Riding the Red Rocks of Sedona, Arizona

By Jim Humphrey, North Shore NEMBA


Riding the red rocks of Sedona, Arizona

This past March, while New Englanders were dealing with the dashed hopes of an early spring, I had the good fortune to be on vacation in Sedona, Arizona. A valley at the base of towering red rock formations, mountains, and high plains dotted with cedars, cacti and cottonwoods, Sedona’s beauty has attracted artists, spiritualists, hikers, and tourists for many years. But it has also become something of a mountain-bike destination, offering jeep trails and singletrack biking/hiking/bridle paths in the surrounding Coconino National Forest and Red Rock State Park.

Although this was my fifth trip to the area, I had never biked there. From my previous excursions, I knew the best guide to all there is to do in Sedona is the Chamber of Commerce building in the center of town (331 Forest St, http://www.sedonachamber.com/index.htm ). The US Forest Service has a ranger or two on-site to direct you to the appropriate biking and hiking trails, and they stock maps with trails listed by difficulty. You can also get a pass to park roadside in the Coconino forest and/or to use Red Rock park.

The Plan

Perusing the Forest Service map, I laid out a course that looked to be a little ambitious for my talents, which I peg at about ‘advanced novice’. I figured I would start out cruising on a jeep road called ‘Broken Arrow’ to the Chicken Point scenic overlook, from which an intermediate singletrack, the Little Horse Trail, would take me to the Dad-Mom-and-kids thoroughfare called the Bell Rock Parkway. I would end up in the town of Oak Creek, and return the same way. 

I rented a front-suspension GT the night before my planned ride, intending to be up and out by 7 am, and wrapping it up by noon – avoiding, I hoped, the mid-day heat (even though the average temperature range  in March is supposed to be  30s-50s for this area, it had been in the 70s all week). The rental company, Sedona Sports, provides an even better bike map than the Forest Service, stocks your bag with multiple new tubes and patch kits, and stuffs a major Dasani into your bottleholder. I took a short spin to make sure everything was functional, then headed back to the resort. I put out my summer riding outfit and went to bed early.

As planned, I was out at the crack of dawn, pedaling down narrow Route 179 to the Broken Arrow trailhead. There was no doubt I would beat the heat – it was in the 40s, and I had to stop every quarter-mile or so to sit on my (gloved) hands.  

The Ride

Broken Arrow winds out from a dead-end in a residential neighborhood. It gained some fame as one of the locations of the ‘50s Western ‘Broken Arrow’ starring John Wayne, but now lives on as the most popular jaunt for the many companies running jeep excursions into the Sedona backcountry. 

What kind of a ride is it? With just a short pedal into the forest you arrive at the bottom of a long sandstone outcropping. It’s 30 very steep feet or so up the face of the slab until you reach a smooth plateau where you can practice your slickrock skills. 

From there, you scramble up an even longer, steeper hill strewn with ledge to break up your momentum (not mine, though – I “portaged” this part). The jeep tracks ahead of you are alternately nicely bermed and clean, and strewn with ledge shrapnel. After a final steep uphill ride or walk, you reach ‘Chicken Point’. 

Tall sand- and limestone mountains surround this semi-circular outlook. Facing straight ahead, you see the “Chicken” formation (it looks more like an eagle’s head, with a violent beak). Beyond the mountains are flat green plateaus. To the right the Broken Arrow bike path joins in; to the left are the cairns that lead to the Little Horse Trail. 

I rolled down the slickrock, following the cairns. The trail quickly came to a drop down a rubble pile resembling a staircase that had met a Daisy Cutter – definitely dualie terrain I was not going to try on the GT. Walking down, I saw one broad rock covered with skidmarks, where folks having second thoughts must bail out.

Past this obstruction, the path led over a broad outcropping into true singletrack, winding and narrow, with rocks to vault ahead of you and various pointy flora to avoid on each side. Eventually it dropped into a dry gully, which emerged on the Bell Rock Pathway. I took this north-south dirt road, passing many other hikers, bikers and horses, to the town of Oak Creek and turned around. Going back, the ride was hotter, the Dasani was dry, and the Little Horse Trail to Broken Arrow seemed more uphill and less fun – but the ascents I faced on the Broken Arrow earlier gave me some interesting descents on the way out. 

Other options

There are enough bike trails in the area to make a complete loop around Sedona. On Schnebly Hill Road, I hiked with my wife and son on a multi-use trail called Munds Wagon for a mile or so, which looks like a nice cruiser, and gives great views of the mountains.  If you want to venture into different territory, there is supposed to be good riding in the Mt. Elden trail system in Flagstaff, about an hour north of Sedona. To the east an hour or two, there is riding in the White Mountains near Payson.

Other recreational events include hiking, golf, swimming, “jeeping”, and enough shopping, eating and drinking to wear out a couple of credit cards. 

Sleeping, renting, etc…

Accommodations in Sedona and Oak Creek range from the reasonable to the regal; check with Hotels.com, Expedia, etc. The high season is summer, when Phoenicians trek north for the 20-degree-cooler temperatures.

If you’re not shipping your wheels, there are three bike rental shops I’ve either used, seen, or heard of by reputation; 

· Sedona Sports ((928) 282-1317) rents front-suspension bikes suitable for the easier trails around town. This family-oriented shop also rents and sells equipment for angling, hiking, etc. 

· Bike and Bean II (http://www.bike-bean.com/index.html ) in Oak Creek rents front and dual-suspension bikes, sells coffee, and you can sleep over the bike shop! 

· Absolute Bikes (http://www.absolutebikes.net/sedona/sed_frset.html ) also offers front and dual-suspension equipment, and has shops in both Flagstaff and Sedona.

You might want to get a National Parks Service pass ($65), which can be used for entry to the Grand Canyon or other nearby National parks, forests, and monuments – including the WMNF and Acadia.

Good pictures and videos of  mountain biking in this area can be seen at Pete Fagerlin’s site (http://www.petefagerlin.com/The_Hub.htm.)

Hope you enjoy the trip!

