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Bright Angel Trail 
 
The Bright Angel Trail is considered the park’s premier hiking trail. Well maintained, graded for stock, with regular 
drinking water and covered rest-houses, it is without question the safest trail in Grand Canyon National Park. 
There is a ranger station located at the trail’s halfway point (Indian Garden) and one at the bottom of the canyon 
(Bright Angel Campground). Visitors hiking for the first time at Grand Canyon often use this trail in conjunction 
with the South Kaibab Trail. Particularly during hot weather, it makes sense to ascend via the Bright Angel Trail 
because of potable water, regular shade and emergency phones.  
 
Following a natural break in the cliffs formed by the massive Bright Angel Fault, today’s Bright Angel Trail 
approximates a route used for millennia by the many Native American groups that have called the Grand Canyon 
home. Early western pioneers at the canyon first built a trail in 1891 to reach mining claims established below the 
rim at Indian Garden. Recognizing that the true worth of the claims would be measured in visitation by tourists, 
these pioneers immediately registered their trail as a toll road and extended the trail to the river. The mining 
claims and use of the trail as a toll road would be the source of much controversy, first in legal battles with railroad 
companies that wanted to control tourism and later with the federal government. The trail was turned over to the 
National Park Service in 1928. Though it has been rerouted and improved considerably over the years, present 
day visitors on the Bright Angel Trail can sense its rich history from ancient pictograph panels and historic 
structures, and by marveling at the trail’s construction over some of the roughest terrain in North America. 
 

Locations/Elevations Mileages 
Rim (6860 ft / 2093 m) to Mile-and-a-Half Resthouse (5729 ft / 1748 m):  
Mile-and-a-Half (5729 ft / 1748 m) to Three-Mile Resthouse (4748 ft / 144 9m):  
Three-Mile Resthouse (4748 ft / 1449 m) to Indian Garden (3800 ft / 1160 m):  
Indian Garden (3800 ft / 1160 m) to River Resthouse (2480 ft / 756 m):  
River Resthouse (2480 ft / 756 m) to Bright Angel Campground (2480 ft / 756 m):  
Rim (6860 ft / 2093 m) to Bright Angel Campground (2480 ft / 756 m):  

1.6 mi (2.6 km) 
1.5 mi (2.4 km) 
1.7 mi (2.7 km) 
3.2 mi (5.2 km) 
1.5 mi (2.4 km) 
9.5 mi (15.3 km) 

 
 Maps  
  7.5 Minute Phantom Ranch Quad (USGS) 
 Trails Illustrated Map, Grand Canyon National Park (National Geographic) 
 Sky Terrain Trails Map, Grand Canyon (Sky Terrain) 
 
Rest Stations  

Drinking water: From late April or early May to early October, potable water is available at Bright Angel 
Campground, Indian Garden Campground, Three-Mile Resthouse, and Mile-and-a-Half Resthouse. From 
mid-October to early May, water is only available at Bright Angel Campground and Indian Garden. There 
is never potable water available at the River Resthouse. Please note that, due to the remote conditions, 
potable water is not guaranteed: bring a backup method to treat water. Toilets are located at: Bright 
Angel-Phantom area; also on the Bright Angel Trail near the River Rest Station, at Indian Garden, Three-
Mile and Mile-and-a-Half Resthouse. 

 
Campsites  

Camping in designated campgrounds only. Indian Garden Campground (15 small group sites, 1 large 
group site, no stock). Though not technically along this trail, Bright Angel Campground located on the 
north side of the Colorado River (30 small group sites, 2 large group sites, stock allowed).  
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Trailhead Access 
 The Bright Angel trailhead is located just west of Bright Angel Lodge. To reach the trailhead park at the 

Backcountry Information Center (Lot D) and walk 5 minutes to the trailhead or park at the Grand Canyon 
Visitor Center and catch the free shuttle bus (:20 minute one way trip).  

 
Trail Description  

While the South Kaibab Trail follows a ridge line, the Bright Angel Trail conforms to a fault, keeping to the 
back of the canyon during the first few miles. Views on the Bright Angel Trail are framed by massive cliffs, 
and by virtue of being a shadier trail with natural water sources, there is more plant life and animal life 
along the Bright Angel Trail than on the South Kaibab Trail. These features make the Bright Angel Trail 
appealing to those interested in geology and in viewing wildlife. 
 
