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Climate Crucible

Nature and Culture, Companions in Survival in Death Valley Web Exhibit

As far as is known, Death Valley was given its name by one of a
group of prospectors lost on their way to the California Gold Bush,
Death

Walley, and its history, are full of life, It is, however, life on the eelge, ns

While the moniker cought on famously—apt
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depicted in anew collaborative online exhibit developed by Death Val-
Tew Mational Park and the National Park Seevice Musewm Managzement
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pinyvon pine, and mowntain mahogany, Though littde vain Falls in the
valley, wildflowers transform the desert in a spectacular display of
color, More than vooo kinds of plants live theve, some with reots that
gooupy toa hundreed feet below the desert floor and others that have
adapted by reducing the evaporation from their legves and stems.

Fhere are 50 species found nowhere else in the world,

Eis "i- =
"k =
3

THE EFFECTS OF POLLUTIOM AMD CLIMATE CHANGE ARE INCREASINGLY EVIDENT IM THE MATIONAL PARKS:
DEATH YALLEY, THOUGH OVER 120 MILES FROM THE NEAREST MAJOR CITY. 15 PARTICULARLY YULMERABLE.

Frogram. Using photos, stories, oljects, and specimens from the park's
callection, the exhibit offers an inside e of the prark and its history.

The valleys extremes have long attracted the curious, just as its stark
Beauty has drawn lovers of nature, While the Timbizsha Shoshone lived
in the area for hundreds of vears before the Europeans, much of the more
recent history revolves around the quest for valuable minesils, The ecol-
oy and geology are remarkalle, and the exhibit helps viewers explore
the seience of this coimmatic landscape,

Flanked by the Panamint mountains on the west and the Amargosa
on the enst, the three-million-acre preserve is often assumed o be ns
void of life as its nane implies, While the valley floor is forbidding, the
surrounding ter

in includes colorful badlands, sand dunes, and
snowy peaks, The higher elevations contain woodlands of juniper,

ago¥i: Hauling borax. Ricu T Panamint doisy, & species endemic to the
mountain range of the same namae, collected in Wildrese Canyen in 1919,

contact points web Matisnal Park Sorvice Death Valley Web Exhibit woom,
nps.govdhistorymuseumfoshibits/death vallo’ NPS Doath Vealley Teaching
with Musoum Cellections Losson Plen  wewwnps gowhistondmusounn/tme/
trne_links htm(=0E VA Death Valloy National Park v s g avelowg
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The effects of pollution and climate change are increasingly
evident in the national parks; Death Valley, though over 120 miles from
the nearest major city, is particalaely valnerable, These threats are dis-
cussed in a seetion titled, “Seicnce in Death Vallew”

“We have o great number of species on the edge,” savs park ranger
Terey Ealdine. I an extreme environment, species are threatened
by even slight shifts in temperature and precipitation. “One of the
telltale signs is movement of plant communities as the temperatures
change.” savs Kelly Fubrmann, the park’s chief of natural and cul-
tural resourees management, When plants migrate to higher eleva-
tions, the life they support likely Follows, with Tepercnssions
throughout the ecosystem. But, says Baldino, “what happens ifthey
hawve toomigrate and can't go anyvwhere clse?”

Distant citics are making their
to the experience heve,” sayvs Fule

k, too. *The night sky is critical
i During the evening hours,
Dreath Valley becomes one of the continent’s darkest places. Yet re-
search shows that light pollution from Los Angeles—five hours
avay—and Las Vegas—a two-hour drive—is having an effect. Like-
wise, wrban smog can mask the spectaculs
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These 21st-century challenges, faced by almost every national
park in Americ

appear incongruous in a place that seems 6o hint at
the beginning of time. It was the 1848 discovery of California gold that
first brought outsiders to the valley, Some among the thousands of mi-
grants wound up facing this formidable obstacle, Their story of sur-
vival is one of the great chapters of Death Valley lore.

Planning the transcontinental railroad, surveyors and scientists dis-
covered the region’s unusual qualities: its location far below sea level,
its plant and animal life, its rare minerals. The mining of gold, silver,
copper, and zinc saw almost a century and a half of boom and bust.
Towns and supply centers grew up around springs and streams, Some
entrepreneurs established ranches to serve the mining industey, oper-
ations that developed into permanent settlements. Today, there are

It was the era of a most unusual legacy—that of con man Walter
Seolt, known as “Death Valley Scotty.” Scott convinesd Chicago mil
lionaire Albert Johnson (o invest in a mysterious gold mine. Johnson,
taken with the scenery and the larger-than-life character, built a
sprawling mansion high in the cool remove of Grapevine Canyon. The
Spanish colonial extravagance isa |‘.|::|;.1|.'f|'\| i A storybook (see Comrron
Grrownnd summer 2004), “You think you're in the Alhambra, you think
you're in Seville or Granada,” says Paul Dolinsky, who led a team doc-
umenting the place for the Historie American Buildings Survey.
Johnson immersed himself in this alternate existence, dressing as
a Hollywood cowboy while enjoving the atmosphere he spent mil-
lions to create. Environmentally, the house was ahead of its time,
with hollow-block masonry filled with Insulite—a type of carly in-

TODAY, THERE ARE PLENTY OF GHOST TOWNS, PLACES LIKE CHLORIDE CITY, GREENWATER, AND
SKIDOO, WHERE THE ROUGH-AND-TUMBLE OLD WEST WAS NO MYTH.

plenty of ghost towns, places like Chloride City, Greenwater, and Ski-
doo, where the rough-and-tumble Old West was no myth.

In the 18705, prospectors discovered borac, a mineral used to make
soap and cosmetics—so profitable it was eventually dubbed “white
gold,” the catalyst for long-term development and the tourist industry:
In 1883, the Harmony Borax Works opened at Furmace Creek, rem-
nants of which remain at the park. Borax deposits were gathered from
the desert loor, purified, and shipped Lo the railhead at Mojave via the
zo-mule teams made famous in television commercials for Boras.

The exhibit features a wide collection of items from this era, includ-
ing vintage advertisements and various containers of products made
from the mineral. The operation only lasted five vears, The miners left
the artifacts of their presence, and many are featured in the exhibit,

Mining continued sporadically through the carly 2oth century. By
this time, Death Valley was a popular tourist attraction. A scenic toll
road was built in 1926 to bring visitors (o a new resort at Stovepipe
Wells. The Pacific Coast Borax Company built a campground and cab-
ins for visitors toits works, followed by the Furnace Creek Innand the
Death Valley View Hotel to meet the growing demand.

sulation that kept it cool —and the water for a decorative fountain re-
eyeled through the walls, a form of air conditioning. While the prom-
ise of gold went unfulfilled, Scott remained a presence at “his” castle,
abetting his reputation as a deep-pocket player. The Johnsons,
around only during vacations, didn't seem to mind.

By the time Death Valley became a national monurment in 1933, it had
been supporting a tourist industry for a decade. The exhibit depicts the
era in posteards, advertisements, souvenirs, and other artifacts. The
Civilian Conservation Corps improved roads, water lines, and other
elements of the park’s infrastructure. In 1994, it was declared a national
park and expanded by nearly 1.3 million acres.

From the earliest impressions of the first pioneers to eritical contem-
porary issues, the online exhibit provides an in-depth look at this iconic
Western park.

LEF T Chicago millionaire Albert Johnson, who built the sterybook Scotty’s
Castle high in the valley hills, was enamorcd of Old West sccoutrements like
these arnamental chaps, snovEe LEFT: Packet watch from Death Valley's
mining era. AB0VE: Another Scotty's Castle confection.
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