15 Most Popular National Parks

by Valerie Conners for the Travel Channel
Americans have treasured their national parks since 1872, when the United States government established Yellowstone, the first national park in the world. Today, national parks can be found in all corners of the country, allowing visitors to enjoy some of America's most spectacular places. Which parks do we love the most? Listed in alphabetical order, these 15 are some of our favorites. 
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1. Acadia National Park, Maine
A mosaic of geological and ecological features, Acadia National Park* is composed of ocean, mountains, forests, streams, ponds, wetlands, meadows, and beaches. This paradise of natural wonders rests mainly on Mount Desert Island, but also extends to the Schoodic Peninsula, Isle au Haut, and a dozen tiny islands. The park's dramatic geological extremes are the result of glacial activity and a melting process that shaped the area into islands, coves, and kettle ponds, forming a 10,000-year-old shoreline so "new" that finding sand is almost a rarity.

The plant and animal life in this 47,633-acre park is diverse and accessible. Anglers will find 28 species of fish lurking in the coves and streams, and bird watchers will be awed by more than 300 species of birds (including 23 species of warblers and that old icon--the bald eagle), which call this park home.

Acadia reflects all that is New England, with glimpses back to the days when wealthy New Englanders first began settling the region. There are winding carriage roads and quaint stone bridges ideal for hiking, biking, and breathing crisp Maine air. With vistas that leave even the most hardened park-goer speechless, the 27-mile Park Loop Road features Cadillac Mountain, the North Atlantic coast's highest promontory, and Thunder Hole, where views of waves smashing against the coast give visitors a powerful sense of how this wondrous park was shaped.

Park activities
The variety of geological features offers something for everyone. There are 115 miles of hiking trails looping through the park and 45 miles of carriage trails, which are perfect for walking, biking, or horseback riding. Fishing, boating, skiing, snowshoeing, and wildlife watching are also popular activities. One of the park's true gems is its educational ranger-led programs, which include boat cruises, mountain hikes, stargazing, bird and nature walks, short talks, and evening slide programs. See a map of Acadia National Park.





2. Bryce Canyon National Park, Utah
Not even the most creative architects nor the most eccentric Hollywood animators could have imagined such a wildly unusual landscape as Bryce Canyon National Park*. This is the magical world of looming "hoodoos," a labyrinth of colored stone of all shapes and sizes existing as towers, spires, and pinnacles. 

In an attempt to preserve the landscape from the harm caused by streams of tourists' cars, Bryce Canyon has created a convenient shuttle system. The Bryce Canyon Shuttle makes visiting the park a pleasure, eliminating crowded parking lots and long lines. Visitors leave their cars at the Shuttle Staging Area, and take the Blue Line to the Visitor's Center, where they can learn more about the park before hopping aboard the Red Line, which takes them to many of the park's viewpoints and trailheads.

Bryce Canyon is rich in wildlife. The park's inhabitants often remain hidden, but a keen eye may observe prairie dogs, coyotes, and even the wily mountain lion. Bird watchers might be privy to a peregrine falcon sighting--the park features four official peregrine territories. Observing the park's flora is no less interesting; ancient Bristlecone pines, Ponderosa pines, and the Pinyon pine can all be found on park grounds.

Park activities
With 13 viewpoints at which to stop, the drive to Rainbow Point is a great way to absorb the beauty of Bryce Canyon's rock formations. A variety of hikes, including the Fairyland Loop and the Peekaboo Loop, let visitors mosey through the formations on foot. Canyon Trail Rides, a concessionaire in the park, offers two-hour and half-day horse and mule rides into the Bryce Canyon Amphitheater. Ranger-guided activities include Moonlight Hikes and a performing arts series (look for the "Old Time Fiddlers"). See a map of Bryce Canyon National Park.




3. Death Valley National Park, California
One of the harshest climates in the nation has helped create one of its most fascinating landscapes--a testament to the forces of nature and to the tenacity of the life that thrives in such an environment. In Death Valley National Park*, where daily temperatures are some of the highest in the world, visitors encounter a rare natural beauty, one that both commands respect and encourages exploration.

Death Valley's topography is a real showstopper. The deep gullies and ravines of the Black Mountains are haunting, and the piercing colors of the park's  badlands--found along Artist's Drive and at Zabriskie Point--are truly startling. At 232 feet below sea level, the lowest land elevation in the western hemisphere is found at Badwater, and the 2-mile-long Salt Creek appears like a mirage in the desert. Paved roads take visitors to major scenic viewpoints like Dante's View and Wildrose. 

