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The Journal of  Desert Survivors - Experience. Share. Protect.

Desert Survivors is an affiliation of desert lovers committed to experiencing, 
sharing and protecting desert wilderness wherever we find it. We recognize 
the places we love to explore will not remain wild unless we give others the 
opportunity to experience them as we do and unless we remain vigilant and 
active in our efforts to monitor and preserve them.

On recent Desert Survivors trips I have noticed this odd looking 
footwear being worn by a few participants.   They are tight fitting 
rubber slippers, with pockets for each toe, called barefoot shoes. 
Vibrams Fivefingers is the most popular brand.

The pitch for barefoot shoes is that the ten thousand years of advancements in shoe 
design have perverted man’s natural gait—that cushioned soles and such have changed 
how we walk and run to the point that they cause injury to our bodies. Proponents 
claim that barefoot shoes restore the function of the neurological receptors in the feet 
giving the body information on terrain and foot location and that because the indi-
vidual toes are free to move that balance is improved. In short, we humans were better 
off— in terms of foot and walking physiology— back in cave man times. 

The barefoot shoe phenomenon reminds me of another Paleo shoe from 40 years ago: 
the Earth Shoe.   The pitch for the Earth Shoe was that footwear with raised heels were 
screwing up humans’ natural stance and that our bodies are designed to stand in sand 
or mud with the heel lower than the toes.  The inventor of the Earth Shoe, Anna Kalso, 
touted the benefits of its “negative heel,” including better posture, and a shoe that 

“…works in harmony with nature,” with countless print ads in 
the counter-culture media of the 1970’s.  The sales pitch worked 
and hundreds of thousands of young, in-tune-with-the-times-
types clamored for the shoe.  Many of my friends wore Earth 
Shoes.  A young married couple I knew then claimed with all 
sincerity and conviction that the shoe indeed improved their 
health and spirit (virtually their sex life) and that in the future 
all footwear would feature the negative heel.  Years later I saw 
the same couple at a party at which she was wearing high 
heeles stilettos, while he strolled about in Air Jordans. 

The Earth Shoe with its return-to-the-Paleolithic vibe failed to 
make a real impact on popular footwear.  Only time will tell 
if the barefoot shoe will really catch on.  I doubt it will.  I do 
believe however, that if Vibrams and other barefoot proponents 
are truly convinced the caveman shoe is for the better, they 
need to hire a high-leaping, basketball-dunking superstar to 
tout its benefits.  That’s how you bring about real change. 
    Nicholas Blake 

Cover photo:  Easter Sunday 2013, and Desert Survivors delight over the pictographs 
on Ayers Rock in the Coso Mountains, CA.   Photo by A.H. Cominos.   

FROM THE EDITOR:

Oh, it was great fun!  I think you had me at the cover -- PERFECT visual on desert hik-
ing and what the desert is all about.  After that, the Sea-Monkeys and Odd But True -- just 
inspired!  As a marketing writer I tend to focus on the content, but the layout presents it in 
such an inviting way -- just flipping through made me impatient to get back to it when I had a 
free moment.

I’ve only got one problem -- inclusion of Bob Lyon’s “Family Camping” guide and list of 
clothes for women campers. I cannot THINK where I left my panty girdle with detachable 

garters, or my stockings, and I’ve got a trip coming up.  And packing a 
“Mother Hubbard” is going to be a real challenge, since I have no idea in 
the world what that is.  Maybe I’ll ask my grandmother!

Again, you’ve done DS proud.  Kudos to you!
    Martha (Schraer)
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The letters in response to the Spring 2013 edition were 
unanimously positive.  This is the Editor’s favorite. 

