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Chapter 10: 


Death Valley


From the Panamints to the Funerals





For many years I avoided Death Valley. It wasn't the desert I loved; it was a parody of the desert, a desert gone Hollywood. Nothing about it was easy to like or to understand. It's famous for terrible suffering, of great odds against survival. Its very name is dreadful: Death Valley. These words conjure visions of legends, of men bigger than life, tackling a frontier that is so wildly strange that the moon seems more hospitable.





No, I didn't like it, I didn't understand it, but I had to go see if it was real. When we finally bit the bullet and pushed the Jeep over Towne's Pass and down the hill to Furnace Creek, I fell in love. It still isn't real to me and I still don't understand it; but I love it, and I'm learning.





Richard Lingenfelter, in his wonderful book 'Death Valley & The Amargosa', calls this area the land of illusions. He's right; nature runs amok here. It is a geographical oddity, one of the hottest places on earth, and one of the most eerily beautiful. 





To call it a valley is like calling Los Angeles a community. It is a huge and deep valley, 170 miles long and a mile to two miles deep. It is a land of extremes. While standing at its lowest point (282 feet below sea level) the majestic peaks of the Panamint Mountains rise nearby to an elevation of more than 11,000 feet - and often are covered with snow. From a point in the Panamints, looking eastward you can see Badwater in the heart of Death Valley, which is the lowest point in the United States; to the west you can see Mt. Whitney, the highest mountain in the contiguous US. 





Incredibly hot, incredibly strange, and very inhospitable. It is the second hottest place on earth. It lacks being the hottest by only two degrees; the official record is 134 degrees f. in Death Valley, and 136 degrees in the Libyan Sahara. Yet humans have made Death Valley home for hundreds of years. Native Americans - the Timbesha Shoshone tribe - adapted well to the unique environment, usually spending the summer at a camp in the mountains then moving down into the valley for a nice, warm winter. About a hundred or so of the tribe still live in the valley today.





In the early years of the 20th century, numerous prospectors, scientists, one notable con artist and a semi-retired businessman made Death Valley their home for life. These people spent many years learning the secrets of this strange land and living lives that were so large they still amaze (and in some cases, amuse) us. Chinese laborers dug borax from the floor of a dry lakebed, where the surface of the ground reaches as high as 170 degrees. And of course, thanks to the modern miracle of air conditioning, today several hundred people make Death Valley their home, serving the tourists that come to experience this strange and barren land.





And strange this land is. There's a place in Death Valley where the rocks move, seemingly on their own. They leave tracks as they scoot around on a dry lakebed known as The Racetrack. Scientists say this probably happens when the lake gets a little rain, followed by stiff winds; the rain mixes with the soil of the lakebed, making an extremely slick surface, and the rocks move with the wind. Either that, or some very big and strong Indian ghosts work here. No one has ever seen the rocks move; all anyone ever sees is the tracks the rocks leave behind.  Nearby is Ubehebe Crater, a volcano that erupted just an eyeblink ago, in geological time. Just four thousand years ago there was a massive explosion when rising magma encountered a layer of groundwater, blowing the top off the mountain and leaving a pit a half-mile wide and five hundred feet deep. A smaller crater close to Ubehebe erupted a mere one thousand years ago. 





In the heart of Death Valley there stands a plain known as the Devil's Cornfield. That's what it looks like, too; stalks of corn bunched together, standing tall, clumped in orderly formations. The oldest rocks on earth are in the valley - as is a scarp formed during an earthquake just a few years ago.





A geographical oddity, certainly. It is a land of stark contrasts with the old and new standing side by side. Plants and animals found nowhere else in the world have adapted to living through the incredible dry heat of a Death Valley summer, and live well in the foul brine of its water.





Aside from a few mountain men and explorers, a wayward-wandering party of 49'ers were the first group from the American states to see Death Valley. They'd turned south at Salt Lake to avoid the Sierras and the fate of the Donner Party. Their shock and dismay at first seeing the threatening, dry expanse of Death Valley and the wall of mountains beyond can only be imagined. While crossing the valley each person fought a terrible battle for survival, with each man for himself, struggling to escape the horrible heat and deprivation.





It is from this party that Death Valley got its name. But the name is one of the many human-borne illusions from this valley, illusions that seem to have been created to compete with the natural illusions that make up Death Valley.


