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The winter sun sets over the Hassayampa River's dry riverbed
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in Wickenburg, Ariz., a desert town abouwt 50 miles northwest of Phoenix,

Wickenbur weekend

Once faded Cowboy Country hamlet
now trades on its Western past

By ANNE £ COOKE
amd STEVE HAGGERTY
WEWS PRESS (ORRESPONTIENTS

t fiest glanee — a hasty one — the place looked like a

Western movie set. Or a candidate for Arizona’s next best

ghost town,

Maybe it was the saloon-stvle storelronts and peeling

wiosd-frame howses baking in the July sun. Or the loping
hacienda roofs, hanging long and low over the sidewalks, propped
up by Fows of posts. [t could have been the two leatheny-faced cow-
boys lounging in the shadows, having a smoke. Or the stifling 106
degree heat.

Feight ar wrong, that’s how we remembered Wickenburg from our
(irst trip through Sonthern Arizona in 1973, not long after Interstate
10, linking Phoenix and Los Angeles, bypassed the town. After that,
the traflic went south, and Wickenburg, miles to the north on Route
6, was robbed, remaindered
and left o blow away.

But Wickenburg was tough
as a stockman's saddle. A West-
e town, it was founded in
1863 by ranchers and gold min-
ors who earned their spairs in
the dry Sonoran Desert. Over
the vears. they stuck it out
through droughts, lecusts, ban-
dits, rustled cattle, hoof and
mouth disease, dried-up wells,
MNash Noods, mined crops, a
broken dam upstream and the
Diepression. In comparison. the
inberstate was a mosquibe bite

Recently, we spent a few
days in Wickenburg — this
time in February — meeting
longlirme friends from the snow
belt And what & change. The
hig-rigs are gome, the stresls
are cleaner and (excepd for a
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B Two oplions for train travel to
the Grand Canyon from Willlarms,

Ariz. D16 FPleose zee ARIEOMA on D16

rp ae_o i

Wickenburg's historic Santa Fe railroad depol now housas the
Chamber of Commercea.

Downtown Wickenburg is near the junction of Highways 60 and B9.
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Rustic Wickenburg a good place to cowboy up
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lot of gas-sucking late-model SUVs),
quieter. Residents have painted
theeir houses and, if you belicve those
full-color brochures on every street
cormer, the real estate brokers are
hitting pay dirt.

The historic downtown has three
traffic lights now, and the 21 oldest
buildings izix built before 1840 are
listed historie structures. These have
been restored, repaired and repaint-
e, and their ground-fleor spaces are
rented 1o businesses, attractive
shops and inviting restaurants.

For the first time we noficed that
Wickenburg sits in a hasin — the
Hassayampa River Valley —sur-
rounded by purplish brown low
peaks, with scenic views inevery
direction and a recky landmark
called Vulture Peak No wonder mil-
lionaires are building lavish homes
with mountain views. This was all
ranch land, but people are subdivid-
ingg and selling up. For an instant,
thee idea of moving here seemed
inspired tous.

When the moment passed, we put
on olr coats — it was a chilly 37
degrees at dawn — and headed over
to the Gold Nugget, on Wickenburg
Way, for an early breakfizst. In the
front, still wearing the same straw
cowhoy hats they'd been wearing the
day before, sat four grizzbed old-

AMTRAK

timers drinking cofliee.

“Morning ma'sm,” they chorused
palitely. In the dining room at the
rear, already crowded with people,
Donna, the waitress — short, cheery
and white-haired — bustled over to
take our order.

“It's always busy on weekends,”
shee said, pouring the coffee, “Who's
here? Well, some travelers and some
ranchers. A few retirees, snowhirds
diown for the winter. Phoenix people
here for the weekend. Me? [ love it
Beeautiful sunsets, fresh air, nice
people. Wait until May, when it gets
hot. Then the streets are dead. A few
people leave. But everybody else
Boes indoors”

After breakfast, we drove to the
edge of town to hike through the 660-
acre Hassayampa River Preserve,
created in 1986 to save one of the last
of the Southwest's rare cottonwoosd-
willow riparian forests.

The Hassayvampa Hiver, which
rises in Prescott, actually rins
underground for most of its length,
When it reaches Wickenburg, it
reemerges to fow above groand,
nururing the forest and creating a
refuge for G565 identified species of
hirds, animals and plants.

[ the early days, this was alsoa

cach stop, and afterward, in
1865, the Brill Ranch The docents
will show you how the present Visi-
tors' Center incorporates portions of
bath the stagecoach office and the
ranch house,
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A visitor views period cowboy gear at the Desert Caballeros Western

Museum in Wickenburg, Ariz.

