Arches

Landscape Arch ‘

Water and ice, extreme temperatures, and underground salt
movement are responsible for the sculptured rock scenery of
Arches National Park. On clear days with blue skies, it is hard
to imagine such violent forces, or the 100 million years of ero-
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sion, that created this land that boasts the greatest density of

natural arches in the world. More than 2,000 cataloged arches
range in size from a three-foot opening, the minimum consid-
ered an arch, to the longest one, Landscape Arch, which mea-

sures 306 feet from base to base.

Today, new arches are being formed and old ones are being
destroyed. Erosion and weathering are relatively slow but
are relentlessly creating dynamic landforms that gradually
change through time. Occasionally change occurs more dra-
matically. In 1991 a slab of rock about 60 feet long, 11 feet
wide, and four feet thick fell from the underside of Land-
scape Arch, leaving behind an even thinner ribbon of rock.

on the brink of a canyon, with the dramatic La Sal Mountains
for a backdrop. Towering spires, pinnacles, and balanced rocks
perched atop seemingly inadequate bases vie with the arches
as scenic spectacles.

American Indians used the area for thousands of years. Archaic
people, and later ancestral Puebloan, Fremont, and Utes
searched the arid desert for game animals, wild plant foods,

and stone for tools and weapons. They also left evidence of
their passing on a few pictograph and petroglyph panels. The

Delicate Arch, an isolated remnant of a bygone fin, stands

The Geologic Story

The park lies atop an underground salt
bed that is basically responsible for the
arches, spires, balanced rocks, sand-
stone fins, and eroded monoliths that
make the area a sightseer’s mecca.
Thousands of feet thick in places, this
salt bed was deposited across the Col-
orado Plateau some 300 million years
ago when a sea flowed into the region
and eventually evaporated. Over mil-
lions of years, the salt bed was covered
with residue from floods, winds, and
the oceans that came and went. Much
of the debris was compressed into rock.
At one time this overlying layer of rock
may have been more than a mile thick.

Salt under pressure is unstable, and the
salt bed below Arches was no match for
the weight of this thick cover of rock.
Under pressure, the salt layer shifted,
buckled, liquified, and repositioned it-
self, thrusting the rock layers upward
into domes. Whaole sections dropped
into the cavities.

Faults deep in the Earth contributed to
the instability on the surface. The result
of one such 2,500-foot displacement,

the Moab Fault, is seen from the visitor
center. This movement also produced

vertical cracks that later contributed to
the development of arches. As this sub-

surface movement of salt shaped the
Earth, surface erosion stripped away
the younger rock layers. Except for iso-
lated remnants, the major formations
seen in the park today are the salmon-
colored Entrada Sandstone, in which
most of the arches form, and the buff-
colored Navajo Sandstone. These are
visible in layer cake fashion in most of
the park. Over time water seeped into
the superficial cracks, joints, and folds
of these layers. Ice formed in the fis-
sures, expanding and putting pressure
on surrounding rock and breaking off
bits and pieces.

first white explorers came looking for wealth in the form of
minerals. Ranchers found wealth in the grasses for their cattle
and sheep. John Wesley Wolfe, a disabled Civil War veteran,
and his son, Fred, settled here in the late 1800s. A weathered
log cabin, root cellar, and a corral remain as evidence of the
primitive ranch they operated for more than 20 years. A visit
to Wolfe Ranch is a walk into the past.

Wind later cleaned out the loose parti-
cles. A series of free-standing fins re-
mained. Wind and water attacked these

fins until, in some, the cementing mate-

rial gave way, and chunks of rock tum-

bled out. Many damaged fins collapsed.

Others, with the right degree of hard-
ness and balance, survived despite their
missing sections. These became the
famous arches. Pothole arches form by
chemical weathering as water collects
in natural depressions and eventually
cuts through to the layer below. This is
the geologic story of Arches—probably.
The evidence is largely circumstantial.
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Much More Life Than Meets the Eye

Pinyon and gnarled juniper trees add a
splash of green contrast to the red sand-
stone terrain. When conditions are just
right, wildflowers bloom in profusion
from April to July. Most species of mam-
mals are nocturnal, but you might see
mule deer, kit fox, or more often, jack-
rabbits and cottontails, kangaroo rats
and other rodents, and small reptiles,
Flocks of blue pinyon jays chatter in tree
tops. Migratory species such as moun-
tain bluebirds and residents such as
golden eagles are seen by careful
observers.

Cryptobiotic Crust: It is alive, so watch
your step! But it won't bite you. Once
called cryptogamic soil, this dark crust
covers much of the untrampled desert.
Composed of cyanobacteria as well as
lichen, algae, and fungi, this covering
protects against erosion, absorbs mois-
ture, and provides nitrogen and other
nutrients for plant growth. Avoid crush-
ing these life-giving organisms. Stay on
trails. Without these crusts, many larger
plants could not survive, and if plants
go, so do animals. The desert could lose
much of the life that makes it such a
magical place.
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Exploring Arches
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