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mining remains at the Inyo Mine Camp
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Joshua trees in Lee Flat
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Zabriskie Point.





Death Valley may be as close as you’ll ever get to visiting another planet. Its sculpted sand dunes, crusted salt flats, towering rocks, and polished marble canyons will make you consider your place in the universe.


Declared a national monument in 1933, then signed into national park status in 1994, Death Valley is the largest national park in the Lower 48 states. Located within the northern Mojave Desert, the park boasts extremes of temperatures and elevation. One early travel advertisement promised “all the advantages of hell without the inconveniences.” From the oppressive salt flats of Badwater Basin 282 feet below sea level to the snow line at Telescope Peak 11,049 feet above, a complex and varied geology spans eras of seas and volcanoes, tectonic forces and fault lines.


Death Valley holds spectacular sights for all to see, but its secrets are not so easily given up. Dotting the landscape are hidden springs, mining camps, ghost towns, and the sacred spots of indigenous people who call the valley home. Get out of the car to walk the twisting canyons, search for waterfalls or petroglyphs, and listen to the wild landscape. Decaying or preserved, battered by wind or watered by secret oases, these places stand as a testament to the frenzy of human hopes and the fury of imagination.
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hiking in Desolation Canyon
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petroglyphs in Coso Rock Art District
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the Santa Fe Saloon in Goldfield





This was and still is a place for dreamers—pyramid schemes and tall tales abound. Thousands came here to seek their fortunes. Some remain etched into popular history, while others have faded into local lore.


Come to Death Valley to be awed and humbled, dazzled, and pushed out of your comfort zone. You’ll wonder whether the searing heat and whipping cold are creating a mirage—or lifting the scales from your eyes.
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talc mine headframe just past Saratoga Spring
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Golden Canyon.
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a truck sits on the slopes of the remote Cerro Gordo mines









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Furnace Creek and the Amargosa Range


Iconic views, short hikes, and easy access make Furnace Creek and the Amargosa Range an excellent introduction to Death Valley. The village of Furnace Creek serves as the park headquarters, with a plethora of services—lodging, campgrounds, restaurants, and even gas. The most popular sights are in this region, including Badwater Basin, Artist’s Drive, Devil’s Golf Course, and Natural Bridge.


The Amargosa Range provides opportunities for in-depth hiking, biking, and rock climbing. Dig into Death Valley’s mining past by traveling the West Side Road to the rugged canyons of the Panamint Range, the orchards of Hungry Bill’s Ranch, or the bubbling oases of Hanaupah Canyon. An easy two-hour drive to the park’s lightly visited Southeastern Corner yields scenic springs, ghost mines, and pristine dunes.


Stovepipe Wells and the Nevada Triangle


Stovepipe Wells and the Nevada Triangle are home to steep alluvial fans that lead to the wind-sculpted and colorful canyons of the Cottonwood and Grapevine Mountains, including Marble Canyon. The tiny visitor hub of Stovepipe Wells occupies a central location on Highway 190, with the scenic Mesquite Flat Sand Dunes within sight.


The Nevada Triangle serves as a jumping off point to the spectacular—and popular—Titus Canyon drive, as well as the haunting ghost town of Rhyolite. Nearby Beatty, Nevada, offers services in this tiny corner of the park.
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The drive through Titus Canyon offers spectacular views as it winds down to the valley floor.
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Scotty’s Castle and the Eureka Valley


The Eureka Valley is the most lightly visited park region. There are no services, so a trip here means roughing it, but you’ll be rewarded with solitude and natural wonders. The exception is popular Scotty’s Castle, a 1920s mansion tucked in the folds of the Grapevine Mountains. Scotty’s Castle was one of the most popular destinations in the park until severe flash floods in October 2015 damaged the historical buildings, infrastructure, and grounds of the popular destination. Scotty’s Castle is set to reopen in 2020.


The Eureka Dunes are the main draw in the Eureka Valley, towering more than 600 feet above the valley floor. In the secluded Racetrack Valley, hardy souls make the long, difficult drive to The Racetrack, a dry lake bed scattered with the mysterious trails of rocks that skate across its surface.


Panamint Springs and the Saline Valley


Panamint Springs and the Saline Valley are filled with creeks and springs, historic mining roads, and camps. Old cabins and ghost towns, like Skidoo and Panamint City, are scattered through the wrinkled folds of the western Panamint Mountains, which are home to Telescope Peak, the highest peak in Death Valley. The village of Panamint Springs is the region’s hub, with lodging, a restaurant, and a few services.




If You Have . . .


• Two Hours: Drive Badwater Basin Road south from Furnace Creek to see iconic Death Valley sights: Badwater Basin, the Devil’s Golf Course, the Artist’s Drive, and Zabriskie Point.


• One Day: Add a visit to the ghost town of Rhyolite, and take the scenic drive through Titus Canyon.


• Two Days: Add a hike like Desolation Canyon or Sidewinder Canyon in the Furnace Creek region, then visit the Mesquite Flat Dunes near Stovepipe Wells.




[image: image]


a double rainbow over Stovepipe Wells





• Three Days: Make the adventurous trek out to The Racetrack; consider camping in the Racetrack Valley.


• Four Days: Attempt the rugged Saline Valley Road and backcountry camp in the Saline Valley. Alternatively, add a trip to the remote Eureka Dunes.


• One Week: Base yourself in the Panamint Springs region and explore the Emigrant and Wildrose Canyons, hike Wildrose Peak and Telescope Peak, and backpack to Surprise Canyon and Panamint City.





The Saline Valley brings it back to the basics with sheer quiet remoteness. The long washboard Saline Valley Road offers rough access to the Lee Flat Joshua tree forest, rarely visited Saline Valley Dunes, hot springs, and the remains of the Salt Tramway.


