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RAINBOW BASIN RECREATION GUIDE

LOCATION

Rainbow Basin Natural Area is located in central San
Bemardino County eight miles north of Barstow, Califor'
nia. From Highway 58 in Barstow go five miles north on
the Fort lrwin Road and three miles west on the Fossil Bed
Road.

Ill'IPORTANCE

Rainbow Basin has long been known for the fossils of
ancient mammals o<posed in its colorful sedimentary
rock formations. Fossil remains include those of the old-
est North American mastodon and pronghorn as well as
large and small camels and three-toed horses. Rhinoce
ros, oreodont, and a large "bear-dog" lived near ancient
lake beds. Because of theabundanceandqualityof fossils
found here, scientists consider Rainbow Basin to be the
type locality (site serving as a reference standard) for the
Barstovian land mammal age ( 12 to 1 6 million years ago)
in North America. ln addition, Rainbow Basin sediments
are textbook o<amples of folds, faults, and other distur-
bances of the earth's crust. For these reasons, the area is
frequently visited by college and university groups as well
as members of the general public.

NATIONAL NATURAL I.ANDMARK

ln 1972 the Secretary of the Interior designated Rainbow
Basin a "National Natural landmark' to encourage its
preservation as a site illustrating the geological and eco-
logical character of the United States, to enhance the
educational and scientific value of the site, to strengthen
cultural appreciation of natural history, and to foster a
greater concern in the consenration of the nation's natural
heritage.

AREA OF CRITICAL
ET{VIRONMENTAL CONCERN

In recognition of the geologic and other outstanding natu-
ral values found here, the Bureau of l-and lvlanagement
(Bl-rvl) identified Rainbow Basin Natural Area as an "Area
of Critical Environmental Concern" (ACEC) in 1980. A
management program has been developed which pro-
vides for protection and interpretation of the scenic and
scientific resources of the area.

RECREATION OPPORTUNITIES

In addition to nationally significant scientific values, Rain-
bow Basin Natural Area also offers visitors outstanding

I
opportunities for recreation including: sightseeing, hiking,
horseback riding, motor vehicle touring, ovemight camp-
ing, picnicking, photography, amateur astronomy, and
nature study.

Hiking, riding, or driving through the Natural Area reveals
a varied and spectacular badland topography with a multi"
tude of photographic opportunities.

Though there are no dereloped paths or trails, hiking or
horseback riding on the ridges and washes of the area
enables the user to gain an even greater appreciation of
the area's outstanding scenery.

On the hike up Owl Canyon wash, adjacentto OwlCanyon
Campground, you will pass through three different geo-
logicformations thatgive evidenceof a span of time inthe
millions of years. Past the turnoff to Owl Canyon Camp.
ground, Fossil Bed Road becomes a narrow one-way loop
road, not suitable for use by large motorhomes or trailers,
From the scenic viewpoint along this road, the Barstou'
Syncline, a classic fold in the sedimentary formations,
may be observed.

Spring and falltemperatures are generally mild and night.
time stargazing opportunities are not diminished by city
lights. Careful observers may encounter a variety of wild-
life including the desert kit fox, the desert tortoise, and the
bobcat. Birds of prey including the baln owl, the burrow-
ing owl, red-tailed hawk, and the turkey wlture are com.
monly sighted in the Natural Area.
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OWL CAITYON CAMPGROUND

Located within the Natural Area is Owl Canyon Camp-
ground with 31 sites. Facilites include parking for cars,
trailers or campers, tables, ramadas, fire rings, grills, vault
toilets, trash receptacles, and drinking water. A use fee is
charged.

An undeveloped overflow campsite exists nearby for use
by equestrian and other large groups. The use of motor
vehicles in the campground is limited to access to and
from campsites. Camping is limited to 14 days.

GOIDEUNES

In order to protect the outstanding values of this unique
area and maintain a quality experience for other recrea'
tional users, please complywith the following guidelines:

o Report all significant fossil finds to the BLli{. Hobby
collection of fossils is restricted.

. Use firearms only in safe places. Their use is not
permitted within % mile of the campground.

o For safeW reasons, horses are not permitted in the
doreloped portion of Owl Canyon Campground.

. Desert tortoises and birds of prey are protected by
the State of California and may not be removed or
harassed. All species are protected unless desig'
nated as game animals by the California Depart'
ment of Fish and Game.

o Limit your use of motor vehicles to the routes identi-
fied on this brochure's detailed area maP.

. Motor vehicles operated on Fossil Bed or Owl Can'
yon Roads must be licensed for highway use.

o Bring your own firewood as very little wood is avail
able here. Cutting live or standing dead vegetation is
prohibited

. Groups of more than 25 indMduals are asked to
contact the Barstow Resource Area Office of the
BLM prior to use.
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HAZARDS

Though strikngly beautiful, the Natural Area contains
hazards. Like manydesert areas, odremes in temperature
often occur, and users should be prepared to encounter
heat or cold depending on the season. Avoid camping in
washes, especially during July and August the two months
in which summer thundershowers and flash floods are
most common.

Hiking in the Natural Area can be most enjoyable. Users
should avoid the urge to climb the steep mud cliffs for
better views as the footing can be odremely treacherous.
ivlany of the washes traversed by the off.highway motor
vehicle routes in this area are quite sandy. Users should
carry a shovel and sand boards in their vehicle to help get
outwhen mired in sand. Campground water is limited and
users should always carry o<tra drinking water with them
into desert areas. Be especially careful during the hot
summer months.

OTHER NEARBY ATTRACTIONS

Wthin a 25-mile radius of the RainbowBasin Naturalfuea
are several other interesting desert attractions. These are
listed below. For additonal information on any of these
areas, visit, call, or write the Barstow Way Station.

Calico Ghost Town County Regional Park
Calico Early ltan Archaelogical Site
lnscription Canyon Petroglyph Site
Opal Mountain Rock Hounding Area
Goldstone Deep Space Tracking Center
Mule Canyon Scenic Drive
Solar One, Solar Energy Msitor's Center
Mojave River Valley Museum



EMERGENCY PHONE NOMBERS:

BLM Rangers (24-hour emergency only)(714) 351'6374
San Bemardino County Sheriff
Community Hospital - Barstow
Fire and Paramedics - Barstow

(619) 256-1796
(619) 2fi-1761
(619\2fi-2251

BUREAq OF I.AND MANAGEMENT

The vast open spaces of the Califomia Desert are uniquely
situated within a few hours drive of over 1 2 million people.
In recognition of the special challenges created by this
situation, Congress established the Califomia Desert Con'
sengation Area (CDCA) in 1976. Approximately half of the
desert's 25 million acres are public lands administered by
the Bureau of landManagement(BLM),an agencyof the
U.S. Department of the lnterior. Congress directed the
BLM to provide for the administration of public lands in
the CDCA in a way that would protect its unusual natural
and cultural values while providing for the wise use of its
resources. The administrative headquarters for the CDCA
are located at the Bllt's Califomia Desert District Office in
Riverside. Public lands are managed for a variety of uses,
including minerals, livestock grazing, wildlife, watershed,
wildemess, and recreation.

Barstow Way Station
Bureau of Land

Management
831 Barstow Road
Barstow, CA 9231 1

(619) 256-3591

Califomia Desert District
Bureau of Land

Ivlanagement
1695 Spruce Street
Riverside, CA925O7
(714) 351-6394
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