Over 350 miles of unpaved and four-wheel-drive roads give access to hiking, vistas and historic sites. Scotty's Castle is a magnificent mansion in the midst of the desert, purportedly built by "Death Valley Scotty," a Gold Rush legend in his time. Various ghost towns exist in the vicinity, whispering of a past when the lure of gold roped in thousands of settlers.

Park activities
With more than 3 million acres inside its boundaries, Death Valley offers an overwhelming number of sites to see--all are incredible, but some stand out. In the Furnace Creek Area, visitors encounter the twisting Dante's View Road, which winds into the Black Mountains and offers views of both the lowest and highest points in the continental United States. Furnace Creek is also home to the wild pinnacles of Devil's Golf Course and the brilliantly colored expanse of foothills known as the Artist's Palette. In the Stovepipe Wells Village Area, hiking through Mosaic Canyon and the notorious Sand Dunes offers incredible vistas of the mountains and surrounding landforms. See a map of Death Valley National Park.




4. Everglades National Park, Florida
Although settlers once tried to drain the swampland of the Florida Everglades, today this national treasure is the only subtropical preserve in North America. The Everglades has been described as a massive but shallow 50-mile-wide "river of grass," with a current that moves little more than 100 feet per day. This freshwater circulation originates at Lake Okeechobee and flows toward the Gulf of Mexico.

The Everglades region hosts a tremendous range of plant and animal habitats. Temperate and tropical plant life can be found in mangrove and cypress swamps, sawgrass prairies, estuaries, and coastal marshes. These environs are also home to wading birds like the wood stork, great blue heron, and roseate spoonbill. In addition, the Everglades is a natural habitat for more than 14 endangered species, and visitors are often able to see rare sea turtles, Florida panthers, and West Indian manatees.

Exploring the Everglades can seem daunting, and a visitor's best bet is to check out one of the park's exceptional visitor centers. The Flamingo Visitor Center, at the southwest end of the park, offers boat tours and canoe rentals, and is the starting point for a number of wilderness and canoe trails. At the northwest end of the park, the Gulf Coast Visitor Center offers access to Ten Thousand Islands (a maze of mangrove islands and waterways that lead out to the Gulf of Mexico), as well as Chokoloskee Bay, Turner River, and the 99-mile Wilderness Waterway.

Park activities
Ranger-led activities include bird-watching trips, trail walks, slough slogs, bike hikes, canoe trips, and evening programs. Canoe, boat, and tram tours offer up-close glimpses of the marine and plant life that have created the Everglades. Particularly interesting is the tram tour from the Shark Valley Visitor Center, which delights tourists with outstanding alligator- and bird-viewing opportunities. Fishing is permitted in a limited number of water flats, channels, and mangrove keys. See a map of Everglades National Park.




5. Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve, Alaska
Visitors to Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve* have the rare privilege of watching dramatic geological history being created before their very eyes. A mere 200 years ago, this area was capped by a 4,000-foot-thick glacier, which has since retreated at an unsurpassed speed, leaving in its wake a 65-mile-long wilderness of newborn fjords and shores surrounding what has become Glacier Bay. With each passing day, the park's landscape changes, often in ways invisible to onlookers. Yet the sudden, thundering crash as chunks of calving glaciers tumble into the ocean will demonstrate to visitors the awesome, earth-shaping forces of nature that are at work in this gem of a national park. Snowcapped mountains rising to 15,000 feet, deep fjords, hidden coves, glaciers, lakes, and beaches mark the pristine wilderness of Glacier Bay. 
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Visitors are introduced to a newly developing landscape as they travel from the inner sanctions of the bay toward its mouth. As the glacier's retreat exposed new shores, a variety of ecosystems emerged, including wet tundra (muskeg), coastal western hemlock/Sitka spruce forest, alpine tundra, early postglacial meadows and thickets, glaciers, and ice fields.

Casual visitors to the park are rare. A trip to Glacier Bay involves careful planning and either the physical endurance required to meet the challenges of the wintry landscape, or the money needed to partake in one of the many sanctioned wilderness tours of the region. But the trouble is more than worthwhile. Even in the company of other national parks, Glacier Bay is astonishing. The glaciers, whales, and mountain ranges encountered here promise an unequaled, and often unseen, exploration of Alaskan wilderness at its finest.

