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     Medical science has yet to discover what hormonal changes occur within the human brain when the body that it controls approaches the cataclysmic milestone of turning 40 years old.  For many males, these chemical alterations result in new health club memberships, sports car purchases, hair restoration, daring physical challenges, and retirement portfolio updates.  For women, this birthday can lead to career changes, liposuction, political awareness, fitness videos, and surgical enhancement of various body parts.  While everyone reacts differently to this impending event, it is generally agreed that the resultant behavior revolves around proving to someone or to oneself that the physical, mental, and sexual prowess of their youth has not yet gone the way of the Edsel.


     While I admit to having passed that milestone over a decade ago, I still find myself unusually susceptible to persistent calls from seductive temptresses beckoning me to answer new challenges in wild, remote places.  With another birthday looming ominously on the horizon, I felt it was time to drag out the canteen, boots, and dehydrated dinners and boldly answer the siren call which, this time, was emanating from the California desert.  I felt it was time to take a walk through Death Valley.


     I’m not sure why I (or anyone else for that matter) felt the urge to visit a place with “death” as part of its name.  Especially when most of my friends were opting for ski trips to the Rockies or Caribbean cruises for their vacations.  Were desolation, heat, snakes, and scorpions now more appealing to me than midnight buffets, captains’ parties, snorkeling, and ski bunnies?  Or was I, like Billy Crystal and his friends in the movie “City Slickers”, driven to prove that the old fires still burned for middle-aged romantics chasing windmills?


     Hoping to discover the answers to these questions, I found myself on a flight to Palm Springs where I would let Hertz put me in the driver’s seat for the five-hour drive to Death Valley.  I was excited and eager to begin.


     As the 70 golf courses, 200 tennis courts, and 7,500 swimming pools of Palm Springs were shrinking in my rear view mirror, the landscape began to change dramatically.  Traveling through the Mojave Desert, it was easy to see how an Army captain gazing out across its lonely vastness in the 1860’s wrote “I consider it an immense waste of uninhabited country, incapable of cultivation without irrigation . . . even the Indians think of this desert with terror.”


     It’s the type of land our founding fathers found suitable only for Indian reservations and military posts.  In fact, eighty years after the obscure captain made his observation, General George Patton arrived in this desert with orders to establish a training center for armored warfare.  He echoed his predecessor’s feelings remarking that “This land isn’t fit for life, but it’s perfect for training soldiers.”  His assessment answered any questions I may have had about why I did not re-enlist in the Army when my initial tour had ended.  Watching the miles of sagebrush, rock, and sand roll by, I thought that this must be the most barren and lonely landscape in the West.  I would soon find out how mistaken I was.


     Turning into Death Valley National Monument, the words “desolate” and “harsh” took on new meaning.  The area has come to represent a land of dread.  Reinforcing this image is the valley’s name itself, bestowed on it in 1849 by a wagon train of suffering emigrants attempting to use it as a shortcut to the goldfields of California.  William Manly, a survivor of that ill-fated group, wrote “It requires an exercise of strongest faith to believe that the Great Creator ever smiled upon it.”  Many of the valley’s place names don’t help its image either - the Devil’s Cornfield, Hell’s Gate, Arsenic Spring, Dante’s View, and the Devil’s Golf Course.  Was I ready to wander through an area where Satan was the major landholder?


     The first feeling the visitor here experiences is overwhelming solitude.  Trespassing through this vast emptiness, I felt I was wandering alone across an unfinished painting of a lifeless moonscape.


     In late afternoon, I finally arrived at the Furnace Creek Ranch.  This oasis in the desert is the magnet for most visitors to Death Valley.  Offering cabins, motel rooms, restaurants, a golf course, tennis courts, bicycles, horseback riding, and (most incredible of all) a swimming pool, this was a place for vacationing tourists, not a pilgrim on a mission.  I stopped only long enough for a few last minute supplies.


     My plan was to avoid the scattered campgrounds around Death Valley and strike out on my own directly across the valley floor for a hike of about 36 miles to a road on the other side.  If all went according to plan, I would emerge after four days and hitch a ride back to my car.


     It is never a good idea to do this alone, especially in a remote area, as a twisted ankle or a snakebite could put you in serious trouble.  And it could prove to be very expensive if one of the park rangers caught up with me.  But I was committed to low impact camping and would pack out everything I brought in, heeding the reminder of the Park Service to “take only pictures and leave only footprints.”  I decided the desert gods would forgive me even if the law would not.


     Planning to travel as light as possible, I decided my meals would consist of Army MRE’s that I had “liberated” the previous year from my Army Reserve Summer Camp.  These “Meals, Ready to Eat” are the military’s modern food impostors replacing the old C-rations we grudgingly ate in the Army of the ‘60’s.


     Armed with my trusty compass, aging MRE’s, guidebook and map, two gallons of water, four nectarines, and a well-worn St. Christopher medal, I locked my Ford escort and shuffled off across the desert.


