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Las Vegas, NV – Just a short drive west of here you can suddenly find yourself immersed in a world entirely foreign to the excesses of Las Vegas.  In fact, all you have to do is to drive a few blocks north of "the Strip" and head west for 17 miles.  You will enter a spectacular area devoid of humans, but filled with many of nature's gifts to us.  You will be in Red Rock Canyon.

Red rocks are certainly not unique to Nevada.  New Mexico, California, and Arizona each have a Red Rock State Park.  Interestingly, the land enclosing this group of rocks is not a state or a national park, and Nevada itself has at least three "Red Rock Canyons."  But here, in the region on the east side of the Spring Mountains where the flat land surrounding Las Vegas has risen to a towering, colorful escarpment, is a large area of public land administered for the government by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  One similarity to most national parks is a very informative Visitors Center with gift shop, museum, and book store. Rather than park rangers, it is manned mostly by volunteers and a few BLM employees. 
Most of the million visitors who annually come to Red Rock choose to limit themselves to the 13-mile one-way scenic drive with occasional stops at parking overlooks near key features.  Others are more adventurous and opt to hike on the 30 miles of trails or, as in our case, to venture up toward the many sandstone peaks while climbing rocks in regions where water cascades downward during the very infrequent rainy periods.  This is potentially dangerous climbing and canyoneering, as there are no trails, just large rocks and sparse vegetation.  There is also the potential of finding some of the snakes native to the area, such as the very poisonous Northern Mojave rattlesnake or its relative, the desert speckled rattlesnake.  Fortunately, we saw neither, although they may have seen us.  
We did see lots of lizards (there are at least 25 species here) and another reptile, the common chuckawalla.  It grows to about 15 inches in length and has a wide body with a thick tail and lives under these harsh conditions to 25 years or more.  Although Red Rock is noted for its wild horses and burros which have descended from those abandoned by early settlers or natives, we did not see any.  There are frequent signs along the scenic drive to watch out for desert tortoises on the road, not because they are numerous, but because the BLM wants to preserve as many of this endangered species as possible.  Again, we did not see any.
What we did see as we descended from the peaks were about 20 young men and women from California who were scaling some of the sheer sandstone cliffs about a mile hike from the Calico 1 and 2 parking areas.  Because the rock is Aztec sandstone, climbers need to exercise caution due to the potentially crumbling nature of the rock.  However, the groups which we encountered had good equipment and seemed to know what they were doing.  No one fell while I was watching!
The sandstone here was formed over 250 million years ago when what is now southern Nevada emerged from the sea and sand deposits began to form cliffs thousands of feet high.  As water flowed through these deposits, compounds such as iron oxide and calcium carbonate formed cement between the grains of sand.  As later uplifting occurred over millions of years, the rocks rose to their present heights.  Exposure to weathering erosion carved out the unique formations and also gave the region its distinctive red coloration.
For us, the entire Red Rock experience was also uplifting, and humbling.  Scrambling upward, not certain that we were not in a box canyon or about to become stranded (with no cell service), we still felt almost giddy.  No one here on Earth knew where we were, but the air was totally pure and the view on top was spectacular. We were left with a profound sense of our own smallness, our so brief experience here on Earth, and our joy at sharing nature's gifts.  It was truly a quasi-religious experience.
I thought you might like to know.
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