When to Go


Death Valley’s steep mountains and low valleys mean that temperatures fluctuate wildly depending on where you are at what time of year. High elevations are cooler and low elevations are hotter.


High Season (mid-Oct.-mid-May)


The most popular time to visit Death Valley is spring (March, April, and May), for its wildflowers and mild temperatures at all elevations. Fall is also lovely and moderate; however, a few businesses, especially those beyond the boundaries, may be closed.
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A Desert Five Spot grows in the tight mosaic of desert pavement in spring.





Winter is a great time to visit—there are few crowds and the temperatures are pleasant at lower elevations, such as Furnace Creek. Winter brings snow to higher elevations, such as Wildrose and Telescope Peaks in the Panamint Mountains. Roads may close; check road conditions and carry chains.


Off-Season (mid-May-mid-Oct.)


Death Valley may be a year-round destination, but summer is the off-season due to extreme heat. Services are limited, and it can be brutally hot everywhere, particularly in the valleys. Hiking is strongly discouraged at low elevations in summer. Still, many visitors come to the park in summer despite the heat.


Before You Go


Services


There are limited services within Death Valley. Stock up on water, food, and any necessary supplies before entering the park. Gas, ice, and limited food and supplies are available at Furnace Creek, Stovepipe Wells, and Panamint Springs.


There is no cell phone reception in Death Valley National Park, with the exception of Furnace Creek. Depending on your provider, you may also luck into a tiny window of cell service at unpredictable moments. Do not rely on your cell phone for communication.


Cell service is unpredictable to nonexistent in many areas around the park. On the western side of the park, there is cell service in the town of Lone Pine and along U.S. 395. On the eastern side of the park, there is cell service in the town of Beatty and along U.S. 95. Many individual businesses provide wireless Internet for guests.


Park Fees and Passes


The park entrance fee is $25 per vehicle, good for seven days; an annual pass is available for $50. Furnace Creek, accessed via Highway 190, serves as the main park entrance station. Fees can also be paid at the Furnace Creek Visitor Center, the Stovepipe Wells Ranger Station, and at self-pay kiosks within the park.
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Furnace Creek welcomes visitors.





U.S. citizens or permanent residents ages 62 and older can purchase an America the Beautiful Senior Pass (lifetime $80; annual $20) at any visitor center or ranger station in Death Valley or online at www.nps.gov. The pass is part of the National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass Series and can be used to cover entrance fees at 2,000 locations, including national parks, and national wildlife refuges. It also provides discounts on some facility amenities, useful at campgrounds. If you already have a Golden Age or Golden Access Pass, both are good for entry into the park.


Reservations


Spring, fall, and holiday weekends can be competitive times for lodging. Make reservations a few weeks to several months in advance if you want to stay inside the park. If all park lodging is booked, your next option is in one of the gateway towns such as Lone Pine, California, or Beatty, Nevada.


Furnace Creek Campground (Furnace Creek, 877/444-6777, www.recreation.gov, year-round) is the only park campground that accepts reservations (Oct. 15-Apr. 15). All other park campgrounds are first-come, first-served.




In-Park Lodging
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In the Park



Visitor Center


The Furnace Creek Visitor Center (Furnace Creek Ranch, Hwy. 190, 760/786-3200, www.nps.gov/deva, 8am-5pm daily) serves as the main park hub year-round.


Where to Stay


There are only four accommodation options within the park. If you’re not staying at one of these, you’re camping.


• Ranch at Death Valley (Furnace Creek, 800/236-7916, www.oasisatdeathvalley.com, year-round)


• Inn at Death Valley (Furnace Creek, 800/236-7916, www.oasisatdeathvalley.com, year-round)


• Stovepipe Wells Hotel (Stovepipe Wells, 760/786-2387, www.deathvalleyhotels.com, year-round)


• Panamint Springs Resort (Panamint Springs, 775/482-7680, www.panamintsprings.com, year-round)


There are 12 campgrounds in the park; with the exception of Furnace Creek Campground and Fiddlers’ Campground, all are first-come, first-served. Finding an open site is rarely a problem; however, Texas Spring Campground, in Furnace Creek, may fill during spring weekends.


Campgrounds are open seasonally (either fall-spring or spring-fall) depending on their elevation. There are also primitive campgrounds and many opportunities for backcountry camping.


Getting Around


Most visitors fly into Los Angeles or Las Vegas and rent a car to drive to Death Valley. There are no park shuttles or public transportation available within the park—you will need your own vehicle. For back-road excursions, 4WD rentals are available through Farabee’s (Furnace Creek, 760/786-9872, www.farabeesjeeprentals.com, Sept.-May); advance reservations are recommended during high season.


Gas is available within the park, but it’s best to fill up at one of the gateway or service towns instead, as distances are great and gas prices are expensive. If entering from the south, fill up at Ridgecrest or Trona; from the west, stop in Olancha or Lone Pine; if entering from Nevada, Beatty has gas; on the southeastern route into the park, gas is available in Shoshone.



The Best of Death Valley



Day 1


Fly into Las Vegas, Nevada, and rent a car for the road trip to Death Valley. From Las Vegas, travelers will access the eastern side of the park, a drive of about 2.5-3 hours (150 miles) to the park hub of Furnace Creek.


Day 2


Set yourself up in the village of Furnace Creek, the main park hub, to enjoy Death Valley’s most iconic sights. The casual Ranch at Death Valley and the upscale Inn at Death Valley are your only accommodation options. Texas Spring is the most scenic campground, but it can get crowded; make sure you’ve lined up your space early.


