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Overview 
Sedona is situated in northern Arizona on the edge of the Colorado 
Plateau.  The area, covering parts of four states, was once a shallow 
inland sea where layers of sediment built up over millennia leaving an 
iron rich seabed.  Later tectonic forces lifted the land to the north 
creating the Rocky Mountains, draining the water and leaving an arid 
sandstone plane tipped toward the south.  Over time, erosion did its 
part to create the intricately carved landscape we see today.  Rock 
formations whose rusty red surface betrays the rich iron within. 

To the south of Sedona the land drops quickly away from the plateau.  
Northward the terrain rises.  Sedona sits on the edge of the plateau, 
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where the difference in elevation is showcased in towering pinnacles 
and deeply cut ravines.  This is the famous red rock country.  

What to see 

Sedona is ideally situated to explore some of the Southwest's best 
scenic offerings.  To help plan an efficient method of getting it all in, I 
will break these destinations into three groups.  First are the local 
Sedona highlights.  These are all close enough to make many of them 
accessible in a single day.  The second group consists of locations that 
can be visited in an out-and-back day trip.  Finally I've included a few 
destinations that are well worth considering for an overnight side 
trip. 

Sedona and the village of Oak Creek  

The town of Sedona is a world class art community.  Everything from 
simple beaded bracelets to exquisite sculpture are on display in 
countless galleries that line the streets in both Sedona and the village 
of Oak Creek.   Spend time window shopping and getting to talk with 
the local folks.  On highway 179 just south of where it joins highway 
89A and before you cross the Oak Creek bridge is a unique complex of 
high end shops devoted to Sedona art.  Named Tlaquepaque, it is a 
beautiful setting with old trees for shade and stucco studios on two 
levels.  You could spend a day here alone and enjoy every minute.  

Parking Passes - Several years ago, a policy was adopted in Sedona 
requiring parking passes for all non-commercial vehicles parked in 
the Coconino National Forest. Almost all the parking areas at all the 
trailheads have signs posted warning that vehicles parked without a 
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pass (hanging from the rear-view mirror) may be cited. A pass is not 
needed to drive through the National Forest or to stop briefly to take a 
photograph. The pass is required for a vehicle, not a person. You can 
buy a Red Rock Parking Pass at any of the four visitor centers: 

	 1 - At the Oak Creek Vista Overlook, at the top of Oak Creek Canyon. 

 2 - At the Sedona Chamber of Commerce office at the corner of  
 Forest Road and Highway 89A in Uptown Sedona. 

 3 - At the Visitor Center in the Village of Oak Creek, south on   
 Highway 179. 

 4 - At the Sedona Cultural Center on the west side of the intersection  
 of U.S. Highway 89 A and the Upper Red Rock Loop Road. 

Pink Jeep Tours  Although there are now many jeep tour operators 
in Sedona, the first and, for many still the best is Pink Jeep Tours.  
Their office is located on the southern end of town overlooking the 
eastern buttes along Oak Creek.  These tours are very popular so try 
to book one on a weekday, preferably early in the morning.  If your 
party is the only one on the tour, the guide will be happy to pay more 
attention to your preferences.  There are many types of tours, some 
across rough terrain and others that don't stray from the paved 
roads.  Take the time to look over the literature and ask questions 
before you decide.  I have been to ancient Native American ruins that 
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put my skeleton to the test as we crossed rough desert landscape.  
But seeing these unique dwellings will always be a treasured memory.  
I have also traversed the narrow dirt road that climes precariously up 
Schnebly Hill to see the vista that is Sedona laid out before me.  

Red Rock Loop Road  A few miles south of town on 89A turn left onto 
this most scenic byway.  It winds through residential neighborhoods 
and rural passes that overlook the valley and buttes to the east.  This 
is one of Sedona's iconic drives.  Look for Disney Ln. along the way, 
where Walt had a home. It inspired the design of the Big Thunder 
Mountain Railway ride at Disney World.  Although this is a beautiful 
drive at any time, the late afternoon sun will showcase the brilliant 
red buttes. 

Red rock formations 

Found only in this layer at the edge of the Colorado Plateau, the red 
rock makes Sedona unique. Look closely and you will find places 
where a small piece has broken off revealing a grey tone beneath.  In 
fact, the rock is not red throughout, but only on its surface where the 
iron meets the air and oxidizes, or in more common terms, rusts. 