These first white-American tourists came to Death Valley because they'd tarried too long on the trail to California. They had arrived in Salt Lake City too late to make it over the Sierras before snowfall closed the pass. In Salt Lake, they heard stories of the Old Spanish Trail, a path that led between New Mexico and the pueblo at Los Angeles. The '49'ers sought out guides to this trail, and the wagons headed south into hell.





The stories of their trip across the deserts of Utah, Nevada and California have grown into legends. This group was by no means a cohesive unit; they were casual acquaintances, with no loyalty to each other and one goal uppermost in each person's mind: to get to California. Even better, each wanted to get to the goldfields before all the gold was gone, and get there as fast as possible and ahead of the others. It was a race, and while their common sense kept them together for protection and mutual support, their greed and, sometimes, outright stupidity drove them apart.


Long before they entered what would come to be known as Death Valley the wagon train had split into factions. One group stayed with the wagonmaster and continued south to the old Spanish Trail, which circumvented most of Death Valley. This group fared much better than the people who went searching for a middle crossing of the Sierras - and entered Death Valley to face the two-mile-high wall of the Panamint mountains. 





This wagon train became a leading feature in a dime novel published years later, a train of 80 or so wagons and 400 emigrants, all of whom died while crossing Death Valley. This story was completely fictional. The truth is that, as far as anyone can determine, only one person from that wagon train died in Death Valley. Most of the wagons were indeed lost, either abandoned or chopped into two-wheel carts that handled the rough terrain much more efficiently. But the sensational story of a lost wagon train created the myth of a valley of death that haunts the area today. 


The fact that the legend of death and a lost wagon train is false, or the fact that only one victim died in the valley that would become famous for its deadly threat, should not minimize the hell these '49ers went through. The real story, of weeks of wandering, starvation, thirst, deprivation, and the horrible fear of being lost in a strange, inhospitable land, then surviving, is a remarkable one. But the lost wagon train was just the first of many illusions that would be perpetrated in the name of Death Valley.





Another illusion is the Lost Gunsight mine. One of the 49'ers, a Georgian named Jim Martin, picked up a rock he recognized as pure silver while wandering through one of the many mountain ranges. He carried the rock with him all the way to Mariposa in the Sierras, where he had it made into a gunsight for his rifle. This piece of silver fired the imagination of rainbow-seekers everywhere, and the search for the Lost Gunsight mine became a quest that has lasted for 150 years.





There are many, many other legends that were born in and around Death Valley. Some of the most fantastic stock frauds ever perpetrated were initiated here, during the big mining booms of the early 1900's. The world's most famous con man lived here. Death Valley Scotty got away with nearly every scam he pulled, and lived in a castle that was built by one of his victims. He was only able to get away with such outrageous behavior and become an American icon because of the legends and illusions of Death Valley. He fed the legends, and became one, because the land is bigger than life.





So this is the land of illusion. But take the human illusions as good yarns; they should be enjoyed, not taken too seriously, and certainly not allowed to interfere with the enjoyment of the land. For this is one of the most magnificent desert areas in the world, a land of startling contrasts, wonderful acts of nature, and serene vistas. It is a land bigger than any woman or man, or any group of wandering gold-seekers.





The Racetrack





I had to go to the Racetrack. Of all the places in Death Valley, this one grabbed my attention the most. Yes, the valley floor is beautiful and well worth visiting, but ever since I'd heard about the rocks that move I knew I had to go see them.





Our expedition to the Racetrack began on one of the most glorious spring days we'd seen; the sun was bright, but the weather was not yet uncomfortably warm. Distant thin clouds promised not to bring any rain, just a little shade if needed. The wind was a mild breeze; the wind can be as much an enemy as the sun but today it would stay light and easy. It was a perfect day for a long trip on sand and gravel.





Getting to the Racetrack isn't easy. Predictably, I chose the most difficult route to get there, a 4-wheeling expedition that equals or surpasses any I've ever taken. It was a white-knuckle cliff-hanger, and Suz says I'd better enjoy the memory; we're never going back. Dally agrees with her and enforces her opinion with a growl.





Located beyond Ubehebe crater, which is north of Scotty's Castle, The National Park Service advises that 4-wheel drive may be needed to get to the Racetrack. Coming around from the north, by Ubehebe Crater, I think they're wrong; the road is washboarded but graded and easy, usually fit for the family sedan. Coming from the south, however, is an entirely different story.





There are two ways through from the south. One is a relatively easy 4-wheeling trail. The second route is a detour off of the first, up the serious, high-pucker-factor, mountain-goat trail known as the Lippincott Mine road. Of course, that's the road we chose, on the day we decided to tour the Racetrack.