Just south of Furnace Creek, Badwater Road offers a scenic driving tour. Fill up with breakfast at The Wrangler or the 49’er Café in Furnace Creek before heading out. Your first stop is Golden Canyon, where you can beat the heat (and the crowds) with a lovely morning hike.


Continuing south along Badwater Road, take a quick side trip to enjoy the relaxing and scenic drive along Artist’s Drive and through the colorful, jumbled rock formations.
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Oxidized metals on volcanic rock created the muted colors along the Artist’s Drive.





Just over 6 miles south of the Artist’s Drive exit along Badwater Road, the Devil’s Golf Course surprises with its bizarre salt formations, but you can only see these if you stop and get up close.


Two miles south is the turnoff to an easy stroll through impressively large Natural Bridge. Continue 4 miles south on the park road to admire Badwater Basin’s surreal salt flats, 282 feet below sea level and the lowest point in North America.
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Badwater Basin’s salt flats





From Badwater, turn around and retrace your route north to the junction with Highway 190 and turn right (east). Follow Highway 190 to its junction with Dante’s View Road to end at Dante’s View after 22 miles for sweeping views of the valley below. Retrace your steps and make a detour through Twenty Mule Team Canyon 17.7 miles north of the viewpoint. Finish your scenic driving tour at Zabriskie Point for more spectacular views of the valley below and up close views of the eroded badlands below the point.


Leave yourself enough time to enjoy the warm spring-fed pool at the Ranch before heading to dinner. Reserve a table at the Inn at Death Valley for a sunset meal at one of the outdoor tables or in the historic dining room. The Inn also has a cocktail lounge where you can enjoy the same view.


Day 3


Today, explore the Stovepipe Wells and Nevada Triangle region. The short hike through Mosaic Canyon is a great introduction to the canyons—wander through polished marble, colorful mosaic stone, and satisfying narrows. Just across Highway 190, the sculpted sand dunes of Mesquite Flat are visible from Stovepipe Wells but are definitely worth a closer view.


From Stovepipe Wells, head east for 26 miles along Daylight Pass Road to Beatty, Nevada, the jumping-off point for your next adventure. Beatty is a good place to fill up on gas and food. Try Happy Burro Chili & Beer, a charming saloon-style bar and restaurant with an outdoor patio.


The ghost town of Rhyolite is just 4 miles west of Beatty. Wander the impressive ruins of this once-rich gold mining town, then stop at the Goldwell Open Air Museum next door to peruse the hauntingly beautiful outdoor art exhibits set incongruously against the desert backdrop.


The crowning point of your day will be driving the Titus Canyon Road—the most popular backcountry route in Death Valley. The one-way access point begins 2.1 miles south of Rhyolite, just off Daylight Pass Road. The washboard road winds 27 miles past rugged rock formations, sweeping canyon views, petroglyphs, and even a ghost town to eventually end at Scotty’s Castle Road, 20 miles north of Stovepipe Wells.


End your day with a celebratory drink at the Badwater Saloon back in Stovepipe Wells Village. Enjoy a dip in the pool or a casual dinner before retiring to one of the basic motel rooms.


Day 4


You’ll need an early start to explore Scotty’s Castle and Eureka Valley. Pack your car with all the food and water you’ll need for a full day, and bring your camp gear.


Continue north to the Eureka Dunes, a drive of nearly 50 miles from Mesquite Spring Campground. It’s a two-hour haul to the northernmost destination in the park, but it’s well worth it to enjoy the isolated and pristine setting. The Eureka Dunes are the tallest dunes in Death Valley, rising from the Eureka Valley floor and framed by the Last Chance Range.


When you’ve had your fill, head back down to Scotty’s Castle Road (a one-hour drive) and camp at Mesquite Spring. The sites at this quiet, pretty campground are dotted with its namesake trees and sheltered along a wash. If you’re not camping, Stovepipe Wells has the closest accommodations, but this will add an extra hour of driving.


Day 5


Today’s destination is the Racetrack Valley. (If you’ve camped at Mesquite Spring, you’re well positioned for this trip.) The long, high-clearance, gravel Racetrack Road begins just beyond Ubehebe Crater. Make a quick pit stop at this colorful volcanic overlook before heading south toward the Racetrack Valley. The destination for most people is the Racetrack, 26 miles in.


At 19 miles, the colorful Teakettle Junction signpost comes into view. Take a left turn at Teakettle Junction for a quick detour to the picturesque and weathered cabin of the Lost Burro Mine (at 3.2 miles, you will reach a four-way junction; park and walk along the right spur, which ends at the Lost Burro Mine in 1.1 miles).
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Teakettle Junction points the way in the Racetrack Valley.





Head back to Racetrack Valley Road and turn left to continue to The Racetrack. This dry lake bed, or playa, is famous for its moving rocks, which glide across the surface and leave mysterious trails. Soak in the surreal sight, then tackle the ambitious hike to Ubehebe Peak. The trail starts at The Grandstand parking area, then switchbacks up the side of the mountain with increasingly spectacular views of the Racetrack and the surrounding valley. Leave enough time for the hike back down and the long drive back out.


Spend another night camping at Mesquite Spring, or drive the 66 miles (1.5 hours) south to the Panamint Springs Resort on Highway 190. Tuck into a rustic cabin, motel room, or campsite and enjoy a relaxing dinner on the stone patio. Swap stories of your day’s adventure with the other visitors at this friendly outpost on the western side of the park.


Day 6


Fill up on breakfast at Panamint Springs before heading out for a full day of exploring and hiking in the Emigrant and Wildrose Canyons on the western side of the Panamint Range. The first stop is the historic Wildrose Charcoal Kilns. Once used to make charcoal for the mining efforts in the area, they now stand as works of hand-engineered beauty.


