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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@rowman.com.

Thanks for your input!
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Introduction


Geology and Geography

The American Southwest as covered in this book includes southern Nevada, southeastern California, Arizona, western New Mexico, southwestern Colorado, and southern Utah. It is generally an arid region that includes portions of the four American deserts—the Sonoran, Chihuahuan, Great Basin, and Mojave. Each of these four deserts have distinct climates and landforms, where elevations range from below sea level to more than 10,000 feet. In addition, there are plateaus and mountains whose lofty elevations create a cooler and wetter climate above the deserts. From central Arizona south and west, the area known as the Basin and Range geological province consists of many parallel mountain ranges separated by desert plains. Many of these mountains are low desert ranges, while others are high enough to support forests. The Colorado Plateau, covering parts of Arizona, Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico, is one of the largest and highest plateaus on the planet and averages about 5,000 feet above sea level. The highest portions of the plateau reach over 12,000 feet. The plateau is named for the Colorado River, which along with its many tributaries, drains the western Rocky Mountains and has carved thousands of canyons into the sedimentary rock layers. Volcanic fields dot the plateau, creating isolated mountains. On the east, the Colorado Plateau is bounded by the southern Rocky Mountains, which feature the highest and most alpine hikes in this book, in the southwestern Colorado and western New Mexico sections of the book. Elevations here reach above 14,000 feet.

For the hiker, this beautiful region has it all—easy rambles across open desert plains with 100-mile views, rugged scrambles to the tops of desert peaks, hikes along lush riparian zones and through fantastic sandstone narrows, backpack trips into maze-like canyons, easy walks through pine forests, and trails that traverse high alpine terrain carved out by glaciers. For the author, the hard part was deciding which hikes to leave out, because there are tens of thousands of beautiful and rewarding trails in this region. So please look at this book as an introduction to this incredible piece of the American landscape—your invitation to exploration.



Wildfires

In recent years the Southwest has suffered a number of unusually large and destructive wildfires. While fire has always been part of the natural forest ecology in the West, a combination of drought, tree-killing insect epidemics, and dense forests caused by more than a century of poor management practices has led to fires not only burning hundreds of thousands of acres of forest but also burning large areas of desert as well. Recent large fires have affected a number of the hikes in this book, and more are sure to be affected in the future. Always call or e-mail the appropriate land-management agency before your hike, or at least check their website, for current conditions and possible area or trail closures.



Weather and Climate

While the lowest desert elevations in California’s Mojave Desert may receive no moisture at all in the course of a year, the highest plateaus and mountains in Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico receive 200 inches or more of snow in a year. Temperatures vary from the record 130 degrees F set in Death Valley to minus 61 degrees in Colorado. But those are the extremes. In general, the low deserts in the Arizona, Nevada, and California portions of this book have their best hiking weather from late fall through spring, while the high plateaus and mountains are covered in deep snow. During the summer, while the low deserts are scorching hot, the high-country weather is cool and inviting. All this means that you can hike this region year-round.

Weather varies considerably from year to year, but the Southwest does have a distinct seasonal pattern. Early summer tends to be warm and dry, but around late June, seasonal moisture moves up from the south, a phenomenon known as the North American Monsoon. As the summer progresses, this moisture gradually moves northwest and sets off afternoon thunderstorms, especially over the high plateaus and mountains. Late in the summer, even the lower deserts usually see thunderstorm activity. Much of the area covered by this book receives half or more of its annual moisture from the monsoon. The good news is that the afternoon thunderstorms usually end by dark, leaving the nights and mornings clear and calm.

The monsoon ends around mid-September, leaving behind clear, cool, stable weather. Autumn is a delightful time to explore the entire region. While low desert days may be warm, and mountain nights nippy, the days are usually bright and clear.

Winter storms may strike Utah, Colorado, and northern Arizona as early as October, but serious snowfall usually holds off until late November. Once the winter pattern does set in, by the end of December most of the high country is under deep snow, making it the domain of the cross-country skier and the snowshoer. Meanwhile, much of the desert country starts to receive some rain, causing it to green up. In wet years the first desert flowers start to appear in January. By late winter, all but the lowest deserts will have received rain—the Sonoran Desert of southern Arizona and northern Mexico receives half its annual moisture from the winter rains. Winter weather moves north, away from the Southwest, in April, but the southern edge of storms sweeping across the Northwest bring spring winds in the Southwest, which can be strong enough to cause sand storms in the high deserts of southern Utah. Depending on the timing and amount of winter moisture, the deserts can produce unbelievable wildflower displays in the spring.











