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A LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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his year’s rainy winter was my first in the desert, and I couldn’t stop staring at the 
snow-capped mountains. The way the barren valley floor gave way to hills covered in 
patchworks of  yellow and green, it felt as though I’d woken up in Ireland.

The lushness made the drought seemingly disappear and, in fact, Gov. Jerry Brown 
declared the state emergency over in early April. But that doesn’t mean the Coachella Valley is through with 
being parched. “This drought emergency is over, but the next drought could be around the corner,” Brown said 
in a statement. “Conservation must remain a way of  life.” 

This month, we’re exploring the ways in which these increasingly prolonged periods of  drought impact our 
landscape, from plant survival to shifting wildlife distribution. We called on ecologists and researchers to help 
us understand how the desert copes without water – and what we can do to aid in its survival. Additionally, we 
look at another issue close to home: Local ecological expert James W. Cornett weighs in on the recent increase in 
bighorn sheep sightings in La Quinta – and the proposed fence to keep them away from downtown.

As always, we’ve also been on the lookout for the ways in which our environment inspires creativity. In 
this issue, photographer Jane Wilder captures the intimate details of  desert botanicals, while fashion designer 
Amy Yeung upcycles global fabrics to create ponchos perfect for protection against the elements. Plus, local 
landscapers Gino Dreese and Troy Williams take us inside their Joshua Tree masterpiece, Mojave Rock Ranch – 
an amalgamation of  treasures, both recycled and grown.

As we’ve seen over the last few months with events like Desert X and Coachella, the desert is continually 
giving of  itself  as a backdrop for artistry. Here, we consider our response to its current condition: giving back.

Kristin Scharkey, Editor
kscharkey@gannett.com

T
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SHADES OF BLUE 

May

6th
SHIBORI WORKSHOP
Join DESERT Adventure Club for an interactive 
workshop on shibori. Learn about this ancient 
Japanese indigo dyeing technique from two 
Makerville creatives, Debra Hovel and Kurt Cyr, 

and then create your own masterpieces with their guidance. You 
will be provided with two items to dye and are welcome to bring 
additional pieces to make the most of  the dye baths. Purchase 
tickets at desertsun.com/desertadventureclub.

NEEDLE AND THREAD

9th BIRDBRAIN’S MONTHLY SEWING MEETUP 
On the second Tuesday of  every month, local nonprofit 

birdbrain hosts an evening of  sewing to create dresses that raise 
awareness about sexual assault. Bring your sewing machine for 
active projects; if  you don’t have one, you can embroider. The 
crafting takes place from 6 to 8:30 p.m., and concludes with 
drinks at Dead or Alive bar. RVSP to fly@dressbirdbrain.com. 
dressbirdbrain.com

GLOBAL GETDOWN 

18th-21st JOSHUA TREE MUSIC FESTIVAL
This 15th annual spring festival is billed as 

a “family friendly global music experience” and will feature local 
musicians Gene Evaro Jr., Cactus Wine Experience, Chris Unck, 
Megan Hutch and more. A four-day wristband is $180, or single-day 
passes are available starting at $70. joshuatreemusicfestival.com

MODERN ART MOVEMENT

WOMEN OF ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM
The work of  12 women who are credited with 
founding the “first fully American modern art 

movement” is on display in this Palm Springs Art Museum 
exhibition. Looking beyond the textbook version of  history that 
tells this story through the work of  male artists, this is the first 
major museum exhibition that spotlights the contributions of  
women to Abstract Expressionism. psmuseum.org  

CALENDAR

GET YOUR GROOVE ON

TACHEVAH 2017
Over the past two months, 
Southern California’s top 
bands have been vying 
for four spots at this final 
showdown. Kayves, Shawn 
Don, Bridger and Elektric 
Lucie will take to Indio’s 
Date Shed stage to compete for a $3,000 cash prize. Learn 
more at tachevahmusic.com.

18th

Through 
May

28th

Kayves
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WHAT IS YOUR STYLE IN ONE WORD?
ANDREW: “Eclectic.”
SCOTT: “Ruffian.”
 
WHERE DO YOU SHOP?
ANDREW: “Give me a good Nordstrom, and I’m happy. Or, Zara 
or Topshop gives me a little bit of style with affordability.”
SCOTT: “I wear a lot of  European designers. Vivienne 
Westwood, Junya Watanabe, Comme des Garçons, Issey Miyake 
and [Martin] Margiela. And I mix that up with Forever 21. I love 
Topshop as well, H&M, and I also buy a lot of  vintage and thrift.”
 
WHO ARE YOUR STYLE INSPIRATIONS?
SCOTT: “I used to work for Vivienne Westwood, so she’s a 
huge influence on me. [Particularly in regard to] the deeper 
understanding of  the importance of  fashion and how one 
assimilates or identifies with their own tribe. The philosophy of  
it is very inspirational. I also used to work for Yohji [Yamamoto], 
which permanently affected my style in terms of  silhouette 
and proportion.”
ANDREW: “Trina Turk for the prints and the style and the colors. 
I love colors.”
 

LIKE A UNICORN
WHEN IT COMES TO FASHION, THESE PALM 
SPRINGS BUSINESSMEN ARE DOING ANYTHING 
BUT KEEPING UP WITH THE JONESES.

ANDREW TRAN & 
SCOTT STARGARDT

STREET STYLE
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On Andrew (left): Ralph Lauren shirt, 
Forever 21 pants, Happy Socks 
socks, Ted Baker shoes. 
On Scott (right): Vintage 
shirt, Forever 21 pants, Nike 
shoes, vintage Charles Loloma 
bracelets. PHOTOGRAPH BY ASHLEY 
LAPRADE. LOCATION: PALM SPRINGS

WHO IS YOUR TRIBE AND HOW DO YOU IDENTIFY 
WITH IT WITH REGARD TO STYLE?
SCOTT: “I’m a gay man, but I’ve had issues with this internalized 
homophobia within my own community. I happen to look a 
certain way because I’m muscular and I have a beard and all 
of  this, but I have this philosophy: Why be a horse when you 
can be a unicorn? You have to mix it up and that’s where the 
personalization comes in. Especially as gay men, I feel like we have 
these sorts of  ideals of  masculinity that are set before us, none of  
which we genuinely and authentically relate to because we are gay. 
I think that’s where a lot of  the internalized homophobia comes 
in. I’ll wear women’s clothes and a beard and a cowboy hat and 
whatever. I make it my own.”

ANDREW: “I don’t have a set tribe. I feel like ‘tribe’ confines you 
to a certain group of people. I like the fact that I can wear what 
I wear, get to know people who love fashion and love wearing 
what they’re wearing and expressing themselves as well, and we 
get to express ourselves together.”
 
WHAT TRENDS ARE YOU INTO OR DO YOU WANT TO 
BRING BACK?
SCOTT: “I am fond of the reemergence of the fanny pack. I just 
bought one [with] paillettes [from Forever 21]. Oh my god, it’s 
amazing. I’m so wearing it to my next pool party.”
ANDREW: “This is so tacky, but I would love [for] sequins to 
come back in. I would wear a sequin blazer on a daily basis.”
 
IS THERE ANYTHING YOU WANT TO SEE MORE OF IN 
DESERT FASHION?
ANDREW: “I can say less of. I want to see less tank tops.”
SCOTT: “I would like to see more individuality in the desert. The 
desert is this very magical, spiritual, artistic sort of a place but I feel 
you have that element and you also have the element of Palm Springs 
that’s very uniform. A little ‘Keeping up with the Joneses’-ish.”
 
WHAT IS THE IMPORTANCE OF FASHION?
SCOTT: “Fashion is not some trivial, superficial thing. Fashion is 
a very important creative medium in the sense that it’s a personal 
expression. It is how each of us choose to identify ourselves in 
terms of societal dynamics. So, for example, if I want to look like 
a biker, I dress like a biker. If I want to look like a banker, I dress 
like a banker. If I want to look like a fashion person, I dress like a 
fashion person. But at the same time, we infuse it with our own 
degree of personal expression.”
ANDREW: “The ability to find out who you are as a person. I 
think that’s the exciting thing. Like Scott said, you can dress like 
a biker, you can dress like a goth. You can dress any way that you 
want but the exciting thing is if you find the right style for you, it’s 
yours and it’s no one else’s.”  

 —Kristin Scharkey



FASHION

T
he first time I saw an Orenda Tribe poncho, it was draped over a door in Kime Buzzelli’s vintage 

clothing shop, The End, in Yucca Valley. I was impressed by the tightness of  the weave, the way the 

intricate handwork in its bright salmon-pink neckline settled right into the rest of  the striped indigo. 