The Wildrose Peak trail starts from the charcoal kilns parking area. This colorful forested trail leads through juniper trees to a big payoff at Wildrose Peak and its panoramic views.


Wind down with two final stops on your way back to Panamint Springs Resort. Located off Aguereberry Road, Aguereberry Camp provides a great perspective of a small mining camp and life in the desert. Enjoy the spectacular views from Aguereberry Point across Death Valley below.


You’ve definitely earned your relaxing dinner at Panamint Springs Resort after this day. If you’re camping, Wildrose Campground is a great choice, tucked away in Wildrose Canyon.


Day 7


From Panamint Springs, it’s about 50 miles west to Lone Pine, an outpost of civilization on U.S. 395 and your western exit from Death Valley. Spend a few hours exploring the town before driving south to Los Angeles (3 hours, 200 miles) or returning to Las Vegas (5 hours, 300 miles) for your flight home.


Best Hikes


While there are few maintained trails in the park, old mining roads, narrow canyons, and natural features offer spectacular hiking opportunities.


Golden Canyon and Gower Gulch


Hike through glowing Golden Canyon (click here) and past historic borax mining ruins to the spectacular views from Zabriskie Point, the stunning halfway point on this 6-mile round-trip trek. Shorter destinations include the equally striking Red Cathedral.


Hungry Bill’s Ranch


Historic Hungry Bill’s Ranch (click here) was tied to one of the biggest silver rushes in the area. The 3.3-mile round-trip hike is via Johnson Canyon, one of the most-watered canyons in Death Valley. Gorgeous canyon views and hand-built rock walls make this well worth the effort it takes to drive the rough, four-wheel-drive-only road to get here.


Ashford Canyon


Colorful Ashford Canyon leads to the tucked away and well-preserved Ashford Mine Camp (click here). Gold mining caught on in the area in 1907; the Ashford Mine was worked until the 1940s, when it was finally abandoned, leaving behind cabins, underground rooms, and the trappings of camp life. The steep 4.2-mile round-trip hike follows the canyon and pieces of the old mining road.


Sidewinder Canyon


Half the fun of Sidewinder Canyon (click here) is the fun of discovery. Hikes range 2-4 miles or more to explore three different slot canyons and the twisting arches, hollows, natural bridges, and sculpted narrows that make up this sinewy maze at the base of Smith Mountain. The trailhead is south of Badwater Basin off of Badwater Road.


Mosaic Canyon


Mosaic Canyon (click here) is a popular hiking destination. This 2.8-mile round-trip trek through the canyons of the Cottonwood Mountains wanders through polished marble and colorful mosaic stone. The trailhead is just outside Stovepipe Wells.




The Best of Death Valley in One Day


If you only have one day to spend, this driving tour of the park will help you experience some of the most iconic sights, stretch your legs, and even enjoy a back-road adventure. Fill your gas tank before entering the park, and be sure to have plenty of food and water on hand, as services are limited.


• Start the day at Furnace Creek, a tourism outpost since 1933. Orient yourself at the Furnace Creek Visitor Center (click here), where you can pick up a park map and pay the entrance fee. Furnace Creek is also home to a few restaurants and a general store; this is a good place to fill up on breakfast or lunch before hitting the road.


• Drive south along Badwater Basin Road to Badwater Basin (click here), a Death Valley classic. The lowest point in North America, these vast salt flats lie 282 feet below sea level and encapsulate the mesmerizing yet unforgiving landscape of Death Valley. Walk out onto the salt flats to look for delicate salt crystal formations.


• Head north, back to Highway 190, and continue past Furnace Creek to the Mesquite Flat Sand Dunes (click here) near Stovepipe Wells. These sculpted, windswept dunes sit perched on a slope of the valley floor and are the most popular dunes in the park.


• Venture east along Daylight Pass Road to the ghost town of Rhyolite (click here). Wander the ruins of this once-flourishing town whose crumbling banks burst with gold.


• Two miles east of Rhyolite, Titus Canyon Road (click here) begins. The 27-mile one-way dirt road is one of the most popular backcountry routes in the park. It sweeps past rugged rock formations and a ghost town before the grand finale, the canyon narrows. The narrows tower overhead, barely allowing a car to squeeze through before they open wide to reveal the salty and barren Death Valley floor.
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The impressive drive along Titus Canyon Road winds through red rock formations.








Ubehebe Peak


Unlike other Death Valley hikes, there is an actual trail to Ubehebe Peak (click here); miners built it as a mule trail to haul out copper ore. A difficult 6-mile round-trip climb rewards with sweeping views of The Racetrack and the Saline Valley.


Telescope Peak


At 11,049 feet, Telescope Peak (click here) is the highest point in Death Valley. Covered in snow most of the year, this 13-mile round-trip hike is strenuous but worth it. Plan your attempt in May or June for premium views.


Wildrose Peak


The steep hike to 9,064-foot Wildrose Peak (click here) leads through conifer forests, offering some welcome shade for hiking. The limber and bristlecone pine-studded trail stretches 9 miles round-trip but pays off with impressive views of Death Valley Canyon and Trail Canyon.
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Ancient pines and views of Death Valley make Wildrose Peak worth the effort.





Surprise Canyon to Panamint City


The silver boom ghost town of Panamint City (click here) can only be reached via a long, strenuous hike through the scenic and well-watered Surprise Canyon. This 11-mile round-trip hike is best done as a backpacking trip: plan one day to hike in, a day to explore, and a day to hike out.


Hidden Springs and Desert Oases


The most surprising feature in Death Valley may be the presence of wetlands. These rare environments support distinct fish populations and provide life-giving watering holes for plants, animals, and humans.