How to Use This Book

Start: Directions to all the trailheads begin from a nearby town and the total distance from this point to the trailhead is listed here.

Distance: This is the total distance of the hike, whether out-and-back, around a loop, or one way with a car shuttle. Distances were measured with computer mapping software and websites. Although slightly shorter than distances measured on the ground with a trail wheel, the mileages are consistent throughout the book.

Hiking time: The time for an average hiker to do the hike. These times err on the conservative side but do not take into account rest stops, photography, and other non-hiking activities. Fast hikers will need less time, while slow or out-of-shape hikers may use more time.

Difficulty: All hikes are rated as easy, moderate, or strenuous, with reasons for the rating. Although this is necessarily a highly subjective rating, nearly anyone who can walk should be able to do an easy hike in just a few hours. Moderate hikes are longer—up to a full day—and may involve several hundred feet or more of elevation gain, and possibly cross-country hiking as well. Experienced hikers will have no problems; beginners should hike with someone more experienced and will have more fun if they are in reasonable shape. Strenuous hikes are very long, requiring a full day of hiking by fit hikers, or several days in the case of backpack trips. The hiking may involve cross-country or faint, rough trails that require good map and compass skills, and some rock scrambling may be required on rough terrain. Only fit, experienced hikers should tackle these hikes.

Trail surface: Most trails in the Southwest region are dirt and rocks. Other trail surface conditions are described here, including hikes on old roads, paved trails, and cross-country.

Best seasons: The best part of the year to do the hike, taking into account such conditions as winter snow and summer heat.

Water: For backpackers and for emergency use by day hikers, this section lists known water sources. Most springs and creeks should be considered seasonal, and you should never depend on a single source of water. All water should be purified before using it to drink or cook. Day hikers should carry all the water they’ll need.

Other trail users: You may encounter horses and/or mountain bikes on some of the trails.

Canine compatibility: Many people like to hike with their furry friends, so this section mentions whether dogs are allowed, and restrictions, if any. All areas that are open to dogs require that they be under control, which for most dogs means on a leash. If your dog barks or runs up to other hikers, even in a friendly way, then it is not under control and must be kept on a leash. This is just common courtesy to other hikers, some of whom may have had bad experiences with dogs.

Fees and permits: If any fees, including entry fees, are required, they are mentioned here. Any permits required are also listed.

Schedule: If access is limited to certain times of the day or year for administrative reasons such as road closures, you’ll find that information here.

Maps: The CalTopo.com MapBuilder Topo layer, the Gaia GPS map layer, and National Geographic Trails Illustrated paper maps that show the hike are listed here. With CalTopo’s (caltopo.com) and Gaia GPS’s (gaiagps.com) web-based maps, you can print custom maps for the area of your hike including any of the topo, street mapping, and satellite and aerial image layers. The Trails Illustrated paper maps are the most up-to-date trail maps, where they are available. Trails Illustrated maps are available as a layer in Gaia GPS.

Trail contacts: Look here for the name and contact information of the agency or organization responsible for managing the land crossed by the hike. It’s a good idea to call or e-mail the land-management agency before your hike to check on road and trail conditions. Where possible, the contact information includes the mailing and street address, phone number, and website. E-mail addresses are not included because they change frequently; check the agency website for an e-mail address, generally found under a “Contact” link. Sometimes web addresses change as well, but you can usually find land-management units on the web with a search engine.

Finding the trailhead: This section gives driving directions from the nearest town, as well as the GPS coordinates in latitude and longitude.

The Hike: Here’s the meat of the hike—a detailed description of the trail or route and the features and attractions along the way. I describe the route using landmarks as well as trail signs, when possible, because trail signs can be missing. Refer to the next section, “Miles and Directions,” for a description with distances between key points.

Miles and Directions: This table lists the key points, such as trail intersections, or turning points on a cross-country hike, by miles and tenths. You should be able to find the route with this table alone. The mileages in this book do not necessarily agree with distances found on trail signs, agency mileages, and other descriptions, because trail miles are measured by a variety of methods and personnel. All mileages were carefully measured using digital topographic mapping software for accuracy and consistency within the book.
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Southern Nevada










1 White Domes Loop

This is a great little loop hike through the slickrock formations of the White Domes in the northern portion of Valley of Fire State Park. Highlights include an old movie set and a short sandstone narrows.