Completely repurposed, it and every Orenda Tribe piece is made with upcycled fabrics and trims from 

across the globe – think Bali, Morocco, Mexico and Argentina. “There’s just some energy, a catch to the older 

fabrics where it almost feels like you’ve got some sort of  beautiful protection on,” founder Amy Yeung says. 

“They just feel different. There’s something about them when they get this beautiful age.” • You know those 

clothes that you love on their own, but then you get to know their maker and become even more obsessed? 

That’s how I feel about Orenda Tribe and Amy Yeung. • The brand started because of  a shift – a pivot in the 

apparel designer’s career. For the past 10 years, Yeung has worked with active wear brands like Asics and Capezio 

through her Santa Ana design consulting firm, Lilacreative. But in 2014, she felt the need to decrease the amount 

of  clothing creation she facilitated – and to focus on buying (and making) an upcycled wardrobe. She and 

her 16-year-old daughter, Lily (whose own pieces are also available at The End), had already exclusively worn  

vintage for two years.

SARTORIAL 
THE UPCYCLED, HANDCRAFTED VISION OF ORENDA TRIBE  

RESONATES WITH ETHICALLY MINDED SHOPPERS 

WORDS BY KRISTIN SCHARKEY  PHOTOGRAPHS BY ASHLEY LAPRADE   
LOCATION: LAZY SKY RETREAT, JOSHUA TREE

SHIFT



www.desertsun.com/desertmagazine  | 17



She sews every piece herself  – a full-circle harkening 
back to her Midwest upbringing with two grannies who 
taught her how to quilt and crochet. Already established 
in global textile circles, she purchases and restores the old 
fabrics before completing patchwork and ornamentation. 
Styles range from ponchos and pullovers to recently released 
nomad-hooded tunics made from Guatemalan handwoven 
plaids. In total, only 250 pieces have been made.

“It’s rescued, old souls,” Yeung says of  the textiles. 
“It’s things that lived another life, really. It’s trying to 
renew them and put them together in a different way.” 

Damaged velvet found in an old Los Angeles millinery 
shop, for example, might top an indigo poncho. “Things like 
that, some people would look at it as seconds or something 
they wouldn’t buy,” Yeung says of the velvet. “But to me, 
the beauty of the color and the way that it aged gracefully, 
I would have paid twice as much for it. Finding those things 
that fit untraditional fabric choices, that’s what I love is the 
eclectic blend.”

The brand also includes tipis as well as jewelry: 
bold, chunky pieces made with materials ranging from 
Turkish evil eyes and African glass to water buffalo 
horns hand-carved at Taos Pueblo in New Mexico. 
Yeung has also been repurposing 100-year-old wooden 
cattle amulets from Taos into necklaces. “Inside, there’s 
this tiny hole where they [put] a little piece of  paper 
and scripture to protect the animal from evil spirits,” 
Yeung says.

“They’re really big, so somebody has to understand 
it to wear them,” she adds. “… I always wear really big 
amulets with the ponchos or with the different things 
that I make. I’m not really into small jewelry.”

Once Lily graduates from high school in two years, 
Yeung plans on moving to New Mexico so she can 
be “bouncing back and forth between LA and Taos, 
but shifting everything out there so I can eventually 
become Georgia O’Keeffe living in the desert doing my 
thing.” The 53-year-old designer, who is half  Navajo, 
is working to establish production at Navajo Nation to 
“shift some of  the small handwoven or the smaller batch, 
artisanal things you see happening in downtown LA to 
a reservation-made product versus sending it to Mexico 
to get made or sending it to other countries to get the 
handwork done.

“We can actually do things that shift the cycle of  
where things are at in the world and that’s the meaning 
of  Orenda,” Yeung explains. “Everybody has that within 
them, that ability to do good and to make the shift and to 
make change. You just have to set down your intention 
and actually start doing it. That’s really my mantra. 
Every day, I’m trying to put time and effort into this 
because I know with that, it does shift the dynamic of  
what’s going out into the world of  apparel.”  



THE DETAILS
ORENDA TRIBE

To learn more about the brand, 
follow on Instagram @orendatribe.

Pieces are available locally  
at The End, Yucca Valley 
 (55872 29 Palms Hwy.)
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profound 
At the helm of Wilder California, Bay Area 
photographer Jane Wilder often finds herself 
in Southern California to capture the flora and 
fauna dotting the desert. Her prints can be seen 
in the Pioneertown Motel and The Joshua Tree 
House locally, not to mention Urban Outfitters 
and Pottery Barn. We chatted with the artist 
about her simplistic aesthetic and approach to 
capturing native plants.

INTERVIEW BY KRISTIN SCHARKEY
PHOTOGRAPHS BY JANE WILDER

palette
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WHERE DOES YOUR PASSION COME FROM?
I have been drawn to photography since a young age. I have 
several photographers in my family and became totally transfixed 
by photographs (actual prints!) and photo publications. I started 
getting serious about photography in high school and then 
continued to study it through college and graduate school. Part 
of  my inspiration comes from growing up in California with such 
beautiful surroundings; it’s difficult not to take a picture here. I 
launched Wilder California in 2014 and I’m so grateful for how 
much it has grown. 

WHY THE SIMPLE AESTHETIC IN YOUR PRINTS?
I consider myself  a minimalist and think that a simple color palette 
can have a profound impact on the viewer. I think my viewer/
customer is drawn to the color and simplicity of  form within my 
work, and sees the pieces as simple resting places that emanate the 
beauty within nature and the landscape. Cacti and palms were a 
draw because they are so rampant in California and speak to the 
diversity of  our land here. I feel very lucky that I can drive to the 
ocean or the desert and still be in my home state.

ANY SPECIAL TECHNIQUES FOR CAPTURING THESE 
DESERT PLANTS?
The interesting thing about photographing botanicals is that they 
are always changing. Even a simple cactus changes color and its 
greenery through the course of  a year. I really like when the cacti 
bloom and ripen, but it’s a quick process and I have to be aware of  
when it occurs. Nature doesn’t wait for us. The biggest take away 
as far as technique goes: Light is what matters the most. If  you 
don’t have a great light, you don’t have a photograph at all. 

WHAT WAS THE INSPIRATION BEHIND YOUR 
RECENTLY RELEASED JOSHUA TREE COLLECTION?
The desert landscape has always been an inspiration for me with 
its unique plant life and exceptional light. Desert plants have 
to survive so many extreme factors and their very existence is 
a celebration of  overcoming adversity. That has always been 
very moving to me. The Joshua tree, in particular, is a real-time 
reminder that we cannot take the natural world for granted 
because it is always changing. Climate change threatens so much 
of  our world and I think it is important to celebrate these beautiful 
and unique trees while we still have them.

FAVORITE PLACES TO PHOTOGRAPH IN THE DESERT?
The California desert is so vast and I’m just getting started. Joshua 
Tree is, of  course, a favorite and I’m starting to explore some of  
the desert around Death Valley. 

WHAT ARE YOUR FUTURE PLANS?
I just launched a new line of  desktop photo displays! It 
includes chic solid brass and aluminum photo stands 
that are perfect for the design lover’s desk. They merge 
beautifully with Wilder California print sets, and I hope to 
bring more display options into the shop. Of  course, I will 
be photographing and keeping an eye on all the spring and 
summer blooms. Spring is my favorite time of  year and it’s 
much needed after all the rain we’ve received this year. I’m 
looking forward to getting outside and exploring a bit!  

THE DETAILS
To purchase prints or photo displays, visit 
wildercalifornia.com.
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CON 
TEMP 

ORARY  
CAUSE
ACTIVIST ART IS RISING IN MYRIAD 
WAYS ACROSS THE DESERT.

WORDS BY KRISTIN SCHARKEY

If  you walked into Dead or Alive bar this spring, 
you may have noticed a mélange of  brightly colored 
posters on the walls. “You are getting very sleepy,” read 
one in a ghoulish font. “Sanctuary bar,” read another 
on a peach-colored print with a palm tree.

The posters were part of  Brooks Hudson Thomas’ 
show, “Politica/Horror Flick,” 20 designs in total. 
The Palm Springs artist originally made them to be 
distributed as protest posters, but as they evolved in 
scale, he imagined them as a collage in a larger interior 
space. Enter: Dead or Alive.

