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The main road meandering 

through Arches National Park 

Woolly Locoweed (Astragalus 

mollissimus). A pretty poison, 

woolly locoweed, flowering 

during autumn, can make 

cattle that eat its toxic leaves 

go berserk and die."  

The Merrimac rock from SR 

313 near Canyonlands 

National Park. Note the desert 

varnish on the face of the rock 

formation. 

Canyonlands preserves a 

colorful landscape eroded into 

countless canyons, mesas and 

buttes by the Colorado River 

and its tributaries 

I have added an archive of all past editions of the Aperture. You can access this archive 

by clicking here. 

Arches NP visitor’s center gift 

shop where we bought books 

to assist us in identifying the 

wildflowers 

The forces of nature have 

acted in concert to create the 

landscape of Arches, which 

contains the greatest density 

of natural arches in the 

world. 

An example of desert varnish 

on the Three Gossips, Arches 

NP 

The west face of balanced 

rock photographed two hours 

before sunset 

Ute petroglyphs near Wolfe’s 

Ranch 

Catching the moon rising 

over Devil’s Garden at the 

north end of Arches NP 

Canyons, mesas, and deep 

river gorges form natural 

features that are part of a 

unique desert ecosystem 

Looking westerly from the 

Arches Entrance Road over 

US 191 and the Moab Fault, 

Indian Paintbrush, or Prairie-

fire (Castilleja  chromosa), 

Arches NP 

Cryptobiotic Crust near the 

Fiery Furnace viewpoint, 

Arches National Park. Do not 

walk on this protected soil  

John Wesley Wolfe, a veteran 

of the Civil War, built the 

homestead known as Wolfe 

Ranch around 1898 

I n chapter 53 of my book, Footsteps on the Land, I state that my favorite national park is the Arches near Moab Utah 

Hollywood may be considered as the movie capital of the world, but the Arches National Park and its close cousin 

Monument Valley is one of the premier filming locations in the United States. Forty movies have been filmed in Monument 

Valley and the Arches. This does not take into account the numerous TV commercials that have been shot there over the past 

fifty years. Some of the more notable films that have been shot in the Arches are: Rio Grande, Ten Who Dared, Cheyenne 

Autumn, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade and Thelma and Louise. For a complete list of movies scenes shot at the Arches 

click here. You will see a map of where each scene was shot. 

Monument Valley, Director John Ford’s favorite filming location was the setting for films like: 

the classic Stagecoach, Fort Apache, She wore a Yellow Ribbon, The Searchers, 2001, a 

Space Odyssey, The Eiger Sanction and Windtalkers. For a complete list of films shot in 

Monument Valley click here. I do not believe any other locations can boast such a vast array 

of magnificent scenery as the Arches and Canyonlands. To read more about John Ford’s love 

affair with these locations click here. 

 

As a young boy growing up in Cleveland, Ohio I was fascinated with the western. Yes, it was 

a classic moral tale between good and evil, but more so it was those fantastic cinemascope 

scenes of red rock formations and rich blue skies with white puffy clouds. When you lived in a 

region where the sun did not show that often and the cold, wet winters were depressing 

Monument valley was a treat for the eyes and imagination. It was a prime factor in my 

decision to move west. As a photographer it was an imperative. Kodachrome film and a 

polarizer for the lens were fantastic. I guess I just love those red rocks. 

 

I visited the Arches for third time in April of this year. I was in search of wildflowers this time 

and I was not disappointed. Prior to my visit I emailed the park ranger and queried him the 

status of the wildflowers and where the best blooms could be found. Due to the cold spring he 

flowers were not a prolific as in past years, but between Arches and Canyonlands I found 

many stunning blooms along the trails. I eschewed a visit to Monument Valley as I did not 

have enough time and I had been there last year. You can see some of my photos of 

Monument Valley by clicking here. And, if you click here you might see John Wayne galloping 

from behind the mitten (butte). I don’t know why they are called mittens and have 

researched the topic with no luck. Perhaps you know the origin of the term and if you do 

please send me an e-mail by clicking here, I would appreciate it. 

