Trip Notes for Death Valley Hiking Adventure

February 20-28, 2009

I enjoyed all the sympathy I got from my Florence travel woes and if you equally enjoyed hearing them, know that my flight into Las Vegas had its ups and downs too.  Not only up and down due to the extreme wind occurring on the east coast, but first because of a delay when a light bulb was out in the plane’s bathroom (did you know that’s considered a safety problem? Like what does one need to see?)  Then once the one light out of many in the toilets was repaired, we were further delayed when a lady passenger suffered a panic attack, took oxygen, which had to be replaced.  These are people on their way to Las Vegas for heaven sakes and they can’t gamble that they can find what they need in the bathroom or that they can’t avoid panic?  

I’m in good company

On that subject, you’d be surprised how many people confessed after reading my Florence trip notes that they’d either gone to the wrong airport themselves, or gone to the right airport on the wrong day, or knew someone who had.  It’s nice to be in good company.  Thanks guys.  I worried about my senior/senile moment going to JFK instead of Newark which was an even worse mistake since JFK is a whole lot farther away.  

I admit to loving the land of decadence 

Vegas is Vegas and there’s nothing like it.  A grown up Disney World?  I love it but interestingly on my later hiking group, if not the majority, either hated it or had decided to not even bother take a look (can you imagine?).  I might have started on the wrong note by announcing that I’d come early to see Las Vegas again.  See it I did, from one end of the strip to the other, twice.  In and out of casinos, up and down side streets, up to view points, and pointing my camera every which way so as to show Tom what is new.  I’d last been in there with Maricar for the December 2007 Marathon and before then in June 2007 with Tom.  

La Quinta is no Bellagio

Since the tour group was staying at La Quinta on Paradise and Flamingo, about a 20 minute fast walk to the strip, and the price was right, I stayed there too.  (Oddly I was unable to obtain a good deal at the better hotels despite the talk of a problem with the economy.)  La Quinta was hugely different from the Mandalay Bay with Maricar and an even bigger difference from the Penthouse Suite at the Bellagio with Tom.  I renewed acquaintances with each facility plus the Wynn where Tom and I had stayed yet the time before when it first opened.  I ventured into Steve Wynn’s new Encore too where I indulged in a $13 champagne and watched the parade of people.  The Bellagio remains the all time favorite for both its facilities and the rooms.  I had coffee and snacks there and enjoyed the memories of a glorious visit in June 2007.  I failed to eat at my favorite restaurant, Mon Ami Gabi in the Paris, because of a wait list to eat.  I don’t wait to eat. (And where is this recession?) 
On feeling the outcast

Back to the tour group hating Las Vegas:  I can’t ever remember feeling so much that I didn’t fit in with a group.  Over and over again.  It’s a good thing I like to travel alone.  Or which came first – my liking to travel alone or my feeling like an outcast?  When we saw a gorgeous Lamborghini from the van (the new Palazzo next door to the Venetian has a Lamborghini dealership like the Wynn has one by Ferrari) everyone (but me) seemed to agree that the owner must have a testosterone problem and running through the van were comments about how silly a purchase and that they drove a Civic or a Subaru.  Wow, I love high tech cars and find them gorgeous and sexy.  Another time there was conversation about not wearing make-up, ever, never, none.  Now, can you imagine seeing me without make-up?  I’d already been chagrined over the conversation of everyone’s PhD, masters, or business degrees.  I continued to keep quiet with the conversations about children and grandchildren being professors or pursuing advanced degrees.  It’s not really easy for me to keep to myself and keep my mouth shut, but I worked at it.  