Salt Creek


Salt Creek supports its own species of pupfish in the delicate riparian environment. A short walk along the wooden wheelchair-accessible trail (click here) and the incongruous sight of a rushing creek in the tortured expanse of the valley floor give this place a lot of bang for the easy effort to get here.


Johnson Canyon


The energetic creek here has literally shaped Johnson Canyon (click here), carving out the sheer walls that tower above. Stroll along the creek’s edge or hike the steep ridge of the canyon to look down on this powerful thicket.


Hanaupah Canyon


A short hike leads to a charming creek and the historic site of Shorty Borden’s camp (click here), a friendly prospector who made a name in Death Valley history. The creek is fed by snow from the Panamint Mountains, and the hike is scenically framed by views of Telescope Peak.




Mining Camps and Ghost Towns


From small Western towns that refused to die to forgotten mining camps, these destinations tell Death Valley’s history, geology, and human experience.


• Ashford Mine Camp (click here): Gold mining caught on in Ashford Canyon in 1907, and the Ashford Mine was worked until the 1940s. The well-preserved Ashford Mine Camp is home to abandoned cabins and the remnants of camp life.


• Ballarat (click here): Sole resident Rocky Novak runs the general store, keeping Ballarat from ghost-town status. The town had its heyday between 1897 and 1905; original adobe structures and wood cabins remain.


• Cerro Gordo (click here): High in the Inyo Mountains, the well-preserved wood and corrugated metal remains stand as a monument to Cerro Gordo’s history as a thriving silver producer supplying Los Angeles, 275 miles away, with a financial lifeline. Mines were in operation 1865-1938.


• Gold Point (click here): Gold Point was a mining camp in the 1860s. The abandoned property was bought and rehabilitated in the early 1980s, resulting in a Wild West gem.


• Inyo Mine Camp (click here): Inyo Mine is a bona fide ghost town, with a boarding house, cookhouse, several cabins, and mine works.


• Lost Burro Mine (click here): Hidden in a corner of the Racetrack Valley, the Lost Burro Mine’s camp and hand-painted sign are especially picturesque.
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The Lost Burro Mine was discovered by a prospector rounding up his burros.





• Panamint City (click here): The silver-boom ghost town of Panamint City is scenic and well preserved, with cabins, a mill, and artifacts for days.


• Randsburg (click here): What started as a gold mining camp in 1895 has evolved into a humble tourism destination with a saloon, a main street, a church, and cabins scattered over the hills.


• Rhyolite (click here): At its peak, Rhyolite was home to 3,500-5,000 people; by 1920, only 14 remained. Today you can walk the main road past crumbling two-story bank ruins, a red-light district, a cemetery, and mine remains.


• Saratoga Mines (click here): A peaceful walk along the Ibex Hills follows a former mining road that served several groups of talc mines in the hillsides.





Warm Springs Camp


Nestled within Warm Spring Canyon, a luxurious spring was the site of the Warm Springs Camp (click here), a mining camp established in the 1930s by Louise Grantham. Wandering amid the abandoned buildings, you’ll come across the last thing you might expect—a swimming pool (now drained), which was fed from the spring’s source behind the camp.


Ash Meadows National Wildlife Refuge


This magical swatch of open desert in the Amargosa Valley (click here) contains crystal-blue pools of warm water, its own fish population, and the Devil’s Hole, a deep window into an ancient aquifer system.




Best Scenic Four-Wheel Drives


Hundreds of miles of unmaintained four-wheel-drive (4WD) roads in the park provide access to remote destinations. Farabee’s Jeep Rentals in Furnace Creek rents 4WD vehicles and has up-to-date backcountry road information. Check the visitor centers and ranger stations to confirm current road conditions, which can change from one day to the next.


• Cottonwood Canyon Road (click here): This 19-mile primitive road travels deep into the Cottonwood Mountains. The road starts off through semi-deep sand, eventually becoming more solid (washboard and gravel) and then much rougher as it enters Cottonwood Canyon wash.


• Echo Canyon to Inyo Mine Camp (click here): The 19-mile (round-trip) drive is popular for its scenic, winding canyon and ghost camp ruins. Access starts from Highway 190, east of Badwater Road, and requires a high-clearance vehicle for the 3 miles to the canyon mouth and 4WD beyond to the mining camp.


• Racetrack Valley Road (click here): High-clearance vehicles can make the long, white-knuckle drive 26 rocky miles into the Racetrack Valley, but 4WD may be necessary at times.


• Saline Valley Road (click here): This rough yet graded dirt road travels 78 lonely miles from Highway 190 to Big Pine-Death Valley Road. Although a high-clearance vehicle is suitable during good weather, 4WD may be necessary at times to access the remote Saline Valley.


• Warm Spring Canyon to Butte Valley (click here): The lower canyon is easily accessible, following a good graded road the first 11 miles to Warm Springs Camp. The upper canyon is harder to navigate and requires 4WD for the additional 11 miles into Butte Valley.
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a gold mill in Warm Spring Canyon





• Titus Canyon Road (click here): Beginning near Beatty, Nevada, the one-way Titus Canyon Road switchbacks 27 miles along colorful, high-pitched slopes to end on the salty Death Valley floor. High clearance is suitable during good weather, but 4WD may be necessary at times.


• Phinney Canyon/Strozzi Ranch Road (click here): A high-clearance then 4WD road cuts into the Grapevine Mountains and Nevada Triangle from the Nevada side. In 19 miles, it crosses a high desert plain then climbs through pinyon-pine forest to end at the historic Strozzi Ranch.





Amargosa River


The elusive Amargosa River surfaces in only two places during its 185-mile length. It makes one of its rare appearances at the China Ranch Date Farm (click here), near Tecopa, creating valuable habitat for migratory birds and other animals.


