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T O P : Descending back down the Middle Route after a night
camped up on the Dive. P H O T O B Y P E T E R P O T T E R F I E L D .

The entrance to Buckskin Gulch through the tight narrows
of Wire Pass foreshadows what is to come. P H O T O B Y P E T E R P O T T E R F I E L D .
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R I G H T: You know you’ve found the elusive Middle Route when
you encounter the unmistakable rock art. P H O T O B Y P E T E R P O T T E R F I E L D .
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Late spring, April through June, is the popular season for
hiking Buckskin, but be creative. The hike in fact can be
done anytime the trailhead road is open and rainstorms,
thunderstorms, or snow don’t threaten. Short winter days
can really increase the psych-out factor, and high summer is
generally too hot, which is why most people hike the gulch
in spring or in September and October. I went to Buckskin
once in early March and again in late November, and
enjoyed stable weather and more solitude as a result.
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HAZARDS
Flash floods are the primary concern in Buckskin Gulch,
but to the other, predictable hazards of desert hiking you can
add some unusual ones, such as quicksand. There is no confirmed report of a hiker disappearing slowly into the ooze,
but partially dried pools can hide mud thick enough to snare
and trip up a hiker with a pack. Black widows, scorpions,
and rattlesnakes headline the dangerous denizens—along
with tarantulas. I’ve watched them actually swim the river,
seeking me out. A tent with mesh renders these dangers
mostly moot.

Southern Utha

Once past the magical, even spooky confluence of Buckskin Gulch with the Paria, any sense of seriousness
relents. The Paria narrows are only about 5 miles (8 km)
long, and beyond those, Paria Canyon becomes broad and
shallow. Good camping can be found in both directions
from the confluence, but the closest sites to Buckskin are
downstream. That gives you a chance to explore part of
Paria Canyon before heading back north to the exit trailhead. The Paria usually has water in it, which makes the
final 8 miles (13 km) from the gulch back to White House
trailhead an ankle-deep wade. Bring sandals or wading
shoes to save your boots.
There is no reliable fresh water in Buckskin Gulch. A
seasonal creek near the confluence may or may not flow, so
one must start the hike with a two-day supply. Ample water
usually can be found in the Paria, a fact that can be confirmed before setting out. Check the Paria where it flows
under US 89. If there’s water there, there will be water
downstream. But because upstream uses may include agriculture, take precautions. I drank a lot of Paria River water,
but only after it was both filtered and chemically treated.
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ROUTE
rom Kanab, Utah, head east on US 89 to the Paria Ranger Station (44 miles, 71 km); from Page, Arizona, head west (30 miles,
48 km). Leave a second vehicle or a mountain bike at the campground at the White House trailhead, 2 miles (3 km) south of the
ranger station, or arrange for a ride with a shuttle provider. The
hike will end at this trailhead. Retrace your route onto US 89 east
toward Kanab and drive approximately 5 miles (8 km) before turning off to the south on a dirt road between mileposts 25 and 26.
About 4 miles (6 km) south of the highway the dirt road actually
crosses the upper end of Buckskin Gulch, at this point a broad,
sandy wash. You could start hiking here, but few people do as the
narrows don’t begin for miles. Instead, continue driving south on
the dirt road to the signed Wire Pass trailhead and parking lot,
almost 10 miles (16 km) from US 89. Sign in at the trailhead register
and self-service pay station.
At first light, start hiking through Wire Pass, a short slot so narrow that in places progress is accomplished only by turning sideways. This prelude leads to Buckskin Gulch in less than 2 miles (3
km). Turn right (east) in Buckskin Gulch (look for petroglyphs as you
enter) and proceed toward the Paria River, about 12 miles (19 km)
distant. There is almost no way to get off route as the sandy canyon
floor leads eastward between the walls of this dramatic set of narrows that averages between 10 and 12 feet (3–31⁄2 m) wide for its
entire length. Deep, muddy pools may require wading in the first
half of the canyon.
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Between 6 and 7 miles (91⁄2–11 km) from Wire Pass, the canyon
seems to shallow and widen very slightly as it makes a gentle turn
to the right below a sharply overhanging wall on the left. This is the
point at which the Middle Route descends into the gulch down the
north (left-hand) wall. GPS equipment will not work in the gulch,
and no distinctive landmark points the way, although there is a
beautiful petroglyph about 12 feet (31⁄2 m) off the canyon floor once
you find the Middle Route and start up. If your plan is to climb out
via the Middle Route to camp on the benches above, watch carefully and move slowly in this section of the gulch. The route is not
obvious in any way. If you locate the exit, ascend by climbing a
steep cleft that offers some purchase for your boots for about 15
feet (41⁄2 m) to the first sandy ledge, followed by another longer but
easier scramble up a rock step. Above the second bench the way
opens up and the going is easy. Good campsites can be found on
nearby benches and on the north rim (known here as the Dive). To
re-enter the gulch the following day, descend the steep sections,
lower packs into the canyon on a 40-foot (12 m) length of rope, and
continue hiking toward the Paria.
If the way up the Middle Route eludes you, or if you did not
intend to leave the canyon at the Middle Route anyway, continue
hiking toward the Paria. The canyon walls rise again to several
hundred feet as the sandy bottom affords relatively easy travel. You
should be prepared for wading the occasional pool, although when
I was there in late November 2001 there was no water in the gulch
at all east of the Middle Route. About 10 miles (16 km) from Wire
Pass, a large log-and-boulder jam blocks the way. The next mile or
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