9, we’re headed back into big rock
country. About as big as rock can get! By the time we approach the
park boundary, the eye-goggling, mind-boggling stone extravaganza
is going full tilt (below). Unlike Bryce or Cedar Breaks, you don’t
have to ride out to any special scenic vista points to
see the big show. Here, nothing is hidden behind
the trees. It’s all around, wherever you turn...a 360°
sensory overload.
It’s almost impossible to overstate how impressively spectacular Zion is. I could throw boatloads
of superlatives at the task of describing its grandeur,
and still come up short. (I’m not even going to try.)
To compare Zion Canyon with Yosemite Valley is
not at all presumptuous. As iconic and beautiful as
Yosemite is, Zion is right there too, not needing to
take a backseat in any way.

A big chunk of the day’s total of elevation loss happens early. Over
the first 35 miles of the stage, we’ll be tilting downhill for at least
32 of those miles. Much of that will be very gradual, with pedaling
in order most of the time, but a few pitches are steep enough to
pile on some serious speed, including quite a bit of Hwy 14 east
of Duck Creek Village (above). There is one uphill
of about three miles on Hwy 14, but most of it is
fast descending.

However, as wonderful as Zion may be, there are at
least three things I can think of that might tarnish
our unalloyed rapture with our visit here: crowds,
heat, and a tunnel. Zion shares with Yosemite Valley
the challenge of handling big crowds. They will be
here in their teeming hordes. More about that in
a minute. As for heat, consider that we began this
stage at around 8600' in the aspen woods below Cedar
Breaks. By the time we hit the floor of Zion Canyon, we’re down to
about 3900'. Elevation makes all the difference for temperature. On
our 2004 tour, the lower we dropped, the higher the thermometer
soared, until we were swimming in triple-digit heat at the mid-

Hwy 14 tees into Hwy 89 at about mile 13 in the
village of Long Valley Junction. Heading south on
89, we can chart our descent by the elevations of the
string of little towns along the highway, each one
a little lower than the one before it. Along 89, the
grade eases off, sometimes almost to a false flat, but
there are still a few places where you’ll be grabbing
a tuck and letting it run.
We’re on Hwy 89 for over 22 miles, most of which
ought to be rather uneventful but enjoyable, gliding downstream gently on the gravity river. We pass
through four small towns along this stretch, and aside
from those islands of clutter and commerce, we’ll be
mostly passing through pleasant farmland, home to
sheep and steers and hay. However, just beyond these
bucolic fields, the colorful buttes and ramparts of the
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private camps and RV parks, there are dozens of
motels and countless gift shops and restaurants
and other businesses aimed at extracting money
from those thousands of visitors. Springdale may
not support a large permanent population—
less than 1000—but it looks and feels bigger
and much more lively, thanks to its immense
population of temporary residents.
There is a bit of a silver lining to this crush of
visitors. It got so bad at some point that the Park
Service took the drastic step of banning cars in
the canyon...that is, on that road we passed on
our way to the finish; the one that runs up the
length of the valley floor. Aside from park staff
vehicles, only two types of transport are permitted on this road: the park’s fleet of shuttle buses
and bicycles.
afternoon finish. As we are going to be here in exactly the same
time window as that previous trip, we can expect a similar warm
welcome to the lowlands.
Now, about that tunnel. Hwy 9, leading down into the canyon from
the high country, is one of the most exciting, entertaining downhill
runs any cyclist could ever imagine or wish for. Extensive work
has been in progress on this stretch of highway in recent years,
and it is all supposed to have been completed in the Fall of 2010.
That means we should find a very smooth road when we arrive
in 2011...always nice to have on a more-or-less endless downhill.
Only one problem: halfway down, there is a mile-long tunnel cut
into the sandstone cliff face. It is almost pitch black deep in the
tunnel and isn’t a straight line (so you can't just aim at the light
at the other end to feel your way through). Because of all that,
bicycles are prohibited in the tunnel. No exceptions. Believe me,
I tried to get an exemption for our group before, but even a very
bike-friendly ranger—a cyclist himself—told me to forget it.