While not set up to be a gallery, the bar offered an 
“ad-hoc vibe,” which Thomas and owner Christine 
Soto liked. “We wanted to show up quick,” Soto 
explained via email. “We wanted it to be accessible.” 
During the show’s month-long viewing, 10 percent 
of  the proceeds from art sales were donated to the 
American Civil Liberties Union. It’s just one local 
example of  activist art in the desert.

“Activist art” is a term that covers a broad spectrum 
of  practices, from political posters to movement 
murals and tactical performance. High-profile 
examples include the work of  Beijing artist Ai Weiwei, 
British performance and graffiti artist Banksy and Los 
Angeles-based artist Shepard Fairey. The Guerrilla 
Girls, Yoko Ono and Pussy Riot also come to mind.

Historically, the genre has often been dismissed by 
critics and collectors. Some say all art is political. In Art 
Monthly, University of  Essex professor Gavin Grindon 
makes a distinction: “Much art that is socially critical, 
engaged or activist, is only so within invisible but strict, 
institutionally defined limits. Such art might mimic 

ART



the practices or raise the issues of  activism, but it does 
so in a context without consequence. One can be as 
subversive and questioning of  social relations as one 
wishes in a gallery. In fact, it is actively encouraged: 
often rewarded with good reviews and funding. But 
doing so within actual social relations has greater risks, 
which many artists and institutions are less willing to 
take. Much that is labelled art activism is not, in fact, 
particularly active when it comes to changing society.”

For Soto, presenting Thomas’ message outweighed 
any associated risks: “From a business standpoint, it 
did cross my mind, ‘Am I going to alienate some of  
my customers?’ ” she explains. “But there is very little 
separation between me and my business. My business 
is me and it’s how I connect with my community in 
many ways, so there is no use sanitizing it.” For activist 
artists, numerous other considerations remain. 

High desert nonprofit Mojave Animal Protection, 
for example, is hosting “Resistance as Art: An 
Environmental & Animal Justice Exhibition” through 
April 30 at Art Queen in Joshua Tree to raise awareness 
(and funds) for its education and advocacy programs 
that encourage protection of  the Mojave Desert 
ecoregion. The lineup reads like a who’s who of  
activist artists. On display is work by English animal 
rights artist Sue Coe, “trashion” creator Marina DeBris 
and “Daily Trumpet” founder Jonathan Horowitz, 
among others. The exhibition also includes “Long Live 
Our 4 Billion Year-Old Mother,” a poster created by 
Jess X. Snow for the Women’s March on Washington, 
and “The EveryBee” by Matthew Willey – a painting 
that’s part of  his “The Good Hive” initiative, in which 
he’ll paint 50,000 honeybees (“the number necessary 
for a healthy, thriving hive,” according to his website) 
worldwide.

Overton says the show has elicited numerous 
reactions, with much attention directed toward a series 
of  photographs by Mary Shannon Johnstone titled 
“Discarded Property,” which depict cat euthanasia at 
an animal shelter. There’s a delicate curatorial balance, 
he says, to be achieved between fundraising and 
awareness. Or, as DeBris described via email, the “fine 
line between having people want to engage with the 
work or turn away in disgust.”

Financial considerations are also present: “A lot 
of  people who make movement art, we’re not really 
making $100,000 a year from it,” says Snow, a queer 
Asian-American artist, filmmaker and poet. For 
“Resistance as Art,” she sent three limited edition 
prints of  her poster, donating the first while splitting 
the proceeds of  the other two with MAP. “Activism is 
a form of  cultural work and deserves to be paid just 
as much as entertainment,” she says, while noting 
two exceptions: Corporations that benefit off activist 

“Politica/Horror Flick”  
at Dead or Alive

EMILY DANIEL
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art or pieces with the name of  a specific 
movement (Artists in her cooperative, 
Justseeds, designed Standing Rock posters, 
for example, in which proceeds were 
donated to the camp). 

Willey shares a similar view: “I have no 
problem at all benefiting off of  activism,” 
he wrote via email. “I think it’s absurd 
that teachers, people that feed hungry 
kids, people working to balance humans 
with the environment or artists would be 
begging for funds in such an abundant 
world.” He created The Good of  the Hive 
as a “for benefit” company that “could 
grow as big as the bees needed it to.” 

“I’d be lying if  I said I hadn’t struggled, 
but not because of  the art activism as 
much as the entrepreneurial aspects,” 
he added. “I’ve been blessed that people 
have connected with the work from 
the beginning and supported it. But it 
hasn’t been the art world. It’s been the 
beekeepers, bee advocates and educators.”

The struggle for institutional respect 
may be starting to shift. Palm Desert 
gallery Heather James Fine Art, which 
specializes in the secondary market, 
presented a “Street Art” exhibition this 
spring with work by Fairey and Banksy, 
among others, that garnered “a lot” of  
interest, according to Montana Beutler, 
who handles sales and acquisitions.

“The art world is moving away from 
a more traditional collecting model, 
like Old Masters and impressionists and 
modernists,” Beutler says. “Now, people 
are excited to buy contemporary art.”

While the exhibition didn’t include 
political posters, per se, the pair of  Banksy 
works – “Black Bobby,” a plywood board 
tagged with a police officer, and “Umbrella 
Rat,” a steel door tagged with his signature 
rat holding an umbrella – are valued at 
more than $100,000 each, Beutler says. She 
estimates the majority of  collectors who 
purchased work were men in their 40s to 
mid-50s (a younger range than usual for 
the gallery), and points to “Internet culture 
and the millennial feeling of  sharing these 
shocking images or exciting political 
views” as bolstering recent reception of  the 
street art genre. Looking back through art 
history, she adds, these artists are not alone 
in being cast out then well respected. (See 

also: Picasso and Cézanne.)
“If  you even look at the realists in the 

19th century who were painting people 
of  a lower cast, but painting them on 
a historic scale – so painting them the 
size of  a wall – that was a huge political 
statement,” Beutler explains. “People got 
upset over it. People in the salons wanted 
to throw them out, and no one was going 
to buy it. Until they did. I think that same 
way, street art – any kind of  politically 
influenced art – if  you don’t see the world 
that way then maybe you’re not going 
to buy it, but I think a lot of  people who 
collect art like the deeper meaning of  
it because these are, in a way, spiritual 
objects. Art is kind of  the only thing we 
have in this world that has no use other 
than to make you think.” 

Also in the exhibition were two signed 
Fairey prints: “San Diego Billboard (from 
Urban Renewal),” which sold for $5,000, 
and “Worker,” valued at $3,500. Yet, in 

reality, these pieces feel like the exceptions. 
Many activist artists will continue to create 
within the tension of  financial efficacy – 
and that of  impact.

“I was grateful to have a venue to try to 
sell [the posters], but I probably spent more 
money than I made,” Thomas says. “… I’m 
thinking about how valuable is a piece of  
artwork as activism, like what did I really 
affect or change? 

“Change can be as insignificant as me 
changing my mind [about] something or 
becoming aware of  something that I wasn’t 
aware of,” he concludes. “It can happen on 
an individual basis. It’s not going to change 
the world overnight.”

For Snow, that individual can be herself: 
“Sometimes, it’s so easy for artists to … 
feel like they have to be a martyr for an 
activist movement,” she explains. “I think 
that art needs to heal the individual and the 
creator. If  it can do that, it can definitely 
heal other people as well.”  

“Long Live Our 4 Billion Year-Old Mother” by Jess X. Snow

“Worker” by Shepard Fairey

“The EveryBee” by Matthew Willey

“Aquarium of the Pacific Gyre” by Marina DeBris
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DON’T FENCE  
ME IN
STATE AND FEDERAL AGENCIES 
DEMAND A FENCE IN LA QUINTA TO 
KEEP BIGHORN SHEEP SAFE.  
ECOLOGICAL CONSULTANT JAMES 
W. CORNETT EXPLAINS THE MANY 
FACETS TO THIS DELICATE ISSUE. 

Fences are hot topics.
There is President Trump’s fence, or should I say “wall,” along the 

Mexican border. Then there is the fence proposed along 9 miles of  La Quinta 
hillsides. In both cases, the barriers are designed to keep one group away from 
the other.

In La Quinta, a fence is required to prevent endangered Peninsular bighorn 
sheep from entering residential areas and four golf  course developments. 
The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and California Department of  Fish & 
Wildlife mandated a barrier be erected along the city-owned SilverRock 
Resort (it installed a temporary one in March) and three privately-owned 
gated communities: Tradition Golf  Club, The Quarry and PGA West. Public 
comments were taken this winter for the best fence option, and the Coachella 
Valley Conservation Commission is expected to make a determination 
this spring.

