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SAVING SOLITUDE AT GREAT BASIN NATIONAL PARK: 
A TALE OF OBSCURITY AND IRONY

By Scott Thompson

The world of light and space that Edward Abbey found at Arches National 
Monument in the late 1950s and early 1960s and that he wrote about in Desert 
Solitaire survives in Great Basin National Park in far eastern Nevada.

The following numbers may be revealing in this regard. Arches National 
Park and Great Basin National Park are virtually the same size (76,769 acres 
and 77,180 acres respectively), but in 2012 the former had 1,070,577 visitors 
while the latter had 94,850. A ratio of over 11:1. The last time Arches had fewer 
than 100,000 annual visitors was 1964, when it was still a national monument. 
(Google “Park Statistics – Arches National Park” and “http://www.national 
parked.com/US/Great_Basin/Visitation_History.php.”)

Great Basin National Park is a remote, elegant citadel above the flat expanse 
of Snake Valley lying to its northeast. As Gail and I sailed upward from the 
quiet hamlet of Baker, along Route 488 West toward the boundary of the park, 
the expanse of Snake Valley deepened beneath us into a vast tan sea. From an 
eastward-looking overlook in the pinyon-juniper woodlands we gazed out 70 
miles or more, past the Nevada state line, past Snake Valley itself, well into 
Utah. Out there somewhere are the ruins of Topaz, an internment camp where 
our government imprisoned Japanese Americans during World War II.

the rangers merely have to stroll away from the visitor center they’re assigned 
to, take a few deep breaths, and gaze out at Snake Valley.

 

Edward Abbey knew that once the roads in Arches were paved, the vicious 
cycle of motorized traffic and industrial tourism would obliterate the elegant 
silence there, thereby destroying what was vital. And that his fellow Americans, 
ever seeking a bit more comfort and convenience, would unwittingly aid and 
abet in that obliteration. Abbey’s book was an elegy, and what he said has come 
to pass in national parks across the country.

The secret to Great Basin National Park’s continuing isolation is that it’s still 
a pain in the ass to get there. Specifically, it’s a little too far for most tourists to 
drive and if they do they have to pass through a desert that seems a little too 
empty and forbidding-looking, and if they actually do arrive, well, the popula-
tion of Baker is under a hundred and lacks typical tourist amenities, meaning 
that the streets are empty and they won’t find a top-grade mocha latte in town.

Which is what Gail and I like about Baker.

Everything at the park happens against the backdrop of Snake Valley and 
the eastward reaching desert far beneath. I can still close my eyes and see that 
vivid tan horizon, as well as the distant rooster tails of dust from out-of-the-way 
trucks shooting across the dirt roads. All of the immense Snake Valley and the 
empty, low-lying desert out to the horizon, which lends this park its grandeur, 
is outside the park boundary.

Wheeler Peak, 13,063 feet, the park’s capstone, is a sentinel in all directions. 
In the six miles between the eastern boundary of the park - at 6,500 feet - and 
the peak itself the land slopes abruptly upward through slender ecosystems: 
pinion-juniper woodlands; mixed conifers, including Douglas-fir, ponderosa 
pine and aspen; subalpine forest, including Englemann spruce and ancient 
bristlecone pine; and alpine tundra, including cryptogamic crusts of lichens, 
mosses, cyanobacteria, and fungi, and a thinning glacier.

 

The park has two visitor centers: the newer one at the edge of the village of 
Baker and the other just outside Lehman Caves, the other major attraction. 
Unless Gail and I happened to catch the park rangers on an exceptionally good 
day, their relaxed faces and easy gaits revealed their relief at being assigned 
here. I suspect that’s because here they can be rangers according to the old 
ideals: answering pleasant, nuanced questions about nature’s workings from 
curious, well informed visitors.

Because here the rangers don’t have to break up drunken fistfights or nag lit-
terers or silence throbbing car and truck radios or explain grade school scientif-
ic data or carry firearms. Or at least not very often. To feel solitude in this place 

The nearest town offering the range of services expected by tourists is Ely, 
population 4200+, 73 miles to the west. Which has a full cadre of eccentric 
motels (in the best sense), plenty of restaurants (even a Starbucks mini-bar in 
the old hotel), as well as gambling 24/7 and a lawfully operated cathouse. And a 
grocery store. And crisp local humor.

This state of affairs may be why the number of visitors to the park has wob-
bled back and forth since 1993, when it had its second highest year of visita-
tion. It is true that in 2012 the park recorded its most visitors ever, and in both 
2011 and 2012 visitation exceeded 90,000 for the first time. But this doesn’t yet 
make for an upward trend.

Yes, (typed with a sigh), at some point the chain motels, restaurants, and 
adrenalin-spiked recreational outfits may yet descend upon Baker, infecting it 
with the commercial buzz we know so well in Moab, Estes Park, and elsewhere. 
And if they do, no one who lives in the vicinity will be in a position to oppose 
the massive influx of money and jobs. And Wheeler Peak Scenic Drive will be 
clogged with cars, trucks and God knows what else.

But thus far the unique obscurity of this desert has been keeping Great Basin 
National Park safe.

The irony is that this very obscurity almost destroyed the desert before the 
park was created.

This is why. In 1979 the MX missile project was proposed by the U.S. Air 
Force, which unfortunately garnered the support of President Jimmy Carter. If 
it had been carried out, the project would have devastated a swath of Great Ba-
sin Desert 100 miles long and over 50 miles wide. This is virtually all the desert 

Great Basin National Park is a remote, elegant citadel above the flat expanse 
of Snake Valley lying to its northeast. As Gail and I sailed upward from 

the quiet hamlet of Baker, along Route 488 West toward the boundary of the park, 
the expanse of Snake Valley deepened beneath us into a vast tan sea. 
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valley that Great Basin National Park now overlooks, not only to the north and 
east but to the south as well, including all of Snake Valley.

In essence, the MX was a colossal scheme of hide and seek. Roughly 200 
intercontinental ballistic missiles were to be situated there, each with 23 
underground shelters along an underground track. All of the missiles were to 
be moved from one shelter to another in order to confuse Soviet spy satellites. 
Dummy missiles were to be involved in order to further confuse said spy satel-
lites. The tracks and shelters for the missiles were to be spread throughout this 
gigantic rectangle of desert land.

The planned construction time was seven years.

During the time the MX missile project was being debated and fought over, 
Wheeler Peak and environs were located in national forest land, while Lehman 
Caves itself was a national monument only one square mile in size. Had the MX 
plan been approved it would have comprised one of the largest military bases 
in the world if not the largest. Given the secrecy of the project, official paranoia 
about security would have been in overdrive. No civilians or even ordinary mili-
tary personnel would have been allowed anywhere near the razor-wire fences or 
past the armed guards at the gates, and certainly not on the high ground near 
Wheeler Peak where they could have espied events on the base with telescopes. 
Under these circumstances Great Basin National Park would never have been 
created and likely Lehman Caves would have been shut down.

And even if under such circumstances the park could somehow have been 
created, few people would have been willing to drive through hundreds of miles 
of forlorn desert in order to stand on Wheeler Peak Scenic Drive overlooking 
such a ghoulish scene.

The opposition to the MX came from various quarters, obviously including 
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