 

Kathy and I decided we would drive straight through to Moab rather than breaking the drive 

into two segments. I took us about 13 hours to drive to the park from our home in Menifee 

and we were both pretty tired when we got there. Fortunately we had made a reservation at 

the Days Inn in Moab, so we did not have to worry about finding a place to stay. It is best to 

make reservation when visiting Moab and the arches as motels fill up quickly in all seasons. 

People come to this park for all sorts of outdoor recreational activities and motel rooms 

become scarce. They are also a bit on the pricy side as the market dictates the price. 

 

The next morning, after an early breakfast, we got to the park right after the gates opened. I 

highly recommend an early start as the park roads and trails fill up quickly and by 11:00 am 

it becomes a bit crowded with tenderfoots and rubbernecking drivers. The weather was cool 

(mid 60s) and the skies were clear, just what I was hoping for. As we got there early the 

breezes had not kicked up yet so it made photographing the delicate wildflowers a bit better. 

After a brief stop at the visitor’s center to buy a book on Utah wildflowers we made our way 

up the hill and into the park. 

 

The forces of nature have acted in concert to create the landscape of Arches, which contains 

the greatest density of natural arches in the world. Throughout the park, rock layers reveal 

millions of years of deposition, erosion and other geologic events. These layers continue to 

shape life in Arches today, as their erosion influences elemental features like soil chemistry 

and where water flows when it rains. 

 

Arches is located in a "high desert," with elevations ranging from 4,085 to 5,653 feet above 

sea level. The climate is one of very hot summers, cold winters and very little rainfall. Even 

on a daily basis, temperatures may fluctuate as much as 50 degrees. The plants and animals 

in Arches have many adaptations that enable them to survive these conditions. Some species 

are found only in this area. The diversity of organisms reflects the variety of available habitat, 

which includes lush riparian areas, ephemeral pools, dry arroyos, mixed grasslands and large 

expanses of bare rock. To view an interactive map of the park click here. To open a general 

location map click here. To download a PDF file of the visitors map click here. You can print 

this map and use it to see where all the rock formations are located. 

One of my favorite locations with the park is a grouping of buttes called Park Avenue. This is 

where Harrison Ford in Indiana Jones and The Last Crusade is seen traveling with his boy 

scout companions in the opening scenes. It was also the location where Major Powell, in The 

Ten Who Dared, hikes by himself to study unique geology. He slips on the rock ledges on the 

east side and is rescued by his brother and the rest of the team. (Note: when a linked photo 

opens you can click on the hyperlink, shown in red text, beneath the caption to open a Google 

map showing the exact location where the photo was taken. All of my photos were GPS 

geotagged for this gallery). 

One of the most frequently asked question of the park rangers is the cause of the black 

streaks running down the rock formations. These streaks, called desert varnish, is a thin 

coating (patina) of manganese, iron and clays on the surface of sun-baked boulders. 

According to the rangers desert varnish is formed by colonies of microscopic bacteria living on 

the rock surface for thousands of years. On some rock faces, especially along the Colorado 

River the will see whole sections of exposed rock covered with this black varnish. 

 

The most photographed rock formation in the Arches is Balanced Rock. I probably have taken 

20 or 30 photos of this delicately balance rock seated atop a formation reaching into the sky. 

This is where the camping scene in the film Rio Conchos was filmed with balanced rock in the 

background. The best time to photograph balanced rock is not in the morning when the 

sunlight is streaming in from the east but a few hours before sunset when the sun cast a 

reddish glow on the formation. The photo seen by clicking here was taken at 5:02 pm on May 

9, 2009 You can see the saturated, sharp colors as the setting sun shines on the west side of 
the formation . 

 

Perhaps the signature rock formation in the Arches is delicate arch. To reach this formation it 

is necessary to hike up a trail for about a mile. You can’t drive to this one. I took this photo 

from the parking area at the trailhead to delicate arch using a 70-300mm VR telephoto lens 

attached to a Nikon D80 and mounted on a tripod. With a little help from Photoshop I was 

able to take the wandering hikers out of the picture. 

