California Journey 2011-12 -- Part V
As I see it, the towns along this scenic byway are Pinoche, Caliente, Crystal Springs, and Ash Springs.
That accounts for about 240 miles from Major Places, NV to I15 – the freeway reached just north of Las
Vegas. We were pretty flexible and decided eventually to stop in Jean, NV which is about 30 south of
Las Vegas.
So we watched the mountains and valleys slip by and we arrive about noon in Pioche, NV. A little
history from Wikipedia:
The first European settlement of the area occurred in 1864 with the opening of a silver mine.
Europeans abandoned when indigenous communities effectively mounted resistance to
colonization. Recolonization launched in 1868, and François Pioche of San Francisco, CA bought
the town in 1869. By the early 1870s, it had grown to become one of the most important silvermining towns in Nevada.
The town had a reputation for being one of the roughest towns in the Old West. Local lore says 72
men were killed in gunfights before the first natural death occurred in the camp. This legend is
immortalized by the creation of Boot Hill, now a landmark in the city.
Some of Pioche seemed built on the side of a hill so one can say that it still has “its ups and downs.”
It seemed like part of the two
still existed on the hillside
among the piles of debris from
the old mining days.

The picture at the right shows what might have been the old
Mountain View Hotel where Herbert Hoover is said to have stayed.
We took the shot from the hill up near the old mine. The view is
toward the north.
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A Pioche residence. Is it still occupied?
Pioche does have a main street. It has a hotel with
theme rooms. Some tourism must come this way in
the warmer weather. I even believe the main street
curves farther on. There is a section of the main
street that extends to the right toward the old mine.

Finally on the east end of town is the
remnants of the mining days. The
snow really sticks to those tailings. It
is hard to hide some environmental
scars. No clean up was in sight. A
work of art adorned one building that
tried to encapsulate the Golden Age
of Pinoche for we tourists.
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We never got out of the car really. We just drove around and then got on the highway again. We had not
gone far when we saw a pull off for what must have been the west end of the Cathedral Gorge State Park.
Strange name for this flat country thought I. I believe we stopped for a minute, glanced into the rather
empty canyon, and left.
Down the road we found the state park entrance and decided to go in. We followed the park road past the
Visitor Center. The parking lot was empty on this Thursday. There were no collection posts. We have
our Senior Pass to drive into National Parks, but I always look for state park fee requirements.
Eventually, I found the unmanned pay station and dutifully deposited the $7 one-day parking fee. Even
through we hadn’t begun exploring, it turned out to be worth it.
The Cathedral Gorge State Park Road travelled back north such that the east canyon wall of interest was
between the park road and US 93. The walls of the gorge exhibited spires of eroded bentonite clay.
Wikipedia explained it this way:
A majority of Meadow Valley (which lies along U.S. Route 93 from the towns of Caliente to Panaca) was
covered by a freshwater lake nearly 1 million years ago during the Pliocene Era. The richly colored
canyons of Cathedral Gorge (called the Panaca Formation) are remnants of this ancient lakebed. Over
centuries, the lake began to gradually drain. Erosion began working away at the exposed portions
of sediment and gravel that once composed the lake bottom. Rainwater and melting snow carved rivulets in
the soft siltstone and clay shale, splitting tiny cracks and fissures into larger and larger gullies and canyons.

I suppose we didn’t even explore for
an hour. We first saw the peculiar
formation on that eastern wall.
Farther on we reached a parking area
which seemed to have signs
promoting sights. We got out. It
was sunny as usual, but rather cold.

The ground was not sandy. In general it was as
smooth as linoleum. The clay provided a
unique walking surface.
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As usual, I used Beverly for comparison. I believe it was sort of windy too. Beverly had on her down
jacket, gloves, and head band.
We each just kept nosing around until we found the real attraction. Tube-like caves that extended toward
the sky. In our short stay, we discovered many of these “caves.” No telling how many we left
undiscovered.
Look at these shots, Roy. Can you hear the audio
sequence? “Go in there, Beverly. Great! Is it safe?
Check it out and let me know if I should come in.”
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Some places there were caves that went way back into the canyon walls. All along the narrow paths,
these “caves” themselves were open to the sky 30 feet or so above. The caves were just narrow eroded
slits. The length of the caves could not be captured because light just faded in the distance. I took
several photos in several caves to indicate the height. The walls of these clay funnels were all different in
texture. They were hard surfaced. Like the one below, they often looked like the inside of a wooden
log.
Chris, these funnels reminded me of a couple of the deep
kettles at Kettle River State Park. At least one we
crawled in from the bottom years ago. Formed a totally
different way in totally different rock.
After exploring we read a little of the history from the
interpretive signs available. As usual with the origin of
many of these park areas, the developers were the
Civilian Conservation Corps of the 1930s. The remains
of their original stone washrooms and water tower are
still attractions of the park.
We went back to the Visitor Center and spoke with the
two people on duty. Actually, one person was a young
woman who was the ranger of this day. The second
person was more my age. He seemed to be the bearded
local. He may have been an employee, however.
The major outcome of our conversation was to deter me
from going down NV317 to a 38 mile “shortcut” from
Elgin, NV back to US93. The road did not look like it
was paved. It went between the Delamar Mountains on
the north and the Meadow Valley Mountains on the south. (Another trip in warm weather maybe.) More
than likely it would have been like the Wheeler Peak Road. Although it would not have gone up, it
probably was unplowed.
Back on the road again, we drove for the
California border. In our deliberations,
we were certain we would not stop in Las
Vegas. We were tossing a coin between
a casino in Jean, NV and a three-some of
casinos at Primm, NV.
The picture captures the last couple miles
of US93. If enlarged you can see the
semis on I15 heading west to Las Vegas.
We still had about 50 miles ahead of us
before our final stop.
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We got to Vegas a little after dark. We made an overture to drive through Vegas. I was driving and
Beverly got the better view for the few seconds that it lasted. All I recall is turning on to one of the
“strips” and being confronted with solid traffic amid the screaming lights of that metropolis. Fortunately,
we were in instant agreement and I saw my way to the right lane and turned. We travelled by some hotel
(don’t know which one) and fortunately found our way to a street that, we assumed, would parallel I15.
After driving several miles, we turned at a stoplight and found a ramp to I15. Enough of Las Vegas.
Out of that city, drove on to Jean which was about another 30 miles. There we pulled into the big casino
– The Gold Strike -- and got a cheap room. It was quick and convenient for us. Remember that this was
a Thursday night in the off season for travel. Nevertheless I wonder if some of these places might not go
“belly-up” one of these days. The machine business did not look very busy. I think some people were at
the blackjack tables. (My only prior experience with casinos was Vegas in the early 90s. Then the
casinos seemed much noisier with musical slots and clinking buckets.) The room seemed a little less well
kept than motels we had used to that point. Computer wi-fi was available but only if you paid for it.
That bugged me, because I wanted to send an email back to Minnesota and had to wait.
We found the cafeteria and had a low-priced meal with dessert. Maybe all casinos are alike. I guess I
am into social profiling. The people in the cafeteria seemed to be middle to lower-middle class. Yes,
like me. It kind of made me wish I had not stopped. I hope the rest were like us and were not doing the
casino-thing. What are the chances?
Interestingly, I don’t believe there were other places to stay in Jean. The casino was located at NV161
and I15. The town of Jean was near there; when we went to go there for cheap gas, we found that
everything was supposedly moved near the casino. Paid $3.64 per gallon for gas.
We went to sleep. Tomorrow, Santa Barbara or bust!
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