The majority of this trail’s elevation change takes place in the upper four miles of trail via a series of 
switchbacks that can seem endless. Be sure to utilize the resthouses and seasonal water sources along 
the way. Whether ascending or descending, it is worthwhile to take breaks regularly. Approaching Indian 
Garden, the trail flattens out considerably as it crosses the shale dominated Tonto Platform.  
 
Indian Garden is an oasis in the canyon used by Native Americans up to modern times. Ralph Cameron, 
one of the early pioneers who built the Bright Angel Trail (and who would later become an Arizona 
senator), by 1903 had come to an agreement with the resident Havasupai allowing him to build a camp 
for tourists. He staked mining claims to secure the site, built tent cabins, and planted the enormous 
cottonwood trees still present today. Hikers camping at Indian Garden should consider the mile and a half 
side trip to Plateau Point. 
 
Below Indian Garden, the trail follows a creek through a meandering gully of water-sculpted stone and 
shimmering cottonwood trees. The trail becomes steep once again where this gully empties into the 
broad, bowl-shaped Pipe Creek drainage. This section of trail, affectionately referred to as the Devil’s 
Corkscrew, is brutally hot during the summer months and should therefore only be attempted during the 
early morning or late evening hours. There are no potable water sources between Indian Garden and 
Bright Angel Campground. A composting toilet is located near the River Resthouse. 
 
From the Pipe Creek/River Resthouse area to Bright Angel Campground, the trail traverses exposed 
sand dunes for over a mile until reaching the silver bridge across the Colorado River. Again, during hot 
weather, these sand dunes become a dangerous slog.  
 

Important Notes 
Grand Canyon is, above all else, a place of extremes. It is helpful to plan according to seasonal norms 
and to take appropriate precautions depending on seasonal variations in trail conditions and weather. 
During winter months (most pronounced December through February), the top 2 miles are often icy. 
Because the wintertime sun never reaches the trail, it can remain slick for weeks or even months after a 
snowstorm, so over shoe traction and hiking poles are recommended. During times of scorching 
temperatures when the bottom of the canyon is most likely to reach at least 100 deg F (which is most 
likely to occur between early May and late September) it is critical that hikers depart before dawn or wait 
until late afternoon. Hiking through the midday hours of 10am and 4pm is not recommended. Hike Smart. 
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Tonto Trail: Bright Angel Trail to Hermit Trail 
The dynamic interplay of soft and hard layers of stone created an open benchland at the rim of the Inner Gorge 
called the Tonto Platform. Easily visible from several South Rim overlooks, the greenish Tonto rocks have eroded 
into an obvious exception to the striking vertical cliffs that characterize most of Grand Canyon. The Tonto Trail 
follows this natural transcanyon route for 95 rough, unmaintained miles, from Red Canyon on the east to Garnet 
Canyon on the west. All of this makes the Tonto Trail unique among Grand Canyon pathways. Most descend from 
the rim towards the Colorado River, but the Tonto Trail offers passage by foot up and down the canyon, parallel to 
the course of the river. Because of its length, most hikers approach the Tonto Trail not as a single unit, but rather 
as a series of installments, breaking the route down into four or five sections defined by rim-to-river trails and the 
natural lay of the land. A notable lack of reliable water makes most of the Tonto Trail a daunting, possibly 
dangerous, proposition, but the section between Bright Angel Trail and the Hermit Trail is blessed with three water 
sources hikers can count on. As a result, this segment of the Tonto Trail offers a degree of civility not found 
elsewhere along the trail, and it is here that most hikers get their first exposure to the unique nature of this 
singular transcanyon route. 

