In America’s hottest, lowest—and parhaps strangest—place strang winds blow ¢ E flat, past turnbles of mesquits and arrowwssd bushes, sculpting re dunes beyaond.
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West of Salt Creek, raging streams have carved shallow canyons into ssdiments laid down in former lakes over five million years. lron oxides in the deposits paint the landscape in varied hues.




By Tim Cahill

Photographs by Michael Melford

imagine the sight of Death Valley National Park is something akin to scientific

pornography for hard-rock geologists. There are the obvious soaring mountains

and abysmal valleys, of course. But in most other places on Earth, the folding and

buckling of rocks, the colliding of crustal plates, the shores of advancing and retreating

lakes, the evidence of volcanic activity, the scrape of glaciers across rock, the subtle and

not so subtle effects of erosion are covered over in grass or dirt, in snow or ice. The Earth

is a modest mother, but Death Valley is, for the most part, naked.

Itis also the only place on Earth where geol-
ogy itself has made me laugh out loud. [ am
thinking specifically of an area in the northwest
section of Death Valley called the Racetrack,
where, inexplicably, rocks as big as microwave
Ovens go Fipping across the desiccated mud for
distances of more than half a mile. The evidence
is all there: deep tracks in the surface, with a rock
at the end. One conchides, reluctantly, that the
rocks somehow traveled a couple of handred
vards, leaving a telltale trail behind. There are
over 150 of these roving rocks. But no one has
ever seen them move,

The Racetrack proper, about three miles
lemg and a mile wide, is what is called a plava, a
drv, smooth lake bed. The Racetrack is a mere
tw inches higher on the north end than the
south. Flat as a pool table, The surface is sun-
baked mud, hard as rock, and patterned in
polygons the size of doughmats, It is an other-
warldly sight, and there is a sense on the playa

of post-apocalyptic silence, broken only by the
whisper and wail of the wind. This impression
is compounded by the Grandstand, a 73-foot-
high island of rounded bedrock at the north
end that looks like the summit of a moun-
tain buried in a sea of sediment. One supposes
that observers—rock-radng fans—might sit on
the Grandstand. as at a horse race, and observe
stones zooming toward them from the south-
ern end of the playa.

I had plenty of time to contemplate the
Grandstand. I'd driven 30 miles from Ubehebe
Crater, and the gravel road proved to be les b
tal than expected, so [ arrived at the Racetrack
in the early afterncon. The best time to see the
rock raceways is around dawn or dusk, when the
slanting rays of the sun show the tracks to their
best sdvantage,

To pass the time, I climbed to a ridge off
nearby Ubehebe Peak for one of the most spec-
tacular views in the park. On this February day,

When the playa called the Racstrack gets wet, rocks of up to T00 pounds ars belisved to catch
awind and skim acroes like pucks on ice. Mo one's seen it happen, but tracks tall the tala.
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I lin‘upcd rhruugh l;‘lhyrinthim‘ canyons that
gave way to mazes of strange, spooky
rocks of the type Westerners call hoodoos.

the temper ature stood in the low 705 and made
for pleasant climbing. When 1 reached the ridge,
the slope dropped off like a cliff to the west,
where 1 could see the sands and salt pans of the
Saline Valley 4,000 feet below. Farther west, mst
ot of the park, were the Inyo Moun tains, in the
Invo Mountains Wilderness, capped with snow
and rising to 11,000 feet, They were beginning
to cast their shadows into the Saline Valley.
Beyvond the wilderniess, the Sierra Mevada, all snow
from my perspective, towered aver the Tnyos.

And that is one definition of Death Valley: It
is aland of intense vertical relief. This is true of
maost of southeastern California, a region torn
by earthquakes, once flooded with vast mland
seas and eroded by wind and rain. Neverthe-
less, it is primarily rismg mountains and falling
valley floors that create the astonishing coun-
terpoint of land that lies hindreds of feet below
sea level guarded by peaks rising two miles
abowve, Slow tectonic tortare corrugates the land-
scape & twio massive crustal plates meet and slide
past each other under Califomia: the Pacific and
Morth American plates. The ridge on Ubehebe
Peak was a good place to contemplate this
ONEOing process,

When I turned around, to the east, [ was look-
ing directly down cmto the Racetrack and the
Grandstand. In the desolate wind on the exposed
ridge, the Grandstand rocks locked like the very
tips of baried buildings, like an undiscovered
city swallowed up in silt; like alien and interred
skyscrapers.