Golf  courses and urban environments are “bad” for sheep, says Bighorn 
Institute Executive Director Jim DeForge. The research biologist, along with 
federal officials, describes a litany of  negative impacts facing bighorn that 
choose to wander down hillsides and onto golf  courses. Toxic plant poisoning, 
vehicle strikes and ingestion of  parasites are a few noted in the CVCC’s draft 
environmental impact report. Although there is no clear evidence indicating 
every potential sheep hazard described by fence proponents is actually 
harmful, there is plenty of  evidence bighorn die if  they consume oleander 
or are hit by cars. The report cites 12 sheep deaths since 2012, including 
one from an auto collision on Jefferson Street and another from oleander 
poisoning at PGA West. Deaths from the latter two causes have been recorded 
most recently in La Quinta but have occurred in and around other valley cities 
as well.
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A temporary fence has 
been installed at SilverRock 

Resort to keep bighorn 
sheep off the golf course. 

KRISTIN SCHARKEY



There is a concern that if  a fence is erected to separate bighorn 
from La Quinta golf  courses, wildlife regulatory agencies could 
demand fences at the 12 other valley golf  developments abutting 
bighorn habitat – not to mention residential areas that interface 
desert hillsides in eight of  nine valley cities. The situation in 
La Quinta, however, is unique. Compared with other valley 
communities, La Quinta is furthest east, meaning it receives less 
rainfall compared to Palm Springs. Less rainfall means less food 
for sheep. There are also fewer natural springs within 2 miles of  
downtown La Quinta compared with downtown Palm Springs. In 
short, bighorn are a bit more desperate for food and water than 
sheep living in the upper valley. 

More importantly is the lure of  a year-round water source that 
became available with the construction of  the Coachella Canal 
and its associated Lake Cahuilla. The animals have had access to 
the canal for more than 60 years and Lake Cahuilla for nearly 50 
years, making the features significant sources of  water. Staff at 
Lake Cahuilla County Park have seen bighorn drink from the lake 
on several occasions. The associated canal has been hazardous to 
sheep as they have slipped into it, been unable to climb out and 
drowned. Since 2012, four sheep have died in the canal, making 
it the most unequivocal cause of  urban death for bighorn sheep 
in La Quinta. (The Coachella Valley Water District built a fence 
along the canal at SilverRock in 2015.)

As the CVCC determines the best construction option, best 
practices for implementation should also be considered. The 
sudden erection of  a fence is likely to stress sheep expecting 
to find food on the links. DeForge notes that the erection of  a 
similar barrier in Rancho Mirage resulted in some sheep initially 
attempting to jump or strike it to gain access to food and water in 
residential areas. Over many years, they had become habituated 
to the artificial resources. For that reason alone, it would seem 
prudent to phase fence installation, as well as install temporary 
sources of  drinking water outside fence lines. 

With regard to oleander, the path is clear. City councilpersons 
across the valley should be encouraged to pass ordinances 
prohibiting oleander planting in any new development and require 
removal in five years by residents living within one-quarter-mile of  
sheep habitat.  

Jeff Thompson, a Bermuda Dunes resident and occasional 
golfer at PGA West and SilverRock, saw bighorn sheep on the 
courses and was struck with “surprise, excitement and wonder” 
at the experience. Thompson and most others are in awe when 
in close proximity. However, as any hiker or toe of  slope resident 
knows, fences will not stop such encounters – only make them 
somewhat less frequent, a bit more distant and a lot more 
special. We know that bighorn have survived for thousands 
of  years without golf  courses. We don’t know how long they 
would survive depending on them. With a few minor surgical 
adjustments around homes and golf  courses, the sheep should 
be able to adjust to their new, albeit historical, habitat. And 
Thompson and other valley residents can continue to observe and 
admire these spectacular animals for decades to come. 
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ROAD TRIP WITH RICK MARINO
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W hen I first moved out to the desert 
some years back, I discovered what 
would become my favorite bookstore 
tucked back on the side of  Highway 

111 in Palm Desert. The sign out front reads Desert 
Map and Aerial Photo, and through the wrought iron 

gate is one of  the best selections of  local, world and 
geological books and maps. I have bought some of  each. I 

was fascinated by the gold maps, ghost town and rockhounding books, and 
the owner showed me one by Delmer G. Ross called “Gold road to La Paz: An 
interpretive guide to the Bradshaw Trail (Tales of  the Mojave Road),” which is 
where this road trip was technically born. I learned that much of  our desert is 
highly mineralized and has been prospected for centuries.

I have spent a lot of  time reading and exploring the mining areas that dot 
the desert. There are many “famous” ones that surround us, from Virginia 
Dale just north of  Joshua Tree National Park to Eagle Mountain iron mine 
(just east of  the park), which shipbuilding magnate Henry Kaiser founded 
after World War II and bustled for nearly four decades. There’s also Mesquite 
Mine near Glamis in Imperial County – it is still in operation and extracts 
more than 100,000 ounces of  gold annually, according to operator New 
Gold’s website. There are literally hundreds if  not thousands of  abandoned 
and functioning mines across the deserts of  California and Arizona, and YES, 
there is lots and lots of  good stuff out there: Precious metals, gem stones, 
fossils and geodes can be found – with a little patience, of  course!

Now, this trip is to the world-famous Hauser Geode Beds in the Wiley’s 
Well District, located about 15 miles south of  Interstate 10 off the Wiley’s 
Well Road exit, which is less than 20 miles west of  Blythe. According to 
another Ross guidebook, “Rockhounding in the Wiley’s Well District of  
California: The GPS User’s Guide,” the beds are named after Blythe native 
Joel F. Hauser, who discovered them in the early 1930s after his father, who 
owned a freight company, noticed the odd, round-shaped rocks on trips 
between Glamis and Blythe. 

The number one question I’m asked about rockhounding is, “What is a 
geode?” Type this into a Google search and the answer is “a small cavity in 
rock lined with crystals or other mineral matter.” But I tell everyone they are 
awesome, round rocks that you break open with a hammer and crystals are 
inside! Geodes can be hollow or they can be solid, called nodules or “thunder 
eggs.” They are all cool, no matter what you call them. 

ROCK ’N’ ROLL

WORDS BY RICK MARINO
PHOTOGRAPHS BY KRISTIN SCHARKEY

VETERAN BAND TOUR MANAGER RICK 
MARINO – WHO HOSTS A  

TRAVEL TV SHOW CALLED  
“STATE X STATE” THAT AIRS ON THE 

PLANES, TRAINS + AUTOMOBILES 
NETWORK AS PART OF DELTA’S  

IN-FLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT –  
TAKES US ROCKHOUNDING IN THE 

WILEY’S WELL DISTRICT.



AGATE
Many rockhounds prefer to find 
nodules, and one variety has 
helped put the Potato Patch on 
the map. According to Delmer G. 
Ross in “Rockhounding the Wiley’s 
Well District of California: The GPS 
User’s Guide,” it contains a deep 
blue agate, though he’s never 
actually seen one.

CHALCEDONY
Ross and “a few friends” have 
all found biconoid thunder eggs 
(which are made of translucent 
chalcedony) along the surface 
of the east Potato Patch road. 
While rockhounding with Rick 
Marino, this was the mineral we 
found most often throughout the 
geode beds.

JASPER
Located just over a mile 
northeast of the Hauser Geode 
Beds, the Corn Field is another 
area to explore and there are 
reports that “particularly nice 
white, lavender and rose colored 
pastelite – the fine-grained jasper 
preferred by most knappers – has 
been found,” according to Ross.

QUARTZ
Brown-colored quartz druse 
can be found at the Cinnamon 
Geode Beds, just a third of a 
mile north of the Potato Patch. 
Ross notes several differences 
between the two areas: Geodes 
from the former are often “larger” 
and “more fragile,” with “more 
spacious” interior cavities.

This morning, I am joined by Kristin Scharkey, technically my 
boss as she is the editor of  this magazine. She has been excited 
to go on this trip since I told her about it when we first met, and 
I am excited to take her with. It’s best to start with a full tank of  
gas – the last stop before we exit is Chiriaco Summit. Make sure 
you grab some snacks, or better, bring lunch and plenty of  water, 
because there are NO SERVICES where we are headed. 