Start: 57.5 miles northeast of Las Vegas

Distance: 1.2-mile loop

Hiking time: About 2 hours

Difficulty: Easy due to little elevation change

Trail surface: Sand, dirt, and rocks

Best seasons: Fall through spring

Water: None

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted, maximum 6-foot leash

Fees and permits: Entrance fee

Schedule: Open all year

Maps: CalTopo.com MapBuilder Topo layer; Gaia GPS Trails Illustrated layer

Trail contacts: Valley of Fire State Park, 29450 Valley of Fire Rd., Overton NV 89040; (702) 397-2088; http://parks.nv.gov/parks/valley-of-fire



Finding the trailhead

[image: ]From the intersection of US 95 and I-15 in downtown Las Vegas, drive 32.8 miles north on I-15. Turn right on NV 169, the Valley of Fire Highway, and drive 19.0 miles. Turn left on the road to the visitor center and Fire Canyon/White Domes. Continue past the visitor center 2.0 miles, and then turn left on the White Domes Road. Drive 3.7 miles to the White Domes Trailhead at the end of the road. GPS: N36 29.151' / W114 31.980'


The Hike

Leave the White Domes Trailhead to the south and follow the White Domes Trail up and over a sandy pass between two of the many white domes of sandstone. On the far side the trail descends to a small flat with the remains of a Hollywood movie set, which was used in the 1965 filming of The Professionals. Now the trail turns to the right (west) and follows a drainage through a narrows, where the canyon walls squeeze in to a trail less than 5 feet wide. This narrows is short and you soon emerge into a more open area. Now the White Domes Trail turns right (north) and climbs gently to a pass between slickrock formations. It then crosses a gravelly flat and turns east and then south to return to the trailhead, meeting the parking lot at its northwest corner.

The origin of the term slickrock is unknown, although the word dates from 1925, according to Merriam-Webster. Slickrock means smooth, rounded sandstone formations, like those in the White Domes area. The official definition mentions wind polishing, though wind has little effect other than removing loose grains of sand. The main agent of erosion in slickrock country is running water. Rainfall splashes on the rock and runs off in sheets. Where water pockets form in depressions on the rock, the standing water slowly dissolves the calcite cement that holds the sand grains together. When the water pocket dries out, wind removes the loose sand, deepening the pocket.

[image: ]
White Domes Trail
Walking in loose sand can be tedious, especially if you try to force your pace. The key is to slow down and walk a bit flatfooted. A brisker pace causes you to dig your toes in and waste energy.

Sheets of rainwater (and melting snow in higher slickrock deserts, such as Utah’s Canyonlands) run down the rock, dissolving the calcite and removing loose grains of sand. Rivulets coalesce into drainages, which tend to form along weaknesses in the rock such as joints and faults.

A joint is a crack in the rock without any movement of the rock on either side of the joint, other than to make the crack wider. A fault is a break in the rock caused by movement of one mass of rock relative to the other. Joints commonly form as erosion removes overlying layers of rock. The reduced pressure allows the formerly buried layers to expand, and the result is that the rock cracks apart.

In sandstone, joints are usually parallel to each other, so that as running water expands the joints, the remaining mass of rock tends to be roughly rectangular. Another erosion mechanism, spalling, occurs when water gets into a crack and freezes. The resulting expansion of ice widens the crack and eventually causes a slab of rock to break off. This creates a tendency toward rounded, dome shapes. As erosion continues, the sandstone domes become isolated with expanses of flat rock or sand in between.

Slickrock country can seem chaotic because of the joint canyons that seem to run every which way, but the fact that running water is the main agent of erosion imposes order on the landscape. Every tiny drainage leads to a larger one, which in turn leads to a larger one, and so on until (in this case) the runoff reaches the Overton Arm of Lake Mead, the former course of the Virgin River, which in turn flows into the Colorado River and to the sea.

[image: ]
White Domes Trail
Sometimes the effect of joints can be seen when they are still buried. Flat expanses of sandstone often have a thin layer of soil or sand. In such areas plants can be seen growing in straight lines as if manually planted there. What’s happening is that the plants tend to grow along the slightly buried joints because moisture tends to collect along the hidden cracks.