That brings us to our bonus-miles option for today. We are offering
an out-&-back along the valley floor on this beautiful and entirely
car-free road (below). It’s a very pretty, peaceful run adding up to
12 miles, round trip. It’s mostly a level run, so not too strenuous,
and if it is hot, this road is mostly in the shade. Were you to go
to camp first, get your tent organized, etc, and then ride back up
here later, the round trip is more like 16 miles added to the 60mile (mostly downhill) day.
It isn’t a tough ride at all. Almost anyone could manage it, if feeling
so inclined. And it would be beautiful almost beyond describing...a
real dream ride. However, when we were here before, not a single
person did it, even though it was our plan when we began the
stage. A few factors played into that decision. First of all, it was
very hot, and folks felt pretty drained by that. Second, we had a
little problem with our truck, containing all our luggage, getting
lost (twice), which left the rest of us frittering away an hour doing nothing at camp. That took a big chunk out of the remaining

What cyclists have to do is regroup at the uphill
end of the tunnel and load bikes into vehicles,
get shuttled through, then unload at the bottom
end, remount, and continue the downhill dance.
It’s a frustrating, irritating hassle, but, as far as I
can figure, it’s unavoidable. We will have to bring
both our sags and possibly our big truck to the
task of moving the riders through as efficiently
as possible. There are no shortcuts or tricky ways
to dodge around this.
Once we’ve processed ourselves through the eye
of the needle that is the tunnel, we remount and
still have over three miles of twisting, slinky
downhill to do before hitting the canyon floor
(above). While the scenery above the tunnel was
hugely impressive, it almost pales in comparison
to the grandeur of the soaring, massive cliffs deep
in the gorge.
Once down on the canyon floor, we come to a
junction with a road heading off to our right, up
the length of the canyon. The basic route bears
left on Hwy 9 toward the town of Springdale and
our park campsite at Watchman Campground.
Springdale is tourist central for this very popular
park. In addition to the national park camps and the
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to attempt to make off with our bikes, so perhaps just
locking them together in bunches will be sufficient
security. In fact, the bikes are probably safer here than
they would be if left unattended back in camp. But
it’s still an issue we will want to talk about at our ride
briefing the night before.

afternoon. In retrospect, had we known the truck was going to
go missing, we might have used the time to do the out-&-back.
But we didn’t know where the truck was and were sort of stuck
in limbo...a waste.
But the real reason we didn’t do the ride is that we had another
activity available to us that ultimately attracted us all. That would
be the hike in The Narrows of the Virgin River (above). When
the valley floor road ends, that’s where The Narrows begins. As
you can see from the photo, this is a very dramatic adventure.
The sandstone cliffs soar up hundreds or even thousands of feet
above the little river, and in places the two walls of the canyon
are very close together, creating one of the world’s most impressive slot canyons. When you hike up the river here, much of the
time you are hiking in the river. Some of the time you can walk
across sandbars or amidst boulders, but for many long stretches,
the only way forward is trudging along in water that varies from
ankle-deep to knee-deep, or deeper, if you hit a deep pool. This is
all subject to the vagaries of the weather: if it’s raining, the river
can very suddenly swell from a sleepy stream into a raging, deadly
torrent, gobbling up everything in its path. Such
flash floods are rare, but they do happen.

Hiking The Narrows is really one of the highlights of
this trip. It is awesome, magical, mysterious, spooky,
grand, breathtaking... We heartily recommend it, with
or without the bike out-&-back. We will hike as far up
the slot canyon as we care to, always bearing in mind
that each step forward is also another step back on
the return trip. The hike can go on for many miles,
with the scenery getting better and better as you go
along, and the crowds of other tourists diminishing
with each step further away from the trailhead. You
will have to decide how much time and energy you
want to put into this exploration. The same reminder
applies here that we mentioned about hiking in Bryce:
we really noticed how tired our legs were the next day after our
hike here. Slogging along for extended periods in knee-deep water
is like working out on a big resistence trainer. It’s hard work. While
the last stage tomorrow is relatively easy, the full week of riding
will be adding up in a load of general fatigue, and this little trek
will do a number on your legs if you’re not careful.
We are staying in Watchman Campground (below), which owes its
name to the towering monolith standing watch over the camp. It’s
a nice site, with easy access to the Virgin River, which runs through
camp. We will be in one of several group sites. This campground is
administered by the Park Service. As far as I can tell, they do not
have showers. This is probably why I elected to camp in a nearby
private camp on the 2004 trip. However, we found that camp to
be very substandard and unpleasant, even with its showers. So
I’m going with the Park Service camp this time, hoping the better
overall environment will make up for the lack of showers.
Springdale offers the best and broadest selection of good restaurants
on the whole tour. On our last trip, we chose to skip camp food on
this night and find our dinner in town. We may do so again.