Also joining us today is Tom White and his wife, Geri. I met 
them a few weeks earlier in Quartzsite at the annual Powwow 
rock, gem and mineral show in January. They were kind enough 
to share their love for rockhounding and take us out for the day. 
At the Wiley’s Well Road exit, we head south and the paved road 
turns into a nice, graded dirt track after a few miles. We pass the 
Wiley Well Campground, a long-term visitor area run by the 
Bureau of  Land Management located just north of  where Wiley’s 
Well Road intersects the Bradshaw Trail.

Side note: The Bradshaw Trail started in 1862 and was the 
fastest overland route to the gold fields in La Paz (now Ehrenberg), 
Ariz., from Los Angeles and San Bernardino. Miners looking to 
strike it rich, as well as merchants and suppliers, were keen on 
getting to the gold fields as quick as possible. William Bradshaw 
was the first to exploit this route through uncharted desert after 
Chief  Cabazon of  the Cahuilla Indians befriended and shared with 
him a map of  an ancient Indian trade route, complete with springs 
and watering holes. Wyatt Earp even rode shotgun on stage along 
this route, so the legend goes. Today, it is maintained by BLM 
and is a graded dirt road that you can drive from the eastern side 
of  the Salton Sea along the Chocolate Mountains and past the 
Hauser Geode Beds, all the way to the Colorado River. It is very 
remote backcountry, but many off roaders and rockhounds use it. 
I have taken it a couple of  times and love it!

Back on the road south and soon we make a right turn at the 
BLM sign that says Hauser Geode Beds. Now, this is part of  the 
trip where it is good to have another vehicle with you. It’s pretty 
remote and a high clearance SUV is best, albeit with four-wheel 
drive, but not necessary.

There are several visible road tracks to follow and it’s best to 
use GPS to get the right location. 

There are several “areas” within Wiley’s Well District to find 
geodes, and a few twists and turns across some arroyos and over 
some hills, and we come to the Potato Patch. The first time I came 

In addition to thunder eggs, the Hauser Geode Beds and surrounding areas 
are known for other types of mineral-lined rocks.  GEODE GUIDE



here, I just assumed every round rock was a 
geode. I would pull over, grab the hammer 
and go for it – but that is not the case. On the 
hillside, there are trails and pits where people 
have dug; underneath all the dark rocks is 
light sand and dirt that is volcanic ash. The 
geodes start off as gas bubbles trapped in the 
ash layer and, over millions of years as water 

trickles into them with minerals, they solidify. That is a very broad 
stroke of layman’s terms, by the way.

With gloves and a bucket and a hammer and shovel, you kind 
of  just go for it. A tip from Ross: “It frequently is best to begin 
digging at an undisturbed surface near a hole that has been dug by 
another rockhound. Then, if  lucky, one can sometimes unearth 
layer after layer, often starting with large geodes and continuing 
with progressively smaller ones as one digs deeper.” 

After a few minutes, rocks the size of  marbles, golf  balls and 
some even bigger will fall out of  the ash. They have an organic 
look to them and are, for the most part, pretty round. Collect 
as many as you can get, then it’s OK to move to another pit or 
part of  the trail – technically they are everywhere around here. 
Keeping a sharp eye and walking in the washes around the area 
is an easy way to find them, and sometimes, you get lucky. Once 
you have a bunch, give them a tap with the hammer. This is the 
fun part for me, but real rockhounds like Tom take them home 
and cut them open with a special saw and then polish them on 
the wheel. 

Throughout the afternoon, we drive around to a few different 
spots. Tom even shows us a place to pick some jasper that would 
polish up real nice. There are literally just chunks lying around, 
with lots of  red and green bands that polish up like marble. Who 
knew? I thought they were just rocks. But I am quickly corrected 
and soon educated. After lunch, Tom brings out several polished-
up stones, slabs and nodules of  what we are finding – they’re 
beautiful! There are so many different types of  agate, jasper, quartz 
and chalcedony, to name a few, all around us. It’s no wonder people 
come from all around the globe to explore this part of  the desert. 
We are lucky, because it’s just a road trip away.  

Follow Rick Marino’s travels on Instagram @rickmarinotravels, or write to him with 

questions at rickmarino@att.net.
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Explore the Coachella Valley  
with those who share the  
same spirit. Join DESERT  
Adventure Club, a new  
kind of community created  
by DESERT magazine.

Learn more at desertsun.com/
desertadventureclub.com
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OUT OF AFRICA
IN JOSHUA TREE, MOJAVE ROCK RANCH 
REFLECTS ITS CREATORS’ GLOBAL TRAVELS – 
TO KENYA, INDIA AND BEYOND.



OUT OF AFRICA
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A 
few years back, Gino Dreese and Troy Williams took a hot air balloon ride over 
Maasai Mara in southwestern Kenya. Up in the air, their guide cut the gas. A 
deafening stillness followed, as they looked out over water holes filled with hippos 
and the Mara River infamous for its wildebeest migration. “God, that was the 
coolest thing,” Williams recalls. “It was so quiet.”

That’s pretty much what it feels like to stand on the patio at their Joshua Tree 
residence, Mojave Rock Ranch – a two-bedroom retreat perched on a rocky knoll overlooking 225 
acres of  stark, open desert. The quiet shrouds your senses, save for the occasional bobcat or desert 
tortoise. Then, it’s a serendipitous meeting between the wild and avant-garde.

Twenty-three years in the making, the project is an architectural blend of  global inspirations, 
from Mayan temples to South African lodges. When the sun sets, neon light streams through the 
rock walls dotted with recycled, colored bottles – both the glass and the stones are from all over the 
world. The pair has been around the globe and back several times and collected the boulders that 
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make up the walls (and other facets of  the home) during their 
travels. An outdoor bench is made of  pieces from the sidewalks 
of  Copacabana, a planter from rocks off the coast of  Baja (their 
plane had to “take out some fuel to accommodate the rocks”) and 
a bedroom patio with street tiles from Amsterdam.

“We travel heavy,” Williams jokes. 
“You put them in your suitcase?” I ask.
“No, backpacks,” Dreese says. 
“At security, they’re always like, ‘What the hell is this?’ ” 

Williams laughs. “Between that and the books, we’ve just 
given up.”

You can tell a lot about a person by their bookshelves, and 
the landscapers’ Mojave Rock Ranch collection ranges from 
“American Indian Art” and “Dreams of  India” to “A Day in the Life 
of  Thailand.” Every country, every continent is covered. But if  the 
library is a map of  their travels, then the home is a living compass 
legend; alongside the bottles, the couple’s global treasures are 
edged into crevices throughout the walls. 

On a back meditation patio, for example, tin cases and rusted 
boxes – mostly from Holland and Belgium – frame the glass door 
that leads out to the deck. There, you can sit amid the collection 
next to a small Buddha, and look out at the hills through vintage, 
ornamental doors from India. 

“No line is  
lined up here.  

Everything is off.” 
- Gino Dreese

“No line is  
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In a hallway leading out to the deck, another wall 
holds Dreese’s baby shoes alongside a 100-year-old 
flask from Charleston, S.C., and a cigarette case found 
at a flea market. “Baby’s first,” Williams laughs. “My 
mom always joked, ‘When I die, I know I’m going to 
get cemented into your wall.’ ”

“We haven’t found the spot for her yet,” 
Dreese quips.

Each collectible has a story – and as if  the mosaic 
wasn’t intriguing enough, the couple’s humorous 
recounting brings you in like an old friend. It’s like you 
were right there with them on a walking safari tour 
with a Maasai guide in Kenya: “He’s like, ‘If  a hippo 
charges you, run zig zag!’ ” Williams exclaims.

“He said, ‘If  you see a lion running at you, say 
goodbye to each other,’ ” Dreese laughs.

Williams recalls how the Maasai guide wore sandals 
made from old car tires – the landscaper told him how 
much he liked the style. The next morning, Williams 
was given his own pair. It was a new use for old junk 
– a theme they seem to be drawn to – and one they 
brought back in nearly every facet of  this design.

Three “hippos” rescued years ago from the then-
dilapidated Joshua Tree Lake stand guard at the front 
gate – the paddle boats are now planters holding 
an array of  cactuses. Another “collection” stands 
unassuming in a line along the driveway: Over the 
years, whenever Dreese and Williams spotted downed 
mailboxes, they’d throw them in their truck. They’ve 
since “built up a nice junkie amount” from all over the 
Morongo basin. Now, they’re all birdhouses.