Most of the notable formations can be seen from the major roads.  
Coffee Pot Rock on the right just south of town on highway 89A, and 
Bell Rock in Oak Creek on highway 179 are two examples.  Perhaps 
Sedona's most iconic formation, Cathedral Rock takes a bit more 
effort to get a good view. Heading southwest from the junction of 
highway 89A and highway 179 just south of town, drive on 89A to the 
last stoplight in Sedona. (Its the next stoplight past the Sedona 
Medical Center.) Turn left at the sign marked Upper Red Rock Loop 
Road and drive down the hill past the Sedona High School.  At the end 
of the pavement, turn left at the Red Rock Crossing sign and right at 
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the next sign. This will take you to the entrance of the Crescent Moon 
Ranch Day-Use Area.  There are great photos to be taken here of the 
wooden building, winding path, and Cathedral Rock in the 
background.  If you want a closer look, follow the path toward the 
back and follow the stream to Cathedral Crossing.  Late in the day is 
the best time to showcase the color. 	  

Oak Creek Canyon 

North of town 89A is a winding, but well paved road that ascends 
from the valley to the top of the canyon rim.  Here there is a parking 
lot where you can read about the geology of the area and photograph 
the deep gorge.  Often Native Americans will set up stands in the 
parking area where you can buy beautiful jewelry, dream catchers 
and other authentic tribal crafts.  This is a great side trip after 
enjoying a little shopping and dining in town and is one of the must-
see wonders of Sedona.  The road continues northward toward 
Flagstaff.     

Scenic Overlooks 

There are a few must-see locations near Sedona where a stop is 
worthwhile to see the red rock country laid out before you in wide 
vistas. 

Vortex Point, near the Sedona airport - Take 89A south from town 
and turn onto Airport Rd.  Just before reaching the airport, you will 
see the pull off.  This is probably the best overlook toward the west 
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without needing to hike one of the trails. Early morning and sunset 
are both spectacular from here.   

Chapel of the Holy Cross  Designed by one of Frank Lloyd Wright's 
protégés, this is a must see landmark.  The chapel seems to float over 
the landscape as it hangs above the road.  It is located just north of 
the village of Oak Creek on highway 179.  Take the time to drive up 
and park.  The inside is inspiring and the vista from the parking lot 
overlooking Bell Rock should not be missed. 

Schnebly Hill road  You can't get here on your own. This is a narrow 
dirt road that requires four wheel drive, a good knowledge of the area, 
and nerves of steel as it climes the edge of the plateau.  The Jeep tour 
guides will do the work while you enjoy the adventure.  If you have a 
fear of heights, skip this one. 

Day Trips from Sedona 

The town of Cottonwood is south of Sedona and a thousand feet lower.  
It is a typical small town with a few modern "big box" stores.  But 
there are oddities to find in the older section of town.  My favorite is a 
great store that sells rock and mineral pieces gathered from the local 
area and throughout the Southwest.  You will spot it by the barrel of 
sun bleached cattle heads out front.  Its worth a stop if you would like 
to bring something back that is unique. 

Tuzigoot National Monument near Clarkdale is an ancient village 
built by the Sinagua culture in the twelfth century.  It is a stunning 
preservation of the pueblo dwellings that scattered this part of the 
country.     
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Jerome is a once thriving copper mining town high on a butte south 
of Cottonwood.  Long abandoned for its mining value, it now boasts a 
thriving art community.  There are lots of great shops where the 
saloons and brothels once welcomed a seedier crowd. Jerome's 
streets are terraced on the brow of the hill with awesome views of the 
valley below.  This is a great side trip from Sedona.  Check out the old 
mine, where for a modest entrance fee you can learn of the hard life 
many miners had extracting the minerals deposits below.  

Flagstaff, north of Sedona is a hub for this area.  A thriving and still 
growing city, it sits on the top of the Colorado Plateau and has a major 
interstate connecting it to other cities east and west.  Where Sedona 
has a milder climate being neither too high for severe winters, nor 
deep in the valley with Phoenix and the summer's high temperatures, 
Flagstaff has distinct seasonal character.  Just to the north of the city, 
the San Francisco mountains provide a thriving winter ski area.  

A short drive east on the interstate from Flagstaff  (exit 233 in I-40) 
will bring you to Meteor Creator.  The result of a disruptive impact 
from above, as its name suggests the area is quite unique.  The Apollo 
astronauts trained here because its terrain so echoes that found on 
the moon. 

The Grand Canyon is a must see for visitors to northern Arizona. 
Arguably the greatest natural wonder in the world, it defies adequate 
description.  No photo, or travelogue can ever substitute for just being 
there.  The Grand Canyon's south rim is a three hour drive from 
Sedona.  Take highway 89A north for a direct route to Flagstaff.  In 
Flagstaff, pick up I-40 west to the town of Williams then head north 
on highway 64 to the Grand Canyon Village along the south rim.  For 
a fun adventure, park the car in Williams and take the train to the 
Grand Canyon.  If you're lucky you may get the old, restored steam 
engine to add a bit more of that old west feeling.  Expect music and 
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raucous merriment during the journey, and perhaps even the 
occasional hold up by friendly desperadoes. 