The group of 9
The hikers were smart and nice people and most were returnees to the Timber Tours.  One had a 40 day Continental Divide trip under his belt.  He was the gentlest man I can remember (other than Tom) and he’d retired as a military pilot and then reserves, and also as a professor.  His volunteer endeavors were impressive and intelligent efforts like being a docent and learning to be a conductor on a historical narrow gauge railroad.  One gal had crossed the US on bicycle twice, once taking 2 ½ months, and the second time following a major bicycle accident that had broken her pelvis in four places.  That gal was a nurse and one of the front runners on all our hikes and truly amazing.  One gal was not only an accomplished and serious 100-mile-a-day bicyclist from Wisconsin but the 2nd in command in Duluth Trading Co.  One woman had recently lost her husband and admitted that her new and active life of taking a trip a month had given her a new lease on life and she was clearly having a ball.  Cutest was the Korean woman who looked and acted 50 but was 72 and a ball of fire.  She proved to be an unusual challenge to me in that a terrible accident had damaged her vocal cords resulting in her voice being like a loud whisper which was practically out of my hearing range.  
My favorite gal had lost her Manhattan job, lost her parents, and had taken up a lot of travels.  She had such ambitious travels under her belt and was an inspiration.  A very young mid-40s she might have been the youngest, and certainly the most outgoing.  She’d camped the Inca Trail, as well as Viet Nam and a favorite was a far eastern European country where no one I’ve ever known has traveled.   
Our leaders were the owners, Dick and Carol, and both were absolutely amazing.  They had been attorneys and Dick slowly eased into taking friends on bike tours until he was doing so many tours that he didn’t have time to keep up with his practice.  The story was similar for Carol who grew into leading more and more bicycle and then hiking trips.  Both of them are hard to keep up with they are so lean and fit and able.  Dick is 70 to 72 and Carol is 64-65.  They have maybe 8 kids between them and even more grandchildren and they love to have all 30 plus relatives for reunions where Carol cooks and grandmothers which is sure not a roll you’d expect by knowing her as a tour leader.  You’d not guess their age and there’s no hint of them slowing down in the slightest.  They clearly like each other and they are wonderfully kind to everyone and nice to be around.  I’d met them for a day or two of my other Timber Tour.  
Death Valley Itself A Land of Contrasts
Death Valley had never been on my bucket list and I couldn’t imagine why I wanted to go, yet I was curious and Timber Tours had served me well for the Grand Tetons/Yellowstone trip.  Never could I have imagined the variety and terrain experienced in Death Valley.  The 3.4 million acres contain extremes from Sand Dunes to volcanoes to stark canyons to lush waterfalls.  It’s strikingly remote and never could one go hiking on their own, much because the trails are totally unmarked and changeable with the wind and occasional rain.  We were in Badwater at 272 feet below sea level and we crossed more than one 5,000 foot pass.  While there’s only 2 inches average of rainfall a year, just a light rain can cause dangerous flooding since there’s nowhere for the rain to go.  Sometimes we were trudging through stream beds of mud and muck, and other times we’d be crawling up through sand and gravel so tedious to travel that you’d fall back one foot for every two you managed to get up.  There’d be loose sand hard to traverse and then there’d be smooth bathroom-looking marble too slippery to get a foothold.  
Trails move and slide and wash out continuously 
There are not many hikes in Death Valley that would take up a day like our 14 miler in Yellowstone to Lake Solitude.  Rather there were days with three shorter hikes and a lot of driving in between necessitated by the 140 mile length of the valley.  Perhaps the most memorable was up a canyon and over to Zabrieske Point which was a joke in that we could have driven the van up there from the other side but there’s something about getting there on your own feet that makes you feel like you own it and deserve it. The view was magnificent.  
There are equally hikes that are not logical in that you come to a 6 foot or a 10 foot wall that you need to scale in order to continue.  I held back twice knowing that I could get ‘up’ but would be spooked to get back down and I’ve NO wish to break one of these already frail bones.  I wasn’t the only one who held back but some were real billy-goats and willing to scale anything.  

Hiking guide books are few, probably because the terrain is so subject to change.  Just the slightest rain brings gushing torrents that move massive rocks and thus the trails would be altered.  Most places had the look of a huge landslide but that was everywhere.  Marble Canyon was the best example of gushing water though it was dry as a bone then.  When we went through Red Cathedral and crawled through the narrowest of passageways it was easy to think that it might not be available next year.  Our last hike through Red Rock Canyon near to Las Vegas had us crossing a very wide and totally dry stream bed which we learned had been impossible to cross the year before.  In the middle of the desert and we learned it had been a lake and there had been a major wash out of roads in 2004.  