Joint canyons can be truly impressive—straight as an arrow and sometimes hundreds of feet deep. Often the floor of the joint canyon is covered with loose sand so the fact that water widened the joint is not obvious. Many years may pass between major rainstorms in any given desert area, so that erosion proceeds at a very slow pace and drifting sand tends to obscure the fact that the joint is a watercourse. Also remember that the landscape evolves over geologic time, where a human lifetime is but an instant.

While most of the sandstone formations in the Valley of Fire are red, white sandstone is predominant in the White Domes area. Color variations in the sandstone are caused by slight mineral impurities that stain the fine grains of quartz. Red rocks are generally the result of trace amounts of iron oxide (rust), and white rocks lack coloration, letting the natural white color of the quartz grains show.

[image: ]
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White Domes Trail
Miles and Directions

	0.0	Start the loop clockwise by hiking south on the White Domes Trail from the trail sign at the south end of the parking lot.

	0.4	Pass the old movie set, turn right, and follow the trail west down the wash.

	0.7	At the end of the narrows, follow the trail north over a low pass.

	1.0	The White Domes Trail turns right and heads east.

	1.1	Follow the trail south.

	1.2	Arrive back at the White Domes Trailhead. 











2 Silica Dome

This is a short but fine walk to the top of Silica Dome, a sandstone formation overlooking the head of Fire Canyon. It offers one of the best viewpoints in the park.

Start: 54.6 miles northeast of Las Vegas

Distance: 0.8-mile out-and-back

Hiking time: About 1 hour

Difficulty: Easy due to little elevation change

Trail surface: Sand and slickrock

Best seasons: Fall through spring

Water: None

Other trail users: None

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted, maximum 6-foot leash

Fees and permits: Entrance fee

Schedule: Open all year

Maps: CalTopo.com MapBuilder Topo layer; Gaia GPS Trails Illustrated layer

Trail contacts: Valley of Fire State Park, 29450 Valley of Fire Rd., Overton NV 89040; (702) 397-2088; http://parks.nv.gov/parks/valley-of-fire



Finding the trailhead

[image: ]From the intersection of US 95 and I-15 in downtown Las Vegas, drive 32.8 miles north on I-15. Turn right on NV 169, the Valley of Fire Highway, and drive 19.0 miles. Turn left on the road to the visitor center and Fire Canyon /White Domes. Continue past the visitor center 2.8 miles to the Silica Domes Trailhead on the right. GPS: N36 27.324' / W114 30.143'


The Hike

From the parking lot follow the trail east across a ravine toward an old road. After a few feet on the road, the trail turns south and heads directly toward Silica Dome. A short climb leads to the summit and a panoramic view. Directly below you to the southwest lies the head of Fire Canyon, the major drainage for the area.

The summit of Silica Dome is an easy-to-reach vantage point from which you can get an idea of the topography of the park. Valley of Fire is in the Mojave Desert, which covers the southern tip of Nevada. Vast areas of the valleys around you are covered with creosote bush.

Silica Dome is the location where the fight scene from the movie Star Trek: Generations was filmed, probably the most famous movie of the many that have been shot at Valley of Fire.

A lot of park visitors wonder why they don’t see any wildlife, but then they are constantly on the move or talking to each other. Any noise or movement tends to cause wildlife to move off. Using metal-tipped trekking poles virtually guarantees that you won’t see any wildlife. Your best chance to see wildlife is to sit quietly in one place for a while, especially around sunset and sunrise.

[image: ]
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Fire Canyon from Silica Dome
[image: ]



Origin of Silica Dome

The name Silica Dome comes from the fact that sandstone is usually composed of tiny grains of quartz, a mineral primarily formed from silica. Quartz is a hard mineral and survives erosion that dissolves softer minerals. Sedimentary rocks such as those that make up Silica Dome are formed when silica sand grains are deposited in layers, usually underwater but occasionally in sand-dune fields. As more layers are deposited above and heat and pressure increases, the sand grains become cemented together with a mineral such as calcite and compressed into stone. Later, when the layers of sandstone are exposed by uplifting, water dissolves the calcite and carries away the sand grains, starting the process anew.