At the far edge of the Racetrack a multigen-
erational Japanese family walking on the playa

Tign Caaleill ds sfee aenfeor of mine books, including
Lot in My Owmn Backoyard: A Walk in Yellowstone
Mational Park. Lasdscape phosographer Michael
Melfora s a frequens comeribveor 00 she magazine,
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lmoked asif they were skating across an ice rink.
Soom enough, 1 was walking on the flat, feeling
amild sense of vertigo, a bit of dizziness that sug-
gested [ might mat fall off. How? Where? I don’t
know, but try talking sense to your inmer ear.
At the south end of the Racetrack, where the
playa abuts an &50-foot-high mountain face,
rocks had tumbled from elevation out onto the
playa. Some were the size of softballs, others suit-
cases, These rocks did not gather any moss. They
were movers. Robert Sharp and Allen Glazner,
in their baok Gelogy Underfoor in Death Vialley
and Owens Vinley, explam the process. The playa
receives three to four indhes of rain a vear dur-
ing winter storms and summer clondbursts.
Parts of the Racetrack flond. Fine, intensely
slippery day settles, and the winds, which may
reach 20 miles an hour, must overcome the
forces of friction for the rocks to break: free. Onice
that happens, it takes only about half the wind
power to keep the rocks moving.
There were levees a fraction of an inch high on
either side of the tracks, and mud had piled up
in front of the rocks. Looking at it all, [ had no
doubt that the rocks had sailed before the wind.
Some rocks made straight paths some aarved.
Some traveled a hundred yards in one direction,
gopped in a muddy muddle, apparently thought
better of their direction, and made a 180-degree
turn to ramble off in another direction. Some
trails were wide for a while, narrow, then wide
again. Oocasicnally, half a dozen rocks took off
at once from the base of the mountain and
seemed to race straight toward the Grandstand
like horses at the derby. The tracks often crossed
one anocther. I followed dozens of them. and
when [ found the rocks at the termimuses of the
tracks, they seemed almost sentient. Why this
made me laugh, I cannot say.
Fobert Sharp and  (Continued ou page 90)
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A Place of Extremes

At 3.4 million acres it's the biggest national park ocutside Alaska and has the
most scorching termn peraturss (up to 134°F. Mountaing to the west kesp it
arid: Precipitation reaches barely two inches a year and dries up in a flash.
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L1 Thrust up, twisted, and ercded, the Amargosa foreground) and Panamint Ranges have been pulling apart for millions of yvears. Death Valley formed as the land between thermn dropped.




Swept across Mesquite Flat by howling gusts, grains of sand skitter up the windward sides of hundred-foot-tall dunes and plurmmet down their back slopes, driving & slow march of sand.




{Continued from page 84) Dwight Carey stud-
ied the rocks starting in 1948, concentrating on
30, The gealogists put an erasable letter on each
and, charmingly, gave the stones women's nemes:
Hortense (B} moved 820 feet in one winter.
Karen i T), a 700-pound rock at the end of a 570-
foot-long track, didn’t move at all during their
seven-vear study and disappeared years later.
Karen showed up again in 1996, when Paula
Messina, a geologist at San José State Univer-
sit v who had been mapping the paths of all the
sliders on the Racetrack, found her far north of
where Sharp had last seen her. “When 1 told him
I had positively identified several of his original
rocks, his reaction was a little like one would
expect from a man who was just told 1 found
his children.”

Geology Underfoot was helphul in deciphering
some of the tracks. Most rocks that sailed a
straight conrse would have protruding lnmps
on the bottom, and you could see those stria-
tions in the track itself. Essentially, they'd been
sailing with a keel. Perfectly smonth stomes, with-
out keels, might curl about in a graceful arc.
Tracks might be wide where a rectangular stone
sailed sideways against the wind, and they might
narrow if the stone tarned lengthwise.