At the Canyon take a walk along the rim to see the vista from 
outlooks at various points of view.  Check out the old inns especially 
the El Tovar that will take you back a century ago to a very different 
lifestyle. 

Keep an eye toward the sky and perhaps you will catch a glimpse of a 
California Condor.  This master of soaring flight was nearly wiped out.  
But through the efforts of conservationists they have had a modest 
comeback and now a few command the skies over the Canyon. 

Farther away - Overnight Destinations 

Page, Arizona  Take US-89 North from Flagstaff into the Navajo 
Nation towards Lake Powell.  This is truly untouched southwest 
desert landscape.  Page is the tourist destination for Lake Powell and 
has the expected hotels, shops and chain stores to stock up on 
everyday needs. 

Antelope Canyon  This is a unique slot canyon tunneled into a butte 
by centuries of flash floods that carved the sandstone into flowing 
shapes and contours. Visiting the canyon requires a Native American 
guide who will escort you in a jeep.  Its about a fifteen minute ride into 
the desert.  You will find the ticket office, in the center of town with 
lots of signs to mark the spot. Here you can purchase tickets for one 
of the hourly group tours.  For a little more money, you can book the 
noontime photographer's tour.  Intended for serious pros, the number 
of guests is limited and the other tours are postponed to insure good 
access for the photographers.   
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Please understand that these places are dark and sandy.  In Antelope 
Canyon there is often a fine shower of sand falling on visitors.  Sand 
and cameras don't mix well.  So bring a plastic bag to hold your 
camera with a hole cut out for the front of the lens.  Use a clear filter 
or rubber band to hold it tight.  Other things to keep in mind:  You 
can't get any sharp photos here without a tripod.  Exposures have to 
be long, usually many seconds.  Put cameras, on a tripod and setting 
them to manual mode with a long exposure is best.  Try ten seconds 
and then add or subtract until you find the correct time.  All pocket 
cameras should be covered with a sealed sandwich bag to prevent 
sand from gumming up the works.  Phone cameras won't work here 
because of the inability to keep them rock solid during a long 
exposure.  High end professional DSLR cameras have environmental 
seals and may work well by themselves unless the sand is blowing a 
lot.  Lower priced consumer models have no such seals and must be 
protected by a large freezer bag.        

The Horseshoe Bend of the Colorado River is a very special location 
where the river can be viewed from 750 feet above as it turns for 
almost a perfect circle along its route.  However, it means hiking 
across a mile of hot, dry desert with little distinguishing detail to 
mark the way.  For a landscape photographer, like myself it is well 
worth the effort.  But don't venture out lightly.  Bring a bottle of water 
for each person. Hats are a must, as is sunscreen and a compass or 
hand-held GPS.  Mark the location of your car on the GPS.  Drive 
south of Page on US-89 for a few miles.  Look for the sign on the right 
and the small parking area with a small hill to the rear.  That hill is 
the first obstacle you must encounter.  From the top, follow the 
footsteps along the winding path down to the flat plain and toward the 
small hills in the distance.  Look back from time to time to notice 
landmarks for the return trip.  While walking, notice the iridescent 
color of the tumbleweeds and other flora.  This is a unique color that 
has evolved to protect the plants from the relentless sun. 
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The river comes upon you suddenly.  It is deep in a gorge, cut 
centuries ago by the constant erosion of the desert sandstone bed.  
For the best photograph, walk along the rim to find a good angle.  
Then approach the rim on your knees and finally lay flat for the 
photo.  This will let you get the camera over the rim far enough so 
that the full river is unobstructed.  After the shooting session, back 
out in the same manner before standing. 

Lake Powell and the Glen Canyon Dam 

Just north of Page the Colorado River is controlled by the Glen 
Canyon Dam. The dam was built to provide hydroelectricity and flow 
regulation from the upper Colorado River Basin to the lower. Its 
reservoir is called Lake Powell, and is the second largest artificial lake 
in the country, extending upriver well into Utah. The dam is named 
for Glen Canyon, a colorful series of gorges most of which now lie 
under the reservoir.  

Lake Powell is a popular recreational center with lots of boating and 
fishing options.  High water lines along the sides of the exposed 
canyon walls show that the reservoir has lowered over recent years 
due to more water being taken from the Colorado than Rocky 
Mountain snowfall can replace. 