Park activities
Hikers will find themselves in a wonderland of wilderness adventures, following trails along rivers, estuaries, and even glacial riverbeds. A camper drop-off service can transport kayakers and campers to various points in the backcountry region of the bay area. Sport-fishing and game-hunting opportunities in the midst of the park's wilderness will dazzle enthusiasts. Numerous concessionaires offer opportunities to camp, raft, mountaineer, whale watch, fish, kayak, and hike. See a map of Glacier Bay National Park.

6. Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona
It may be one of the world's most impressive and perfect examples of erosion, but what leaves visitors breathless at its edge is not always the science lesson implicit in the wonder we call the Grand Canyon. Standing alongside the rim, taking in the vast cliffs and colors, and finally recognizing nature's immense power over humankind, countless visitors have gained new perspective on their lives. See a 360-degree view of the Grand Canyon.
The landscape is rugged and raw; jagged walls of canyons are striped with rainbows of ever-changing mineral colors. Juniper trees and ponderosa pines cling to the sides of the canyon, and it isn't unusual to see a banana yucca sprouting defiantly along its rim. Even the native animals seem rugged--mule deer, bobcats, coyotes, and the occasional scorpion or rattlesnake lurk in the canyon's niches. 

Ideally, at least two days are needed to experience both the North and South rims of Grand Canyon National Park, but it is possible to see some of the main attractions in one day. Starting on the South Rim, Park Loop Drive or either West Rim or East Rim Drive promise exceptional lookout points. Rim Trail is partially paved and provides an easy hike along the canyon's edge. Stops at various historical sites, like Hermit's Point, are recommended. The canyon's North Rim is seen by a mere 10 percent of visitors because it is a bit harder to reach, yet many hikers claim it offers some of the best views. 

Park activities
The Canyon View Information Center, a great starting point for park visitors, offers information, maps, books, and suggestions from rangers. Hiking and driving are the most popular ways to explore the Grand Canyon and its environs. There are a few "must-see" stops and trailheads that visitors will want to explore. Bright Angel Trail is the most popular route and descends to the Colorado River. Desert View and the Watchtower allow hikers to take in views all the way to the Painted Desert and Utah's Vermillion Cliffs. And Mather Point and Grandview Point offer sprawling vistas as well. Visitors will also want to explore Village Loop Drive and East Rim Drive, which are sprinkled with many of the canyon's most scenic lookouts. See a map of Grand Canyon National Park.




7. Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming
Grand Teton National Park* seems to embody the glories of the American West. One glance at the cornflower-blue sky reflected on the surface of a calm mountain lake, and it's no mystery why so many visitors believe Grand Teton represents America at its finest.

Originally encompassing only the Grand Teton Range and six glacial lakes, this national park was eventually enlarged to include the Jackson Hole Valley. Many visitors pass through the park en route to Yellowstone, but one look at mighty Owen or Teewinot peaks, a glimpse of the park terrain from Signal Mountain, or even a drive along Grand Teton Road, and one thing becomes overwhelmingly clear: This is one park more than worthy of travelers' undivided attention. In the tradition of the great pioneers--explore, explore, explore!

Park activities
The Moose Visitor Center is the starting point for wet and wild Snake River float trips through mild whitewater, possibly past a moose or two. At Cathedral Group Turnout, visitors have breathtaking views of Owen, Teewinot, and Grand peaks and are within easy hiking distance of Hidden Falls. Sensational sunset cruises from Jackson Lake to Waterfalls Canyon depart from the Colter Bay Marina--they're a great way to view the park vistas. Fans of winter will enjoy the various cross-country skiing and snowmobiling opportunities that await them in the varied terrain of the Tetons. See a map of Grand Teton National Park.




8. Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Tennessee and North Carolina
The mists of the Great Smoky Mountains* seem to shroud the secrets of the region--historical tragedy and environmental triumph. Before they were forced to resettle in what is now Oklahoma, the Cherokees once inhabited this territory. Hardened mountaineers later settled here and earned a reputation as Appalachia's "mountain people." They were displaced in 1934, when the government declared the area a national park, preserving what is now recognized as one of the most biologically valuable regions in the United States.

A haze permeates the landscape of the park, swirling through mountains and forests. This "smoke," which gave the park its name, is in fact a combination of moisture from the Gulf of Mexico and vapors given off by the surrounding forests. The fantastic growing conditions provided by this blanket of moisture have helped the area's species thrive. Other parks may have a greater variety of climates and topographies, but Great Smoky Mountains National Park* beats them all with its extraordinary biodiversity. More than 100,000 species have been recorded in the park--from mosses to mammals, and even 30 species of salamanders (watch for the hellbender, which grows to a whopping 2 1/2 feet long!). Five different forest types drape the park's mountains and valleys (including a coniferous rain forest) encompassing more than 130 tree species--that's more species than in all of Northern Europe's forests combined!