Miles and Directions

	0.0	Leave the Silica Dome Trailhead and hike east across a ravine.

	0.2	When the trail meets an old road, turn right and head south, directly toward Silica Dome.

	0.3	Start the climb by walking up easy sandstone slabs toward the summit.

	0.4	Arrive at Silica Dome. Return the way you came.

	0.8	Arrive back at the Silica Dome Trailhead.











3 Cathedral Rock

The popular trail to the top of 8,261-foot Cathedral Rock is a great way to get a view of Kyle Canyon and the surrounding peaks without having to make the much longer climb to one of the high summits. Cathedral Rock got its name because of its cathedral-like prominence above upper Kyle Canyon.

Start: 37.5 miles northwest of Las Vegas

Distance: 2.8-mile out-and-back

Hiking time: About 2 hours

Difficulty: Moderate due to 1,090-foot elevation change

Trail surface: Dirt and rocks

Best seasons: Spring through fall

Water: Unnamed spring

Other trail users: Horses

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Open all year

Maps: CalTopo.com MapBuilder Topo layer; Gaia GPS Gaia Topo layer

Trail contacts: Spring Mountains National Recreation Area, Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, 4701 N. Torrey Pines Dr., Las Vegas NV 89130-2301; (702) 872-5486; https://www.fs.usda.gov/htnf


Finding the trailhead

[image: ]From the intersection of US 95 and I-15 in downtown Las Vegas, drive 16.7 miles northwest on US 95. Turn left on NV 157, Kyle Canyon Road, and drive 20.8 miles to the Lower Cathedral Trailhead, on the right. Parking is limited, so it is best to arrive early, especially on weekends. There is additional parking in the Cathedral Rock Picnic Area just up the road. Entry to the picnic area requires a fee. GPS: N36 15.455' / W115 38.974'


The Hike

After climbing the stairs above the Lower Cathedral Trailhead parking area, turn left on the Cathedral Rock Trail. Initially the trail traverses above the highway below, but soon climbs away. It meets the main Cathedral Rock Trail, which comes in from the left from the Cathedral Rock Picnic Area. Stay right and continue the ascent. Broad switchbacks take the well-graded trail back and forth through a dense stand of young aspen trees. These aspens are a uniform height because the trail is climbing up a major avalanche path. Sometime in the recent past, probably in the last few decades, a major avalanche wiped out all the trees here. The aspens were the first trees to appear after the conifers were destroyed. Evidence of frequent large avalanches—in the form of snapped-off and damaged trees—is obvious when the trail switchbacks at the edges of the avalanche path.

As you climb, the towering limestone cliffs of Cathedral Rock loom above the trail to the west. Watch for a short unmarked spur trail to the left, at the end of one of the switchbacks. This trail leads to a small, pleasant, unnamed spring, one of the many hidden springs that gave the Spring Mountains their name. As the trail climbs to a point nearly level with the saddle south of Cathedral Rock, a final switchback leads to the right and traverses through a fine mixed stand of ponderosa pine, white fir, and Douglas fir. A second spring pours out of a culvert at the saddle.

[image: ]
Cathedral Rock
Above the saddle the Cathedral Rock Trail makes its final ascent to the summit via a series of switchbacks. Because Cathedral Rock is at the end of a ridge projecting north, the views of Kyle Canyon are spectacular, extending the length of the canyon and far out into the desert to the east. To the south the long, high ridge that connects Griffith Peak and Charleston Peak, known locally as the South Rim, dominates the skyline high above you, with Charleston Peak visible to the southwest.

[image: ]
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Kyle Canyon from the Cathedral Rock Trail
Many people assume that Kyle Canyon was carved by glaciers because of the imposing limestone cliffs. Actually, there is no evidence of glacial activity in the Spring Mountains. This spectacular landscape was carved primarily by flowing water. Since most of the streams are seasonal, much of the erosion takes place during the occasional major storm. Summer thunderstorms are especially effective at eroding canyons because they commonly drop large amounts of rain into small areas in a short period of time. The resulting flash floods often contain more sand and rock than water and can cause dramatic changes in the landscape in a few hours.

The limestone formations in Kyle Canyon and the Spring Mountains are about the same age as the Redwall limestone in the Grand Canyon. Massive limestone cliffs are common throughout the Rocky Mountains and intermountain areas of North America. The nearly pure limestone was deposited in a deep ocean environment. Microscopic sea creatures swam in this ancient ocean, and when they died their shells fell to the sea floor in a steady rain. Over millions of years the shells built up layers of sediment hundreds or even thousands of feet thick. As additional sediment accumulated on top, the layers of shells were compressed into solid rock.

