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Introduction





  




  When most people think of Las Vegas, they think of it as the entertainment center of the country. Not so well known is the fact that Las Vegas is also a hiker’s paradise. Within an hour or so drive from the glitter and bright lights of casinos and hotels along The Strip are many fine hikes. This book details twenty of the easiest hikes that are readily accessible from the city. There are red rock desert hikes in the Valley of Fire and Red Rock Canyon National Recreation Area, while the lofty Spring Mountains feature alpine hikes that wander through ancient groves of bristlecone pines more than 2 miles above sea level.




  The Las Vegas area is part of the Basin and Range geologic province, where long, relatively narrow mountain ranges are separated by wide valleys. It is also in the Mojave Desert, the lowest, hottest, and driest of the four North American deserts. The geologic forces that raised the mountains exposed a stunning variety of bedrock and created a dramatic landscape to explore. Elevations range from around 2,000 feet in Valley of Fire State Park to nearly 12,000 feet in the Spring Mountains. The creosote brush of the desert flats gives way to sagebrush, pinyon-pine and juniper woodland, open ponderosa pine stands, cool fir and aspen forest, ice-blasted bristlecone pines, and finally arctic tundra on the highest summits.




  Millions of years ago, during the formation of the North American continent, the area that is now Nevada was stretched from east to west by crustal forces. Numerous north-tending fractures, or faults, formed as the rocks broke under the strain. Some of the resulting blocks sank to form the valleys, while others rose to form the mountains. As the faulting continues to lower the basins and raise the mountains, erosion from water flowing downhill tends to wear down the mountains and fill the valleys. The topography we see today reflects the fact that the faulting is still active enough to keep the mountains from being worn down to a flat plain.




  More recently, as these events go, a colder and wetter climate caused snow to accumulate in the higher ranges and form glaciers. The last of these glacial periods ended about 10,000 years ago but left its mark on the topography in the form of steep, glacially carved mountain peaks and classic U-shaped mountain valleys. As the climate warmed and the glaciers receded, the massive flow of meltwater collected in huge lakes rivaling the Great Lakes in size. In many parts of Nevada, the ancient shorelines of these lakes are clearly visible as terraces along the lower mountain slopes.




  During the cooler glacial climate, extensive forests covered the valleys and bordered the lakes. As the last ice age gradually ended, the warming climate caused plants and animals to migrate up the mountainsides, following the upward movement of their preferred environment.




  Hazards




  




  Dehydration




  Even in the mountains, where the summer air is cool, dehydration is a serious concern. Because the humidity is usually very low, your body loses moisture insensibly. Carry and drink plenty of water, and eat high-energy snacks for fuel and to help keep your electrolytes in balance. Both these measures are necessary to prevent heat exhaustion, which if not treated can develop into life-threatening heatstroke.




  
Plants and Animals




  A few plants are hazardous to the touch, such as poison ivy and stinging nettle. Spiny plants like cactus are easy to avoid. Never eat any plant unless you know what you are doing. Many common plants, especially mushrooms, can be deadly.




  Animals will leave you alone unless molested or provoked. Do not ever feed wild animals, as they rapidly get used to the handouts and then will vigorously defend their new food source. Around camp, problems with rodents can be avoided by hanging your food from rocks or trees. Even the toughest pack can be wrecked by a determined mouse or squirrel that has all night in which to work. Heavily used campsites present the worst problems, but in Nevada there’s not much reason to camp in heavily used areas!




  Rattlesnakes cause concern but can easily be avoided. They usually warn off intruders by rattling well before you reach striking range. Since rattlesnakes can strike no farther than half their body length, avoid placing your hands and feet in areas you cannot see, and walk several feet away from rock overhangs and shady ledges. Snakes prefer surfaces at about 80°F, so during hot weather they prefer the shade of bushes or rock overhangs, and in cool weather they will be found sunning themselves on open ground.




  Weather




  As a desert region, the weather in Las Vegas is stable for long periods. Even during the winter, when storms drop snow on the high peaks and rain on the desert floor, long periods of clear weather are the rule rather than the exception. Desert hiking is especially fine during the winter, when the mountaintops are buried in snow. Spring and fall are normally dry and offer the best weather for hiking at all elevations. After wet winters, spring often brings fantastic displays of wildflowers to the desert. When the heat of summer blasts the desert, it is best to either hike early in the morning or retreat to the alpine trails of the Spring Mountains. Late summer brings a second wet period, the North American monsoon, an influx of seasonal moisture from the Gulf of Mexico. Later summer mornings usually dawn clear, but by noon towering cumulus clouds often form over the mountains and develop into massive thunderstorms. Plan summer hikes to be off exposed ridges and summits by noon to avoid the thunderstorm hazards of lightning, high wind, and hail.




  The best source for up-to-date weather information is the National Weather Service in Las Vegas; their website is www.weather.gov/lasvegas. Commercial weather sources concentrate on urban areas and highway corridors, but by using the National Weather Service website, you can click on a map and get a specific point forecast for the trail you plan to hike. This is important because the weather in the mountains is usually much different from the weather in the city.




  Gear Every Hiker Should Carry




   






	Water




	Food




	Sunhat




	Sunscreen




	Sunglasses




	Durable hiking shoes or boots




	Synthetic fleece jacket or pullover




	Rain gear




	Map




	Compass




	
First-aid kit




	Signal mirror




	Toilet paper and zippered plastic bag







  Environmental Considerations




   




  The desert is a fragile environment that deserves our utmost care and respect. Please adhere to some simple practices when hiking and camping in the desert.




  Stay on the trail. Don’t cut switchbacks. It takes more effort and increases erosion.




  Be careful with fires. Smokers should stop at a bare spot or rock ledge, then make certain that all smoking materials are out before continuing. Due to fire hazard, it may be illegal to smoke while traveling. Never smoke or light any kind of fire on windy days or when the fire danger is high, because wildfires can start easily and spread explosively. Campfires and charcoal are only allowed in firepits and grills in designated campgrounds in the area covered by this book. Backcounty campers must use camp stoves.




  Control your pet. Although dogs are allowed in all the areas covered by this book, it is your responsibility to keep them from barking and bothering wildlife or other hikers. In national forests, dogs must be kept under control and on a leash when required.




  Respect the environment. Don’t cut live trees or plants of any kind, carve on trees or rocks, pick wildflowers, or build structures such as rock campfire rings.




  Share the trail. Many of the trails in this book are open to horseback riders as well as hikers, and some are open to mountain bikers as well. Horses always have the right-of-way over hikers and cyclists, both of which should move off the trail downhill and remain still until the horses have passed. Talking quietly to the riders helps convince the horses that you are a person and not some weird monster with a hump on its back. Don’t make sudden movements or noises.




  Technically, hikers have the right-of-way over cyclists, but in practice it’s more reasonable for hikers to step off the trail so as to avoid forcing the riders off-trail. On their part, cyclists should be courteous, always ride under control, and warn hikers of their approach.




  Sanitation




  A short walk in any popular recreation area will show you that few people seem to know how to answer the call of nature away from facilities. Diseases such as giardiasis are spread by poor human sanitation. If facilities are available at a trailhead or campground, use them. In the backcountry, select a site at least 100 yards from streams, lakes, springs, and dry washes. Avoid barren, sandy soil, if possible. Next, dig a small “cat-hole” about 6 inches down into the organic layer of the soil. (Some people carry a small plastic trowel for this purpose.) When finished, refill the hole. Carry out used toilet paper in double zipper bags, with a small amount of baking soda used to kill odors.
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