Saratoga Spring


These springs (click here), hidden away in the park’s southeast corner, quietly mirror the desert sky. Surrounded by reeds and desert grasses, they provided water for mining camps in the area and formed the backbone of a short-lived but enterprising water-bottling plant.


Cottonwood Canyon


The luxuriant springs of Cottonwood Canyon (click here) are the crowning set of wonders along an action-packed 4WD trail. The first spring begins just beyond the end of the road as an energetic desert stream. Two more springs beyond give rise to the canyon’s signature cottonwood trees and a shady oasis, a miracle of desert life that’s surprising in this rugged canyon.


McElvoy Canyon


The spur road to McElvoy Canyon (click here) is a faint track off the dusty Saline Valley Road that has you trudging over a hot alluvial fan until you hit the clear, luscious creek. Following it to the canyon mouth will take you to a grotto waterfall, cool with hanging ferns. A second waterfall lies beyond if you’re up for a short rock climb.
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The creek in McElvoy Canyon creates a green swath against the austere Saline Valley.
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Johnson Canyon
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the Amargosa Range.





The Amargosa Range rides the eastern boundary of Death Valley National Park, from the California-Nevada border south to the Amargosa River in the southeastern corner of the park.


The Grapevine, Funeral, and Black Mountains roll down into alluvial fans as the valley trends north in a wash of salt-crusted desert floor the length of the park. At its most extreme, the valley sinks below sea level, generating hot winds that lick at the mountain slopes. Shimmering heat and the unrelenting blue sky inspire wonder at the resourcefulness of the indigenous people who called this area home. How did pioneers cross this expanse with their lives intact?


The park hub of Furnace Creek provides a good introduction for first-time visitors and includes many of the park’s highlights: Zabriskie Point, Badwater Basin, and Artist’s Drive. Wander among alien salt formations, red canyons, pioneer camps, or muted mineral tones with the mountains as canvas.


Like the chaotic geography that makes Death Valley famous, this area bucks easy categorization. Heading away from the magnetic pull of the valley’s center reveals pristine sand dunes, bubbling oases, and forgotten mines.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Furnace Creek is the park hub, an outpost of comfort and civilization with a visitor center, accommodations, campgrounds, restaurants, and even gas. This is the only area of the park where you will regularly encounter crowds, but even here, solitude is easy to achieve.


The two main, paved roads in the park—Highway 190 and Badwater Basin Road—intersect at Furnace Creek. A drive here is a pretty straightforward experience if you plan to stay on paved roads and see the popular destinations within an easy day-trip from Furnace Creek. Most visitors concentrate their time on the sights along Badwater Road, touring the highlights in an afternoon; adding a hike can turn the trip into a full day.


Set aside two days to travel the length of the road, visit all the sights, and complete several hikes. Exploring some of the more rugged hikes and drives accessed from the graded, dirt West Side Road can add an additional day or two. To visit the southeastern section of the park with its cluster of natural and historical sites, allow an extra day.




Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Zabriskie Point: A popular stop for photographers and visitors, this iconic Death Valley vantage point overlooks eroded badlands. The colors kindle at sunrise and sunset, revealing the magnificent desolation of the valley (click here).


S Artist’s Drive: Named for its shifting palette of colors, this gentle drive rises along an alluvial fan fed by the Black Mountains, proffering a chaotic jumble of hues from oxidized metals (click here).
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S Badwater Basin: The lowest point in North America at 282 feet below sea level, these vast salt flats encapsulate the mesmerizing yet unforgiving landscape of Death Valley (click here).


S Golden Canyon and Gower Gulch via Zabriskie Point: The eroded hills of the badlands, glowing Golden Canyon, and historic borax mining ruins are the highlights of this rewarding hike (click here).


S Hungry Bill’s Ranch: If you have a high-clearance 4WD vehicle, it’s worth braving every boulder and washout in Johnson Canyon to access the hike to this ranch in the remote and wild Panamint Mountains (click here).


S Ibex Dunes: Admire these pristine sand scapes from a distance against the sharp backdrop of the Saddle Peak Hills—or hike one mile to their steep slopes (click here).


S Saratoga Spring: These beautiful ponds, tucked away in the often overlooked southeastern section of the park, are a rare sight in Death Valley (click here).


S Ash Meadows National Wildlife Refuge: Fossil water, melted from the last ice age, supplies the largest remaining oasis in the Mojave Desert, home to nearly 30 endemic plant and animal species (click here).
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When to Go


Furnace Creek Village lies 190 feet below sea level, making it an inferno in summer with temperatures soaring to well over 100°F and dropping by as much as 40 degrees at night. The heat and wind of the valley floor are omnipresent. Certain times of the day and year are lovely, but prepare for extreme fluctuations in temperature and oppressive heat from mid-May to the beginning of October. Most services remain open in summer, but some business hours may fluctuate in off-season. It’s a good idea to call ahead if you’re traveling in the summer. Hiking is strongly discouraged at lower elevations during summer.


Spring is the peak season to visit—daytime temperatures are pleasantly warm and nighttime temperatures are moderate. Seasonal businesses are open, and there may even be wildflowers during wetter years. Fall has equally lovely temperatures and is generally less crowded. Winter can be a great time to visit the lower elevations around Furnace Creek. There are fewer crowds, and skies are often clear. However, some park roads may be closed due to snow.
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Where Can I Find . . . ?


Furnace Creek provides several basic visitor services. For more information, call 760/786-2345.


• ATMs: Located at the Ranch.


• Cell phone reception: The village of Furnace Creek, including the Ranch at Death Valley and the Inn at Death Valley, has the only cell reception in the park. Wi-Fi is available to all registered hotel guests and to others for a fee.