Miles and Directions

	0.0	Climb the stairs above the parking lot and turn left onto the Cathedral Rock Trail.

	0.3	The trail from the Cathedral Rock Picnic Area joins from the left; stay right.

	0.7	The spur trail on the left leads to an unnamed spring. Stay right on the Cathedral Rock Trail.

	1.3	Reach a saddle.

	1.4	Reach the summit of Cathedral Rock. Return the way you came.

	2.8	Arrive back at the trailhead. 











4 Charleston Peak

Charleston Peak, at 11,811 feet, is the highest point in the Spring Mountains as well as southern Nevada. There are two main trails to the summit: South Loop Trail and Trail Canyon–North Loop. Both offer about the same length and difficulty, but the scenery and the final approach to the summit are different. This approach, via the South Loop Trail, gets nearly all the climbing over early and then traverses the long, scenic South Rim ridge from Griffith Peak to Charleston Peak, passing through one of the most extensive bristlecone forests in Nevada.

Start: 37.5 miles northwest of Las Vegas

Distance: 16.4-mile out-and-back

Hiking time: About 10 hours

Difficulty: Strenuous due to 4,270-foot elevation change and high elevations

Trail surface: Dirt and rocks, short sections of old road near the start

Best seasons: Summer through fall

Water: None

Other trail users: Horses

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Open all year

Maps: CalTopo.com MapBuilder Topo layer; Gaia GPS Gaia Topo layer

Trail contacts: Spring Mountains National Recreation Area, Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, 4701 N. Torrey Pines Dr., Las Vegas NV 89130-2301; (702) 872-5486; https://www.fs.usda.gov/htnf



Finding the trailhead

[image: ]From the intersection of US 95 and I-15 in downtown Las Vegas, drive 16.7 miles northwest on US 95. Turn left on NV 157, Kyle Canyon Road, and drive 20.8 miles to the Lower Cathedral Trailhead, on the right. Parking is limited, so it is best to arrive early, especially on weekends. There is additional parking in the Cathedral Rock Picnic Area just up the road. Entry to the picnic area requires a fee. GPS: N36 15.455' / W115 38.974'


The Hike

From the trailhead the South Loop Trail climbs above the picnic area, traversing through a mixed forest of mountain mahogany, ponderosa pine, and quaking aspen. Climbing steadily, the trail crosses the canyon above the picnic area, and then climbs steeply along the east side of the canyon, following an old road. The old road ends and the trail narrows where it crosses the canyon again, below towering limestone cliffs. The canyon is clearly a major avalanche path, as shown by the destroyed trees and small aspens growing in the canyon bottom.

Switchbacks lead up the north side of the canyon until the trail is above the cliffs. The South Loop Trail then climbs out of the canyon to the north and switchbacks up a broad ridge. The first limber and bristlecone pines appear at this point. A couple of the switchbacks provide views overlooking Charleston Peak miles to the north. The trail continues its well-graded but steady climb to the ridge south of Charleston Peak, known locally as the South Rim. A sign that you’re nearing the South Rim is the disappearance of all trees except for bristlecone pines.

[image: ]

Cathedral Rock

At the ridge a sign marks the junction with the Griffith Peak Trail, coming in from the left. Stay right on the South Loop Trail, and follow it north toward Charleston Peak. The trail skirts the edge of the South Rim and traverses beautiful alpine meadows and groves of bristlecone pines. Occasionally the trail passes through a saddle on the rim and lets you look down into Kyle Canyon, now more than 3,000 feet below.

As the trail gradually climbs, it begins skirting the edge of timberline as it traverses the western slopes of the South Rim. After the last trees are left behind, the trail begins the final ascent of the mountain. Watch for an unmarked spur trail on the right above a saddle, which leads to the scattered wreckage of a plane that crashed here in 1955.

Above the crash site the South Loop Trail swings around to the west and climbs to the summit of Charleston Peak via a final switchback up the western slopes. The windswept summit is marked by a couple of solar-powered radio repeaters, an aluminum benchmark disk, and a summit register mounted on a short pole. A rock shelter just to the north offers some protection from the wind.

Charleston Peak was named after the city of Charleston, South Carolina, by a topographic mapping group of the US Army Corps of Engineers in 1869. The native Southern Paiutes called the peak Nuvant, and it was the most famous place in the mythology of the Chemehuevi and the western bands of the Southern Paiute.