 

Rocks have attracted visitors to Arches National Park for thousands of years. However, 

sightseeing has not been the main activity for very long. Hunter-gatherers migrated into the 

area about 10,000 years ago at the end of the Ice Age. As they explored Courthouse Wash 

and other areas in what is now Arches, they found pockets of chert and chalcedony: two 

forms of microcrystalline quartz perfect for making stone tools. Chipping or knapping these 

rocks into dart points, knives, and scrapers, they created debris piles that are still visible to 

the trained eye. 

 

Then, roughly two thousand years ago, the nomadic hunters and gatherers began cultivating 

certain plants and settled into the Four Corners region. These early agriculturalists, known as 

the ancestral Puebloan and Fremont people, raised domesticated maize, beans, and squash, 

and lived in villages like those preserved at Mesa Verde National Park. While no dwellings 

have been found in Arches, the northern edge of ancestral Puebloan territory, there are rock 

inscription panels (Petroglyphs). Like earlier people, the ancestral Puebloans left lithic 

scatters, often overlooking waterholes where someone may have shaped tools while watching 

for game. People living in modern-day pueblos like Acoma, Cochiti, Santa Clara, Taos, and 

the Hopi Mesas are descendants of the ancestral Puebloans. 

The Fremont were contemporaries of the ancestral Puebloans and lived in the same general 

area, so distinctions between the two cultures are blurry. However, Fremont rock inscriptions, 

pottery and other artifacts clearly demonstrate the existence of different technologies and 

traditions. Both the Fremont and the ancestral Puebloans left the region about 700 years ago. 

As the ancestral Puebloan and Fremont peoples were leaving, nomadic Shoshonean peoples 

such as the Ute and Paiute entered the area and were here to meet the first Europeans in 

1776. The petroglyph panel near Wolfe Ranch is believed to have some Ute images since it 

shows people on horseback, and horses were adopted by the Utes only after they were 

introduced by the Spanish. 

 

The first European settlement of Southern Utah arose from the colonizing efforts of the 

Mormon Church. The Mormons attempted to establish the Elk Mountain Mission in what is 

now Moab in June of 1855, but conflicts with the Utes caused them to abandon the effort. In 

the 1880s and 1890s, Moab was settled permanently by ranchers, prospectors, and farmers. 

One settler even found a beautiful spot within what is now Arches National Park. John Wesley 

Wolfe, a veteran of the Civil War, built the homestead known as Wolfe Ranch around 1898, 

seeking good fortune in the newly established State of Utah. It is located on Salt Wash, at 

the beginning of the Delicate Arch Trail. Wolfe and his family lived there a decade or more, 

and then he moved back to Ohio. The cabin remains, an echo of what must have been a 

remarkable experience  
 

One of the earliest settlers to describe the beauty of the red rock country around Arches was 

Loren “Bish” Taylor, who took over the Moab newspaper in 1911 when he was eighteen years 

old. Bish editorialized for years about the marvels of Moab, and loved exploring and 

describing the rock wonderland just north of the frontier town. Some of his journeys were 

with John “Doc” Williams, Moab’s first doctor. As Doc rode his horse north to ranches and 

other settlements, he often climbed out of Salt Valley to the spot now called Doc Williams 
Point, stopped to let his horse rest and looked back over the fabulously colored rock fins . 

 

Word spread. Alexander Ringhoffer, a prospector, wrote the Rio Grande Western Railroad in 

1923 in an effort to publicize the area and gain support for creating a national park. 

Ringhoffer led railroad executives interested in attracting more rail passengers into the 

formations; they were impressed, and the campaign began. The government sent research 

teams to investigate and gather evidence. On April 12, 1929 President Herbert Hoover signed 

the legislation creating Arches National Monument, to protect the arches, spires, balanced 

rocks, and other sandstone formations. On November 12, 1971 congress changed the status 

of Arches to a National Park, recognizing over 10,000 years of cultural history that flourished 
in this now famous landscape of sandstone arches and canyons . 