More animals can be found 
throughout the main house. A 
Haitian-art-style shark skeleton 
from the Florida Keys hangs 
suspended from a pointed 
tamarisk-branch roof  at the 
front door; in the living room, 
an alligator head bought from 
a farm gift shop in Williams’ 
home state of  Florida rises out 
of  a chest-high divider.

“It really is the opposite of  
how we are, because we’re 
really into animals,” Dreese says 
of  the gator. 

“We feel kind of  guilty 
about it,” Williams adds. 

“Gino’s like, ‘Let’s paint it metallic!’ ”
“So it doesn’t look real,” Dreese laughs.
What is real are the dozens of  yellow barrel 

cactuses that lead visitors throughout the property, 
plumped down in clusters and even growing out of  
the walls. “It’s our theme plant,” Williams explains, “in 
work and at this place.” Some were even snagged from 
their Los Angeles garden, which they’d been tending 
to for 30 years. “It’s the most widely cultivated cactus 
in the world, I’ve read,” Williams adds. “It’s so bizarre 
and terrible to think about [the fact] that where it’s 
native to in Mexico, it’s almost extinct, if  not totally 
extinct. … They do incredibly well in Joshua Tree. 
They don’t die! We literally have not had any die.”

These “self-contained units” are just one of  
thousands of  different types of  plants grown on the 
property, grouped by water needs and aided by an 
automatic watering system for the trees. The cactuses 
are greener and bigger than normal – ocotillo and 
saguaro flowering like it’s their job. Two pairs of  
caring hands have trained them well.

Newest to the property are a wine cellar and 
pool, complete with a bottle-adorned pool house 
sheltering four turquoise rocking chairs. Inside the 
latter structure, bottles have been cemented next to 
seashells from Curaçao and Tahiti, not to mention 
more vintage doors from India. 

The South Asian country has “the best hotels in 
the world,” Williams says, and the pair know a little 
something about hospitality. They rented the Joshua 
Tree home – along with five homestead cabins they 
bought and renovated as they purchased more land 

THE DETAILS
For more information 

on Mojave Rock 
Ranch, please visit 

mojaverockranch.net.
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around the property – for nearly 10 years. It was soon 
after they bought the “artist retreat on 40 acres” from 
high desert real estate agent Mel Benson in 1994. (“Mel 
Benson threw the keys and was like, ‘If  these keys 
don’t work, just kick the door in.’ That’s how realtors 
used to be out here,” Williams recalls.) The house 
was booked “all the time,” but ultimately, it wasn’t 
the full-time job the pair wanted. “We felt like we 
were cleaning ladies,” Dreese recalls. “All I needed was 
a babushka.” 

So they sold the five cabins and vested their time 
into continuing to add to the property, built in 1957. By 
then, a screened sleeping porch had been turned into 
a master suite with a fireplace. A living room closet 
was transformed into a second “bedroom.” And one 
of  the most striking features of  the home – burl tree 
trunks collected in Alaska by Williams’ father – were 
positioned as bubbled columns welcoming visitors to 
the home. 

Spend enough time at the ranch, and you’ll start to 
notice the way the corners don’t perfectly converge, 
the way the bottles and stones aren’t exactly even. 
“We always want to do everything different,” explains 
Dreese, who grew up in Amsterdam. “No line is lined 
up here. Everything is off.”

Taken as a whole, however, the irregularity isn’t 
off-kilter: It creates its own continuity. The house 
is at once a wonderland straight out of  a Dr. Seuss 
book and an architectural marvel worthy of  the 
recognition it’s received over the years. During the late 
’90s, Williams says the Beastie Boys were among the 
home’s temporary tenants. But now, it sits as a quiet 
respite for the couple whose imaginations brought it 
to life.

Its evolution is a bit like an open-air Jeep tour they 
once took through the tiger reserve at Ranthambore 
National Park in Rajasthan, India. Williams was the 
first to spot one of  the animals. “Secretly, I was like, 
‘OK, we’ve seen it, let’s move on,’ ” he recalls. “[The 
driver] backed up closer to it and shut off the engine. 
I’m like, ‘… No, really, let’s go. I’m having a massive 
anxiety attack.’ But he stayed, got on the radio and 
then about five other Jeeps converged on us. But we 
had five minutes alone with it.”

Majesty is heightened by singularity, and Mojave 
Rock Ranch now stands stoic in stillness. Rumor has it 
if  you look a tiger in the eye, it’s less likely to kill you. 
Stare into the serendipitous, and grandeur can shroud 
the senses.  
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Araby Cove wash in Palm 
Springs saw abundant 
growth and running water 
this past March.
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THE HIDDEN 
MESSAGES IN

AS CLIMATE CHANGE BRINGS LONGER AND MORE 
INTENSE DROUGHTS TO THE COACHELLA VALLEY, 
HOW THE DESERT WILL COPE DEPENDS UPON ONE 
VERY IMPORTANT COMMODITY: WATER.

water 



Araby Cove wash in Palm 
Springs, as it looked 
in 2014 at the start of 
the drought state of 
emergency
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“Drought to me, a lifelong California desert dweller — even 
a severe and prolonged drought such as the one we’ve 

recently endured — isn’t exceptional. It is the norm. It is 
the most intimate life force of our simultaneously alluring 
and repellant arid zone, a deeply felt and silent principle 

that shapes and rules all life here. When I think of drought 
here, I see, in the land around me, the dramatically carved, 
eternally silent presence of desert canyons whose extremely 
dehydrated appearance is only infrequently interrupted for 
just seconds or hours by the overload of water in a summer 
flash flood. ... To live in the desert requires the ability to do 
without, to appreciate absence, to revel in the rare gift of 

water in all its precious forms, and to not only make peace 
with, but to come to crave the deepest forms of silence that 
exist only here because of this very lack of water, and are 

contrasted with the sounds of rain and waterfalls and man-
made fountains, which exist far and wide.”  

— Ruth Nolan
LONG-TIME RESIDENT, ACTIVIST AND CREATIVE WRITING  

PROFESSOR AT COLLEGE OF THE DESERT



A
FTER a drought that stretched half  a decade, the Coachella Valley saw one of  the wettest 

winters in recent history. Once again, gray, craggy mountaintops wore thick, white caps; 

parched riverbeds and streams captured what rain they could, returning to buoyant, rampant 

forces; and in early spring, swaths of  golden-yellow, lavender, white, blue and tangerine 

sprung from the quenched dirt and sand, carpeting the valley floor in a magnificent “super 

bloom,” while lush vegetation swiftly climbed barren mountain slopes. A panoramic view of  this vivid green 

desert, more reminiscent of  the Cliffs of  Moher than of  the American Southwest, might bring relief  to some about 

Southern California’s future weather patterns, and more specifically, its severe water crisis. According to the area’s 

climatologists and biologists, though, what we’ve just experienced was an anomaly amidst progressively rising 

temperatures as a result of  global climate change. So be sure to stop and smell the brown-eyed primrose: It could be 

decades before they peep out again. 



isn’t, Muth says, is the rate at which it’s occurring and 
the biological consequences of  that change.

Even the above-average rainfall and snowfall is not 
enough to replenish the aquifer. And as the basin has 
less to offer, the demand for water climbs, creating an 
unprecedented water crisis. (In April 2015, Gov. Jerry 
Brown mandated a 25 percent reduction in domestic 
water use across the state. This came after a then-
historically dry winter when his previous request for 
20 percent reduction was not met.) While Brown 
declared the end of  California’s drought emergency in 
early April, he stated that “conservation must remain a 
way of  life.”

Surprisingly, drought has little effect on agriculture 
in the valley, Powell says. “That’s because farmers 
here have behaved as if  we’re in a drought for 100 
years.” That means they are conservative with water, 
employing drip-irrigation and other methods to ensure 
that crops are watered only when needed and that 
there is no run-off. “How much water is required for 
farming depends on the crop,” Powell adds. Dates, one 
of  the area’s top exports, for instance, grow year-round 
and therefore require more water than, say, lettuce, 
which grows only four months out of  the year. “One 
effect of  the above-average rainfall this winter is that it 
allowed us to skip on irrigation,” he says. That meant 
irrigating less water from the Colorado River. “But 
that really only lasted a few weeks, so it didn’t make a 
huge impact.”

Carrots, citrus, broccoli and bell peppers, among 
other Coachella Valley crops, may continue to thrive 
here for the foreseeable future, but climate shifts tell a 
different story for the rest of  the landscape. 