This hike showcases how life adapts to increasing elevation and harsher conditions. During the ascent from the trailhead to the South Rim and the junction with the Griffith Peak Trail, you are climbing through a forest that is protected from the prevailing southwest winds by the slope’s northeast aspect. As a result the trees grow tall and slender as they compete with their fellow trees for sunlight. This tendency is especially apparent in the ponderosa pines that grow on the lower slopes just above the trailhead. Mature ponderosa pines drop their lower branches, so that the bottom 20 or 30 feet of the trunk is bare of limbs. Ponderosa pines are very heat-tolerant as long as they get enough water, so they are typically the lowest tall trees growing in the Nevada mountain ranges. Cold limits their upper range, so as you climb you’ll see more cold-tolerant trees such as limber pine, Douglas fir, and white fir mixing in with the ponderosa pines, and finally replacing them.

One adaptation that evergreen trees make to cold is to grow denser foliage, which conserves heat. Limber pines have needles in tight bunches of five, as opposed to the looser bundles of three on ponderosa pines. This effect is even more pronounced in Engelmann spruce, whose single short needles are crowded together on the branches. Likewise, bristlecone pines, which you’ll encounter as you near the top of the climb to the South Rim, have five short needles tightly bunched together.


Plane Crash Site

On November 17, 1955, an Air Force C-54 transport plane crashed into the slopes of Charleston Peak just south of the summit, apparently during bad weather. The crash, the aircraft mission, and even the names of the fourteen men who died in the crash were kept secret until 2001. The plane was flying from Palmdale, California, to Groom Lake, the top-secret military test center north of Las Vegas. Aboard were some of the designers and engineers involved in the highly classified U2 spy plane, as well as the flight crew. Apparently the pilot was flying in and out of clouds and misjudged a turn, striking the mountain at the 11,400-foot level. Over the years much of the wreckage has been carried off by souvenir hunters.



[image: ]
Bristlecone pine, South Loop Trail, Mount Charleston
Another adaptation to cold is huddling. As you continue northwest along the ridge toward Charleston Peak and approach timberline, you’ll notice that the trees are shorter and tend to grow in small groves. By growing together in such clusters, trees give each other protection from the fiercely cold winter winds and blowing snow.

Krummholz is another adaptation and is common right at timberline. Because the icy wind and abrasive blowing snow tend to kill exposed tree limbs and needles, the only surviving trees are small and grow in dense mats behind a boulder or a rock ledge. The obstruction tends to protect the foliage from wind and driven snow as well as causing snowdrifts to form on their lee sides, providing further protection. Some krummholz appear to have no protection, but they are protected by snowdrifts that regularly form in the same place because of variations in the terrain.

When a tree does manage to send up a vertical trunk above the protective mat, the wind kills all the branches on the upwind side, so the remaining branches appear to be streaming downwind like a flag, which is why these trees are often referred to as “flag trees.”

On the final climb of Charleston Peak, beyond the crash site, the only plants that can survive the arctic conditions grow low to the ground, often in mats. Seasonal wildflowers must flower and go to seed quickly in order to reproduce before the short growing season comes to an end.

[image: ]
Mount Charleston
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Mount Charleston
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Notice how the bristlecones growing just below the South Rim are relatively tall and slender, at least for bristlecone pines, and the trees growing along the South Rim and its western slopes are short and squat. That’s because the trees on the east slopes are more protected from prevailing winter storms, which come out of the west. The trees along the South Rim ridge must endure much harsher winter weather, but as a result they live much longer than the more sheltered trees.

Miles and Directions

	0.0	From the Lower Cathedral Trailhead, walk up the road into the Cathedral Rock Picnic Area.

	0.4	From the South Loop Trailhead, start on the South Loop Trail.

	1.0	The South Loop Trail crosses the drainage in the avalanche path below Griffith Peak.

	1.5	The trail crosses the drainage again and climbs the west slopes of the canyon.

	2.0	Cross the ridge and follow the trail southwest across a minor avalanche path.

	4.0	Reach a junction with the Griffith Peak Trail in a saddle on the South Rim. Stay right on the South Loop Trail.

	7.7	An unmarked hiker trail turns right and leads to the wreckage from a 1955 plane crash.

	7.8	Rejoin the South Loop Trail; stay right.

	8.2	Reach Charleston Peak. Return the way you came.

	16.4	Arrive back at Lower Cathedral Trailhead.











5 Mary Jane Falls

Probably the most popular hike in the Spring Mountains, the reputation of this well-graded trail is deserved. The hike takes you through fine alpine forest into the cliff-bound head of Kyle Canyon and ends at a permanent waterfall.