 

One of the cautions when hiking the Arches or Canyonlands is to be on the watch for 

Cryptobiotic Soil Crust. Biological soil crust is a living groundcover that forms the foundation 

of high desert plant life in Arches and the surrounding area. This knobby, black crust is 

dominated by cyanobacteria, but also includes lichens, mosses, green algae, microfungi and 

bacteria. Cyanobacteria, previously called blue-green algae, are one of the oldest known life 

forms. It is thought that these organisms were among the first land colonizers of the earth's 

early land masses, and played an integral role in the formation and stabilization of the earth's 

early soils. Extremely thick mats of these organisms converted the earth's original carbon 

dioxide-rich atmosphere into one rich in oxygen and capable of sustaining life . 

 

When wet, Cyanobacteria move through the soil and bind rock or soil particles, forming an 

intricate web of fibers. In this way, loose soil particles are joined together, and an otherwise 

unstable surface becomes very resistant to both wind and water erosion. The soil-binding 

action is not dependent on the presence of living filaments. Layers of abandoned sheaths, 

built up over long periods of time, can still be found clinging tenaciously to soil particles, 

providing cohesion and stability in sandy soils at depths up to 10cm. 

After a full day at Arches we visited Canyonlands National Park the next day. Canyonlands is 

the sister national park to Arches. It about 30 miles to the northwest and the prime area to 

visit is called Island in the Sky. To view a guide to the park click here. To download a PDF file 

of the visitors guide click here. 

 

Canyonlands, while close to Arches provides a different view of the Utah landscape. It does 

not have the carved and wind eroded rock formations. Canyonlands preserves a colorful 

landscape eroded into countless canyons, mesas and buttes by the Colorado River and its 

tributaries. The rivers divide the park into four districts: the Island in the Sky, the Needles, 

the Maze and the rivers themselves. While these areas share a primitive desert atmosphere, 

each retains its own character and offers different opportunities for exploration . 

 

Canyonlands National Park preserves one of the last, relatively undisturbed areas of the 

Colorado Plateau, a geological province that encompasses much of the Colorado River and its 

tributaries, the largest being the Green River. Carved out of vast sedimentary rock deposits, 

this landscape of canyons, mesas, and deep river gorges possesses remarkable natural 

features that are part of a unique desert ecosystem. 
 

The foundation of Canyonlands' ecology is its remarkable geology, which is visible 

everywhere in cliff profiles that reveal millions of years of deposition and erosion. These rock 

layers continue to shape life in Canyonlands today, as their erosion influences elemental 
features like soil chemistry and where water flows when it rains . 

 

Known as a "high desert," with elevations ranging from 3,700 to 7,200 feet above sea level, 

Canyonlands experiences very hot summers, cold winters and less than ten inches of rain 
each year. Even on a daily basis, temperatures may fluctuate as much as 50 degrees . 

 

Canyonlands National Park is a showcase of geology. In each of the districts, visitors can see 

the remarkable effects of millions of years of erosion on a landscape of sedimentary rock. For 

hundreds of millions of years, material was deposited from a variety of sources in what is 

now Canyonlands National Park. As movements in the earth’s crust altered surface features 

and the North American continent migrated north from the equator, the local environment 

changed dramatically. 

 

Over time, southeast Utah was flooded by oceans, crisscrossed by rivers, covered by 

mudflats and buried by sand. The climate has resembled a tropical coast, an interior desert, 

and everything in between. Layer upon layer of sedimentary rock formed as buried materials 

were cemented by precipitates in ground water. Each layer contains clues, like patterns or 

fossils, that reveal its depositional environment. For example, the red and white layers of 

Cedar Mesa Sandstone occur where floods of iron-rich debris from nearby mountains 

periodically inundated coastal dunes of white sand. Only a trace of iron is needed to color a 
rock red . 

Until about 15 million years ago, most of the Canyonlands area was near sea level. Local 

uplifts and volcanic activity had created features like Capitol Reef's Waterpocket Fold and the 

La Sal Mountains near Moab, but then movements in the earth's crust caused the whole area 

to rise. Today, the average elevation is over 5,000 feet above sea level. The uplifting of this 

region, known as the Colorado Plateau, marked a shift from a depositional environment to 

one of erosion. The Colorado and Green rivers began to downcut and are now entrenched in 

canyons over 2,000 feet deep. Sediment-filled storm run-off drains into these rivers, scouring 

the surrounding landscape of into a network of tributary canyons, run-offs and washes. 