Our hotel oasis

Within Death Valley there are really only two places to stay unless you wish to camp.  Furnace Creek Ranch is where the natural springs feed a grove of date palms and where the springs refill the swimming pool each day making filtering unnecessary.  It is there one can golf at 214 feet below sea level and where the ball is said to react differently.  The oasis of green reminded me of a huge Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the Grand Canyon, but was of such an expanse that it took 5-10 minutes to walk from our rooms to the restaurant.  Within sight of the Ranch and the golf course is the famous Furnace Creek Inn, home to the rich and famous, and where we walked the gardens and ate dinner one night.  

We compete to eat

Timber Tours is exceedingly generous with restaurants and our diets and weight surely suffered as a result of our indulgences.  They take us to the best of restaurants and we are offered to eat any and everything we wish and some do exactly that and seem to have no problem ordering the $36 filet mignon.  After a couple nights of that, more were ordering two appetizers, and then I’d disappear by dessert time, needing some quiet and not wishing to feel any more stuffed.  Breakfast was no excepting with a huge buffet offered and generally consumed.  One just can’t hike all those calories off!  

We ate quail, wild caught salmon, vegetable risotto, buffalo steaks, veal saltimbocca, free range chicken, selections of barbeque, salads of dates, spinach and goat cheese, and by the last night we knew the menu by heart.  Next door was a casual café with picnic tables and family style dining of meatloaf and macaroni and cheese type food which I suggested to Timber Tours might be a fun alternative for one night.  
It never rains in . . . . 
If in fact there is only an average of 2” of rainfall a year in Death Valley, why did it sprinkle on us?  Only lightly but it was a headline no matter.  I was glad to have the cloud cover, cool weather at night in the high 40s to low 50s, but it did get up to a bit over 80 degrees too and most of us got some sun despite the slathering of sunscreen.  (Sunscreen by the way is particularly yucky in the windy and sandy terrain.)  We are told that just a small sprinkle of rain brings out the wildflowers quite quickly and that this time of the year normally brings out fields of them.  Not for us however though we did find a few examples from flowers in the Sand Dunes to willows at the brook to cactus flowers.  We would need to start in pants and light jackets and end up in shorts and sleeveless.  The day we hiked the rim of the volcano and then down into it was the most extreme.  
Coming up
I’m signed up for Timber Tours Yosemite trip in late June and had half committed to the Kenai Peninsula in Alaska late August but Carol the owner has maybe convinced me to try the Banff and Kootaney Canadian trip instead which has some scheduling advantages (but removes the Anchorage Marathon combination I’d wanted.)   Am I really considering hiking into back country to camp two of the days?  Only because Carol says it’s the most glorious camping you’ll ever see, complete with camp showers and down comforters.  It’s her favorite hiking location.  I’m investigating it now and looking at options in Calgary both before and after and making sure it works logically with Tom’s ‘Italian Lakes’ trip in September.  

Itinerary 
Fri Feb 20
1:00pm
Depart Newark (EWR) arriving at 3:40pm in Las Vegas (LAS)

Hotel 

La Quinta Inn & Suites Las Vegas Airport – 2 nights 


3970 So. Paradise Rd., Las Vegas, NV 89109


Phone: (702) 796-9000   Fax: (702) 796-3537

Sun Feb 22- Day 1
9:00am
Start tour with Timberline Adventures - www.timbertours.com 800 417 2453


Meet in lobby of La Quinta – dressed for hiking 
Van shuttle to Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area 
Hike to First Creek Canyon (3 miles); van shuttle to Death Valley National Park – 5.5 miles  
Hotel

Furnace Creek Ranch – 5 nights (2) 


Death Valley National Park, CA  92328



Tele: 760 786 2345    www.furnacecreekresort.com/furnace-creek-ranch-1223.html
Mon Feb 23 - Day 2 
Hike Willow Creek Canyon (6 miles) and Natural Bridge (2 miles) 
Tue Feb 24 - Day 3 
Hike Keene Wonder Mine (6 miles) in morning and Mosaic Canyon (4 miles) in afternoon 