I first met Gerry Goss in 2010 in Fontana, California at a 
discussion group, organized by the University of Arizona, 
to research recreational uses of the desert for determin-
ing future public policy.   I was living in Los Angeles at 
the time and the drive to the meeting site took me about 
an hour. Gerry on the other hand had driven over 400 
miles from the Bay Area for the event. He explained to the 
researchers with eloquence the reasons we ‘Survivors love 

the desert, and just as fluently com-
plained of misuses to these lands 
ranging from cattle and feral horses 
befouling waterholes to the drivers 
of off-road vehicles tearing away 
the plants and soil. The meeting 
lasted a little over an hour.  When 
it was done, Gerry returned to his 
auto and drove home.   I was so im-
pressed.   Here was someone who 
truly took our mission 
to protect the desert to 
heart—so much so that 

he was willing to drive many hours and miles to 
present Desert Survivors’ views and vision for 
this important study. 

Gerry Goss stepped up to lead Desert Survivors 
at the time of its greatest crisis.  In 2010 long-
time president Steve Tabor resigned, leaving the 
organization in disarray.  Under Gerry’s leader-
ship Desert Survivors has regrouped, responsibilities for 
running the organization have been distributed to greater 
number of people and we continue to move forward with 
our mission. I think it is fair to say that without Gerry’s 
willingness to take on the presidency of Desert Survivors at 
that time, we would not be here today. 

For the past few years Gerry has been our organization’s 
point man on desert protection issues.  Desert Survivors has 
been aggressive and active on such matters as opposing the 
pumping and sale of water from the ancient Cadiz aquifer, 
opposition to the El Centro BLM’s proposal to open 3/4ths 
of the Algodones Dunes for off-road vehicles, disapprov-
ing of a misguided fire suppression plan for the 
Bodie Hills and many other desert conservation 
concerns. 

If I were asked to describe Gerry’s leadership 
style, I would say that he is calm and confi-
dent.  This demeanor coupled with his mastery 
of Robert’s Rules of Order have turned once 
drawn-out and rancorous Board of Directors 
meetings into quick and efficient exercises that 
are the very picture of consensus and accord. 

This October Gerry Goss will step aside as 
president of Desert Survivors.  Although he will 
not be leaving us, he will be dearly missed as 
our leader.  I believe most members of Desert 
Survivors would join me to thank Gerry for a 
job well done.

Best regards, 

Nicholas Blake 

Gerry Goss

An Earth Shoe advertisment from 1974.

Barefoot shoes.
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AT the 

Desert Survivors 

Annual General

Meeting

Mercey Hot Springs

October 18-20, 201318-20, 2013

This is Desert Survivors’ most important meeting of the year, 
when we discuss the club’s direction and elect Board members.

  We want you to be there

Join your fellow Desert Survivors as we return to Mercey Hot Springs for our 2013 Annual General Meeting.   
This tranquil retreat with outdoor soaking tubs, swimming pool and sauna is just a 2-hour drive from the 
Bay Area.  Weekend activities will include a hike in the Panoche Hills, a BLM service project, a moonlight 
hill-country  hike, two Happy Hours and a pot-luck feast.  Our cost is just $35/night for camping including 
use of tubs, sauna and swimming pool. That’s $70 per person for camping on Friday and Saturday night. 
Checkout is on Sunday afternoon at 2:00 PM.  

 
Sunday morning’s meeting will focus on club business and discussion about furthering our mission to 

experience, share & protect the desert. The meeting will begin at 9:00 am. As always, camping is 
optional. Anyone can attend the meeting at no cost, but it’s much more fun to spend the weekend!

Please go to the website -- desert-survivors.org -- to reserve your camping space.     

Imagine th
e memories of 

hiking the Panoch
e

Hiking the bone dry terrain of the Mecca Hills, February 2013.
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The Tick Magnet

TRIP REPORT: THE YELLOW ROCK TO HIGH ROCK CANYON BACKPACK - JUNE 2013
Before the trip I thought the big problem would 
be lack of water, but when I told the motel clerk 
in Cedarville, CA that I was headed for a weekend 
backpacking into High Rock Canyon, NV she said, 
“You’re gonna get a lot of ticks.”  I brushed off her 
comment.  I thought, “What did she know about 
camping in the desert?” I seriously doubted if she 
had ever been to the remote valley where we were 
headed.   And in all of my camping trips, I have 
never once been bitten by a tick. 