 

How sedimentary rock weathers depends largely on its exposure to water. An erosion- 

resistant caprock of White Rim Sandstone may protect a weaker layer of shale until only a 

thin spire remains. Examples of such "standing rocks" can be seen in both the Island in the 

Sky and the Maze districts. In addition to floods, the expansion of freezing water is a 

powerful erosive force. As ice loosens surface material and widens cracks, everything 

becomes more vulnerable to the next big storm. For an animated geological atlas click here, 

it’s informative and more fun than reading all of the geological gibberish. You don’t need a 

degree in geology to understand it.  
 

We spent most of the morning driving the Island in the Sky district before heading out of the 

park towards St. George where we would spend the night at the Days Inn and I was 

beginning to think of the great meal we would enjoy at the Golden Coral. 

 

Oh, as to the wildflowers. They were great. We spent most of the day stopping along the 

roadside and photographing the flowers. The gallery has the keeper shots with the flowers 

identified. I was particularly delighted with the Indian Paintbrush, Prairie Lupine, Desert 

Evening Primrose and the ever present Woolly Locoweed. 

 

After an overnight stay in St. George we headed for home on I-15 passing quickly through 

Las Vegas. We did, however make a stop to visit the famous Calico Ghost Town just east of 

Barstow. I don’t know how many times I have passed the signs for this unique mining town 

and driven right on down the road. This time we took the turnoff and spent a few hours at 

Walter Knott’s restored town. 

 

Walter Knott, the founder of the famous Knott’s Berry Farm, the creator of the boysenberry 

and a true patriot began his restoration efforts of his once thriving mining town in 1951. 

Calico was originally established 1881 to take advantage of the silver veins discovered in the 

nearby Calico Mountains and the borax trade in the Mojave Desert. At its height, shortly after 

it was founded, Calico had a population of 1,200 people and over 500 silver mines. Besides 

the usual assortment of bars, brothels, gambling halls and a few churches, Calico also 

supported a newspaper, the Calico Print. In the mid 1890s the price of silver dropped and 

Calico's silver mines were no longer economically viable. With the end of borax mining in the 

region in 1907 the town was completely abandoned. The last original inhabitant of Calico 

before it was abandoned, Mrs. Lucy Bell Lane, died in the 1960s. Her house remains as the 

main museum in town. 

 

In 1951, Walter Knott purchased the town and began restoring it to its original condition 

referencing old photographs. In the late 1950s, a western garbed man with Custer whiskers 

known as Calico Fred was a local fixture. Though five of the original town buildings exist 

today, many others were recreated as replicas of their originals on preexisting foundations. 

In 1966, Knott donated the town to San Bernardino County, and Calico became a county 

regional park. 

 

We spent about two hours walking about the town and visiting the gift shops where you can 

buy a great variety of rocks and minerals. This is a great place for kids to learn about the 

treasures of the desert. On the way out I struck up a conversation with a fellow who had a 

Vintage 1961 Ford Falcon parked next to my car. He also had on a Route 66 shirt and when I 

asked him if he was a fan of the Mother Road he told me he was on his way to drive historic 

Route 66 all the way to Chicago in the restored Falcon. What a kick and adventure he would 

have. In October I completed the Chicago to Los Angeles trip along 66 in a 2010 Ford 

Explorer so we had a great deal in common. I hope his vintage car survived the adventure. 

You can read my Route 66 personal gallery at by clicking here. 

 

To view a gallery of photos from my latest visit to Arches and Canyonlands please click here. 

Make sure to use the slideshow button at the upper left corner of the gallery. To view a 

gallery my photos from my 2009 visit to Arches and Canyonlands please click here. 

The entrance to the Calico 

Ghost Town, California 

Trestle for the Calico Mine, 

Calico Ghost Town, California 

Vintage 1961 Ford Falcon 

At Calico Ghost Town. The 

driver and his wife were on 

heir way to Chicago via 

Historic Route 66 
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