Wed Feb 25 - Day 4 
Hike Golden Canyon – Zabriskie Point – Gower Gulch (7 miles) 
Thu Feb 26 - Day 5 
Hike Rims of Big and Little Ubehebe Craters (4 miles); tour Scotty's Castle; hike the Sand Dunes 
Fri Feb 27 - Day 6 
Hike Dante's Viewpoint and Dante’s Peak (2 miles) and van shuttle return to Las Vegas 5 miles 

Hotel

La Quinta Inn & Suites Las Vegas Airport – 1 night 


3970 Paradise Rd., Las Vegas, NV 89109


Phone: (702) 796-9000  Fax: (702) 796-3537
Sat Feb 28 

2:15pm
Depart Las Vegas (LAS) arriving in Newark at 10:02pm 
Narrative from 2009 website (note itinerary changed from 2008 but did narrative?):  Death Valley has an instantaneous emotional impact on everyone who sees it. That initial view from Zabriskie Point across the vastness of the valley floor to the distant Panamint Peaks rising from the valley clad in an unmistakable mantle of snow is unlike anything that you have ever experienced.

    Spectacular though this view may be, it reveals nothing of the intrigue of Death Valley. Several days of hiking into just a few of the nooks and crannies of Death Valley confirmed for us why we choose to hike rather than do bus tours (as though we ever entertained such a choice!). You won’t believe the hidden treasures that await you—the startling colors of Mosaic Canyon, the improbability of a waterfall in Fall Canyon and the narrows of that canyon above the fall, the Ubehebe Volcanic Crater, the mining history and breathtaking views from the Keene Wonder Mine, to name a few. And, with a little luck (and winter rain), we may be dazzled by an array of desert golds that will surpass any prior images of a desert in bloom. The reality is—when you’ve chosen to visit a region that embraces the lowest point in the western hemisphere that is located only 80 miles from the highest point in the “lower 48”, you need to expect the unexpected. Death Valley does not disappoint.

    As a fitting beginning for our visit to a land of extremes, we’ll assemble in Las Vegas, but escape the city limits relatively early morning of Day 1. We’re headed for Red Rock Canyon on our way to Death Valley and we’ll explore the intriguing rock formations and geology of this National Conservation Area administered by the Bureau of Land Management. Initially, we’ll hike to the Keystone Thrust, considered the park’s most significant geologic feature (2.5 miles) and then explore beautiful Pine Creek Canyon with the hope of seeing a seasonal waterfall (3 miles). We’ll then head to Death Valley and continue on to the Furnace Creek Ranch, our home for the next five nights.

    On Day 2, we’re off to Fall Canyon. The deeper we walk into the canyon, the higher the walls lining the trail and the narrower our passageway. At what appears to be the head of the canyon is the amazing pour-off with its year-round flow of water. A negotiable bypass will take us to the top of the fall and into one of the narrowest slots in all of Death Valley (8 miles).

    We’ll head north toward the Funeral Mountains on Day 3, and step back in time to the gold mining glory days in Death Valley during the early years of the 20th century. We’ll climb to the extensive remains of the Keene Wonder Mine and its magnificent views of the valley floor below (5 miles).

    Later that afternoon, we’re off to Stovepipe Wells for a visit to Mosaic Canyon. If you have even the slightest interest in geology, you will be dazzled by the rock and color of Mosaic Canyon. The characteristic pinks and oranges of the predominant dolomite formation are offset by the intense polished white of the metamorphosed marble. Erosion has created a corridor of spectacularly narrow slots in Mosaic Canyon (3-4 miles). 

    Day 4, we’ll head south from Furnace Creek to the Badwater region. We’ll hike from the Golden Canyon Trailhead along, over, around and through the otherworldly labyrinth of Golden Canyon to Zabriskie Point overlook for an awesome view of the vast and varied panorama of Death Valley (5 miles).

    Day 5, we’re headed for the northern reaches of the park. We’ll hike along the rim and into the bowels of both Little and Big Ubehebe craters, reminders of Death Valley’s volcanic legacy (3 miles). We’ll then tour historic Scotty’s Castle, the somewhat bizarre vacation home built as a playground by the wealthy friends of “Death Valley” Scotty during the gold boom days of the 1920’s. Time permitting, we may try to squeeze in a round at the Devil’s Golf Course.