Locations/Elevations Mileages
Bright Angel trailhead (6860 ft / 2091 m) to Indian Garden, CIG (3800 ft / 1160 m): 4.8 mi (7.7 km) 
Indian Garden (3800 ft / 1160 m) to Horn Creek, BL4 (3550 ft / 1082 m): 2.5 mi (4 km) 
Horn Creek, BL4 (3550 ft / 1082 m) to Salt Creek, BL5 (3550 ft / 1082 m): 4.8 mi (7.7 km) 
Salt Creek, BL5 (3550 ft / 1082 m) to Monument Creek, BL7 (2995 ft / 913 m): 3.4 mi (5.5 km) 
Monument Creek, BL7 (2995 ft / 913 m) to Hermit trailhead: 9.3 mi (15.0 km) 
Monument Creek, BL7 (2995 ft / 913 m) to Hermit Creek, BM7 (2900 ft / 884 m): 3.5 mi (5.6 km) 
Bright Angel trailhead to Hermit trailhead (6700 ft / 2043 m): 24.8 mi (39.9 km) 

Maps
7.5 Minute Grand Canyon Quad (USGS)  
Trails Illustrated Map, Grand Canyon National Park (National Geographic)  
Sky Terrain Trails Map, Grand Canyon (Sky Terrain)  

Water Sources 
Purified water is available at Indian Garden. Occasionally water can be found in Horn and Salt Creeks, 
but neither is recommended. Horn Creek is radioactive and Salt Creek highly mineralized. Cedar Spring is 
unreliable and can be difficult to collect. Good water can always be obtained at Monument Creek at or 
below the Tonto Trail crossing. Hermit Creek is also reliable, but requires a one mile detour west from the 
Hermit Trail junction. The Colorado River can be accessed at the mouth of Monument or Hermit Creeks. 
With the exception of the treated water from Indian Garden, all water must be purified. 

Campsites
Increasing popularity has created a need for a system of designated campsites along the Tonto Trail 
between Indian Garden and Hermit Creek. These designated campsites are the only legal places to camp 
within this area. Legal campsites are located at Indian Garden Campground (CIG), Horn Creek (BL4), 
Salt Creek (BL5), Cedar Spring (BL6), Monument Creek (BL7), Granite Rapids (BL8), Hermit Creek 
(BM7), and Hermit Rapids (BM8). 

Trailhead Access 
See the Bright Angel and Hermit Trail descriptions for access information to this section of the Tonto Trail. 

Trail Description
Walk down the Bright Angel Trail to Indian Garden and head west on the Tonto Trail. The Plateau Point 
spur diverges north about 3/4 miles beyond Indian Garden. Plateau Point directly overlooks the Colorado 
River and is perhaps the best single viewpoint within the Bright Angel Trail system. If time and energy 
allow it is a worthwhile detour. 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 

  

  
 

 

 
   

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Meanwhile, the Tonto Trail continues west toward Horn Creek. The Tonto Trail could be compared to a 
contour line on a topo map. The trail much prefers to maintain a consistent elevation, gaining or loosing 
height only when there is no other option. It can seem infuriatingly indirect but, when evaluated with 
benefit of hindsight, it almost always represents the line of least resistance. 

There is water in the bed of Horn Creek about half the time, but unfortunately it is radioactive so don't 
drink it unless death by thirst is the only other option. The source of the radioactivity is a deposit of high 
quality uranium contained within a collapsed cave system geologists call a breccia pipe. The odd 
yellowish stain on the rocks near the rim at the head of Horn Creek testifies to the presence of unusual 
minerals and a claim predating the park allowed the deposit to be actively mined as late as 1969. Some 
of the individual loads of ore that were taken from the Orphan Mine were among the highest grade 
uranium ever recorded from a North American mine. Percolating ground water picks up traces of the 
radioactivity and carries it to the surface in the bed of Horn Creek. 

A small ridge north of Dana Butte forces the Tonto Trail up for a short distance, but soon the path 
resumes its predictable progression toward Salt Creek. The designated campsite at Salt Creek is located 
directly upon one of the most common types of archaeological sites in Grand Canyon. Archaeologists call 
them mescal pits or roasting pits and they represent the remains of slow cooking mechanisms employed 
by native people to prepare the hearts of agave plants. The plants were trimmed down to a fibrous core, 
buried and roasted. When the cooking was complete the people broke open the pile of stones to retrieve 
the food, thus creating a distinctive, crater-like circle of stones. Mescal pits are found throughout Grand 
Canyon, sometimes in the most unexpected of places. 