• Gas and auto repair: The gas station at the Ranch performs basic auto repairs. For major repairs or towing, services will come from Beatty or Pahrump, Nevada.


• Gift shops: Borax Museum and Trading Post at the Ranch (760/786-2345)


• Laundromat: Ranch at Death Valley (24 hours daily; change available from General Store)


• Post Office: Ranch at Death Valley (8am-1pm, 1:30pm-4pm Mon.-Fri.).


• Showers: Ranch at Death Valley (day pass $5).


• Supplies: Ranch at Death Valley General Store (760/786-2381, 7am-9pm daily) sells basic camp supplies.





Exploring the Park


The Amargosa Range owes its creation to the Northern Death Valley Fault Zone, but despite its tumultuous formation, this is the most visited and accessible area of the park. The Grapevine, Funeral, and Black Mountains roll down into alluvial fans, and the popular Badwater Basin Road will take you past the famous sights: the haunting and eroded Zabriskie Point badlands, stifling and strange Badwater Basin, and the colorful mineral palette of Artist’s Drive.


The village of Furnace Creek offers lodging, dining, gas, souvenirs, supplies, a post office, restrooms, a park museum, the Borax Museum, and a golf course. Visitors casually gather around outdoor seating, gas fire rings, and a saloon porch with the smell of fresh barbecue wafting over the scene, depending on the season and time of day.


VISITOR CENTER


The Furnace Creek Visitor Center (Hwy. 190, 760/786-3200, www.nps.gov/deva, 8am-5pm daily) is located within the Western-themed village of Furnace Creek and provides information on park sights, activities, and programs, as well as camping and hiking. Interpretive displays offer an overview of the park’s natural and cultural history. Park passes, permits, and information are available here. Park passes are also available from a cash or card kiosk outside the visitor center as well as at strategic locations in the park.




Driving Distances


















	From Furnace Creek to:

	Distance

	Duration










	Stovepipe Wells

	25 mi

	30 min






	Scotty’s Castle

	54 mi

	70 min






	Panamint Springs

	55 mi

	1 hr






	The Racetrack

	83 mi

	3-4 hr






	Eureka Dunes

	97 mi

	3 hr






	Southeast Corner

	80 mi

	2 hr






	Death Valley Junction

	30 mi

	30 min






	Shoshone

	56 mi

	1 hr






	Tecopa

	68 mi

	70 min






	Olancha

	102 mi

	2 hr






	Baker

	112 mi

	2 hr












The Death Valley Natural History Association (http://dvnha.org) maintains an outlet filled with books on the natural and cultural history of the park. Take a few minutes to stroll through the visitor center’s museum exhibits, which take a fresh and engaging approach to give background on the area’s cultural and natural history and phenomena. Restrooms are available outside the visitor center, and water is available to refill reusable water bottles.


PARK ENTRANCES


Highway 190 leads to the park hub at Furnace Creek; it is the most popular and efficient way to access the park’s most-visited sights. The road is fully paved, and if you are visiting for the first time, the visitor center can be a source of helpful information.


Highway 190 can be accessed from the east via Death Valley Junction and Highway 127, a distance of approximately 30 miles (30 minutes). Furnace Creek can also be accessed from the west via Highway 190, which connects with U.S. 395 at the town of Olancha (100 miles, 1.75 hours).


Aside from Furnace Creek, there are no other entrance stations; however, there is an automated kiosk on Highway 190 across from Dante’s View Road. The kiosk accepts cash and major credit cards. Visitor guides with basic park maps and information are available for free.


Gas and Services


While Furnace Creek is conveniently located and a good place to explore this popular region of the park, the food, supplies, and accommodations can be pricey. Plan ahead to stock up on gas and other supplies at larger towns outside the park.


Gas and limited supplies are available in Shoshone, 57 miles southeast of Furnace Creek at the junction of Highways 190 and 178. Outside the park boundaries, gas and supplies are available 56 miles farther south in the town of Baker, at the junction of I-15 and State Route 127.


DRIVING TOUR


Many visitors treat a visit to Death Valley as a car-only tour, an approach that makes sense during summer due to the extreme heat. But during spring, fall, and winter, you can experience the nuance of the desert and enjoy your own little piece of it by hiking some of the canyons or taking one of the many lightly traveled roads.


Dirt roads vary in their accessibility. Some roads require only high clearance and may be passable with a passenger car, while others require a serious four-wheel-drive (4WD) vehicle. Several of the dirt roads in this area, including the West Side Road and the Greenwater Valley Road, are graded and may be passable with a passenger car in good weather and road conditions. A 4WD vehicle opens up your possibilities for canyon or other more remote exploration.


West Side Road


West Side Road visits the rugged canyons of the Panamint Range; experience the orchards of Hungry Bill’s Ranch or the bubbling oases of Hanaupah Canyon. There are plenty of backcountry campsites and hikes where you can enjoy the intense quiet of the desert and the translucent glow of the night sky from the salt-crusted valley floor.


The West Side Road is a graded dirt road; high clearance is recommended due to washboards and pockets of soft dirt. There are two access points: From the junction of Highway 190 and Badwater Road, the northern access is 6 miles south; the southern access is 39.2 miles farther south. West Side Road runs for 37 miles and takes about 1 hour to drive, depending on road conditions. Note that the West Side Road may be closed in summer due to extreme heat.


Southeastern Corner


Located at the southern end of the Amargosa Range, the southeastern corner yields scenic springs, ghost mines, and pristine dunes. Ibex Spring mining camp and Saratoga Spring offer a rare look into desert wetlands and the endemic plant and animal species.