     For the next four days and three nights I would experience the desert as it can only be truly appreciated - on foot.  I found that Death Valley is not like other deserts in which I had trekked.  It does not have the sweeping vistas of sand and rock stretching endlessly to the horizon like the Sahara.  As it is only about 16 miles across the salt pan on the desert floor, the mountains on the other side are always visible and convenient reference points for navigating.  Unlike the Sonora, it has no giant Saguaro cactus dotting the landscape.  It is too dry even for cactus here.  And unlike Monument Valley, there are no giant weather-sculpted rock formations rising from the desert floor.


     The National Monument encompasses almost 3,000 square miles of a north-south valley that is 125 miles long and four to 16 miles wide.  Plenty of room for a middle age pilgrim to walk, meditate, and prove whatever it was he needed to prove.  The salt flats on the valley floor are flanked by the 9,000-foot Black and Grapevine Mountains to the east and the Panamint range in the west.  Rising spectacularly from 280 feet below sea level to Telescope Peak almost scraping the sky at 11,049 feet in the Panamint Mountains, these guardians wring the moisture from the storms blowing in from the Pacific.


     With less than two inches of rainfall each year falling in this trough, conditions are perfect for Death Valley to enter the record books as the hottest and driest place in North America and the lowest spot in the Western Hemisphere.  Summertime temperatures average 116 degrees with ground temperatures approaching 200 degrees.  Hot enough to kill scorpions and even melt the glue that holds some shoes together.  The air is hot enough to vaporize raindrops before they reach the valley floor, and ground heat causes much of the water that does reach the floor to evaporate immediately.  The Shoshone Indians, who entered the valley about 1,000 years ahead of me and learned to live in its cruel environment, called it Tomesha, meaning “ground afire.”  It seems the Shoshone had a flair for understatement.


     The daytime temperatures would only hover in the 80’s for my four-day trek. Slightly more than half the valley’s record 134 degrees set in 1913.  Nighttime lows would plunge into the 40’s and 50’s as soon as the sun was swallowed by the western mountains. 


     The landscape stretching before me more closely resembled the moon than anything on this planet.  My mind went back to the television program “Death Valley Days” which ran from 1952 to 1975.  The bugle call announced the approach of the 20-mule team hauling borax out of the valley’s mines as the Old Ranger introduced each episode.  Ronald Reagan appeared as the show’s host until he was elected governor of California.  But that was several facelifts ago.  The borax mines eventually closed, Reagan went on to become President, and it was my turn to explore the valley.


     I had planned to walk about eight miles each day across the valley floor.  This proved to be a study in light and sound.  Class began each morning as dawn pushed the sun over the crest of the eastern mountains suddenly transforming the world from dark to bright without the gradual black to gray to faint light to yellow to golden that make up the dawn back in my native Alabama.


     Another noticeable difference from southern mornings is the quiet.  There are few songbirds here to greet the new day.  Just the sound of the wind.  And since there are no trees here for the wind to whistle through, it blows across the slat pan silently and unchecked.


     After nibbling through the surprisingly tasty chicken stew (or was I just hungry?) and dehydrated fruit that would pass as breakfast, I tugged on my boots and snapped a couple of rolls of morning photographs.  The light, shadows, and morning sky in this place give one the feeling of entering an Ansel Adams photograph.  Hoisting my pack, I began the day’s march early, hoping to log enough miles by early afternoon to drop my gear and rest through the heat of the day.


     Climbing higher in the sky as the day progresses, the sun burns brighter and stronger here because the air is so clear.  There is no pollution in the valley, and just enough wisps of clouds to give the cobalt blue sky a three dimensional effect.  Shining fiercely at noon even in the spring, I could imagine how the midsummer rays reflecting off the salt pan could transform this place into a furnace so overpowering that men, beasts, even birds have died trying to cross it.  Old desert hands laugh about ducks attempting to fly across the valley being burned out of the sky and landing roasted and ready to eat.  I almost hoped one might be making the flight during my trek to give me a break from the MRE’s.


     Pulling off my boots in the evening and burying my tired feet in the warm desert sand was sensual.  After trudging for hours on a compass course across the sun-baked salt pan and sand dunes, leaning back against my rolled up sleeping bag and wriggling my toes in the valley’s sandy floor was the next best thing to a body massage.


     Sunsets in the valley are accompanied by an artist’s palette of tones, colors, and hues.  As the sun drops lower in the sky, shadows extend across the valley floor slowly creeping up the eastern slopes.  Finally dropping behind the Panamints, the sun leaves behind a purple twilight that drenches the desert for about two hours.


     My camp every evening was simple.  Scooping a shallow depression in the sand for the tiny tripod on which sat my collapsible butane stove, I was able to quickly heat water for the packets of hot chocolate or coffee that accompanied the MRE’s.  Adding a little water to the heating elements of the package’s main course magically produced a hot dinner of beef stew, chicken and rice, chicken stew, or some similar delicacy.  Then stretched out on my sleeping bag, I would watch as night crept by degrees over the desert.  When darkness finally came, it descended over the land like a blanket.  Snug in my cocoon, I lay under a canopy of millions of stars sparkling against the velvet desert sky.


