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Island in the Sky: A Gateway to Canyonlands National Park

When you think of the American Southwest, images of red rock canyons, towering monoliths, and endless desert 

horizons come to mind. Among the most iconic landscapes in this region lies Canyonlands National Park, a 

sprawling wilderness that stretches across the western edge of the Colorado Plateau. Within this park, the Island 

in the Skydistrict is the crown jewel—a high desert plateau that feels like an island suspended above the

surrounding canyons. This article offers a comprehensive guide to Island in the Sky, exploring its geology, wildlife,

top attractions, and practical travel tips. Whether you’re a seasoned hiker, a photography enthusiast, or simply a

curious traveler, this guide will help you discover why Island in the Sky is a must �visit destination.
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What Is Island in the Sky?

Island in the Sky is a 2,200 �foot �high plateau located in the northern part of Canyonlands National Park. It is

separated from the rest of the park by a dramatic drop �off, giving it a distinct sense of isolation—hence the name

“Island.” From the top, visitors can look down into the deep canyons that cut through the Colorado Plateau,

revealing a tapestry of sandstone formations, towering buttes, and winding riverbeds.

While the park’s name evokes images of a vast, open landscape, the Island in the Sky district offers a concentrated

experience. The area covers roughly 32,000 acres and is home to the park’s largest population of visitors. It

contains most of the park’s major viewpoints, hiking trails, and historic sites, making it the primary entry point for

most travelers.

Geological Marvels

The geological story of Island in the Sky is a long, layered narrative that spans over 300 million years. The region’s

rock formations were formed by the deposition of sand, mud, and volcanic ash in ancient seas, followed by uplift

and erosion that sculpted the dramatic cliffs we see today.

Sandstone Layers

At the base of the plateau lies the Moenkopi Formation, a reddish sandstone that was once a shallow sea floor. 

Above it, the Chinle Formation and Moab Formationadd layers of lighter, more erodible rock. These layers

create the iconic “candy �stripe” effect visible from many viewpoints.



Arches and Buttes

Island in the Sky’s most famous landmarks—such as Thor’s Hammer, Horseshoe Bend, and Grand View Point—

are formed by differential erosion. Harder sandstone resists weathering, leaving behind towering arches and buttes

that punctuate the horizon.

Waterfalls and Rivers

Despite its arid climate, the area is home to seasonal waterfalls that cascade down sandstone cliffs during spring 

runoff. The Fossil Creek and Green Rivercarve deep canyons, creating dramatic gorges that are both

picturesque and geologically significant.

Top Attractions

Island in the Sky offers an array of must �see sites. Below are the most popular attractions, grouped by type to help

you plan your itinerary.

Scenic Viewpoints

•  Grand View Point – The highest viewpoint in the district, offering sweeping vistas of the Green River and the 

surrounding canyons.

•  Chevy Chase Point – A short walk from the main parking area, this spot provides panoramic views of the 

park’s iconic arches.

•  Horseshoe Bend – A dramatic bend in the Colorado River, best seen from the overlook near the parking area.

•  Thor’s Hammer – A natural arch that looks like a massive hammer, a favorite for photographers.

Hiking Trails

1.  Mesa Arch Trail – A 0.3-mile loop that leads to a natural arch, offering sunrise and sunset photo 

opportunities.

2.  Grand View Point Trail – A 0.5-mile loop that takes you to one of the most scenic viewpoints.

3.  Fossil Creek Trail – A 2-mile round trip that follows the creek to a seasonal waterfall.

4.  Island Falls Trail – A 4.5-mile loop that rewards hikers with a lush waterfall and a waterfall view.

Historic Sites

•  Ruff Creek – A former mining town turned ghost town, offering a glimpse into the region’s mining history.

•  Alberta Falls – A small waterfall that is a popular spot for early morning hikes.

Photography Hotspots

Island in the Sky is a photographer’s playground. The best times for photography are during the “golden hours”—

early morning and late afternoon—when the light casts long shadows and the sandstone glows in warm hues.

Activities and Adventures

Beyond sightseeing, the district offers a variety of activities for all ages and skill levels.