It will have occurred to you that this isn’t an
either-or choice: while we rode the park’s shuttle
bus into the canyon, to the start of the hike,
one could just as well get there, and back, on a
bike. This is true, and sitting here in my comfy
desk chair, writing about it, I am inclined to say
that’s what I’d like to do next time around. Two
small problems with that (aside from any heat or
fatigue or timing issues): you will need some sort
of shoes, like Tevas, for hiking in the stream. You
can do it barefoot, but I can tell you it’s painful.
I’ve hiked The Narrows twice, once barefoot and
once in Tevas. The latter is infinitely better. So
you’ll need to bring your stream-walking footgear
with you on the bike. Not an insurmountable
problem, but still a little project to be worked
out. The other issue is bike security at the head
of the canyon. It’s almost inconceivable that folks
who have come there on a shuttle bus are going
17

and back roads to avoid these freeway miles,
with meager results. There is one bypass that
might be worth doing. After we get on I-15 at
the Hwy 17 junction, we can get off at the next
exit, a bit less than three miles north. Go down
the off-ramp, then make a quick right-left jog
onto an unnamed frontage road that serves a
few local ranches. You can ride this old road for
most of two miles up to the next interchange,
where you have to go back up the on-ramp and
onto I-15 again. The frontage road continues
north and looks tempting, but it peters out in
the sage brush a mile further along, with no
easy access back to the main road.

Stage 8: Zion NP to Kolob Canyons
40 miles, 3100' up, 2000' down
Optional 10-mile (round trip) out-&-back
This final stage is short and relatively easy, which is the way we
want it, as we have to tack our travel back to Ely, Nevada onto the
end of the day: retrieving the car pool fleet from nearby Cedar
City, loading up, and then the long drive. The stage is also a bit of
an anti-climax, even perhaps an emotional let-down. It would be
almost impossible for any ride to match up to the splendors of the
plunge into Zion Canyon yesterday, and this stage doesn’t even try
to do so. It’s a good stage, but not a great stage.
However, its overall charms—the scenic and cycling pay-offs for the
stage—can be much enhanced with the inclusion of the optional
out-&-back, which comes at the end of the stage. We’ll explore
that option in detail later, but for now, let’s get out of Springdale
and on the road.
The first 20 miles of the stage are on another section of Hwy 9.
Unlike the narrow, twisting back road up in the hills, with all its
amazing scenery, this lower, front door section of 9 is built more
for the easy, speedy access of thousands of motorhomes and family cars and tour buses from St. George and Cedar City. It is wide
and open and mostly level running, with big shoulders (above).
With the big shoulders, it’s entirely safe for cyclists. No problem
there. And the scenery is pleasant, if not quite on a par with those
over-the-top vistas in the park.