As it turned out there was plenty more brushing 
off that weekend—the brushing off of dozens upon 
dozens of the tiny blood-suckers from the clothes 
and skin of us Desert Survivors.   High Rock Can-
yon is a beautiful and remote cold-desert wilderness. 
But the motel clerk was right.  We got ticks upon 
ticks and no one more than the man who went first, 
trip leader Dave Oline.

As most readers know, Desert Survivors is a Bay Area centered organiza-
tion.  Most of our members live in Northern California, as do our trip 
leaders.   There is one leader who lives outside the region in Oregon 
and heads backpacks into the Great Basin Desert nearby.   David Oline 
teaches biology at Southern Oregon University in Ashland.  He is 
married with two teenage children.  He has been a member of Desert 
Survivors since 1993, and has led trips since 2009.    His excursions 
take place in the summer months, when he is free of his teaching duties 
and the northern-latitude deserts are temperate enough for exploring.  

I have been curious about Mr. Oline’s trips for some time and when 
I found myself with free days in June 2013 I signed up for his Yellow 
Rock-to-High Rock backpack. It would be a three-day, two-night trip, 
with one  camp and a day hike on the second day.  No sweat.  Google

Earth images showed green bottomlands indicating the presence of 
water.  The U.S.G.S. maps indicated several springs nearby.  The problem 
was that the winter of 2012-2013 was particularly dry and Oline was 
concerned that we might not find water once we were deep into the 
wilderness.  The only certainty for water would be to pack it in. It was 
decided that each hiker would carry 3 gallons—24 extra pounds of pack 
weight!  Ugh!   

The notion of carrying so much water scared off a couple of would-be 
participants, but one woman, six men and a dog showed up at the trail 
head.  After years of acquiring the most lightweight-possible gear and 
then excising all but the most basic stuff my from my pack I felt that I 
had reached a certain ultra-light bliss with my kit. As we headed out on 
the six-mile route to the campsite my pack load was over 45 lbs. This was 
the heaviest pack I had ever carried.  The only saving grace was that the 
route in would be downhill.   

The Desert Survivors atop the plateau between High Rock and Pole Canyons.  

Left:  Trip leader 
David Oline studies 
the map during a 
rest break in Yellow 
Rock Canyon.  

Right: The hikers  came 
upon hundreds of these 
fat, green neon-colored  
caterpillars.
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        the Rattlesnake who came to Dinner        

by Nicholas Blake
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Snake illustration courtesy Paul A. Johnsgard
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While the hike through Yellow Rock Canyon was 
hard on my shoulders, the route was a delight of 
scenery.  We walked though wide basins ringed 
by cliffs of dark brown basalt flows layered over 
light-colored solidified volcanic ash.   The going 
was easy because the terrain was bare of sagebrush.  
When we kicked into the topsoil with our boots it 
revealed a layer of charcoal—testament to a recent 
range fire. 

Being mid-June the sun was high overhead and 
there was little relief from the midday rays.  We 
stopped for lunch at a narrow point of the canyon 
in the shade of basalt cliffs and near two, six-foot-
high walls of stacked rock that stretched almost 
all the way across the canyon.  These were the 
remnants of a corral built by early ranchers.  We 
found thousands of obsidian chips all over the 
ground too.  Certainly the ancient Americans used 
this choke point as a place to trap game.  

Keeping his cool and looking unperturbed by his parasite appeal, 
Oline pressed onward, leading us down from the plateau and into 
Pole Canyon.  We found even more water here in a bottom rich with 
marsh plants and a few trees. In the late-19th century or early-20th 
century settlers attempted to homestead here.  I imagine the year-
round water made ranching look like a feasible undertaking but 
outside the marsh the land is bone dry.  We walked past the ruins of 
several homesteads each one giving testament to a miserable existence 
its denizens must have faced.  This is a high altitude, high latitude 
desert with average annual rainfall at less than 10 inches and winter 
temperatures that can dip to -20°F.  The summers are hot and dry.   
The marshes are thick with mosquitos and ticks are everywhere.  There 
was plenty of free land for the homesteaders, but clearly this ground 
did not give back much.  Now it was a depressing scene of enterprises 
that ended in  utter collapse.     

