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Warning 

Many of the hikes described in this book are dangerous, 
strenuous and difficult. Navigating boulder-strewn routes 
requires top physical fitness and an adept ability to cross rugged 
terrain, sometimes with no water, no trail, no shade and no 
sense of the horizon. You should only attempt some of these 
hikes if you’re in good mental and physical condition and have 
excellent route-finding skills. Although a few methods for 
trekking cross-country are detailed here, ultimately, the 
responsibility to make sound decisions about the weather, the 
wilderness and your health are yours to make. My advice is no 
substitute for your own common sense.  

In other words, you’re on your own. When you run into 
trouble in the wilderness, it will be you who has to figure your 
way out. Being lost is intense, frightening and life threatening. 
It’s easy to make mistakes when you’re afraid, injured, tired and 
not thinking clearly. I know. I’ve been lost a few times, and I’ve 
made poor choices in rapid succession.  

First, don’t panic. Second, think before you act. Third, 
work wisely until you find your way. Conserve your energy.  

Ultimately, all of life comes with risks and challenges, for 
better and for worse. The good news is—problem solving in the 
backcountry will give you an advantage in the civilized world. If 
you build courage, self-reliance and mental endurance on the 
trail, you will carry those strengths with you always. They will be 
yours to keep, and no one will be able to take them from you.  

Good luck on your journey.  

 

 

It is better to conquer yourself than to win a thousand 
battles. Then the victory is yours. It cannot be taken from you, 
not by angels or by demons, heaven or hell.—Buddhist Proverb



 
 

Corkscrew Peak  



 
 

Corkscrew Peak—There is only a brown park service sign, an arrow pointing 
into the sky and an unmaintained route that culminates at a barren, treeless, 
sunny, blackened crest. It looks like a spinning volcano. I’ve hiked to the peak 
many times: once with an old boyfriend, once with a former Phish follower who 
made it to the first crest with a cigarette ready for his pierced lips, and once with 
a lawyer who called me a misanthrope about halfway to the top.  

“There is no sign of civilization here,” she said, her arms crossed. “And 
you seem to like it.”  

Which is true. I never grow tired of this climb. 

Today, I walk the three miles alone, following grapevine pathways of 
gravel around desert holly, beavertail cacti and silver cholla until I reach a small 
canyon at the mountain’s base. A faint indent runs up a naked ridge, marked with 
the occasional unnecessary cairn. The destination is always in sight, and the 
direction is always the same: up. 

But with each new plateau, the canvas under my boots changes color—
from silver to pearl to bronze to olive to ruby to emerald—like a muted rainbow 
laid on its side. Near the top, black rocks jut out from the slope like thrones, and I 
crawl on all fours, searching for solid handholds on castle rocks. The final 
scramble makes me nervous; loose talus encircles the mountain, and pebbles 
and gravel spill out in mini avalanches around my feet. I dig in, keep my head 
down and strain to ascend. The reward is a small stone arch stretching out 
across the sky, framing the white salinity of Death Valley on one side and 
Nevada’s stark response on the other.  

I gaze around and quickly change out of my sweat-soaked clothes. A 
halo of sun encircles me, so I am half in shadow and half on fire. When I worked 
in the park, years ago, I sat here with a former drug-dealer, a man on the mend. 
Despite his abused body, riddled with tattoos and piercings, he made it all the 
way to this craggy arch.  

Through a cough of exertion, he said something I’ll never forget. “The 
way I see it,” he said. “You’ve gotta get three things figured out in life—who 
you’re gonna be with, where you’re gonna live and what you’re gonna do, and I 
don’t have any of that shit figured out.”   

“Me neither,” I said, and I handed him my water bottle. “But I think if you 
can get one of those figured out, you’re doing pretty well.”   

“Agreed,” he said. He reached out and drank half a liter of my water and 
then began patting himself down, looking for a match.  

 Not to have known, as most men have not, either the mountain or the 
desert, is not to have known oneself.—Joseph Wood Krutch  



 
 

Details: Length–6-7 miles round-trip. Elevation gain–3,000 feet. Time–3-8 hours. 
This is a half-day hike, which leaves plenty of time for an afternoon swim at 
Stovepipe Wells. The actual peak is about 200 yards beyond the arch. 

Getting there: From Highway 190, turn onto Scotty’s Castle Road and head 
north. Make a right onto Daylight Pass Road toward Beatty, Nevada. Drive 
approximately 6 miles and park near the Corkscrew Peak sign. Trailhead GPS–
N36.73686 W116.97129. 

Hazards: It’s off-trail. Take a map and a friend. Check in with a ranger. There is 
no water, so carry enough for an all-day adventure, about 2 liters.  

Essential gear: Zinc oxide. This hike is all sun, all the time. Save your skin. 
Wear a hat, pants and a long-sleeved shirt. You might even take a bandanna. 
Carry extra water and a warm sweater in the winter. It can be cold at the top. 

Dining: Bring your own food and cook a meal outside, or try the 49’er Café at the 
Ranch for burgers and vegetarian entrées. The Toll Road Restaurant at 
Stovepipe Wells serves prime rib on Saturday nights, but the menu is mediocre. 
You can also waltz over to the tiny Badwater Saloon for a beer, but don’t drink 
the tap water—it tastes like the exhaust pipe of a diesel truck—not that I know 
what that tastes like. But I can imagine.   

Camping: Try Emigrant Campground, off highway 190, about 8 miles west of 
Stovepipe Wells. It’s free and has picnic tables, a bathroom, running water and 
ten spots. First-come, first-served. You can also camp 2 miles down most dirt 
roads, unless directed otherwise by a Park Service sign. Check out your options. 

Getting clean: Head to Stovepipe Wells and pay $4 for a shower and all-day use 
of the outdoor pool. You can buy snacks at the store and read a book in the sun 
or shade. There are power outlets at the pool, but the Internet service is spotty 
and slow. It’s best to assume you’ll be reading a book or relaxing off-line. 

Getting Dirty: Great climbs await you. Hike Wildrose Peak (9 miles round-trip) or 
Telescope Peak (14 miles round-trip); it’s also the highest point in the park.  

Men (1-10 Scale): Zero. This is not the place to look for love. Desert dwellers are 
anti-establishment outcasts and, in general, are a bit strange. Consider that 
Charles Manson hid out in the southern part of the park months before his arrest. 
He was found, only because he and his crew vandalized earth moving 
equipment. They believed there was a lost city under Death Valley. Their last 
hide-out was in Goler Canyon, a weird place. Don’t go there. 

Fact: The limestone and sandstone in the Funeral and Panamint Mountains 
indicate that Death Valley was once the site of a warm shallow sea through most 
of the Paleozoic Era (251 to 542 million years ago). You’ll find seashells and 
fossils in odd places, like at the top of unnamed peaks that you discover. 

http://g.co/maps/wf73k
http://www.nps.gov/deva/planyourvisit/lodging.htm
http://www.nps.gov/deva/planyourvisit/camping.htm


 
 

 