Both trails take off from the Saline Valley Road north of state highway 190 north of Darwin and west of Panamint Springs. There are no road signs; not even BLM markers. The Saline Valley road is paved, for a ways; but it's old, not maintained, and only a single lane wide - and really, it's just one long pothole, until it finally turns into dirt. 


The road climbs out of the saline flats and up into cattle country, through Joshua forests into cedar and juniper, and finally dusty pines. We broke out into the open and found ourselves on the edge of a mountain, looking southward toward the Panamints. 11,000-foot Telescope Peak was in snowbound glory, and a few miles away we could almost see the mud houses of Ballarat at about 2,000 feet on the edge of the playa.





The road rounded the mountain, and we were facing the Inyos, about as high as the Panamints, and the floor of Saline Valley spread before us. We followed Saline Valley Road down past chocolate-colored rock upthrusts and dropped quickly to the flats.





At the intersection of the Saline Valley rd with the Lippincott Mine Road (on some maps, Lippincott is identified as the Ubehebe Crater Road) there's a large rock cairn, and just beyond as sign that warms the heart of any dedicated 4-wheeler. It says: "Caution. Route ahead not maintained. Washouts and cut banks ahead. Route not recommended for vehicle travel. Experienced drivers using 4x4 high clearance vehicles only."





As it turns out, they're not kidding. It is a warning to take seriously





The trail rounds the foot of a mountain then heads up a canyon that winds its way through spectacular scenery. The rocks are a collage of granite, sedimentary conglomerates, and a lot of interesting quartz - gold-bearing, perhaps, judging from the amount of mining and the number of prospect holes in the canyon. 


The climb gets very serious - almost straight up, it seems. This is slow, low-range work. There are washouts, most of which have been repaired with rocks, and in places you'll only have a foot or so between your outside tire and a disaster. The drop gets hairy: hundreds of feet, not straight down. But not enough of a slope to matter; a mistake would be fatal. 





There's an additional problem: the breeze in the canyon is blowing from behind. We're in a low-range, high-RPM climb, moving at perhaps 4 or 5 miles an hour. Even though it isn't a hot day - in the 80's - The Jeep's engine starts to heat up. We have to stop twice to let things cool down. Finally the road tops out at a saddle. This isn't the summit, but it's a good stopping point, and the view westward is fantastic as the Saline Valley lies at your feet. There's room to park with the grill in the wind to let things cool. 





Further on, the pucker-factor eases as the dropoffs are not as severe, but the trail remains a challenge with switchbacks and washouts and low-range climbs. The trail ends just beyond the summit at a nice bladed road, with another warning sign like the first for the traffic coming from the other direction. Beyond is the Racetrack, and 28 miles of gravel to Ubehebe.





The Racetrack is not a disappointment. The rocks really do move.





Hiking out onto the playa, we examine the soil of the lakebed. It is indeed a very fine material, and I could imagine it wet; it would become very, very slick. According to the Park Service's sign, the winds here hit 70 miles an hour or more. Surely that is enough force to push these rocks around.





No one has ever seen them move. After all these years, a hundred or more since this phenomena was brought to the attention of the naturalists studying Death Valley, no one has seen the rocks move, not yet.





The rocks come from a formation to the north called the Grandstand, and from a ridge on the east across the lake. They aren't boulders; they are rocks, up to perhaps a foot or so tall. The rocks are spread out on the lake and we walk from one to another, but most had no trails, no sign at all of doing anything unusual.





But some rocks further north did not let us down. The trail in the dry playa was clear; this rock had moved, moved a substantial distance, without human or animal help; there were no tracks around it, no record of assistance, just the path it made as it slid through the mud. It had changed directions, several times. It was easy to see the record of various windstorms, and imagine how long they lasted; some a short time, some for days, with wind coming from different directions making the rock slide in different ways.





We found more, some with tracks around them, from people who had walked out on the playa while the mud was still wet. That would have been interesting, to be here when the lakebed was still moist, and experience the soil conditions. I'd be tempted to wait for the wind and try to catch the rocks in the act. But this would be one miserable place in a storm with 70 mile-per-hour winds, and surely others have tried, without success, to watch the rocks move. On the other hand, I don't need to see them move now; I can take it on faith, I've seen the evidence and am convinced it happens.





Though I don't think it's the wind, I think it's the ghosts of the Rainbow Chasers playing a trick on us.