The next morning, David Oline led us out for a day hike to nearby Pole Canyon. Before 
we left we notice that Oline had tucked his pant legs into his socks.  When we asked 
him about this he mumble something about being, “…paranoid about the ticks.”  We 
climbed up the steep canyon side out of High Rock Canyon and onto flat plateau.  Dur-
ing a rest stop we discovered his paranoia was well founded.  One of us noticed several 
reddish dots on his trousers.  They were ticks, four of them.  The rest of us immediately 
checked each other’s clothes.  Several more were found on the other hikers, but we 
found two more ticks trying to sneak past Oline’s socks.  Although these were not the 
sorts of ticks that spread Lyme disease none of us was happy to find the tiny beasts.  
Oline was wearing lightest-colored pants in the group.  We thought that maybe the ticks 
were attracted to the light hue of its fabric.  

Four miles into the journey we came upon the yellow strata for which this place was 
named.  We also found hundreds of the biggest and fattest, neon green caterpillars any 
of us had seen. It was springtime here and these super-plump insects were gorging on 
anything growing. Soon afterward we reached our destination, High Rock Canyon.
   
At the east side of the canyon we found an arroyo choked with Baltic rush and Cattails 
and pools of water—deep, clear water.  One of the hikers quipped, “This is the most 
water I have ever seen on a Desert Survivors trip.” There was so much water that it pro-
vided a terrific swimming hole for us. The cool water soothed my sore shoulders. 

We set up camp on the sandy bottom of a higher part of the arroyo.  The foliage was 
too low to provide any shade and we campers huddled in the shadow of the dry creek 
bank as we sipped a chocolate-mint liqueur, made dinner and planned the next day’s 
adventure. 

Below photo:   This was once someone’s dream.   The harsh 
environment of  Pole Canyon proved too daunting  for those who 
attempted to homestead here.  

Above  photo:   Because of the dry 2012- 2013 winter the hikers 
were unsure of the water supply in High Rock Canyon.  Each person 
packed in 3 gallons, only to discover enough water for swimming. 

The light-tone  rock  on the left hillside is  a vibrant yellow color--thus the  name Yellow Rock Canyon.     
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In spite of all the rigors and inconveniences of High Rock Canyon, we 
Desert Survivors had a terrific time.  The land was barren and at the same 
time utterly beautiful. The lush, green grasses of the bottomlands contrasted 
with brown basalts and yellow earth of the canyon sides. This was all topped 
off with a deep blue sky.  The place was a joy of color. I cannot wait to come 
back.  On the other hand, the rattlesnake was a bit unnerving and the ticks 
were a real bummer.  

Several weeks after the trip, in an email, David Oline wrote about the dif-
ficulty we faced, “It is just their season in this part of the world, when the 
flowers come out and the waters flow during the spring, the ticks are there 
waiting for you.”   So true.  

That evening, we gathered back at our campsite.  Several of us 
went for a swim to cool off and clean up, and lounging in the 
shade of the arroyo bank, we drank bourbon for Happy Hour and 
got ready to prepare our dinners.   Well into my second cocktail, 
I laid down on the dry gravel creek bed for a rest.  No sooner 
than I closed my eyes than one of my fellows shouted, “Snake! I 
am not kidding you have to move right now!”  Jolted from my 
nap, I scrambled to my feet, as did all of us, and saw what was 
not supposed to ever be seen—a rattlesnake not afraid of humans 
and slithering right into our gathering spot.  It was amazing.  The 
cheeky serpent glided in and around our sitting pads and cooking 
gear-- where we had been reclined mere seconds earlier—utterly 
oblivious that we humans were much more a danger to him than 
the other way around.  The rattler finally coiled up in the shadiest 
part of the arroyo bank behind a bush and never moved during the 
rest of the time we were there. 

