Angel’s Landing
by
Eyes Right
Springdale, UT – A good way to experience heaven on Earth is to climb high in the sky.  One location which I have found to optimize this opportunity is in Zion National Park here is the southwestern corner of Utah.  

The park itself is eye candy on so many levels.  Even the views from the hotels in Springdale, just west of the park, are magnificent and inspiring.  Sandstone walls carved by the forces of nature have created (and continue to create) unique and colorful rocky palettes which tower over the city.  When entering the park each few hundred yards brings a new view of rock sliced into fascinating shapes by the forces of water cascading downward from the 8000 ft cliffs above to the rushing Virgin River below.
The human history of Zion is relatively brief.  Although Native Americans roamed these parts for hundreds, if not thousands, of years, the Mormon settlers who arrived during the mid-1800’s were so taken by the surroundings that they labeled it “Zion,” the biblical heavenly city of God. The first white man on record to have visited Zion was a Mormon missionary named Nephi Johnson who was guided in 1858 by a group of local Paiute Indians.  Soon there were several other Mormon settlers who farmed the flood plains of the Virgin in the spectacular, but narrow, valley while raising livestock and lumbering on the high plateaus above. Religious names describing rock faces abound:  the Altar of Sacrifice, Court of the Patriarchs, Temple of Sinawava, the West Temple, and Angel’s Landing, but, ironically, most of these names are attributed to latecomers (a Methodist preacher and his friends who spent time here in 1916).

The formation of the canyon was rather straightforward.  13 million years ago this region underwent violent earthquakes which, among other geological results, created fractures in the surrounding plateaus.  As water poured over the edges of the plateaus during annual snowmelts, erosion of the soft rock ripped away sediment which continues to be carried out of the valley by the Virgin River toward the southwest.  The resulting colors on the rock walls are dramatic, and beautiful.  We saw pastels, reds, browns, pinks, and yellows, each changing in shade depending on the angle of the sun or the cloud cover above.
We did several hikes during our two days in Zion.  They ranged in difficulty from the rather easy Watchman Trail (starts near the Visitors Center), to the moderately challenging Emerald Pools to the difficult Angel’s Landing, which is accessible via the free park shuttle bus.  Of course, being guys with little common sense [a total redundancy], we found Angel’s Landing to be our favorite.  It is only about 5 ½ miles in length, up and back, but the ascent is continuous and steep.  After a brief teaser of relatively flat terrain along the West Rim Trail, we quickly encountered what appeared to be an unending series of steep switchbacks, which had been paved in order to minimize erosion.  We then headed into a narrow canyon, rarely receiving sun, and appropriately named, Refrigerator Canyon.  Once up this canyon, we took a sharp right as the trail quickly entered Walter’s Wiggles, another series of 21 daunting switchbacks designed and built under the supervision of an earlier park superintendent.  Surviving this, we found ourselves in a prime picnic location on slickrock, called Scout Lookout. Here the views are exceptional, but serve as another teaser for the challenge ahead. From this point on, we ascended a very narrow, even scarier, trail using footholds while holding on to chain links bolted into the rock. While doing this, we crossed a rock saddle maybe 5 ft. wide with 1000 ft. drops on either side.  The final half mile up is equally nerve-wracking, but once on top of Angel’s Landing, it is difficult to leave. The views of the entire valley floor below are literally “awesome” and provide a 360o opportunity to convince yourself that the danger was well worth it.  Going down was just as interesting, but there was indeed a certain smug factor once we reached bottom.
I must also mention the vegetation in Zion.  There are nearly 800 different native species of plant life in the park.  Juniper trees are everywhere.  The bluish-grey fruit takes two years to mature, but appear to be worth the wait for the numerous birds who thrive on them.  My favorite tree was the bristlecone pine, one of the oldest known trees in the world, some over 4600 years old!  Here the oldest are a mere 2000 years or so.  Their needles are short and tightly packed on branches which are gnarled and very weathered.  This tree, which grows on rocky, dry slopes, is a true survivor. 
So…..change your travel plans and head to southwest Utah.  And if you are feeling brave and/or foolish, head up to Angel’s Landing.
I thought that you might like to know.
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