It was getting dark on the Racetrack, and 1
wilked back to the car, about half a mile away.
A Park Service sign near the car read: "Please do
not remove the rocks; they become essentially
meaningless when moved out of place.”

a century ago. At the time, it seemead like a
gocd idea: Walk from the lowest spot in the
United States—EBadwater Basin, in Death val-
ley, 282 feet below sea kevel—to the highest point
in the comtiguons states, Moant Whitney, 14,494
feet high and mst ks than a hundred miles away
It was summer, and my parmer and [ started off
in the cool of the night. We wwould mn into prob-
lems we had antiapated buat not appreciated.
The valley is young. It was created by abouat
two million vears ago when the land between
separating mountain ranges dropped along

fonalts, The mountains, inchiding Telescope Peak,

I’d walked across Death Valley a quarter of
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at 11,049 feet the highest in the park. which
loomed over usin the moonlight, catch what
moisture reaches them. The water runs down
steep slopes, causing erosion and mudtlows,
building alluvial fans, and eventually inding the
lowest spat, as water will do.

The valley wants to be a lake, but the heat and
constant winds cause water to evaporate and
learve behind a residue of minerals, mostly salts.
The ground temperatires can rise to 200 degrees
Fahrenheit, and the earth itself is baked hard
and flat, like concrete. But out toward the cen-
ter of the valley, the would-be lake asserts itself.
[t is coverad in only a very thin layer of miner-
als that would not hold my weight. 1 cnunched
through to kewarm water and mad, sinking
up to my calves, then my knees. It was like walk-
ing on crusted snow: With each step, you think
the crust will hold, but when you pat your full
weight on it, you crash through. It was hard,
sweaty work, postholing through the salty bog
located in the lowest place in Morth America.

Worse, my mind was oocupied with tall rales
told by prospectors and desert rats, It was said
that a team of horses or @ man may have been
swallowed up by the bog, never to be seen again.
Oine fellow said he'd found a dead man, buried
to the neck. "He was a Swede with vellow hair”
the man said, “and he died staring at the sun.
He sank standing up.”

The stories are surely apoaryphal, but the bog
on that hot moonlit night seemed endless, and
[ kept thinking of the scalded and surely spuri-
ons Swede, staring at the sun.

“Yonu want to go ahead:™ I asked my parmer.

“Shuat up and walk,” he said.

And so we did, eventually summiting Mount
Whitney, which was a walk up. If we'd gone in
the winter, it would have been a technical monn-
taineering expedition, which is why we walked
across Death Valley in the summer.

At which time, according to Christopher C.
Burt in his book Extreme Weather Death Valley
is “far and away the hottest location in North
America.” The valley’s absolute maximum tem-
perature of 134°F is the highest ever recorded
in the Western Hemisphere and second only to

Joshua trees often growW with four and
five and even six arms. their branches
cstooned with green, bavonet-like leaves.

A sparss stand of Joshua tress qualifies 8z & forest on Death Valley's westamn edge, whers

& dust storm turns day to twilight. With little water to shars, the trees kesp their distance.
That they should grow here seams a wonder, but at B E71 feet, Lea Flat is far cooler than the
walley floor, Moisturs from rain and snow lasts long emough to trickle down to thirsty roots.
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Death Valley 1s, for the most part, naked.
It 1s also the only place on Earth where
gcology 1tself has made me laugh out loud.

