Desertbeer in Arizona
Whoever mentions Arizona, can't avoid mentioning the Grand Canyon. That enormous crack in the earth visible from outer space. But, once you start walking the Arizona trail, you'll discover this state has a lot more to offer. Beer, for instance.

A slope with red rocks, where cacti tower high in the sky, becomes a plane of light brown sandstone with mesquite trees just a thirty-minute walk further on, with erratic tree trunks and a green canopy. After climbing another hundred meters, everything changes again and you’ll walk through a forest with yellow pine and oak trees, where the temperature has dropped ten degrees. 

You’re on the Arizona Trail, a hiking route of almost thirteen hundred kilometers, traversing through Arizona, like a wrinkle from north to south. It’s the third complete hiking route in the United States, after the Pacific Crest and the Appalachian Trail. However, it’s the shortest of the three, but the most versatile in terms of nature. It starts at the border with Utah, in the north, and cuts right through the Grand Canyon, the forests up high around Flagstaff, via the Sonoran Desert with its towering mountain ranges, to the border with Mexico. On every mountain range, which they call sky islands here, you’ll find completely different flora and fauna compared to the areas down below. They are real islands, surrounded by a sea of desert. 

“That variety of landscapes is unprecedented,” the fifty-year-old Dallas Stevens says. He quit his job four months ago to be able to hike the entire route in one go. It took him forty-three days, with an average of almost thirty kilometers per day. But: don’t try walking his speed, it’ll put you off if you're not well-trained. Stevens warns: “The Arizona trail is gnarly because of its pure wilderness, where it sometimes takes days before you meet someone. You really have to take care of your water supply and take account of the heat.”

Whomever doesn’t want an exhausting battle, can hike different sections of the trail separately. If you walk from Flagstaff to the Grand Canyon, you’ll make an enjoyable acquaintance with the trail. Or do for instance walk in about seven days from the mountains east of Phoenix down to the Sonoran Desert. 
The great thing for the leisure hiker is you’ll have the opportunity to not only be in Arizona's impressive nature, but to taste it too. In the form of local beers. One of the most important stops is about halfway the trail. There’s the town of Pine, with a restaurant and a beer brewery called That Brewery. Hikers stop here regularly for a couple of days to relax and gain their strength back. Resting only gets better when you treat yourself to a hamburger made of moose meat and a sweet pint, brewed using local pine cones. 

“We see about three hundred hikers pass by every year,” owner Tamara Morken says on the terrace of her brewery. It overlooks the forest with yellow pine trees, where the name of this small town derives from. “Some even hike back and forth. The craziest thing we’ve encountered is a boy who did the entire trail on a unicycle.”

Tamara and her husband used to live in Phoenix. When the opportunity arose to exchange the rat race for nature, they immediately seized the moment. They’re so enthusiastic about the nature here; they have been brewing a beer for years called the Arizona Trail Ale. Five percent of the profit goes to the maintenance of the trail. Customers apparently think the trail is important too, because this ale is sold a lot. 
Speaking of natural beer from the wilderness of Arizona, at the Wilderness Brewery in Phoenix, they show pictures on big screens of the nature in Arizona. Waterfalls, canyons, and desert panoramas. The brewer is a real nature enthusiast. The wood of the different levers used on their draught beers, are made of branches they brought with them back to Phoenix after a day of hiking.   


“I’m a huge fan of Belgian beer,” Nick Pauley explains. He boasts a big beard, just like his beer-brewing colleagues. “Currently I’m experimenting with spontaneous fermentation, like they do at Lambik in Belgium.” The group of brewers goes exploring in the nature often, hiking or by canoe, and sometimes collects ingredients on the way - Pauley remembers mint shrubs they found by the banks of a river, with which he brews a special beer. But of the roughly twenty beers the brewery has on tap today, the most unique is the beer with the processed Prickly Pear. You will find that cactus along the trail often. It gives the beer a subtle, sweet aftertaste, which is a welcoming variation to all the bitter Indian Pale Ale-varieties you usually find in American breweries. 
One of the most extraordinary vegetation along the trail is the common mesquite tree. At the Thunder Canyon brewery in Tucson, they use this to brew their beer. Owner James Owens, also a man with a long beard, experimented with roasting malt on a fire burning mesquite wood. The glass of beer he hands over to taste is dark and does indeed taste a little smoky. But, being able to distinguish between mesquite and oak is something left for the real experts to taste. “I can’t myself. But, there are people who come over who can,” Owens laughs, while he shows us a handful of roasted malt. “What’s particularly fun is that the whole idea of drinking special beers is still quite new here. Twenty years ago, every American drank only Budweiser and Pabs Blue Ribbon. Now, there’s a real beer culture and that’s a big change.”
Whether you like strolling breweries in and out to taste special beers while hiking little parts of the trail, or want to give that entire trail a try in one go, it’s important to take account of the different seasons. The temperatures in the desert areas could reach up to about forty degrees in the summer, while the rocky area of the Grand Canyon could be covered in snow during the winter. Sometimes, a hat and a water filter are essential to bring along, and sometimes warm clothes are. 

This trail is also a great challenge for animal lovers. There are many different animals to see along the way. From hummingbirds that relish their thirst with the sweet nectars of the flowers along the trail, to rattle snakes you have to pass keeping enough distance between you and the snake when you hear its warning rattling. A little less visible are the mountain lions, lynxes, foxes and even a lost jaguar or black bear. These animals are usually too scared to show their faces, but if you do encounter one, make a lot of noise and stay calm. Drink a beer here or there and enjoy the lovely, wealthy nature Arizona has to offer. 

Tips:
- You can find a lot of information on www.aztrail.org. Detailed maps of different hiking stages to contact details from the Trail Angels, also known as stewards. 

- In some stages, it’s only possible to pitch a tent because there aren’t any cabins. You’re allowed to sleep anywhere in Arizona, except on Private Property, so someone’s backyard for instance. 

- If you want to hike from north to south, it’s best to start in September. If you want to hike from south to north, it’s best to leave in March. This way you’ll avoid the extreme heat in the desert and cold nights in the mountains. 

- It’s not customary in Arizona to hitchhike. So, use the Trail Angels or shuttle busses to get dropped off at a starting point. 

- There are drug smugglers and border crossers active in the south of Arizona. The chances meeting these people is slim, however present. Authorities advise: In suspicious circumstances, just keep walking and look the other way. 