A CHANGING LANDSCAPE
As long as 5,000 years ago, when the Cahuilla 

migrated to the Coachella Valley, they arrived to a 
large body of  water – later named Lake Cahuilla – that 
sustained their way of  life. Its level ebbed and flowed 
for thousands of  years, and the lake is said to have 
disappeared some time before 1700, its lower basin 
awaiting the levee break of  1905 that would create the 
Salton Sea, still in existence (though rapidly retreating) 
today.

The Cahuilla resettled in what is now Palm Springs, 
reliant upon what Mother Nature delivered to its 
springs and wells after each winter’s snowfall. Early 
ranchers diverted water through hand-dug canals, 
and an underground aquifer – fed by fresh snowmelt 
each spring from the San Gorgonio Mountains to the 
north – also offered an ample supply of  water via wells 
to settlers from the east that arrived by stagecoach and 
the railway. 

But the desert environment was not designed for 
modern agriculture, dozens of  golf  courses or the 
burgeoning population the area harbors today: By the 
early 20th century, the Coachella Valley Water District 
began importing water from the Colorado River for 
farm fields and later utilized a 122-mile aqueduct (the 
Coachella Canal) once it was constructed. In 1973, 
the local water agency partnered with Desert Water 
Agency to replenish the aquifer for potable drinking 
water that was no longer provided by the skies in the 
form of  rain and snow. (The latter would lead to legal 
disputes with the tribe, whose members argued that 
river water would make their own supply impure.) 

“Farmers 100 years ago realized well water would 
drain the aquifer,” says John Powell, owner of  Peter 
Rabbit Farms in the east valley and a board member 
at CVWD. His organization provides some of  the 
valley with domestic, or “drinking,” water; DWA and 
four other agencies across the valley supply the rest of  
the population.  

While for centuries the desert and its inhabitants 
have survived dry periods, something has changed of  
late: “It’s true that everything that lives here has seen 
this all before,” says Allan Muth, PhD, director at the 
University of  California’s Boyd Deep Canyon Desert 
Research Center. He notes a drought that occurred 
around the year 1100 and lasted some 200 years. “But 
what is different now is the frequency of  exceptionally 
dry years that are occurring more often and are more 
prolonged than in the past. … And there’s really 
nothing we can do about that unless we can make it 
rain,” he quips.

For some, whether global warming is man-made or 
is caused by another climatic cycle that the Earth has 
experienced from the beginning is up for debate; what 

Opposite 
page: Due to 
this year’s 
above average 
rainfall, 
Coachella 
Valley farmers 
were able to 
irrigate less 
water from the 
Colorado River; 
left: Brussels 
sprouts at 
Ocean Mist 
Farms in 
Coachella
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THE GIVING TREE
Muth stands beside a blooming palo verde in Boyd Deep 

Canyon, its tiny neon leaves and bright-yellow blossoms dancing 
in the breeze. Around it, a montage of  green overtakes the 
beige landscape, and robust cholla cast a dim glow beneath the 
morning sun. The palo verde is a drought-deciduous tree, Muth 
explains. That means the tree drops its leaves, which evaporate 
water through small holes, and its trunk and branches take over 
the job of  photosynthesis. This survival mechanism prevents the 
palo verde from losing more water, thus helping it thrive in this 
inhospitably dry environment. 

“All life needs water, but some plants do better than others,” 
continues Muth, pointing to another drought-tolerant perennial: 
the creosote bush. This yellow-flowered shrub, he explains, has the 
ability to draw water from the soil. “During really tough times, it 
doesn’t flower or put on much in the way of  leaves, but it sits there 
and persists.” The creosote bush can live about two years without 
any water. “You’ll see some very old ones out here,” Muth says.

Beside the popping yellow palo verde tree, another palo verde has 
lost its battle against the harsh dry-spell; its trunk, twisted like a stick 
of dark licorice, lays upturned in the wash. “Palo verdes will survive 
drought of moderate duration,” Muth says, “but prolonged drought 
will stress them and eventually they will succumb to lack of water 
and mistletoe if  they are heavily parasitized.” There are also genetic 
differences among the trees and differences in soil moisture depending 
on where the tree is growing.

During a severe, extreme or exceptional drought, like the most 
recent one, this typically tough tree has something else working 
against it: the bark beetle. “The bark beetle thrives on the tree’s 
vascular tissue that lies just below the bark,” Muth explains. 
“When the tree is well-hydrated and one of  these beetles starts 

to bore into [it], the tree defends itself  by secreting sap into that 
hole,” he says. “That sap pushes the burrowing beetle out of  the 
bark. When there’s a drought, the tree can’t produce as much sap 
so the beetles have a field day.” 

The palo verde is not alone in its suffering. Other drought-
tolerant plants, like the purple-gray smoketree, which has adapted 
to thrive in dry, sandy washes, can only survive for so long without 
water. And the evergreen juniper tree is also susceptible to 
California’s native bark beetle, which is responsible for the coup de 
grâce to numerous drought-stressed trees over the past few years.

A hike through Joshua Tree National Park reveals a few fallen 
trees, their spiky and spindly silhouettes arched like public-art 
sculptures in the sand. Many of  those Joshua trees died because 
they burned in wildfires, says Neil Frakes, the park’s vegetation 
branch chief, though it can be assumed that a good portion of  



mortality outside the burn areas is due to drought. “Overall, they 
seem to be doing pretty well.” His team is setting up a long-term 
network of  monitoring plots in the park to assess the health, size 
and reproductive rates – both from seed and asexually – of  Joshua 
trees. Since no data was recorded “pre-drought,” Frakes adds, it 
will take time to collect, process and analyze substantial data. “For 
the dead trees we are assessing, most are not recently dead but 
appear to have been dead more than five years.” Initial data from 
the plots shows that, on average, about 10 to 20 percent of  the 
trees died in the last five years, depending on location.

The challenge for adult Joshua trees might not be their ability 
to withstand drought, but the effect these dry periods have on 
their reproduction (rates of  seed germination) and the survival 
of  the trees’ seedlings. Muth adds: “The Joshua tree seeds need 
to have the right conditions and enough moisture to survive the 

first few years of  life. Higher elevations are cool and wet enough 
for young trees to make a go of  it, but at lower elevations, the 
seedlings don’t survive.” The death of  neighboring trees and 
shrubs throughout the desert adversely impacts young seedlings 
from the plants that use them for protection from the heat while 
they germinate. And fewer plants – whether they are drying up in 
the heat or they’re just not reproducing at normal rates – means 
trouble for the wildlife that relies on them for survival. 

“In the desert, it’s all about water,” says Cameron Barrows, 
PhD, an associate research ecologist for the Center for 
Conservation Biology at University of  California, Riverside. “It’s 
critical when rainfall is well below average, because it means fewer 
plants are growing. Plants are the starting level of  the food web so 
all creatures are directly or indirectly tied to plant growth. 

“The starting point is water.” 

Though drought-
tolerant, the smoketree 

can only survive for so 
long without water.
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LET’S TALK ABOUT THE BIRDS AND THE BEES …
And the insects, lizards, snakes, tortoises, jackrabbits and 

several species that depend on desert plants. Barrows has been 
measuring how plants and animals (reptiles, mostly, but also 
insects, birds and mammals) are responding to the drought 
in and around the Coachella Valley, including Joshua Tree 
National Park and the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains 
National Monument. 

“We’re identifying areas that we go back many times a year, 
over many years, to see how the abundance of  animals and plants 
changes at those locations,” Barrows says. 

Where the topography is gentler, like in Joshua Tree, they’re 
able to study in large 
plots; where it’s more 
mountainous or rugged, 
scientists are limited to 
trails mostly. 

“What we’ve found is 
that during the drought, 
some plants at lower 
(hotter, drier) elevations 
are [declining],” Barrows 
says, noting that a 
brittlebush doesn’t fare 
as well as its tougher 
neighbor, the creosote. 
At higher elevations, 
where there is more 
water, those same plants 
are “doing OK.” Since 
animals at these lower 
elevations don’t have the ability to know where to find better 
conditions, they stay where they are, Barrows says. “A lizard will 
live its entire life in an area the size of  your house.” The effect is a 
shift in reproductive success and mortality: “At higher elevations, 
we see the numbers going up. At lower elevations, they’re 
going down.” 

How animals respond after a drought is akin to how they will 
respond with climate change. With a wet year, like this one, those 
numbers shift downslope again. “But it’s important to understand 
that from a projection standpoint, the last five years of  drought is 
supposed to be more typical of  what our future holds,” Barrows 
says. “These [observations] tell us how animals will survive 
climate change, if  at all.”

