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"Star Wars Canyon" provides thrills for fighter
pilots, aviation fans

A fighter jet F-16 from Edwards AFB roars through the Rainbow Canyon on March 18, 2019. United State Air Force and Navy fighter jets
train in Rainbow Canyon, aka Star Wars Canyon, near the western edge of Death Valley National Park in Inyo County, Calif. Photo by: Irfan
Khan/Los Angeles Times/TNS

DEATH VALLEY NATIONAL PARK, California — The fighter jet flew low over the desert valley. Then it
tilted and dove into a ravine. Between the canyon walls, it rumbled like a giant marble shooting across a
wooden floor. The noise is a big contrast to the usual quiet of the desert. Yet, this is part of the thrill for
military veterans, aviation fans and photographers. It's part of what they love about "Star Wars Canyon" in
Death Valley National Park.

They come to catch sight of jets tearing across the sky — and the U.S. Air Force and Navy pilots who fly
them. 

High-Speed Photography

Evert Van Koningsveld heard the rumble of an approaching jet. He grabbed his camera and rushed to the
canyon overlook. He followed the plane with his camera and snapped 14 photos in as many seconds.  

By Los Angeles Times, adapted by Newsela staff on 05.31.19
Word Count 660
Level 780L



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

After the high-speed pass, Koningsveld reviewed each photo and frowned. The photos were vivid and sharp.
Yet none of them captured the sleek body of the jet. None showed the maneuverability and power of this
aircraft that can travel faster than the speed of sound.

"That's aviation photography for you," Koningsveld said."You never know what you'll get."

The canyon is more than 5 miles long and up to 5,000 feet wide. It's about a three-hour drive northeast of
Los Angeles. On paper, it's known as Rainbow Canyon because of its gray, orange and red rock layers. The
U.S. Air Force refers to it as the "Jedi Transition," but almost everyone else refers to it as "Star Wars
Canyon."

The canyon is part of restricted military airspace. The area is used for air-combat training, supersonic flight
tests and other military operations. It's been a magnet for plane spotters for several years.

Plane spotter Candace "Candy" Campbell of Pacific Grove, California, explained the thrill she gets from
watching. "It's power. Those pilots are skilled and they've got courage," she said. The jets can travel as fast
as 500 miles per hour.

Keep Your Eyes To The Sky

The Air Force and Navy have used the canyon for training since World War II. It became part of the national
park in 1994, according to Patrick Taylor of the U.S. National Park Service. He added that the number of
plane spotters has increased. 

Spotting jets at "Star Wars Canyon" is often about luck. Some days the only things flying are crows. Then
there are those exciting days when dozens of military aircraft fly by.

Experienced plane spotters come prepared. They bring meals, unfold their chairs, apply sunscreen and keep
their eyes to the sky. "If you're talking to someone or looking somewhere else, you could miss it,"
Koningsveld said.

How the canyon got its nickname is up for debate. Some aviation fans say the nickname refers to the desert
scenes in the "Star Wars" movies. They were filmed in Death Valley. Others say the pilots who fly into the
canyon feel like Luke Skywalker in battle.

Tourists Drawn In By The Tripods

The crowd included a few tourists visiting the park. They pulled over after spotting the lines of tripods and
cameras. They wondered what everyone was waiting for. Sometimes a fighter jet appeared on the horizon
with the answer.

These random experiences can lead to a new hobby or an addiction. 

That's how it happened for Campbell and her husband. About four years ago, they pulled into the Crowley
Overlook just by chance. Suddenly, a fighter jet buzzed through the canyon. The Campbells found
themselves at eye-level with the pilots; it was love at first sight. Now they visit the canyon every year for a
week of plane spotting. 

Mike Price and his wife, Shelley, of Portland, Oregon, were visiting Death Valley when they stopped at the
overlook. It was about 2 p.m. and Campbell alerted everyone to get ready. A jet zoomed by and then the
moment was over. Price didn't get a photo, and he voiced a familiar complaint.
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"It happened too fast."
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Quiz

1 Read the following paragraph from the section "Keep Your Eyes To The Sky."

Experienced plane spotters come prepared. They bring meals, unfold their chairs, apply
sunscreen and keep their eyes to the sky. "If you're talking to someone or looking somewhere
else, you could miss it," Koningsveld said.

HOW does this paragraph support the MAIN idea of the article?

(A) by describing what the weather is like in Death Valley

(B) by showing how plane spotters are prepared to wait

(C) by focusing on how many visitors watch the jets

(D) by explaining how the jets fly into the canyon

2 Read the summary of the main ideas of the article below.

Plane spotters come to "Star Wars Canyon" to catch a sight of jets tearing across the sky.

Which answer choice would complete the summary?

(A) They say the pilots who fly into the canyon remind them of Luke Skywalker.

(B) They are thrilled if they get the chance to see the jets dive into the canyon.

(C) They grab their cameras when they hear the rumble of an approaching jet.

(D) They keep coming back to the canyon, hoping to see more jets fly by.

3 Why did Evert Van Koningsveld frown after the jet passed by?

(A) His camera did not take enough photos of the jet.

(B) His photos did not showcase the power of the jet.

(C) He did not know what to expect as a photographer.

(D) He was not fast enough to get a photo of the jet.

4 According to the section "Tourists Drawn In By The Tripods," how did the Campbells become plane spotters?

(A) They learned about the canyon from other visitors, so they are planning to return.

(B) They are fans of the "Star Wars" movies, and wanted to see where they were filmed.

(C) They watched a jet fly over the canyon, and decided to come back with a camera.

(D) They saw a jet fly through the canyon by chance, so they became regular visitors.