Start: 37.8 miles northwest of Las Vegas

Distance: 3.0-mile out-and-back

Hiking time: 2–3 hours

Difficulty: Moderate due to 1,100-foot elevation change

Trail surface: Dirt and rocks

Best seasons: Spring through fall

Water: Mary Jane Falls

Other trail users: Horses

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Open all year

Maps: CalTopo.com MapBuilder Topo layer; Gaia GPS Gaia Topo layer

Trail contacts: Spring Mountains National Recreation Area, Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, 4701 N. Torrey Pines Dr., Las Vegas NV 89130-2301; (702) 872-5486; https://www.fs.usda.gov/htnf



Finding the trailhead

[image: ]From the intersection of US 95 and I-15 in downtown Las Vegas, drive 16.7 miles northwest on US 95. Turn left on NV 157, Kyle Canyon Road, and drive 20.5 miles. Bear right onto Echo Road and continue 0.4 mile. Turn left at the Mary Jane Falls turnoff and drive 0.2 mile to the Mary Jane Falls Trailhead. GPS: N36 16.044' / W115 39.756'

Mary Jane Falls flows all year but is most spectacular in the spring after a snowy winter.


The Hike

From the trailhead the Mary Jane Falls Trail climbs west up the north side of the broad head of Kyle Canyon, climbing steadily but not too steeply through beautiful stands of quaking aspen, ponderosa pine, white fir, and Douglas fir. Watch for the point where the trail abruptly switchbacks to the right and leaves the canyon bottom. A series of well-graded switchbacks ascend to the north, finally leading to the base of an imposing limestone cliff. The trail then turns northwest and follows the base of the cliff to Mary Jane Falls. The falls are best in the spring after a snowy winter, but they run all year long. On a hot day it’s pleasant to climb into the large cave at the base of the falls and cool off, but use care negotiating the mossy, slippery rocks. A short trail leads left from the falls to a small cave.

Rattlesnakes are present throughout North America into southern Canada from sea level to near timberline and are found as high as 10,000 feet right here in the Spring Mountains. In reality the tiny desert bark scorpion is far more dangerous, having killed ten times as many people as rattlesnakes in Arizona—a state with a lot of rattlesnakes. Rattlesnakes present a manageable hazard on the trail, and you are more likely to be injured on the way to the trailhead by a driver yakking on a cell phone than you are by a rattlesnake.

[image: ]
Mary Jane Falls Trail
The rattlesnake’s unique rattle is defensive and serves to warn away large animals. Since rattlesnakes used to share habitats with large hoofed animals such as bison and elk, and still coexist with domestic cattle, the shrill, unmistakable sound of the rattle is a great defense. The rattle itself consists of hollow buttons, or segments, of kerotin (the same protein-based material that forms hair and fingernails), which grow on the tail. Although mature rattlesnakes usually give hikers plenty of warning by shaking their tails so fast that they are a blur, they don’t always rattle—most snakes sense you before you’re even aware of their presence and move quietly away. Young rattlesnakes have a single button and although they may shake their tail furiously, they don’t produce a sound. They do have venom, though.

A member of the pit viper family, rattlesnakes hunt mice and other small rodents and mammals by sensing ground vibrations, by smell, and by infrared light. The “pits” that give pit vipers their name are actually organs sensitive to infrared light, which humans cannot see. Because infrared light is given off by warm objects, warm-blooded mammals stand out against their backgrounds when viewed in infrared.

When the rattlesnake strikes its prey, it injects poisonous venom through a pair of fangs that are hollow like a hypodermic needle. The fangs fold back against the roof of the snake’s mouth when not in use. Rattlesnake venom is hemotoxic, or tissue-destructive. The venom has two functions: first, to immediately paralyze the snake’s prey so it can’t run off, and second, to start the digestive process. Rattlesnakes swallow their prey whole, so they can’t handle prey that can run away or fight back.

Most human victims of rattlesnakes are snake collectors or people attempting to handle or tease rattlesnakes
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Mary Jane Falls Trail
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