Zion National Park 

From Page, travel west on US-89 to the small junction town of Kanab.  
The trip between Page and Kanab will bring you across a wide plain 
with the Vermillion Cliffs in the distance.  These are spectacular 
vistas with unique and beautiful colors.  From Kanab, a turn to the 
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south eventually reaches the North Rim of the Grand Canyon.  A very 
different environment than its southern side.   Being a thousand feet 
higher, the north rim has tall lodge pole pines and white barked 
aspens. Continuing on US-89 from Kanab will join Utah highway 9 in 
Mount Carmal Junction, which leads to Zion National Park. 

You enter the park through the Zion - Mount Carmal tunnel, an 
impressive engineering project when it was dig in 1930.  The tunnel 
has windows from which the excavated sandstone was tossed during 
construction.  Now they add natural light and a pleasant peek outside 
as you drive by. 

Zion is a valley surrounded by tall, steep cliffs.  Cars are limited to 
certain areas such as Zion Lodge and the Visitors center.  Take the 
free shuttle busses, with their open hatch roofs for natural cooling to 
see the entire valley.  At the last stop, take a short, comfortable hike 
along the Riverside trail for a pleasant view of the natural scenery.  
The trail, which meanders alongside the Virgin river is well cared for, 
with many signs showing specific features along the way. 

Stop for the night in the Zion Canyon Lodge or choose a hotel just 
outside the park in Springdale. 

Bryce Canyon National Park 

In Zion you are down in a deep valley surrounded by inspiring cliffs.  
In Bryce you are on the rim looking down into an amphitheater of 
rock formations the likes of which can be found nowhere else.   

Leave Zion as you came, through the tunnel.  From Mount Carmel 
Junction head north on US-89  to Utah highway 12 and the entrance 
to Bryce Canyon National Park.  Good lodging is just before the park 
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entrance at Ruby's Inn (www.rubysinn.com).  Named for Reuben C. 
(Ruby) Syrett who would give tours of the nearby wonder, it has its 
roots dating to before the area was a park.  Inside the park is the 
Bryce Canyon Lodge designed by Gilbert Stanley Underwood in 1924.  
Underwood was famous for his "parkatecture" style that used local 
materials to blend into the environment. 

Bryce Canyon is best viewed, and photographed during the first light 
of the day.  If you sleep in, you will miss the most spectacular light.  
An orderly array of spires, called hoodoos fills the view.  These rock 
formations will bounce the low light just after dawn to give a feeling 
that the sandstone is translucent.  As the sun rises higher, the effect 
passes and the resulting flat and harsh light gives a completely 
different feeling.  Wide panoramic vistas are not the best way to 
photograph in Bryce.  Focus on individual formations, or small 
groupings.  Look for unique foregrounds such as bushes, fences, or 
deadwood.   

Monument Valley 

Made famous in numerous western movies of the forties and fifties, 
Monument Valley is a sweeping panorama of enormous buttes 
dwarfing a wide flat valley.  From Flagstaff, take US-89 north as if 
going to Page.  But turn right near Tuba City onto US-160.  At 
Kayenta, turn left onto US-163 and head for the Monument Valley  
Navajo Tribal Park.  The best lodging is at Gouldings Lodge 
(www.gouldings.com), just west if the park.  Make early reservations 
to be sure of a room. 

Monument Valley is immense.  The visitor center is a good place to 
start.  It is full of great information about the valley and the Native 
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Americans who make their home here. There is also a nice restaurant 
and well stacked gift shop with lots of Native American hand crafts. 

They say you will never forget a Monument Valley sunrise.  It's true!  
The pure air and the dry atmosphere seem to enhance the visual 
impact.  Set up your camera and tripod a half hour before dawn just 
to the left of the visitor center on the ridge overlooking the valley.  
But weather or not you take photos, I know you will never forget the 
impact of a Monument Valley sunrise.  

   

Distances 

As a rough guide, here are approximate one-way distances and travel 
times from Sedona to the above locations. 

Page	 	 	 	 170 miles	 	 4 hours 

Zion	 	 	 	 275 miles	 	 7 hours 

Bryce	 	 	 330 miles	 	 8 hours 

Monument Valley	 210 miles	 	 5 hours 

These are a few of the highlights of the Sedona area but they are just 
a small part of the Southwest experience.  The Sedona Visiter Center 
is a great resource for so much more than I could include here.  As 
with many popular travel destinations, it is easy to do too much.  Plan 
your visit to include stress reducing down time.  Remember, the main 
idea it to have fun. 

Page  14


