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Sorrel River Ranch sits on 160 acres surrounded by buttes in Moab, Utah. PHOTOS BY LINDSAY TAUB / FOR THE TENNESSEAN

Small town
charm, big time
adventure
To outdoor types,
a visit to Moab
is rock steady

omy shifted from agriculture to
mining, the town enjoyed a population boom, but it still has
fewer than 5,000 full-time residents.

By Lindsay Taub

What to do
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OAB, Utah —

For decades
this spot has
been a wellkept secret
among true adventurers, nature
lovers and — wait for it — Hollywood filmmakers. Never heard
of it? You’ve probably seen the
picturesque red rock haven on
the big screen. From the old
John Wayne classics to more
recent hits such as “Geronimo,”
“City Slickers II” and “Mission
Impossible II,” the area is no
stranger to becoming the perfect backdrop to heighten outdoor drama.
Nerves are the name of the
game in Moab, where adventure
reigns supreme. Mountain biking, Jeep and Hummer tours,
hiking galore, rafting and canyoneering are all pastimes that
are more ways of life than hobbies. You don’t live here if outdoorsy isn’t in your personality
description, and those who visit
would at least need to have a
sense of adventure or curious
spirit to truly enjoy what Moab
has to offer.
Take canyoneering, for example. Imagine a challenging
hike over uneven red sands,
mesas, buttes and river rocks
followed by rappelling steep
cliffs, some with as high as 90and 120-foot drops.
Beyond the adventure, when
an escape from busy city life is
what you seek, there are few
places as perfect as Moab. Within hours of being there, you’re
off the beaten path, feeling a
kind of serenity that begs you to
slow down, take it all in and live
in the moment.
The area was settled in the
late 1800s by pioneers crossing
the Colorado River via the nearby Old Spanish Trail and eventually incorporated as a town in
1902. As the core of Moab’s econ-

The national parks — Canyonlands, Arches and Desert
Horse Point — are a must. If you
have a vehicle, a map or guidebook can lead you through the
park just fine. Visit
www.nps.gov for maps and information. However, nothing
beats a human guide who can
enrich the experience by sharing the area’s legends, myths
and folklore along the way.
Many of the rock formations
have names and stories to go
with them, and guides can point
out not only the most iconic but
also explain the sensitive vegetation and plant life in the area.
Case in point — ever heard of
cryptobiotic soil? As you hike
through Moab, be mindful of
small areas covered by a black,
fuzzy-looking substance. It’s not
just dirt; it’s alive! Made up of
algae, moss, bacteria and other
tiny organisms, the cryptobiotic
soil is singlehandedly responsible
for moisture, plant life and the
all-important shade in arid deserts such as Moab. Because of
its thin, fibrous nature, cryptobiotic soils are extremely fragile.
A single footprint or tire track
can disrupt the ecosystem and
damage the organisms enough to
require more than a century
before the delicate soil can return
to its former productivity.
Several outfitters in town are
available to guide you on hikes
or take you canyoneering or
mountain biking on the slick,
sandstone rock trails, but don’t
venture off on your own unless
you’re an experienced outdoor
explorer. It may look pretty, but
naiveté is a real danger here.

The town of Moab

One of the most charming parts
of Moab is the town itself, comprised of one main road — appropriately called Main Street
— that extends about four
blocks. It’s easily walkable and
navigable. There are indepen-

Sorrel River Ranch offers simple but luxurious accommodations.
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» The best coffee

Rappelling,
hiking, mountain
biking and rafting
are just some of
the adventures
awaiting in
Moab, Utah.

An adventurer rapels the 120-foot Morning Glory Arch on Negro Bill
Trail in Moab, Utah.
dent souvenir shops, an art gallery, and a few charming restaurants and watering holes.
You’d have to drive hours to
find a Starbucks or big box
store. The only golden arches
here are the natural ones that
glow as the sun sets behind
them. In fact, consider a visit
during the full moon when you
can take a moonlit hike to Delicate Arch for a truly magical
evening.

Where to stay

Set on 160 gorgeous acres surrounded by the majestic buttes
of Castle Valley lies the Sorrel
River Ranch (www.sorrel
river.com). It’s remote, quiet,
simple and uncomplicated but
luxurious all the same, located
about 20 minutes from the town
center.
Accommodations are elegant,
giving the property a boutique
feel with each suite and cabin
drawing in the southwestern
vibe. The spa is not a centerpiece or full of pomp and circumstance, but don’t let that fool
you. The therapists are experienced and calming in a way in
which flashy spas with all the
bells and whistles can only aspire. Every meal is served in a
different section of the main
house, for prime viewing of the
sun and the rocks.
The ranch is a luxury property, so expect luxury prices
($400-plus a night). Several
hotels, including a lovely Best
Western, are centrally located in
town. Camping is also popular in
this area. Visit
www.discovermoab.com for
campsite options.

Getting there
and getting around

Frontier Airlines (www.
frontierairlines.com) offers
service from Nashville to Moab
through Denver. The flight from
Denver to Moab, operated by
Great Lakes Airlines, will get
you prepared for the adventures in store, as the 10- to 14seat propeller planes are a rollicking ride over the Rocky
Mountains.
The alternative is to fly to
Grand Junction, Colo., on American Airlines or United and rent
a car to drive about two hours to
Moab.
Depending on the time of
year, weather can be tricky with
air travel to and from Moab as it
depends on what’s going on in
Denver. If you expect to make a
family wedding the next day or
have to be home at a certain
time, give yourself a cushion of
a day or two in case your flight
doesn’t get you out on the day
scheduled.
If you happen to get stuck an
extra day, you may find yourself
sitting along the river at Sorrel
as billowing winds create a
rumble through the brilliant red
rocks in the distance, so loud at
times that it sounds as if a stampede of horses is quickly approaching. Doors will open and
shut as wind gusts come out of
nowhere, followed by utter silence. It will be mysterious,
exciting, and a little unnerving
all at once.
Lindsay Taub writes about travel,
lifestyle, culture, arts, food and
health. Follow her on Twitter
@lindsaytaub58.

in town can be
found in a tiny
shack on Main
Street called Wicked Brew (www.
wickedbrewmoab
.com ). Second
best, and tops for
breakfast is the
Love Muffin Café
(www.lovemuffin
cafe.com ).
» A popular
lunch spot is the
Peace Tree Café
and Juice Bar
(www.peace
treecafe.com ),
which offers a
variety of fresh
salads, sandwiches,
vegan and vegetarian items, and an
impressive wine
list.
» For dinner try
Miguel’s Baja Grill
(www.miguelsbaja
grill.com ). Sitting
next to you may be
a park ranger, your
hiking guide from
earlier in the day
(who may also
double as the TSA
agent at Moab’s
tiny airport), or a
random group of
men from Switzerland seeking
extreme adventure. You may just
find that one local
who will clue you
in to the latest
Moab gem discovered that day, such
as ancient rock art
or dinosaur fossils.
» At night, head
to the Moab Brewery (www.themoab
brewery.com). It
has the best beer in
town and is the
only microbrewery.
Eddie McStiff’s
(www.eddie
mcstiffs.com ) and
Frankie D’s (www.
moabfrankieds.
com) are your
other options, but
expect to be surrounded by a
young and often
raucous crowd.
» The folks at the
Moab Adventure
Center (www.
moabadventure
center.com) can
also give you insider tips and
advice for safely
exploring the area
on your own.
Several swimming
holes, pristine hikes
and thrilling offthe-beaten-path
adventures can
only be found by
talking to a local.