What looks like a walrug's grizzled face is actually 3 legson in the limite of peraistence. As wind
scours gway surrounding ground, only sandy hummocks anchored by the stubbom roots of
arrcwewaad plarts rermain. [1s an eerie landscaps: the Devils Comfisld. Eventually, winds can
carry away so much dirt and moisturs that the arrowwessd withers and dies (foreground).
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a reading of 136°F measured in Al Azizivah,
Libya. Because of the high Tuly temperatures,
however, Burt is willing to say that Death Valley
is “perhaps the hottest place on the planet”

So iy stroll across the valley wasn't as pleas-
ant as it might have been in, say, Febmary. The
hot mud dung to my boots, and as the sun rose
and the temperature approached 120°F the
boots baked themselves into odd punishing
shapes. But the slopes of the Panamint Range
were a revelation. I imped through labyrninthine
canyons that gave way to mazes of strange,
spoaky rocks of the type Westerners call hoodoos.
On the upper slopes, there were green trees and
amall streams, even a waterfall. That kind of con-
trastin less than 24 hours of walking excited a
wonderment in me. | wanted to go back and
explore Death Valley when it was relatively conl,
and that took 25 years.

here 15 no sign for Darwin Falls on the

highway—yon have to make the tornoff

before you'll see asign. Thisis becanse
the Park Service hides signs for certain attrac-
tions. I think this is a good idea. But no ane
wants to miss Darwin Falls, which features an
18~ foot phange inta a shallow pool surrounded
by maidenhair fern, impossibly green under
beige sun-scorched cliffs. The mist from the falls
cools the air to, I'd say ten degrees lower than
the open desert, and there is watercress at the
pool. The water itself feels ooal.

Even in February, with temperatures in the
low 70s—and low &0s near the pool—it is
tempting to take a quick dip in the water, but
this is the drinking supply for a nearby resort,
and swimming is highly impolite. Also, in the
post-2/11 world, mesing with someone’s water
supply is not a good idea: The ill-mannered
swimmer could be charged with terrorism.

From the falls, I drove several thousand feet
up into the mountains on Highway 190, mak-
ing for the Saline Valley turnoff. The pass took
me to a forest of Joshua trees. They are widely
gpaced plants, and they often grow with four and
five and even six arms, their branches festooned
with green, bayonet-like leaves, reaching to the

sun. Legend has it that Mormon pioneers saw
in them a resemblance to the biblical Joshua rais-
ing his arms to heaven or brandishing his spear.

After the sun had set on the trees of Lee Flat,
the western sky had that bruised, purple look of
things to come, and I set up a tent and laid out
asleeping bag.

Dawn. And yes, as hoped, it was snowing
lightly on the Toshua trees. | wandered about
in the forest, as wet snow accumulated on the
green of the growing leaves, on the antummnal
brown of the dead vegetation nearest the trunks
of the trees, Joshua trees are signature plants of
the Mojave Desert, and the concept of desert
flora in the snow contained within it a quiet
thrill. T was alone, and 1 cwned this view. And
st as 1 began feeling especially blessed, the ris-
ing sun turned the snow into a cold, bitter rain.
Mo matter: I'd had my half hour of beatitade.

At Telescope Peak trailhead, 8,133 feetup, I
prepared myself for the neady 3,000-foot climb
to the summit. Happily, I was stopped by snow
almest immediately. From that point, 1 phinged
down various roads, making my way north to
the Eureka Dunes, which are up to 700 feet high.
They make groaning sounds as rounded sand
as a musical instrument.

Later, I hiked many of the canyons—aone of
the great pleasures of trekking Death Walley. Sin-
uons, shady walls make for conl walking in Fall
Camyon, where rocks were laid down in light and
dark layers. In places, these layers arched like an
angry cat and eventually fell cover on themselves,
o that the striations looped over and under even
as theyrose mto another peak that likewise col-
lapsed. Itis plain to see; The bandings, like the
rocks in the Racetrack, have definitely moved.
At this spot, on a leoming canyon wall, gealogy
itzelf appeared to be in a state of agitated frus-
tration. This wall of naked rock, exposed for all
to see, seemed to be blushing crimson in the

light of the setting sun.

& Death Valley Lowedown Takes a tour and ses
mores of Michae| Malfords photographe in an
intsractive map at ngm.oom.
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Ewvery chute in these bone-dry badlands was dug by downpours—torrents of water nushing owver easily ercded mudstone, Here and everywhere elss in Death Valley, geology runs wild, O
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