The trail wanders west, past the little seep at Cedar Spring, and on to Monument Creek. Monument is the 
largest of the drainages between the Bright Angel and Hermit Trails, and the only one that allows 
passage through the Vishnu Formation to the Colorado River. Granite Rapids at the mouth of Monument 
is steep and impressive. The view upriver from the beach at Granite Rapids is a classic canyon scene 
that has attracted photographers since the days of the Kolb brothers. 

The Tonto Trail winds on, turning the corner north of Cope Butte. Soon after entering the Hermit Creek 
drainage watch for the Hermit Trail junction west of Cope Butte. The intersection is marked with a sign 
and large cairn. Follow the Hermit Trail to the rim or continue along the Tonto Trail to the Hermit Creek 
campsite. 

Important Notes
The Tonto Trail is a rough, unmaintained wilderness route. Washouts and narrow, eroding sections are 
common. Hikers must be prepared, mentally and physically, to deal with the harsh realities of inner 
canyon hiking outside the cross-canyon corridor. 

The army surplus food storage boxes at Monument Creek (BL7) and Hermit Creek (BM7) were removed. 
Bring some type of animal-proof food container to protect your food. 

The entrance to cave systems can occasionally be seen in the cliffs above the Tonto Trail. These 
inaccessible caves in the upper part of the Redwall Limestone have provided nesting sites for California 
Condors for thousands of years before they disappeared from Arizona skies in 1924. Captive breeding 
has produced sufficient numbers of birds to support re-introduction to the wild, and today the Grand 
Canyon hosts 30 or so of these magnificent animals. New nesting pairs have adopted the same caves 
used by past generations of condors, so hikers along the Tonto Trail are occasionally treated to a sight 
some experts predicted would never again be seen: a wild, free-flying California Condor riding the 
thermals of Grand Canyon. 
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Hermit Trail 
 
Much pioneer period history of northern Arizona revolves around various schemes of development designed to 
promote and capitalize on the indescribable but undeniable magic of the Grand Canyon. The Hermit Creek basin 
was the scene of one of the most aggressive of these improvement efforts. Initiated by the Santa Fe Railroad in 
1911, this program involved much development on the rim and also included the construction of what was, at the 
time, a state of the art rim-to-river trail. The Hermit Trail was built to serve a luxury campsite near Hermit Creek. 
Hermit Camp predated Phantom Ranch by 10 years, and in its heyday was complete with a tramway from the rim, 
a functional automobile for transportation within the facility, and a Fred Harvey chef. Operations ceased in 1930, 
but for two decades Hermit Camp was the last word in gracious tourism below the rim. As is always the case at 
Grand Canyon, time and erosion have taken a heavy toll. The old Hermit Trail is today a mere shadow of its 
former self, but for experienced, knowledgeable canyon backpackers the walk offers a direct link to the 
excitement and romance of the early days at Grand Canyon. 
 
The “hermit” of the Hermit Creek basin was Louis D. Boucher who lived in the area for 20 years. Boucher built the 
Boucher Trail (west of the Hermit Trail) and seasonal residences at Dripping Springs and near Boucher Creek. 
Labeled a hermit because he lived alone, Boucher was in fact socially active within the South Rim community. 
 

Locations/Elevations Mileages 
Hermit trailhead (6640 ft / 2024 m)  
Santa Maria Spring (5000 ft / 1524 m)  
Breezy Point (4420 ft / 1347 m)  
Tonto Trail Junction (3210 ft / 978 m)  
Hermit Creek (2900 ft / 884 m)  
Colorado River at Hermit Rapids (2300 ft / 701 m) 
  
Tonto Trail Junction (3210 ft / 978 m) to Monument Creek, BL7 (2995 ft / 913 m): 
Monument Creek, BL7 (2995 ft / 913 m) to Granite Rapid, BL8 (2330 ft / 710 m): 
Hermit trailhead (6640 ft / 2024 m) to Monument Creek, BL BL7 (2995 ft / 913 m): 
Hermit trailhead (6640 ft / 2024 m) to Granite Rapid, BL8 (2330 ft / 710 m): 

0 mi 
2.2 mi (3.5 km) 
5.5 mi (8.8 km) 
7 mi (11.2 km) 
8.2 mi (13.1 km) 
9.7 ( 15.5 km) 
 
2.3 mi (3.7 km) 
1.6 mi (2.6 km) 
9.3 mi (15.0 km) 
10.3 mi (16.6 km) 

 
Maps 
7.5 Minute Grand Canyon Quad (USGS) 
Sky Terrain Trails Map, Grand Canyon (Sky Terrain) 
Trails Illustrated Map, Grand Canyon National Park (National Geographic) 

 
How You Can Help 
Legions of small animals (squirrels, mice, ringtails, ravens) will devote much attention to separating you from your 
food during your stay. An animal proof food storage system is a necessity; bring heavy gauge plastic containers, 
metal tins or purchase a metal mesh food storage bag (available in the park).  
 
