G OOD

Leaving Las Vegas

Shimmering Red Rock Canyon has a glow all its own

he security guard had me in his sights the moment I stepped off the elevator.

[ couldn't blame the guy for his suspicions, dressed as | was in the accoutre-

ments of an amateur naturalist—mud-caked boots, threadbare pack, requisite

funny hat. This is not the
standard uniform in a Las
Vegas casino, and the guard
surely wondered what nefari-
ous use I might have for the
binoculars around my neck.
He stalked me through the
forest of slot machines, past
the all-you-can-eat buffet,
and finally snared me near the
blackjack tables.

I assured him I was a hotel
guest, albeit not much of a
gambler, and said I planned to
spend my morning trekking
the trails of Red Rock Canyon
rather than cruising the fa-
mous Strip. I pointed help-
fully toward the Mojave some
20 miles west of the roulette
wheels, but his eyes only nar-

! rowed. He’d never heard of 7 i W dRe .
. Red RodkeSal suggcstcd 12 Sandstone formations rise from the Mojave Desert at Red Rock Canyon Conservation Area.

step outside and peer down Tropicana Boulevard toward ~ Egypt, medieval England, modern Manhattan—while turn-
the predawn horizon to see the massive sandstone facade  ing a windowless back on the desert that surrounds it.

. for himself. He flashed a thin, if charitable, smile, then Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area is a small
: walked away. portion of the fragile desert tableau that frames this town.
' I wasn’t surprised. When it comes to Vegas, how often It marks the western edge of the Las Vegas valley, the red
do cliffs and canyons come to anyone’s mind? Where else  and yellow sandstone of the Wilson Cliffs reaching 7,000
has a city so successfully walled itself off S e N AND feet into the Nevada sky. On the morning
from the realities of its own geography? Las I made my escape from the casino, that
Vegas is a hermetically sealed, artificially lit, climate-con-  rock wall burned like a beacon. First light turned it crim-
trolled mirage, its endless casinos as oblivious to locality as  son, and I suddenly understood why a park ranger had de-
space stations. Each mimics a different place—pharaonic  scribed the effect as “nature’s neon.” A soft May snow
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THE HOTELS, CASINOS, BILLBOARDS, AND NEON LIGHTS OF THE LAS VEGAS STRIP EAT UP 2.7 BILLION
KILOWATT HOURS OF ELECTRICITY EVERY YEAR, ENOUGH TO PROVIDE POWER TO 250,000 AVERAGE HOMES.
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