That’s the only escape from the freeway. From
the point where we ride onto I-15 (at Hwy 17), we are on it for
about nine miles (including the two miles of frontage road). It really
isn’t all that terrible an experience. For one thing, I-15 is pretty
low-traffic for an interstate. There’s not much going on out here in
the middle of nowhere. For another, there are big shoulders, plus
the dubious benefits of a rumble strip. Given the opportunity—
that is, no traffic hemming them in on the left—most cars and
trucks will shade over into the left lane to pass cyclists in these
situations. Much of the time, we end up with more elbow room—
more of a comfort zone—than we would have on a two-lane back
road. Finally, the scenery is quite nice, with the rugged Hurricane
Cliffs bulking up on the right and the Pine Valley Mountains off
in the distance on the left.
All that said, it will still be nice to put this section behind us, and
we can do that for good at exit 36, where we cruise down the offramp and turn left under the freeway to pick up a road called Old
Hwy 91, presumably a remnant of the old highway that predated
the interstate. This comes up at about mile 36. We’ll be on this
quiet byway right to the finish of the stage. We bear right just
before mile 40, dip under the freeway again, and roll up to the
Kolob Canyons Visitor Center (below), which marks the end of
the basic stage, and possibly the end of the tour.
The visitor center, which is still part of Zion National Park, has
the usual features one would expect at such a stie: displays and
information about the park and the local ecology, restrooms, etc.
It has some shady spots for hanging out, but not a lot of them.

The road is more-or-less level, with an assortment
of large rollers, some speedier downhill pitches, and
at least one extended uphill. That comes to a small
summit at around mile 18, and then we get a ripper
of a descent over two-plus miles into the town of La
Verkin. With a population of over 4000, this is one of
the bigger towns on the tour. We turn right in town
on Hwy 17, heading for the town of Toquerville and
onward toward Interstate-15.
When we get to the interstate, we pedal right up the
on-ramp and head north on the shoulder of the freeway. Doesn’t sound like much fun, and it isn’t ideal,
but it’s not as grim as it might seem at first glance.
First off, before you expend a great deal of energy
on trying to find a bypass for this, don’t bother. I’ve
burned up more brain cells than I can spare trying to
puzzle out ways to make use of nearby frontage roads
18

The reason this facility is here, as a part of the park, is that it is
the gateway to Kolob Canyons, a little-known corner of the park.
This is the site of our optional out-&-back. Kolob Canyons Road
runs for five well-paved miles up into the high country (above) in
the northwest corner of the big park. Tourists who only visit the
famous Zion Canyon may not even be aware that this delightful
region exists, or that access to it is so nice, along this gem of a
road. That relative obscurity is all good for cyclists: we can have
it mostly to ourselves.
The road climbs from I-15, past the visitor center, to the turnaround
at the top. It’s five miles from bottom to top, gaining around 1200'
or 1300' along the way. Being an out-&-back, this of course turns
into a whacking great descent on the way back out (below, and more
pix in the following gallery). It’s not all that steep, so isn’t a brutal
climb, and that same lack of steepness makes the descent more
fun: not so hairball that you’re riding the brakes all the time, but
fast enough and twisty enough to be all kinds of fun. If you have
any energy at all left over at the end of this long tour, I urge you
to add this final ten-mile round trip to your tour. The scenery is
every bit as grand and gorgeous as anything else we will have seen
in Zion, or anywhere else, for that matter. And it means wrapping
up the tour with a real exclamation point. It takes an otherwise
humdrum stage and imparts a real luster to it.
Now we need to talk about how we tie all the little logistical details
together to make this happen. We are going to need to assemble a
team of riders who will shuttle on from the visitor
center in a sag wagon to the KOA in Cedar City to
bring back the cars. These could be faster riders
who can get off the front and arrive ahead of most
of the rest of the group, even if they do the out-&back. Or it could be any riders who elect not to do
the out-&-back. It’s 21 miles to the KOA, so the
shuttle might be done in around an hour, once the
team of drivers is assembled at the visitor center. It
may be that the shuttle drivers are simply the first
half dozen or so riders to fetch up at the visitor
center, done with riding for the day.
It seems inevitable that the rest of the riders will
have to hang around at the visitor center for an
hour or so while the shuttle chore is transpiring.
With that in mind, we will probably arrange to
have the truck here and set up in such a way that
we can open up the back and pull out a decent
little spread of lunch foods and snacks and drinks
somewhere around the visitor center site. If we