Needless to say, this changed our diner plans.  We gingerly gath-
ered our cooking gear and stuff and moved to a safe spot.  The 
campers closest to the coiled snake moved their tents too.  Talk 
about an uninvited dinner guest.  All I can say is, lucky for this rat-
tler that it was a bunch of reptile-admiring, cactus-hugging Desert 
Survivors whose camp it slithered into. I would fear for the critter 
if he tried this move on a bunch of cowboys.

There were no roads or trails here so Oline led us along 
game paths. Naturalists will tell you that this is where 
ticks most often lay “questing.” Unlike fleas, ticks are 
unable to jump onto a host.  While questing a tick 
will cling to the edges of plants with its hind legs while 
extending its front legs out to climb onto a creature 
when it brushes past.  Every ten minutes or so, we 
human creatures would stop to determine our direc-
tion or to admire the scenery and we would discover 
more ticks on us.  Egad!  I found ten ticks on me that 
day!  The other hikers had similar numbers.  As bad as 
each hiker thought he or she was infested, no one had 
more ticks than the man who was the first one through, 
David Oline.  In all we found four dozen ticks on the 
man!  We kidded by calling him, “The Tick Magnet.”  
Latter he complained, “I thought it was supposed to be 
a Chick Magnet.”  That may have been the case back 
when he was a single man but out here it was the blood-
sucking arachnids that found him most appealing and 
the name fit him well.

Right: In 1843 John C. Fremont led an 
Army survey expedition through High 
Rock Canyon and created this map. 

Above photo:  “Snake!”  The Desert Survivors react with alarm when they discover a rattler 
moving into their camp.  

Below photo:  The reptile slithers right in and around the camper’s gear.  Just seconds earlier 
the Desert Survivors were sitting here getting ready for dinner. 
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Mr. Oline finds yet another tick.  

Photo: Jessica Rothaar
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Ever got a car stuck in the sand?

This account of getting out of the sand is prompt-
ed by the article in the last issue of The Survivor 
(Spring 2013) and is meant for people who live by 
their wits... and because they don’t have room or 
the wherewithal to carry sand ladders, shovels, 
spare fuses and crates of beer.

A while back I was in Blythe at a protest/spirit-run 
with the local Native Americans who were fight-
ing a planned solar development on land that was 
spiritually significant.  After the event a couple of 
my friends, who I accompanied to Blythe, went to 
the library to file a news brief of the protest using 
the public computers.  While they were working 
on the dispatch, Kevin Kingman and I decided 
to check out nearby McCoy Spring—an ancient 
American village site with hundreds of petro-
glyphs.  We drove to Wiley’s Well rest area on 
Interstate-10 where the road to McCoy took off.  
We left Kevin’s truck and took my Toyota RAV4, a 
2WD model.  

Almost as soon as we left the pavement we were 
mired in sand!  I decided to use my AAA road 
service.  A huge tow truck arrived, however the 
driver demanded an extra couple of hundred 
dollars to go off pavement to extract my car.  We 
were outraged by the steep cost and declined the 
offer.  Instead, we found some cardboard at the 
rest area and used it like a shovel to dig the sand 
out from under the chassis and tires.  That took 
awhile-- maybe a half hour.  Then Kevin came up 
with a clever idea to firm up the sand in our track.  
We poured water in front and back of each tire.  
With that, I was able to drive right out and back to 
the pavement.

So my advice is: (1) always travel with people 
who are creative thinkers who can think outside 
the box and (2) carry extra water reserved for 
sand emergencies.

Lynne Buckner

AAA Roadside Assistance will not extract a stuck 
vehicle unless it is within 100 feet of a paved surface.
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Do you have a story about being stuck in sand?  Send it to blake@desert-survivors.org and we may use it for a future issiue of The Survivor.

Photos clockwise from top left: Marie Currie; 
Albert Einstein; Josephine Baker; Steve Jobs.
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Ancient Longhand
We had perfect weekend weather for a car camp in the Eastern Sierra 
over Memorial Day Weekend.  It was sunny, cool and breezy.  Perhaps 
a lull before the storm as temperatures soared throughout the region in 
the weeks to follow.  This trip, like many of my others, was based around 
visits to Native American sites of habitation and rock art.