Park activities
The mountains and valleys of the park include 700-plus miles of river and mountain streams, and more than 850 miles of hiking trails, including part of the famed Appalachian Trail. Clingman's Dome, the park's highest peak, is a popular destination offering visibility for 100 miles; it can be reached via a half-mile hike from a spur road. Cades Cove features an 11-mile, one-way loop road with vistas. Many trails lead to waterfalls and are perfect for hiking, biking, and even horseback riding. Ranger programs include night hikes and hayrides. See a map of Great Smoky Mountains National Park.

9. Hot Springs National Park, Arkansas
Touted as having therapeutic qualities, the pure, odorless and tasteless waters flowing from hot springs have been enjoyed by both bathers and drinkers for centuries. At Hot Springs National Park* in Arkansas, these springs were considered so valuable that in 1832, Congress designated them a "reservation," making the springs the first national park in the United States in all but name. Flowing from Hot Springs Mountain, these 47 hot springs became a popular attraction for visitors seeking therapeutic relief, or just simple, steamy relaxation. Eight historic bathhouses form Bathhouse Row, including the elegant Fordyce Bathhouse cum Visitor Center, and comprise a National Historic Landmark District.

An indulgent thermal bath is a must for any visitor to Hot Springs, and there is no lack of bathhouse concessionaires in the park's surrounding area. Behind Bathhouse Row is the lovely Grand Promenade, where great views of the protected springs and landscape can be taken in during a post-bath stroll. Should the steamy springs make a visitor drowsy, the 25-plus miles of hiking trails winding through the park offer an invigorating alternative. Trekkers who reach the observation tower at the top of Hot Springs Mountain will be rewarded with views of the verdant Ouachita Mountains.

Park activities
Tour historic Fordyce Bathhouse, now home to the park's visitor center, and take a self-guided tour to learn about the geological history of the waters and the uses for the 800,000-plus gallons of water that pass through the springs. Stroll the Grand Promenade, visit the eight bathhouses, and explore the hiking trails that twist along the mountain. See a map of Hot Springs National Park.




10. Mount Rainier National Park, Washington
The landscape of Mount Rainier National Park* is easily overshadowed by the enormity of Mount Rainier* itself--a 14,000-foot-tall volcano looming over surrounding forests and meadows. This grand landmass is the reason over 2 million visitors come to the park yearly for hiking, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, or brave attempts to reach the volcano's summit. At least 25 glaciers cover over 35 square miles of Mount Rainier and have carved its slopes and ridges over time. At the park, it's possible to view the largest glacier on the continental United States from Emmons Vista.

This national park has also been designated a National Historic Landmark District for its architecture from the 1920s and 1930s. Longmire Village maintains an original rustic appearance resulting from natural raw materials and color schemes, log framing, wood siding, cedar-shake roofs, and boulder foundations.  In addition, the park is home to thousands of acres of old-growth forests and meadows teeming with wildflowers. Forest-lovers can explore an old-growth Douglas fir ecosystem known as "The Grove of the Patriarchs" in the Ohanapecosh Valley. Aside from Douglas firs, the forest is comprised of ancient western hemlocks, red cedars, and other spectacular trees that have survived avalanches, fire, and floods.

Park activities
Hiking is the most popular and thorough means of exploring Mount Rainier. Hardy backpackers may choose to take 10 to 14 days to hike the Wonderland Trail that winds around the mountain--though it's certainly possible to take a "mini-hike" along a portion of the trail. Well worth exploring is the slightly hard-to-reach Carbon River Basin where visitors encounter one of North America's few temperate rain forests. For experienced climbers, attempting to scale the 14,410-foot summit of Mount Rainier is an awesome challenge, though folks looking for a more relaxing visit may want to try boating or canoeing on the sparkling waters of Mowich Lake. See a map of Mount Rainier National Park.

11. Petrified Forest National Park, Arizona
It's easy to feel as though you've entered a land before time as you wander in the desert of Arizona, among the logs and tree trunks that time has turned to colorful stone. While there's nothing scary about Petrified Forest National Park*, there is certainly something mysterious and wondrous. Perhaps it's the mystery of how this expanse of petrified wood was created, or the knowledge that enormous reptiles once roamed this land--some weighing up to two tons! In any case, appreciating the magic of the park is simple: Take a trail that winds through the park in a maze of colored stone, natural log bridges, and sprawling vistas.