do this right, with a little advance organization, it could turn into
quite a pleasant wind-down at the end of the stage.
Once we have all our cars handy and loaded up, we have a drive
of 145 miles back to Ely. The return drive is a bit longer than the
drive at the start because this ending site is a bit further away.
When we did this in 2004, I recall that we had enough time available in the afternoon to stop at another park, midway along the
drive to Ely, and do a short hike amidst yet one more interesting
landscape of canyons. I’m not recommending we do this. Just
pointing out that the timing is ample to allow for it. (I think this
was a visit to Great Basin National Park, although at this point, I
can’t remember for sure.)
We will probably have time for a social hour around the swimming
pool at the motel in Ely before heading into town for dinner. Our
group of 16 in 2004 took all our meals together at an old, rather
quaint casino in downtown Ely. I don’t think we can all dine
together with a group of 40. We may need to spread out through
several eateries.
Finally, on Monday, July 4, we have to drive all the way home, a
bit less than 600 miles. It’s a long haul, and we can all expect to be
thoroughly fried when we finish. But we figure, if you signed on
for this tour, that’s a price you’re willing to pay to get to experience all the amazing scenery and wonderful cycling this region
of Southern Utah has to offer.
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Stage 1: Climbing to first summit on Hwy 20

Stage 1: Hwy 89 through Circleville Canyon
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Stage 2: Hwy 24, approaching Capitol Reef National Park

Stage 2: Optional out-&-back along Hwy 24 in Capitol Reef National Park
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Stage 3: Optional out-&-back along Scenic Drive, Capitol Reef National Park

Stage 3: Optional out-&-back along Scenic Drive, Capitol Reef National Park
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Stage 3: Along Hwy 12 National Scenic Byway, near town of Boulder

Stage 4: Vista Point on Hwy 12, overlooking canyon of the Escalante River
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Stage 4: Climbing on Hwy 12

Stage 4: Hwy 12, near town of Escalante
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Stage 4: Hwy 12, middle of nowhere

Stage 4: Kodachrome Basin State Park
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Stage 5: Grand old park lodge, Bryce Canyon National Park

Stage 5: Hiking in Bryce Canyon
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Stage 6: Cedar Breaks National Monument

Stage 6: Cedar Breaks National Monument
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Stage 7: Zion National Park

Stage 7: Zion National Park
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Stage 7: Zion Canyon

Stage 7: The Narrows, Zion Canyon

29

Stage 8: Optional out-&-back along Kolob Canyons Road

Stage 8: Optional out-&-back along Kolob Canyons Road
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The Southern Utah Tour
Stage 1: I-15/Hwy 20 to Otter Creek Lake
55 miles, 3000' up, 2400' down

East on Hwy 20 (6050')................................... 0.0
Summit of first climb (7800')........................ 10.0
L on Hwy 89................................................... 20.8
Town of Circleville (6063')............................. 38.0
R on Hwy 62.................................................. 42.0
“Town” of Kingston (6000')........................... 44.0
R on Hwy 22.................................................. 54.4
L into Otter Creek Lake State Park................. 54.9
Finish at OCLSP Group Site (6372')............... 55.0
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Bonus miles option:

Stage 2: Otter Creek Lake to Capitol Reef
National Park
76 miles, 3500' up, 4500' down

Before turning onto Campground Road, continue
east on Hwy 24 for approximately 6 miles (until
road begins to turn downhill). Round trip of approximately 12 miles through a beautiful big-rock
Leave Group Site.............................................. 0.0
wonderland. Entire out-&-back is virtually level.
R on Hwy 22.................................................... 0.1
Leave Otter Creek Lake State Park (6372')
A note on the elevation profiles.
R on Hwy 62.................................................... 0.6
“Town” of Greenwich (6825')......................... 20.2
These profiles were created with the Ride With
Town of Koosharem (6914').......................... 26.4
GPS on-line software...not while riding or driving
R on Browns Lane.......................................... 27.0
the routes. Take them with a large grain of salt. For
R on Hwy 24.................................................. 29.7
instance, in this profile, the site of Fruita in Capitol
Summit (8410')............................................. 35.3
Reef NP is shown at approximately 5600'. But the
Town of Loa (7064')....................................... 46.5
detailed AAA map of the region lists that point at
R (straight) on South Main Street.................. 47.4
6000'...a 400' difference!
L on Big Rocks Road..................................... 49.6
Becomes Airport Road................................... 51.4
We don't expect to see variances that extreme too
R on Hwy 24.................................................. 53.3
often, but never assume the profiles are exact.
Town of Bicknell (7125')................................ 54.9
They’re just to give us the general impression of
Town of Torrey (7000').................................. 63.0
the topography.
Enter Capitol Reef National Park.................... 68.0
R on Campground Road................................ 74.2
Fruita historic site, camp headquarters (6000')
Becomes Scenic Drive
R on Group Site access drive......................... 75.6
Finish at Fruita Group Site.............................. 76.0
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Stage 3: Capitol Reef NP to Calf Creek
60 miles, 7000' up, 7200' down
Bonus miles: out-&-back on Scenic Drive
13 miles, 1000' up and down