Thursday 5/24
The trip started at the Inyo County Tinnemaha Campground. The camp-
ground is one of several low-key sites scattered around the county that 
are not well advertised and, except for major holidays, usually have few 
visitors.  Memorial Day is a major holiday and the campground was more 
full than I had seen it before but the people were generally quiet and well 
behaved.  The big land yachts cut their generators at a decent hour, prob-
ably about the time Murder She Wrote was over.

There is a stream that runs through the campground that makes it quite 
charming; lots of the campers were fishing in the stream and doing quite 
well.  More than one person told me that the stream was recently stocked 
with “big, dumb city fish” that were easy to catch.  Most people arrived 
at the Tinnemaha campground on Thursday evening so we were able to 
stake enough sites for everyone to squeeze in.  

The area is know as Poverty Hills because I have heard that there were so 
many miners and so little production.  Signs of mining are everywhere 
with open shafts scattered around and some open horizontal mines 
quite accessible.  We spent the first day just wandering around the many 
indicators of habitation.  The Tinnemaha creek must have been a good 
perennial source of fish and fresh water and as a result you 
can see habitation sites, hunting blinds and rock art.  

This first day of the trip was a stroll to a number of in-
teresting sites in the vicinity of the campground.  People 
were free to walk the sites at their own speed.  This was an 
opportunity for people to recover from the long drive of 
the day before.

The habitation sites are distinguished by distinct circular 
spaces that have rocks piled around the perimeter.  Some 
of these rings are pretty small and one thinks that either 
these were for storage or for the shelter of small people.  
Other rings were substantially larger.  There are a number 
of grinding rocks of the flat, metate style and a number of 
mortars as well.  Bits of obsidian flakes are scattered widely 
around the several sites and we even found a small circular 

bead, the first I have ever seen.  It looked like it was an organic material 
like a slice of horn.  The rock art at these habitation sites was more of the 
archaic style with connecting, irregular circles, almost like a depiction of 
foam.  Many of these are quite faded or re-patinated indicating their rela-
tive age.

We started the trip with a talk about the responsibility that we have to 
these archeological sites.  These sites are protected by federal and state laws 
that prohibit removal of any artifact.  Our practice is to appreciate items 
and rock art as they are found and to leave them in place.

Apart from the habitation and hunting sites there is a separate area that 
looks like it was reserved for ritual practice.  The rock art is more or-
ganized and of a very different style than found at the habitation sites: 
more linear and directional.  There were no signs of general habitation.  
I returned to the site toward the end of the walk to photograph a panel 
that had earlier been in half sun and half shade, making it difficult to 
photograph.  I got to thinking about how this site might function in a 
vision quest or some sort of ritual and it occurred to me that if extended 
fasting or drug-taking were involved that there might logically be a place 
for a small shelter for the participant.  Sure enough, right near the site 
was a small rock ring that could have supported a shelter.  This proves or 
disproves nothing, of course.  By the time I got back to the campground 
people were generally engaged in conversation or taking the opportunity 
for a nap.

We had a nice group meal that evening and enjoyed a campfire.

by Charles McGinn

THE TINNEMAHA PETROGLYPH CAR CAMP                      MAY 2013

These petroglyph embelished rocks are just a quarter-mile from Highway 395.
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A few of the dozens of pertroglyphs the Desert Survivors found in Upper Centennial Springs Canyon.   
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Friday 5/25
The group decamped and headed toward Lone Pine for gas 
or groceries and we met up at the Eastern Sierra Interagency 
Center, a relatively new facility that has restrooms, a book-
store and a visitor’s center.  Architecturally, it has the flavor 
of these new buildings that have a LEED certification for 
“sustainability.”  Corrugated metal siding, concrete floors, 
natural rock and timber framing are common elements of 
these buildings.  I find it interesting that these materials are 
convergent with the same ones used in all the ghost cabins 
scattered throughout the Eastern Sierra landscape

With the large number of people on this trip and the DS 
practice of single occupancy, we had a convoy of 14 vehicles 
that looked like a DS version of Battlestar Galactica as we 
stretched down the highway for miles.  