     My biggest surprise came on the second day when I found water on the valley floor.  It seems there are a number of pools around the valley’s rim fed by underground streams.  The water seeps out and, since the area is below sea level, has nowhere to go.  It collects in a number of marshes of salty water.  Even more surprising, I found that a tiny fish inhabits some of these pools.  Only about two inches long, the pupfish, as it is called, thrives in its brackish home where water temperatures range from 40 degrees to over 100 degrees.  It has adapted to living in water where evaporation has increased the salinity to a point approximately five times that of the ocean.


     On the mountain slopes flanking the valley, over 600 species of plants and 200 species of animals have been identified.  But the valley floor itself contains little life.  Salt deposits estimated at 1,800 feet thick, sand dunes, pickleweed, saltbrush, mesquite, and creosote bush make up the landscape.


     Exploring several side canyons, I looked closely for life forms around the twisted mesquite bushes of the valley and its foothills.  In the past, old sourdoughs used mesquite wood for their campfires while small animals still depend on it for their housing and food.  Wild burros have a taste for the plant’s leaves while foxes, coyotes, and rabbits relish its pods.  Insects buzz noisily around its blossoms.  Around the base of the bush can be found the homes of packrats, ground squirrels, and kangaroo rats.  The plant’s roots can extend up to 100 feet below and along the ground to reach water.


     I was quickly learning that the land which at first appeared so savage and hostile was, in fact, neutral.  People and animals living or traveling there must adapt to it.  The penalty for underestimating Death Valley or inadequately preparing for it is just what its name implies.


     By the end of the second day I had become accustomed to the heat, the solitude, the tired feet, and the load in my pack cutting steadily into my shoulders.  I had also become totally captivated by the human history of Death Valley.


     After the tales of suffering of the 1849 emigrants spread throughout the West, the area was avoided at all costs.  In 1873, however, silver was discovered high in the Panamint Mountains.  The strike proved to be a shallow one and most of the crowds that stampeded into the area had vanished within two years.


     Gold and silver fever struck again in 1900, and several gold camps matured into small mining towns.  Prospectors, outcasts, and drifters acting out all the tragedy and comedy connected with the search for gold trickled into the area.  Their names were as rough and tumble as the men themselves - the Rattlesnake Kid, Siberian Red, Dad Fairbanks, and Death Valley Scotty.  These crusty argonauts wrote a colorful page in the history of Death Valley.  But the mines played out in the early 1900’s, and the fortune seekers drifted away leaving the desert to erase the few traces of their brief visit.


     Borax was the only mineral to be profitably mined in the area.  Discovered in 1881 near Furnace Creek, it created a need for a transportation system to haul the ore to the town of Mojave about 165 miles away.  Thus were born the famous 20-mule team freighters romanticized in the old television series.


     Snuggled down in my bag after dinner each night, I found it hard to believe that I was only about 300 miles from the frenzy and freeway gridlock of Los Angeles and about 150 miles from the neon monsters of the Las Vegas strip.  Few times in my life have I felt so totally isolated and alone.


     At about mid-morning on the fourth day I reached the road at the western edge of the valley.  Dropping my gear, I celebrated with my last nectarine and waited to hitch a ride back to my car.  Fortunately, the first vehicle to pass by stopped and offered me a lift.  My hosts were a French couple with their two small children touring the U.S. in a van, and appeared to be very interested in what I had been doing and if I was in need of medical attention.  Looking at myself in the van’s mirror I could see the reason for their questions.  Four days in the desert may be fine for soul searching and mental cleansing but it won’t get you on the cover of GQ.


     I had mixed emotions as I drove the park road out of Death Valley.  In a short time I had learned a lot about one of the most misunderstood places in America.  Instead of the lifeless moonscape I had first encountered, I found that life actually existed all around me.  Life in the valley meant accepting the desert on its own terms and adapting to it or dying.  The plants and animals here had adapted.  It was man that had been the visitor.  He had entered the valley, extracted what riches he could, and left.  It would take a long time for the dry desert air to eventually erase the signs of his passing, but erase them it would.  My footprints, like those of the coyote and the bighorn, would be swept away by the wind.  


     Driving back to Palm Springs, I thought about what I had experienced during the last four days.  I harbored no illusions of having accomplished anything spectacular.  No newsworthy headlines would be reported.  No records had been shattered and no firsts had been recorded.  But there is a certain feeling of achievement in having ventured alone into an area I had never visited and having done something I had never done.  Like Billy Crystal and his friends, I went somewhere I had never been and did something I had never done.  The impending birthday was now free to arrive unaccompanied by trepidation or dread.  It would be welcomed.  Perhaps even celebrated.


     I am sure that my friends had wonderful times on their cruises and ski trips.  The next time vacation rolls around maybe I will join them.  This time, however, I felt the need for a more winding, rocky road.


     The 18th century English poet William Blake wrote “Improvement makes straight roads, but the crooked roads without improvement are roads of genius.”  Hopefully, the road to Death Valley will always remain a crooked road.
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