NOTE: although Scenic Drive out-&-back is listed
as optional, it is included in both route slip and
profile because we hope most of you will do it.
It’s too good to pass up.
Leave Group Site.............................................. 0.0
R on Scenic Drive............................................ 0.1
Vista point at end of pavement......................... 6.8
Retrace to L on Hwy 24.................................. 14.8
L on Hwy 12, near Torrey (7000').................. 24.6
“Town” of Grover (7030')............................... 31.0
Roundup Flat summit (9400')........................ 47.0
Town of Boulder (6700')................................ 60.5
R into Calf Creek campground....................... 72.5
Finish at unofficial group site......................... 72.7
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Stage 3: Capitol Reef to Calf Creek
60 miles, 7000’ up, 7200’ down
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Stage 4: Calf Creek to Kodachrome Basin
59 miles, 4400' up, 3900' down

Leave group site............................................... 0.0
R on Hwy 12.................................................... 0.2
Leave Calf Creek Campground
Cross Escalante River...................................... 1.5
Vista point........................................................ 2.2
Vista point........................................................ 6.0
Town of Escalante (5812')............................. 15.6
Powell Point vista point, summit (7500')....... 34.4
Town of Henrieville (6044')............................ 46.3
Town of Cannonville (5913').......................... 49.7
L on Kodachrome Way................................... 49.9
Becomes Cottonwood Canyon Road
L on Kodachrome State Park Road................ 56.8
Enter Kodachrome Basin State Park
Finish at Oasis Group Site (5800')................. 58.8
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59 miles, 4400’ up, 3900’ down
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Optional exploring...
Retrace from camp to R on Hwy 63............... 29.6
Stage 5: Kodachrome Basin to Bryce
L on Bryce Point Road................................... 30.0
Canyon National Park (Sunset Camp)
Bear R to Paria View overlook (8176')........... 31.7
Basic route: 26-30 miles; many more miles of
Retrace to R to Bryce Point overlook............. 32.7
optional exploring within Bryce, with up to 6400'
R to Inspiration Point overlook...................... 33.6
of gain. The route below is just one suggested
Inspiration Point overlook.............................. 33.8
way of managing the day.
Retrace to R on Bryce Point Road.................. 34.0
L on Hwy 63................................................... 35.0
R on Kodachrome State Park Road.................. 0.0
End of Hwy 63 at Rainbow Point (9115')....... 50.2
Leave Oasis Group Site (5800')
Retrace to L into Sunset Camp...................... 65.8
R on Cottonwood Canyon Road....................... 2.0
Finish at Sunset Group Site............................ 66.0
L on Hwy 12..................................................... 9.2
Town of Cannonville (5913')
Town of Tropic (6297')................................... 14.0
L on Hwy 63, toward Bryce Canyon NP......... 21.4
L on Fairyland Point Road.............................. 24.4
Fairyland vista point (7758').......................... 25.3
Retrace to L on Hwy 63.................................. 26.3
Park entrance station..................................... 27.0
L on loop past general store and lodge.......... 27.6
L on Hwy 63................................................... 28.5
L on road to Sunrise Point............................. 28.7
Sunrise Point overlook................................... 28.9
Retrace to L on Hwy 63.................................. 29.2
R into Sunset Campground............................ 29.3
Finish at Sunset Group Site............................ 29.5
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Stage 5: Kodachrome Basin State Park to Bryce Canyon National Park
28 miles, plus up to 40 bonus miles in park
2700’ up on basic route; up to 6400’ for all bonus miles
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Stage 6: Bryce Canyon National Park to
Duck Creek Lake
75 miles, 5800' up, 5000' down