Trailhead Access 
Restricted access to the Hermit’s Road occurs annually from March 1 through November 30. Backpackers with a 
valid backcountry permit for the Hermit or Boucher Trails are allowed access during this time. Drive 8 miles west 
along Hermit Road to Hermits Rest then continue on the dirt road ¼ mile to the trailhead. From December 1st 
through the end of February the Hermit Road is open to all traffic (during this time the park shuttle bus does not 
operate). 
 
Trail Description 
The upper section of the Hermit Trail is steep and sustained, dropping almost 2000 vertical feet in the first 2.5 
miles. Passage through the Kaibab and Coconino Formations is via well-defined switchbacks. Most of the Hermit 
Trail was originally surfaced with large hand-fitted rock slabs that created a smooth walking surface. Ongoing 
erosion has claimed much of this remarkable labor-intensive paving, but a few isolated fragments survive, 
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especially in the Coconino. Fossilized animal tracks have been noted in many locations throughout the canyon 
but they were first studied in detail along the Hermit Trail. A few of these fossilized lizard-like tracks can be seen 
by observant hikers in the lower half of the Coconino. 

 
Pass the Waldron Trail junction and then the Dripping Springs Trail junction near the bottom of the Hermit Shale 
(stay right at both junctions) and drop into the Hermit Creek gorge. Santa Maria Spring is soon reached offering a 
trickle of water and a historic masonry rest house.  

 
Between Santa Maria Spring and the top of the Redwall at Cathedral Stairs the Hermit Trail is characterized by 
long traverses. This section of the trail is tucked up against the west facing walls of the south rim and thus offers 
hikers a period of extended shade during the hotter months.  

 
At Cathedral stairs the descent becomes unrelenting. An endless series of rocky switchbacks eventually leads 
hikers through the Redwall cliff and down the west facing talus below Cope Butte to the intersection with the 
Tonto Trail. The Tonto Trail is an important inner Canyon route that allows access in both directions along the 
Tonto Platform, east to Monument Creek, west to Hermit Creek. Turn left (west) and follow the Tonto Trail about a 
mile to the Hermit Creek campsite. Be sure to walk downstream a short distance during your stay at Hermit 
Creek. The little Tapeats gorge is a real gem. 

 
The Hermit Trail continues another 1.5 miles beyond the established campsite at Hermit Creek to the Colorado 
River and Hermit Rapids. Follow your nose down the bed of Hermit Creek or take the cut-off from the Tonto Trail 
that drops to the drainage bottom below the campsite. A little of the original trail construction shows in the Vishnu 
Formation, but today the lower section of this once impressive trail is mostly a little foot path winding quietly 
through riparian vegetation to the shoreline. Hermit Rapids is a big one, well worth the trip if time and energy 
allows. 
 
Water Sources 
Santa Maria Spring, 2.5 miles below the rim offers year round spring water. Hermit Creek is a permanent water 
source that flows all the way to the Colorado River. All water sources require purification. 
 
Campsites 
The only legal places to camp within the Hermit Creek drainage are the designated campsites at Hermit Creek 
(BM7, toilet on site) and Hermit Rapids (BM8, no toilet). A sign with a prominent ‘L’ marks the Large Group site 
near the toilet at BM7. Large groups of 7 to 11 people must use this site.   
 
At-large camping is not permitted along the Hermit Trail.  
 
Important Notes 
At Hermit Rapids abundant sand and rocky cliffs surround the camp area. Appropriate locations to bury waste are 
non-existent. Never deposit waste in sand or sand dunes. Please carry out your toilet paper and urinate directly 
into the river.  
 

 
  

 