Hiking

With over 30 miles of maintained trails, there is something for everyone—from easy loops to strenuous backcountry 

routes. The Fossil Creek Trail  is ideal for families, while the Island Falls Trail  challenges more experienced hikers.

Biking

The scenic drive that loops through Island in the Sky is popular with mountain bikers. The route offers a mix of

gravel roads, scenic overlooks, and moderate climbs.



Camping

While there are no campgrounds within the district itself, the nearby Horseshoe Bend Campgroundoffers a

convenient base. For those seeking solitude, backcountry camping permits are available for the park’s backcountry

sites.

Wildlife Watching

Island in the Sky is home to a diverse range of wildlife. Look for elk, bighorn sheep, red foxes, and various bird 

species such as the golden eagle and great horned owl.

Guided Tours

Several local tour operators offer guided hikes, photography workshops, and ranger-led programs that delve into

the park’s geology and history.

When to Visit

Timing your visit can dramatically influence your experience. Below are the best times to visit Island in the Sky,

along with some seasonal considerations.

Spring (March �May)

Spring brings mild temperatures and the best chance to see waterfalls in full flow. However, early spring can still be

chilly, especially in the evenings.

Summer (June �August)

Summer is the busiest period, with warm days and cooler evenings. This season is ideal for hiking and biking, but

be prepared for crowds at popular viewpoints.

Fall (September �November)

Fall offers comfortable temperatures and fewer crowds. The changing leaf colors in the surrounding woodlands

create a unique backdrop for photos.

Winter (December �February)

Winter is the quietest season. While many roads are open, some trails may be closed due to snow or ice. It’s a

great time for solitude and stargazing.

Travel Tips and Logistics

Planning ahead can help you make the most of your trip to Island in the Sky. Below are essential tips covering

transportation, permits, safety, and more.

Getting There

The park’s main entrance is located at Moab, Utah, about a 45 �minute drive from the town. The Island in the Sky 

Road (Highway 313) is a scenic route that takes you directly into the district.

Permits and Fees

•  Entrance Fee – $35 per vehicle (valid for 7 days).

•  Backcountry Permits – Required for overnight backcountry camping. Apply online through the National Park 

Service.

•  Ranger Programs – Some programs may require an additional fee.



Weather and Clothing

The region experiences extreme temperature variations. Pack layers, a hat, sunscreen, and sturdy hiking boots. In

winter, bring a warm jacket and consider bringing a snowshoe kit if you plan to hike.

Water and Food

Hydration is crucial. Bring at least 2–3 liters of water per person per day. The park has limited food options, so pack

snacks and meals. There are no grocery stores within the district.

Safety Tips

•  Stay on Marked Trails – Off �trail hiking can damage fragile ecosystems.

•  Check Trail Conditions – Some trails may be closed due to rockfall or weather.

•  Tell Someone Your Plans – Let a friend or family member know your itinerary.

•  Respect Wildlife – Keep a safe distance and never feed animals.

Photography Gear

Bring a wide �angle lens for landscapes, a telephoto for wildlife, and a tripod for low �light shots. The best light is

during sunrise and sunset, so plan your schedule accordingly.

Accommodations

While the district itself has no lodging, nearby towns such as Moab, Grand Junction, and Durango offer a range of

hotels, motels, and vacation rentals. Book early during peak season.

Final Thoughts

Island in the Sky is more than a scenic overlook—it’s a living laboratory of geological wonder, a playground for

outdoor enthusiasts, and a sanctuary for wildlife. From the towering arches that pierce the sky to the quiet ripples of

a seasonal waterfall, every corner of this district offers a story waiting to be told. By planning ahead, respecting the

park’s rules, and taking your time to soak in the landscape, you’ll create memories that will last a lifetime.

Whether you’re standing at Grand View Point, hiking the Fossil Creek Trail, or simply watching the sunset paint the

sandstone in gold, Island in the Sky invites you to experience the raw beauty of the American Southwest. Pack your

sense of adventure, bring your camera, and let the plateau’s timeless vistas inspire you.
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