Leave Sunset Camp......................................... 0.0
L on Hwy 63..................................................... 0.2
L on Hwy 12..................................................... 6.0
(Look for bike path on left side of road through
Red Canyon. Bikes must use path.)
R on Hwy 89.................................................. 18.9
Town of Panguitch (6560')............................. 25.2
L on Hwy 143................................................. 25.7
(South Main Street in town, becomes Panguitch
Lake Road)
Panguitch Lake (8208').................................. 42.0
L on Hwy 148................................................. 57.4
Cedar Breaks National Monument
Park headquarters (10,350').......................... 61.2
L on Hwy 14................................................... 65.1
L into Duck Creek Campground (8600')......... 74.9
Finish at Wagon Train Group Site................... 75.3
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75 miles, 5800’ up, 5000’ down
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Stage 7: Duck Creek Lake to Zion NP
60 miles, 3000' up, 7700' down

Leave Wagon Train Camp (8600').................... 0.0
L on Hwy 14..................................................... 0.4
Duck Creek Village (8600')............................... 2.7
R on Hwy 89.................................................. 13.1
Town of Long Valley Junction (7454')
Town of Glendale (5824')............................... 27.0
Town of Orderville (5250')............................. 31.0
R on Hwy 9 (toward Zion NP)........................ 35.6
Town of Mt Carmel Junction (5200')
Zion NP entrance station................................ 48.0
Entrance to Zion-Mt Carmel Tunnel*.............. 54.0
Exit from tunnel............................................. 55.0
Junction with Zion Canyon Scenic Drive**.... 58.5
Floor of Zion Canyon, town of Springdale (3913')
L into Watchman Campground...................... 59.9
Finsh at Group Site XXX................................. 60.4

*Bikes are prohibited in mile-long tunnel. We must
group up at entrance, load bikes on sags, and shuttle
through, then unload on downhill side.
**Bonus miles: turn R on Zion Canyon Scenic Drive
and ride 6 miles to road's end at Temple of Sinawava
(trailhead for hiking onward into The Narrows of the
Virgin River). Round trip from junction with Hwy
9 is 12 miles. Round trip from camp is 16 miles.
See preview write-up for more information on our
options at the end of this ride.
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Southern Utah Tour
Stage 7: Duck Creek to Zion National Park
60 miles, 3000’ up, 7700’ down
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The Southern Utah Tour
Stage 8: Zion NP to Kolob Canyons
40 miles, 3100' up, 2000' down
Bonus miles: Kolob Canyons out-&-back
10 miles, 1200' up and down

Leave Watchman Group Site (3900')............... 0.0
L on Hwy 9, town of Springdale (3913').......... 0.5
Town of Rockville (3746')................................ 5.3
Town of Virgin (3550')................................... 14.6
R on Hwy 17.................................................. 20.5
Town of La Verkin (3313')
Town of Toquerville (3200')........................... 23.5
R (north) on shoulder of I-15......................... 26.4
Leave 1-15 at Exit 36..................................... 35.7
L under freeway to Old Hwy 91...................... 35.8
R under freeway on Kolob Canyons Road...... 39.9
R into Kolob Canyons Visitor Center.............. 40.1
End of basic stage and end of tour.
But wait, there's more...
Bonus miles option: out-&-back on Kolob Canyons
Road to summit at end of road. Five miles uphill
on the way out and downhill on the way back. Extremely scenic and a fun descent.
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Kolob Visitor Center to Cedar City*
21 miles, 1100’ up, 400’ down
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Stage 8: Zion National Park to Kolob Visitor Center
40 miles, 3100’ up, 2000’ down
Bonus miles:
Mile Hills
Kolob Canyons out-&-back Eight6685'
10 miles, 1500’ up and down
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