    On our return to Furnace Creek, we’ll visit the amazing sand dunes near Stovepipe Wells with ample opportunity to play in the sand. Following our final overnight at the Ranch, we’ll van shuttle to road’s end at the 5,475’summit at Dante’s View. We’ll hike from the overlook to Dante’s Peak (3 miles) for one final overpowering view and then van shuttle back to Las Vegas.
Narrative from 2008/note changed for 2009: Death Valley has an instantaneous emotional impact on everyone who sees it. That initial view from Zabriskie Point across the vastness of the valley floor to the distant Panamint Peaks rising from the valley clad in an unmistakable mantle of snow is unlike anything that you have ever experienced.

Spectacular though this view may be, it reveals nothing of the intrigue of Death Valley. Several days of hiking into just a few of the nooks and crannies of Death Valley confirmed for us why we choose to hike rather than do bus tours (as though we ever entertained such a choice!). You won’t believe the hidden treasures that await you—the startling colors of Mosaic Canyon, the improbability of a waterfall in Fall Canyon and the narrows of that canyon above the fall, the Ubehebe Volcanic Crater, the mining history and breathtaking views from the Keene Wonder Mine, to name a few. And, with a little luck (and winter rain), we may be dazzled by an array of desert golds that will surpass any prior images of a desert in bloom. The reality is—when you’ve chosen to visit a region that embraces the lowest point in the western hemisphere that is located only 80 miles from the highest point in the “lower 48”, you need to expect the unexpected. Death Valley does not disappoint.

As a fitting beginning for our visit to a land of extremes, we’ll assemble in Las Vegas, but escape the city limits relatively early morning of Day 1. We’re headed for Red Rock Canyon on our way to Death Valley and we’ll explore the intriguing rock formations and geology of this National Conservation Area administered by the Bureau of Land Management. Initially, we’ll hike to the Keystone Thrust, considered the park’s most significant geologic feature (2.5 miles) and then explore beautiful Pine Creek Canyon with the hope of seeing a seasonal waterfall (3 miles). We’ll then head to Death Valley and continue on to the Furnace Creek Ranch, our home for the next five nights.

On Day 2, we’re off to Fall Canyon. The deeper we walk into the canyon, the higher the walls lining the trail and the narrower our passageway. At what appears to be the head of the canyon is the amazing pour-off with its year-round flow of water. A negotiable bypass will take us to the top of the fall and into one of the narrowest slots in all of Death Valley (8 miles).

We’ll head north toward the Funeral Mountains on Day 3, and step back in time to the gold mining glory days in Death Valley during the early years of the 20th century. We’ll climb to the extensive remains of the Keene Wonder Mine and its magnificent views of the valley floor below (5 miles).

Later that afternoon, we’re off to Stovepipe Wells for a visit to Mosaic Canyon. If you have even the slightest interest in geology, you will be dazzled by the rock and color of Mosaic Canyon. The characteristic pinks and oranges of the predominant dolomite formation are offset by the intense polished white of the metamorphosed marble. Erosion has created a corridor of spectacularly narrow slots in Mosaic Canyon (3-4 miles). 

Day 4, we’ll head south from Furnace Creek to the Badwater region. We’ll hike from the Golden Canyon Trailhead along, over, around and through the otherworldly labyrinth of Golden Canyon to Zabriskie Point overlook for an awesome view of the vast and varied panorama of Death Valley (5 miles).

Day 5, we’re headed for the northern reaches of the park. We’ll hike along the rim and into the bowels of both Little and Big Ubehebe craters, reminders of Death Valley’s volcanic legacy (3 miles). We’ll then tour historic Scotty’s Castle, the somewhat bizarre vacation home built as a playground by the wealthy friends of “Death Valley” Scotty during the gold boom days of the 1920’s. Time permitting, we may try to squeeze in a round at the Devil’s Golf Course.

On our return to Furnace Creek, we’ll visit the amazing sand dunes near Stovepipe Wells with ample opportunity to play in the sand. Following our final overnight at the Ranch, we’ll van shuttle to road’s end at the 5,475’summit at Dante’s View. We’ll hike from the overlook to Dante’s Peak (3 miles) for one final overpowering view and then van shuttle back to Las Vegas. 