For our region, with its high mountains, there appears to 
be sufficient space to allow most species to persist, Barrows 
continues. “Their ranges will continue to creep up slope. That 
optimism is based on the fact that they exist there today despite 
historic and prehistoric droughts, and that the droughts will likely 

be interspersed with occasional wetter periods.”
Animals most at risk are those already at or near the tops of  

mountains, because they have nowhere to go, as well as those that 
can’t shift up slope because their distributions are restricted, for 
instance, to sand dunes. But even those restricted to sand dunes 
are still present despite past droughts, Barrow notes, “So they may 
have survival mechanisms that will surprise us.”

About 40 years ago, the bighorn sheep population was on 
the decline due to disease carried by grazing livestock. Since the 
number of  livestock have all but disappeared from their habitat 
over the last decade, the bighorn sheep population is again 
flourishing. One of  their problems, though, is that the oases that 

were once dependable 
water sources are no 
longer wet, Barrows 
explains. “They are 
drying up due to 
lack of  rainfall and, 
particularly, snowfall,” 
he says. “Where we 
once had snowpack all 
winter long, we now 
have a dusting. This 
doesn’t maintain the 
aquifer or keep the 
springs wet.” Barrows 
and fellow researchers 
question whether or 
not, over time, the 
sheep will be able to 
find the water sources 

to sustain healthy populations.
“Personally, I’ve seen a lot of  changes here over the years,” 

Muth says. “The abundance of  annual plants varies each year.” 
He recalls two El Nino years when yellow encilias, now declining, 
blanketed the desert, and another five- or six-year period when 
plantago was the most abundant flower. Muth looks around for an 
example of  the cone-shaped plant, but doesn’t spot any. “Now we 
only see little patches here and there,” he says.

Subsequently, the abundance of  critters also varies. “Certain 
species of  bugs, like stink bugs, will be everywhere and then 
disappear for years,” Muth says. “And in a good year, you can stand 
in your driveway at night and hear the rats crunching on things.”

While scientists expect to see a shift in wildlife distribution, 
Barrows doesn’t think we’ll see a lot of  extinction in the Coachella 
Valley with climate change. “Animals will continue to exist at 
higher elevations where reproduction is higher and mortality is 
lower,” he says. “Near the valley floor, unfortunately, we’ll see 
fewer beautiful blooms, insects and birds.”
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Fewer plants in the desert, 
whether due to death or decreased 

reproduction rates, means less 
food for the wildlife that relies on 

them for survival.



HOW MUCH WATER DOES THE FUTURE HOLD?
A desert is characterized by rainfall and aridity, and is defined as 

an area that gets less than 10 inches of  rain a year (The Coachella 
Valley averages about 5 inches) and loses a lot of  its water through 
evaporation from the ground and transpiration (through the 
leaves of  plants). In a desert, the rate of  water loss is higher than 
its annual rainfall. What better defines the desert, though, is the 
unpredictability of  this rainfall. 

Plants and animals have evolved to survive dry conditions that 
last for days to decades. Many plants, like cactuses and succulents, 
collect water in tissue or have shallow roots that pull water from the 
soil immediately after it rains. Animals like bighorn sheep, wood rats 
and desert tortoises eat these plants, Barrows says. Some animals, like 
the tortoise, lizards and other small mammals, burrow into the moist 
dirt where their bodies can absorb moisture. An organism’s ability 
to defend itself  against harsh conditions depends on the intensity of  
the drought. An extremely wet period may relieve the valley from a 
prolonged drought, but it doesn’t diminish its adverse effects.

“We know the ecosystem has changed drastically over the 
past 1,000 years,” Muth says, “But since we only have short-term 
reliable records, we don’t know exactly how it’s changed.” How 
plants and animals will continue to thrive (or where they will 
go) as long periods of  drought happen more frequently is to be 
determined. How humans in the desert will fare depends, partly, 
on how they prepare.

“This was one of  the wettest winters we’ve ever seen,” Powell 
says. One might think an usually wet season would sustain the 
next dry one. “Unfortunately, we don’t have the infrastructure 
to store enough water to bridge the gap between wet periods,” 
he continues. “In 2011, our state reservoirs were full. A few years 
later, they were all empty. It can turn around very quickly.”

As the population grows and residents of  the Coachella Valley 
demand more water, especially for outdoor use like landscaping, 
the impact of  consecutive droughts will become even greater. This 
is not only an issue here, but in several other parts of  California. 
One option, Powell says, is for the state to erect much-needed 
infrastructure that captures more rain during wet periods. 
Another, more costly option, is desalinization, or converting 
seawater for agricultural and domestic use.

This page: the Coachella Canal; 
opposite page: Lake Cahuilla’s ancient 

waterline rises above the Coachella 
Valley’s agricultural fields.



What is crystal-clear is that if  our desert life as we know it is to 
survive – and thrive – long-term water issues need to be addressed. 
For consumers, that means continuing to conserve more water.

“The drought has caused a rise in the cost of  water,” says 
Hank McCarrick, CEO of  Seco Systems in Palm Springs. “Water 
prices however, unlike oil prices, do not follow the availability 
of  supply.” Once water prices go up they will not likely go down 
just because supplies have increased. “This last drought has 

invoked government intervention like no drought before. Water 
agencies were mandated to reduce water consumption or face 
heavy fines. These fines coupled with lost revenues created a 
drive for increased prices, customer awareness campaigns and 
conservation practices.”

While the drought may be over, McCarrick says, “It was so 
unprecedented that a new era of  sustained water conservation has 
arrived.”  
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ONE ARTIST’S TAKE ON THE WAYS IN WHICH WE SEEK – AND FIND – BEAUTY IN THE DESERT.

M y mom 
opens my 
bedroom 
door on 

a Saturday morning. I 
get up, change from my 
pajamas into a simple 
T-shirt, gym shorts and 
tiny tennis shoes. I’m 6 
years old and I’m happy. 

My mom, my sister and I drive to the entrance 
of  the Sabas Nieves trail of  the El Ávila Mountains 
in Caracas, Venezuela. I always get lazy at the start, but 
once we start going up the trail, the trees, the views of  
downtown Caracas and the promise of  my favorite ice 
cream once we get back down keeps me going. 

Hiking the Sabas Nieves trail was a weekend 
tradition back then. Years have passed, our family grew 
and traditions changed, but the memories of  our hikes 
have always stayed in the back of  my mind. 

It’s been almost eight years since I left Venezuela 
and almost five years since I left my parents’ house in 
Texas for college. When I accepted an internship at 
The Desert Sun and relocated to Palm Springs almost 
two years ago, I knew nothing about the Coachella 
Valley. I had lived in the U.S. for six years and, having 
resided in Houston and Baton Rouge, I forgot that 
living in an area surrounded by mountains was 
a possibility. 

Now, Caracas and the Coachella Valley could 
not be more different. One’s a city within a valley 
in a tropical, humid area merely an hour from the 
Caribbean Sea, and the other is an arid, desert region 
with cactuses, intense heat in the summer and a 
whole lot of  sand. But the first time I saw the San 

Jacinto Mountains 
along the desert cities, I 
remember feeling like I 
was back home. 

But being far away 
from family and old 
friends, working hard 
and dealing with life’s 
ups and downs can be 
isolating. So, I hold on to 
old memories and make 
sure I create new ones 
by exploring the world I 
now found myself  in. 

Every Friday, I set my alarm for an early morning 
wake-up call, and hit the snooze button about 10 
times. I get up, change from my pajamas into a simple 
T-shirt, gym shorts and somewhat bigger tennis shoes. 
I pick up my friend at her house and we hike South 
Lykken Trail. 

We talk about work, our lives, plans for future 
vacations and where we are going to have lunch when 
we’re done. Between admiring the recently revived 
plants (thank you rainy winter) and each other’s 
support, we make it to the top. 

As I look at the valley from above, I think about 
my family and how they’re always with me even when 
we’re apart. I think about my friends and the many 
adventures we’ve gone on. I think about how lucky 
I am to have landed in a place like this and in that 
moment, even after the worst of  weeks, I am happy. 

Jose Bastidas is the food reporter and producer for The Desert Sun. 

Originally from Caracas, Venezuela, Jose moved to the U.S. in 2009 

and studied Mass Communication at Louisiana State University. 

He first moved to the Coachella Valley when he accepted an 

internship at The Desert Sun in 2015. 

Words by Jose Bastidas
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