From Furnace Creek, take Highway 190 east for 30 miles to Death Valley Junction and Highway 127. Continue south on Highway 127 for 44 miles to Ibex Spring Road; plan 1.75 hours for the drive. Another option is to access Highway 127 via the Badwater Road and Highway 178, a drive of about 2.5 hours.


Scenic Four-Wheel Drives


ECHO CANYON TO INYO MINE CAMP


The Echo Canyon drive (19 miles round-trip) is popular for its scenic and winding canyon, stone arch, and ghost camp ruins. Echo Canyon starts from Highway 190, at an inconspicuously signed junction 2 miles east of Badwater Road. For the first couple of miles, as the road crawls toward the canyon mouth, it may be passable with a high-clearance vehicle. Once the road approaches the mouth of the canyon, things change—from here to the mining camp, a high-clearance 4WD vehicle is required due to deep gravel and rocky wash.




[image: image]


driving through Echo Canyon





After entering the canyon mouth, the road winds through canyon narrows, reaching the Eye of the Needle, a sharp stone arch that juts into the canyon, at 4.8 miles. The canyon broadens into a valley that may be filled with flowers in springtime. Just below the mining camp (about half a mile), a signed junction marks a small triangular intersection. Continue right toward the Inyo Mine Camp. The road leads to a small parking area below the mine. There are enough buildings here to elevate the site beyond the level of camp to a bona fide ghost town with a boarding house, cookhouse, several cabins, and, of course, the mine works. It is possible to visit the camp in 2-3 hours from Furnace Creek, including the drive and time to explore the camp.


WARM SPRING CANYON TO BUTTE VALLEY


This scenic drive leads through Warm Spring Canyon to Butte Valley (44.6 miles round-trip). The drive begins on Warm Spring Canyon Road, accessed from the West Side Road 2.9 miles from its southern end or 33 miles from its northern entrance. A good graded road leads 11 miles to Warm Springs Camp. While lower Warm Spring Canyon is easily accessible, the upper canyon is harder to navigate once you’re there, requiring a 4WD vehicle to access remote springs, secluded cabins, and the lovely geology of Butte Valley.


From Warm Springs Camp, the road spurs to the northwest at 4.4 miles (15.4 miles into the drive) to Arrastre Spring and the Gold Hill area; little remains from its brief time as a gold mining location. Arrastre Spring was named for the stone arrastres (now obscured by willows) used to grind gold. It is most famous as the spot where some historians think the infamous Bennett-Arcane party spoke the words “Good-bye, death valley” as they escaped their near-death ordeal.


The road continues as Butte Valley Road. The road condition worsens, but the scenery improves as the road drops into Butte Valley at 17.8 miles. The impressive Striped Butte, an unmistakable geologic feature for which this area was named, is straight ahead. Access to Striped Butte is via a northwest road into Redlands Canyon at 20.3 miles. Continuing on Butte Valley Road will take you to Anvil Spring Junction at 22.3 miles (look for an unsigned but obvious junction). From here, a right turn leads to Anvil Spring and the well-known Geologist’s Cabin. A left turn leads to Willow Spring. Straight on, the road continues to Russel’s Camp, Mengel Pass, and Goler Wash. Historical interest groups, the public, and the National Park Service maintain cabins in the area. They are available to camp in on a first-come, first-serve basis; treat them with respect and leave them in a better condition than you found them. (Also, be aware of the threat of hantavirus, which exists in old buildings.)


To complete the drive, turn around in Butte Valley and head back out the way you came in. From Anvil Spring Junction, it is a 22.3-mile drive to return to the West Side Road. Allow at least three hours for the drive back. (It is sometimes possible to continue an additional 11 miles via Mengel Pass into Goler Wash and the western side of the Panamint Mountains, but this is one of the worst and most dangerous drives in the park. The road is often impassable and should not be attempted if you are not an experienced 4WD driver.)


HARRY WADE ROAD


This lightly traveled road in the southeastern corner of Death Valley connects Badwater Road to the north with Saratoga Spring Road to the south in a shortcut (the type that is shorter in miles but longer in time and scenery) worth the trek for its sweeping solitude, dark and eroded rocks of the Owlshead Mountains, and glimpses of far-off talc mines in the Ibex Hills. Pavement to pavement, the drive is 31 miles. It begins at Ashford Junction (where Highway 178/Jubilee Pass Road turns north to become Badwater Road). It ends at the Harry Wade Monument on Highway 127, 26 miles south of Shoshone or 29 miles north of Baker. The Harry Wade Route or Harry Wade Exit Route was thought to have been the escape route for the Harry Wade family, seekers of the western goldfields, who sought a shortcut through Death Valley to the Sierra Nevada Mountains and got bogged down in Death Valley’s treacherous landscape. Now, they are thought to have made their way out via Wingate Wash, a southwest pass beginning a few miles north of Jubilee Pass.




One Day in Furnace Creek and the Amargosa Range


Begin your day at the Furnace Creek Visitor Center. Pick up a hiking map and check out the exhibits. Then head south on Badwater Road to explore Death Valley’s highlights: Artist’s Drive, Devil’s Golf Course, and the salt flats of Badwater Basin. Fit in a hike to colorful Desolation Canyon or make the extra drive to explore the twisting slots of Sidewinder Canyon, 17 miles south of Badwater Basin. Pack a picnic or return to Furnace Creek for lunch. The afternoon is all about the views. Travel Highway 190 east of Furnace Creek to look across striking badlands from famous Zabriskie Point. Drive or walk the 2.7-mile loop through the strangely eroded hills of Twenty Mule Team Canyon, and end on a high note at the Dante’s View overlook, which offers sweeping west-facing views. Furnace Creek will be your hub for dinner.
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