Our destination was Centennial Canyon where we finally 
collected in a parking area and in relatively short order took 
off for our hike.  It is about two hours up a seasonal stream-
bed, marked at intervals by large Juniper trees that make 
good shady rest stops.  At the head of the canyon is a spring that has 
been capped and diverted to a concrete cattle watering trough.  There is 
the remains of a dry stone enclosure complete with metal bed springs 
and a chair.  Right in this cowboy area are prominent rock art panels 
depicting big horn sheep and human forms.  There is not the slightest 
vandalism anywhere in the canyon that I could see.  My hat is off to the 
cowboys who lived in this remote spot.  

I had been to this site several times before but had heard scattered 
reports of other rock art further up the canyon.  I spent a lot of time 
looking at the new works (new to me) but they are perched on rock 
faces at the top of the canyon walls that are accessible over piles of 
boulders and scree.  This is a lot like the situation at Lagomarsino in 
NV where the upper walls form something of an art gallery.  Any-
way, I took my time and did a thorough look around.  At the very top 
of the canyon is a small scale box canyon.  It was clear from the dry 
stonework that the exits had been blocked off to make this an animal 
enclosure.  This looked like it might have been in the same period as 
the other improvements because some wood posts were in evidence.  
However, there could have been some prehistoric elements that were 
originally hunting blinds.  

The rock art in the canyon is dominated by big horn sheep.  It is easy 
to see this as some sort of hunting magic at work.  Some of the art 
has been worked with an unusual level of care with the bodies of the 
animals fully textured.  It is said that the big horn sheep in the Desert 
Survivors logo comes from this area.  

Saturday 5/26
As the trip on this day was optional, a number of the group decided to depart for 
home or for other destinations.  The rest of us took the road to Saline Valley and 
pulled off at a wide spot in Lee Flat.  The objective was to explore a canyon that 
connects the Lee Flat area with the rim of the Saline Valley.  There are a number 
of parallel canyons that connect the rim to the lower flat and at least one of them 
has numerous petroglyphs.  This was a purely exploratory trip and a chance to 
hike across a section of flat, open desert populated with Joshua trees.  So as not 
to make this an all day trip, we hiked to the mouth of the canyon and as far in as 
we could in two hours.  This took us about half way up the winding canyon and 
just at our lunch spot we found a few faint markings from an earlier time, not a 
bonanza but a just reward for the effort.  The area has some old roads that have 
been closed but are great for hiking.  I intend to go back in the future.

Because we were all done about 2 pm, we decided to end the trip and people 
departed for home.  It was a fun and enjoyable trip with no mishaps and very 
interesting people, a perfect Desert Survivors trip.  

Upper Centennial Springs Canyon. Desert Survivor hikers find a shady place to rest.

Trip participants at an ancient habitation circle near Tinnemaha Creek.
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Delivered in a calm but assertive voice, my words obtained the intended 
result. My backpacking companion, in the process of taking the next step 
with eyes lowered to negotiate a tree trunk and branches obstructing the 
path, immediately turned and stepped back toward me. It was only when I 
followed with a whispered “Now, look!” that she turned and saw a moving, 
sinuous, diamond-patterned form just ahead on the trail. What I’d seen, and 
what she immediately realized, was that she had been approaching the strik-
ing distance of a Great Basin rattlesnake. 

It was about four feet long. My companion swore it was at least 10 feet 
in length, but that was adrenalin talking. It 
weaved its head back and forth 6 to 8 inches 
off the ground, like a cobra. As we watched, 
it retreated moving backward in active, 
serpentine waves to the security of nearby 
rocks, where it took refuge and settled in 
to monitor us with flicking tongue and un-
blinking eyes. 

This dramatic event took place during a 
backpack trip while we were on a side-hill, 
cross-country route in Nevada’s Stillwater 
Mountains. But it could have happened 
anywhere that Desert Survivors typically 
visit. Rattlesnake encounters are not un-
common in the arid southwest. 