(1) TimberTours is staying before and after the tour in Las Vegas at: 
La Quinta Inn & Suites Las Vegas Airport

3970 Paradise Rd., Las Vegas, NV 89109
Phone: (702) 796-9000  Fax: (702) 796-3537


La Quinta Inn & Suites Las Vegas Airport - Convention Center is located two miles north of McCarran International Airport and 1.3 miles from the fabulous Las Vegas Strip. We are three-fourths mile from the Las Vegas Convention Center, with over one million square feet of exhibition and convention space on one level and the adjacent Sands Expo Center. We are centrally located near all major Las Vegas venues and attractions. Over 20 restaurants within walking distance of the property offer dining options for all variety of tastes. The University of Nevada Las Vegas is less than one mile east of our location, home of Thomas and Mack Arena and Cox Pavilion. There are over 40 private and public golf courses within driving distance of the hotel for as little as $7 or as much as $500, and on courses from rural to urban, you can find nine, 18, 27, or 36 holes.

Along with many standard amenities listed below, our guests can relax by the sparkling outdoor heated pool and spa, or they can enjoy our Fitness Center. 


· Complimentary Continental Breakfast 

· Free High-Speed Internet Access 

· Free Local Calls 

· Free Parking 

· Meeting Facilities Available 

· Guest Laundry Facilities 

· Outdoor Swimming Pool 

· Fitness Center 

· Airport Shuttle Available 

· Pets Welcome
Breakfast Items

· Fresh Waffles 

· Fresh Fruits 

· Hard Boiled Eggs 

· Pastries 

· Bagels 

· Cereals 

· Muffins 

· Juices, Milk , Coffee, Tea
(2) Furnace Creek Ranch: Death Valley

Originally built as a working ranch in the 1880's and later the home of the famous twenty mule teams, the Furnace Creek Ranch today offers a complete resort complex in the heart of Death Valley National Park.
The 224 guest units are complemented by three restaurants, a saloon, a general store, The Borax Museum and a 3,040-foot airstrip. Boundless recreational opportunities include a spring-fed swimming pool, the world's lowest golf course (214 feet below sea level), tennis, horseback riding, horse-drawn carriage rides, hiking and touring.

The Ranch is located 120 miles northwest of Las Vegas and is open year 'round (some services listed vary seasonally).

Cabins

Cabin units are located in single story duplex buildings and are near the registration/reception building. All units have either two double beds or one queen size bed, air conditioning, hair dryers, in-room coffee makers, mini-refrigerators, TV, phone and 3/4 private bath (shower only, no tub). Roll-a-ways are not available in these units. All cabin units are non-smoking.

Standard

Standard rooms are located in four, two-story buildings. All rooms have sliding glass doors leading to small patios or balconies. All units have two queen beds, air conditioning, hair dryers, in-room coffee makers, TV, phone, full private bath and mini-refrigerators. Roll-a-ways are permitted in these rooms. All Standard rooms are non-smoking.

Deluxe

Deluxe rooms are located in two, single-story buildings. Rooms have sliding glass doors leading to small patios adjacent to our park/pool area. Each unit offers one or two queen beds, air conditioning, hair dryers, in-room coffee makers, TV, phone, full private bath and mini refrigerator. Some units are fully handicapped accessible. All Deluxe rooms are non-smoking.

(3) Scotty's Castle: Fifty-three miles from Furnace Creek Inn & Ranch and within the park boundaries, Scotty's Castle stands as a tribute to friendship. In the early 1900's, Walter Scott (Death Valley Scotty) convinced Albert Johnson to grubstake his gold mining expeditions. The gold never materialized but Johnson fell in love with Death Valley and took a liking to the colorful Scotty. Johnson and his wife, Bessie, built this two-million dollar home with luxurious appointments and Scotty claimed it was his and was building it from the profits from his gold mine. Owned today by the National Park Service, daily interpretive tours are provided year round.   
Scotty's Castle Gift Shop: Just a short one hour drive from Furnace Creek and located at the world famous Scotty's Castle, the most popular man-made attraction in Death Valley National Park. The wide range of gifts and souvenirs will insure a memorable visit to this Spanish-style castle.
