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As our procession of horses slow-
ly meanders through the desert 
shrub, I can hear my daughter’s 
excited chattering escalate. Within 
minutes of leaving the stable she 
has peppered the guide ponying 
her mare with a flurry of questions 
about ranching, animal husbandry 
and desert wildlife.

Thankfully, our amiable lead 
embodies Tucson’s laidback south-
western charm and indulges her 
perpetual musings. An hour later, 
he’s certainly earned my deep ap-
preciation and a generous tip.

Truth be told, I was hesitant 
about bringing a six-year-old on 
a group trail ride. My doubts in-
tensified when the early-Janu-
ary temperature plummeted to a 
wet and breezy 3 C. However, our 
horseback adventure at Hacien-
da del Sol Guest Ranch became a 
highlight in our weeklong road trip 
between Phoenix and Tucson.

From family friendly outdoor ac-
tivities to imaginative kid-centric 
museums, here are the star attrac-
tions we discovered in southern 
Arizona.

For kids ages four and up, Tuc-
son’s quirky Mini Time Machine 
Museum of Miniatures is a must. 
Before exploring the three whim-
sical galleries, grab a Find Fairy 
Caitlin scavenger hunt from the 
lobby to keep the little ones en-
gaged.

Our daughter loved searching for 
the mischievous winged pixie hid-
den amid the treasures. We spent 
almost two hours examining the 
more than 400 miniature houses, 
room boxes, the magical snow vil-
lages, fairy castles and woodland 
creatures found in the Enchanted 
Realm and playing with the 1930s 
miniature doll house.

The Arizona Sonora Desert 
Museum is another entertaining 
play-based learning experience 
near Tucson; and driving through 
Saguaro National Park to get there 
is half the fun. You’ll want to bring 
your camera and stop at one of the 
viewpoints to capture the count-
less century-old cacti rising from 
the rocky, arid landscape. Wear 
your walking shoes to explore the 
museum’s sprawling grounds, as 
most of the exhibits are outdoors.

We loved inspecting the creepy 
creatures housed in the Reptile, 
Invertebrates and Amphibian Hall 

and learning about the Sonorasau-
rus in Ancient Arizona. However, 
it was the Packrat Playhouse that 
stole our daughter’s imagination, 
with its giant scorpion, rattlesnake 
and tarantula play structures, 
oversized climbing centre and 
larger than life pack rat nest.

For a family friendly hike, head 
to Sabino Canyon. The popular 
recreation area offers a round 
trip hop on, hop off tram service. 
We took the tram to the top of the 
trail and enjoyed a relaxed hike 
back down, with plenty of breaks 
at the various picnic and rest stops.

Another easy exploration is the 
waterfall hike at the Loews Venta-
na Canyon Resort in Tucson. The 
gentle trail includes a couple of 
unique lookouts and cool signage 
about desert birds, wildlife, flora 
and fauna. Our daughter also loved 
the outdoor pool, which was warm 
enough to swim in, even though 
the surrounding hills were dusted 
with snow. The Coyote Kids Club 
and incredible southwest cuisine 
at Flying V elevate the resort to 
star status for families.

The greater Phoenix-Mesa area 
offers an even wider assortment 
of family fun. To explore the 
sights, we used the newly reno-

vated Phoenician Scottsdale as 
our base. Travel in the off-season 
( just before or after Christmas) for 
reduced room rates. The proper-
ty’s six pools, 50-metre water slide 
and toddler splash pad promise to 
impress.

The Funicians Club offers some 
of the best kids programming 
we’ve experienced and allowed 
us to enjoy an adult-only dinner 

of whole roasted sea bass and craft 
cocktails at Mowry and Cotton, 
the resort’s signature restaurant. 
The only downside to staying at 
The Phoenician was trying to 
convince our daughter to explore 
off-resort sights, as the pool and 
kids club activities were simply 
too enticing.

In downtown Phoenix, the Ar-
izona Science Center and neigh-

bouring Children’s Museum are 
a draw for every age group. In the 
former, we spent an hour build-
ing a miniature city in the Many 
Hands Make A Home gallery, and 
another hour getting soaked in the 
outdoor Water Spheres and Gears 
atrium. 

At the Children’s Museum, our 
daughter had a blast stocking 
shelves and checking out custom-
ers at the mini market and per-
forming her one-person musical 
on stage.

If your kids are mad about build-
ing with bricks, they’ll be thrilled 
with the ingenious interactive ex-
hibits and rides at Legoland Dis-
covery Center in Tempe; about a 
30-minute drive from The Phoeni-
cian. My daughter enjoyed saving 
the princess from trolls in King-
dom Quest and examining state 
landmarks recreated from more 
than one-million Lego pieces in 
Miniland, Arizona.

To encourage your children’s 
imagination, spend a few hours at 
the i.d.e.a. Museum in Mesa. In ad-
dition to the interactive Hub gal-
lery showcasing creative art proj-
ects, i.d.e.a. welcomes a variety of 
travelling exhibitions throughout 
the year.
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From outdoor activities to child-centric museums, state boasts plenty of star attractions

Hiking the waterfall trail at Loews Ventana Canyon Resort in Tucson is just one of many adventures to be had in Arizona. P h o t o s :  C u rt  W o o d h a l l

The writer’s daughter enjoyed a horse ride at Hacienda Del Sol in Tucson.
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