We stopped to talk to volunteer
ranger Dave Bradford, whe identi-
fied some of the birds we'd already
spen and handed out a trail map,
painting us to the River Ramble
Trail, the shortest way to the river
itsell’

As we walked, the sun rose higher
and buds showed on the cottonwood
trees, & hint of the coming spring
Birds twittered overhead, and my

baots crunched through a scattered
layer of dry leaves, accumulated
over the winter,

Soon the mesiling triggered
anaother memory, & warning. The last
time I'd heard that shush-shushing
sound we were hiking in open
desert. nod & tree to be seen for
miles. By the time 1 figured it out, 1
wias o step away from a sandy-
colored rattlesnake [ving motionless

on the trail. | remember he was com-
pletely camoullaged, except for his
tail vibrating like an aspen beal in
the breeze, warning us to keep off.

The rustling near the Hassayampa
River was harmless, just a lizard in
the leaves. But | was glad I'd worn
my boods,

“It's a litthe early for snakes,” said
Mr. Bradford when we returned to
the Visitors” Center. "But it's always
a good kea to keep a look out.
You're much more likely to see
binds, which is what most people
come for. They're easy to spot
because they stay close to the water™

The biggest surprizse in Wicken-
burg, however, was the Desert Cabal-
leros Western Museum. We expected
a cramped, poorly lit venue filked
with treasures from grandmother’s
attic. Instead the museum, housed in
an elegant, confemporary adobe,
contains 10 galleries with a small but
impressive collection of paintings,
bironzes and crafis.

Though only part of the collection
i= shown at any one time. the perma-
nent exhibits were chosen (o reflect
the various culiures that shaped
Western history. And their special
genius is to bring coherence to each
display. At the same time, the
museum is small enough so that vou
can spend two very concentrated
and unhurried hours looking at
everything and leave both informed
and entertained.

“We don't have many Mative
American things.” said docent Sandy
Butterworth, when we asked for
directions to the Pueblo pottery.
“Hut that's intentional. We can't com-
pete with the Heard (in Phoenixhor

the Museum of Northern Arizona (in
Flagstafl), and we don't really want
to. We're forusing instead on art that
reflects all the Western experience,
the cowhboy culture, ranch lifestyles
and the gold miners.”

The largest gallery contains paint-
ings and bronzes by Frederic Rem-
ington, Charles Russell, Thomas
Moran and Albert Bierstadt. The
Hall of History, near the entrance,
shows Wickenburg's history in a
spries of 2 dioramas, just the sort of
display that I've always tried to
avoid. But these are as intricately
designed as any dollhouse or mina-
ture railroad layout, and as compel-
ling.

But my favorite gallery contained
the “Spirit of the Cowboy Collection,”
assembled and donated by Arizona
residenis Abe and Lalla Hays. This
collection contains, among other
cowhaoy paraphernalia, spurs.

Oine pair of spurs doesn't mean
much. To see 100 pairs displayed
together, each one cleverly designed
and hand-forged, and each unlike all
the others, is a tribute to the creativ-
ity that finds its way into the most
ordinary, workaday items

When we left, | decided that Wick-
enburg would be & good place to
make a cowbay movie after all. The
spirit is there, there's plenty of rosm
in theem thar hills for a posse to chase
the rustlers, the cowboys needed as
extras are waiting at the Gold Mugget
and the downtown looks the part.
Just don't come in July.

Anne Z, Cooke and Steve Haggerty
are Maring del Rey-hased frealanes
OTRTE,

IF YOU GO

Play cowboy at one of these thres
dude ranches, all closa to
Wickenburg. All double rooms ane
priced for two people, and ncluds
three meaals daily for twvo.

® Rancho de los Caballeros, now
in its 59th season, is & luxurous
ranch and resan. The restawrant has
a repulation as one of Wickenburg's
best. Activities nclude guided tral
rides, “team penning” sessions and
chuck wagon cookouts, Double
nonamia Tod tad start at S370. Riding
and othar activitles are extra. (S00)
684-5030; www.SunC.com.

@ The Fiying E Ranch ks an
authentic working ranch om 19,000
acres of virgin deser. Guests don't
mde with the cattbe, bul can join
twice daily gueded tradl rides on
which you may see some of the
hard. Double roocms for two ane 5264
per day. Riding is priced separately.
{Bi2d) G84-2600; wew. flyingaranch
.

@ The Kay El Bar Ranch, an adobe
bedge bullt in 1926, s no lenger a
working ranch with cattbe, but
nonethebess focusas primarily on
horseback nding, wihich s included
in the reom price. Double rooms
start at 5340, (B28) 634-T593; vwaww
_kayelbarcom.

Trawvel tipa: For more options,
contact the Wickenbung Chamber of
Commence at [928) 6B4-087TT, or visil
wiswLoubwickenburgway.com.

The Hassayampa River Preserve |s
at Milepost 114 on Route 60, east of
Wickenbung. (928) 684-2772; saanch
“Hassayampa® al www.nature.ong.

The Desert Caballaros Westem
Musaum s at 21 M. Frontler 5t (928)
684-2272; woaw westemmuseum
.org. lts “Cowgir Up!® exhibition
features female artists of the Wist
and mens from Apal T through 30
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