In the Giant Forest area, you'll find "Old Faithful," which, at 9 feet wide, is the largest log in the park. Visitors searching for more than wood will be pleasantly surprised by the Painted Desert* area of the park, where the topography changes to flat-topped mesas with colored layers. Also of interest are Native American ruins and petroglyphs (rock carvings) that date back 1,000 years and appear to have been used as solar calendars.

The park is rich with cactus and yucca plants and cottonwood trees. Sixteen varieties of lizards and snakes call the park home. Visitors with keen eyes may even be privy to a pronghorn sighting--reaching speeds of 60 mph, it's the fastest mammal in North America.

Park activities 
Before exploring the petrified wood and the prehistoric rock carvings in the park, you’ll want to stop at the Rainbow Forest Museum. Here, visitors learn about the Petrified Forest's history by examining fossilized bones and reconstructed skeletons of long-extinct reptiles. Beyond the museum area, the Long Logs Trail takes visitors to the Agate House, constructed by Native Americans in the 16th century using only petrified wood. See a map of Petrified Forest National Park.




12. Shenandoah National Park, Virginia
Visitors to Shenandoah National Park* will see for themselves why John Denver crooned so passionately about the winding country roads of the Blue Ridge Mountains and the tumbling Shenandoah River. The park encompasses a 300-square-mile stretch of the Blue Ridge, which forms the eastern branch of the Appalachians. Surely the easiest and most scenic way to explore the park is via Skyline Drive, a 105-mile road that slithers through the park along the crest of the mountains. The drive offers perfect views of Piedmont Valley to the east and the Shenandoah River Valley to the west.

The trees blanketing the park's mountains are part of a hardwood forest that can be best explored from the park's trails, including 101 miles of the Appalachian Trail*. Twisting through the forested landscape, the trails lead visitors along sun-dappled paths that pass by many of the park's cascading waterfalls. The varying landscape of the mountains has created multiple habitats, from rocky overhangs to bubbling streams, which support thousands of plant and animal species. Hunting and trapping are prohibited in Shenandoah, so visitors can expect countless sightings of Virginia's white-tailed deer, and even the occasional black bear.

Park activities
In addition to hiking, biking, fishing, horseback riding, and camping opportunities, the park plays host to an exceptional variety of special events, including the National Audubon Society's annual Christmas bird count, Wildflower Weekend, Appalachian folk dancers, an apple butter festival, and basket-making and quilting demonstrations. See a map of Shenandoah National Park.




13. Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming
Formed by volcanoes, sustained by the earth's molten rock layers, and teeming with flowers, fauna, and vistas galore, Yellowstone is quite possibly the grandest example of a national park. Yet nature's bounty also poses a dilemma--how to maintain this land as a true wilderness while also making the park accessible to visitors. Is it truly wilderness if under the scrutiny of millions of tourists per year? Perhaps it is the park's magnitude or the brilliant management of the National Park Service, but Yellowstone indeed testifies to the wonders of nature.

Visitors here are whisked to a land of bubbling, pulsing eruptions. Geysers, waterfalls, hot springs, and steam vents are as much a part of the landscape as are the animals and foliage. Plants thrive in the park, which hosts some 1,200 native species--even plants of semiarid grasslands and alpine tundra are represented. More than 300 species of birds, including the bald eagle, and 59 species of mammals--such as bison, elk, and grizzly bears--have made Yellowstone their home.

With an activities list almost as long as the Yellowstone River, the park isn't lacking in things to do. Just be sure to wander off the beaten path, embrace the road less traveled, and find yourself face to face with the wilderness that is still Yellowstone.

Park activities
Yellowstone is full of landmarks, so it's wise to plan your itinerary in advance. With 370 miles of paved roads, the park's interior is easily maneuvered, and multiple visitor centers have schedules for hikes, talks, and campfire programs. Old Faithful Geyser is one of the more popular attractions--blowing off steam every 80 minutes--but don't miss Great Fountain Geyser and Castle Geyser, which are also extraordinary sites. Visitors to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone (river) are rewarded with bright yellow canyon walls reaching higher than 1,200 feet and punctuated by a tumbling waterfall. Mammoth Hot Springs features travertine terraces colored by microorganisms, and Yellowstone Lake's 139 square miles offer plenty of boating and fishing opportunities. The scholastically inclined will enjoy the Yellowstone Institute--an organization offering courses on park ecology, history, and wildlife. See a map of Yellowstone National Park.




14. Yosemite National Park, California
The enormity of Yosemite National Park* is overwhelming, and as you crane your neck to take in mile-high waterfalls, giant slabs of granite, and towering sequoias, the words of famed naturalist John Muir may come to mind: "No temple made with hands can compare with Yosemite … in stern, immovable majesty, how softly these mountain rocks are adorned and how fine and reassuring the company they keep…." The park's magnitude, however, makes it all too easy to lose sight of the details of nature that adorn the landscape. In a region where nearly every turn presents a new and mammoth natural wonder, step back and absorb the often-overlooked grandeur of the park's 37 types of trees, 1,400 species of flowers, and 350 types of animals. See a 360-degree view of Yosemite.
Yosemite Valley is home to most of the park's largest attractions, including El Capitan, Upper Yosemite Waterfall, the sequoias, Glacier Point, and Bridalveil Falls, and it's also where you'll find most of the park's annual 4.1 million visitors. Wander onto some of the park's side trails though, and tranquillity awaits. Don't be surprised if you catch glimpses of bighorn sheep, coyotes, or even an American black bear. Nature's miracles don't end with the day--stargazing and moonlit walks ensure that Yosemite at night is just as glorious. 

Park activities
The major sites of Yosemite are easily seen from a car, free shuttle, or guided tour. To lose the crowds and commune a bit better with all the nature, be sure to step off the beaten trail once in a while. The most recognized features of Yosemite are the 2,425-foot-high Yosemite Falls, 620-foot-high Bridalveil Falls, and, at 3,593 feet, the largest granite monolith in the world, El Capitan. More opportunities to feel dwarfed by nature exist in the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees, where 700-year-old sequoias tower overhead. You'll also be awed by the panorama from the top of Glacier Point, where visitors can take in some of the park's most unforgettable views--Half Dome in the distance; Nevada, Vernal, and Yosemite falls; and sweeping vistas of the valley floor. See a map of Yosemite National Park. 




15. Zion National Park, Utah
With more than 2.5 million visitors a year, Zion National Park* is easily Utah's most visited natural landmark. Yet the park's 229 square miles encompass such rugged, twisting, and cavernous terrain that there is always someplace new to explore, such as a cave or a trail barely touched by human hands.

The colorful canyons and rock formations that have made Zion so attractive to tourists were shaped over time by the Virgin River, which can appear deceptively tranquil at times. As one of the last mostly free-flowing river systems on the Colorado Plateau, the Virgin, with its explosive, erosive power, shaped these looming sandstone walls, scarring them with waterlines and carbon deposits. The majesty of the landscape is truly awesome. The region was once home to the ancestral Puebloans, known as the Anasazi, who appeared in the area some 2,000 years ago, long before Mormon settlers arrived in the 1860s.

Exploration of Zion National Park will unearth the richest diversity of plant life in Utah. Nearly 800 species are fostered by "microenvironments" created by variations in elevation, water, temperature, and sunlight. Also calling the park home are more than 400 species of mammals, reptiles, fish, and birds, including the endangered peregrine falcon and the Mexican spotted owl.

Extraordinarily visitor-friendly, the park offers a shuttle system stopping at various trail heads, including the Temple of Sinawava at the edge of the infamous Narrows--a cavernous stretch along the Virgin River that narrows to widths of less than 30 feet and reaches heights of more than 2,000 feet. Leaving any of the park's 30 miles of paved trails, hikers will be greeted by grottos, natural springs, and sandstone walls striped with pinks and oranges. Zion's backcountry is a perfect venue for climbing, canyoneering, or bouldering.

Park activities
Visitors should begin their explorations at either Zion Canyon or Kolob Canyons visitor centers, both of which offer orientation videos, books, maps and backcountry permits. Zion Canyon is also the starting point for the park loop of the Zion Canyon Shuttle, which stops at eight main trail heads. Scenic drives include Zion Canyon, Zion-Mount Carmel Highway and Kolob Terrace Road. Popular day hikes include Zion Narrows, Emerald Pools, Weeping Rock, Angels Landing, and Hidden Canyon. Other popular activities include climbing, canyoneering, and bouldering, which require permits available through the visitor centers. See a map of Zion National Park.