Our snake’s behavior was typical. As soon as 
it was threatened it gave a warning and retreated 
to safety. Rattlesnakes do not always retreat and do not always warn by rat-
tling. Since this snake was holding its head up and traveling backwards its 
ability to rattle was limited. Snakes are born in late summer, already venom-
ous and capable of inflicting serious bites, but possessing a pre-button that 
does not yet rattle. 

On the other hand, a snake that rattles in the bushes doesn’t necessarily 
indicate the presence of a venomous pit viper. Certain harmless snakes beat 
the ground with their tails when they are threatened. If they are in dry grass

“Come to me. Come to me.”

Desert Rattlesnake
 Bite Risk
by Robert Davis MD

or leaves, this can mimic a rattler’s warning and fool potential predators.  
A rattlesnake produces its characteristic, raspy buzz by turning its tail up 
off the ground and shaking it from 20 to 100 times per second. Sound is 
produced when segments of the rattle knock against one another. Years 
ago, while working in a hospital, I opened a drawer looking for bandages 
and leaped back when a drawer full of steel intravenous needles that were 
stored in glass vials, all rattled in unison. The sound approximated that 
made by the big diamondback rattlesnakes I’d heard many times during 
my youth in Texas. Once learned, a rattlesnake’s buzz is not forgotten. 

When a rattlesnake sheds its skin every few 
months, the discarded skin gets caught on the 
rattle and forms a new button. As the snake gets 
older and the number of buttons on its tail in-
creases, its buzz becomes louder. Older snakes 
buzz quite loudly but neither the number of but-
tons in the rattle nor the volume of its buzz can 
predict a single snake’s age because end segments 
fall off. 

Rattlers cannot leap into the air, though they 
do strike so quickly that they may seem to fly. 
When threatened and unable to retreat to safe-
ty they will usually coil and buzz a warning. A 
snake’s strike range is equal to about half of its 
body length. If the threat moves within range it 
will strike as a last resort. Even though we knew 
about this snake’s strike range we were very cau-

tious when we returned through the same location 
later that day. 

The next day in Ramparts Canyon, several miles to the south, I was in the 
lead and looking ahead as we came to an opening between low bushes. I 
stopped, put my arms out on both side and said, “Whoa!” There was an-
other adult Great Basin rattlesnake. This one was crossing our path about 
ten feet ahead. It started rattling and turned around and slithered to the 
base of a bush into a pile of rocks. With flicking tongue and tail rattling 
steadily it watched our passage from a safe distance. 

Courtesy Paul A. Johnsgard

William Dwight Whitney, 1889

From Popular Science Monthly, 1874
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Another encounter with a rattlesnake 
occurred in the Mojave Desert while I 
was hiking with Pov. “Look, Bob!” She 
exclaimed excitedly from behind me. I 
turned around to see a rattlesnake slither-
ing onto the trail between us. We were 
looking for the cache of our backpacks 
we had left earlier in the day. Pov stopped 
when she saw a thin black tongue flick-
ing at the edge of the trail.  This was a 
Mojave rattlesnake.  It was a few steps 
away from her.   It started to move across 
the trail when suddenly it struck in her 
direction. The strike was far short and 
wide of the mark, nevertheless, it was so 
fast that it appeared that the snake flew 
through the air. That was more of a warn-
ing strike than a serious attempt to envenomate. It had demonstrated typical 
rattlesnake behavior in that it gave warning when alarmed then retreated 
briskly moving across the trail into the brush while rattling vigorously with 
its raised tail. 

When full-grown a Mojave rattlesnake can reach over three feet in length. 
The Mojaves are famous because some of them have neurotoxin in their 

venom.  Envenomation 
with this neurotoxin 
can have a deceptively 
delayed onset of symp-
toms compared to 
typical rattlesnake cel-
lular toxin. Progressive 
muscular paralysis can 
develop and lead to re-
spiratory failure.

Rattlesnake bites will 
leave two fang marks in 
addition to multiple 
small teeth marks in 

shallow arcs behind the fang marks. Rattlesnake envenomation results in 
almost immediate swelling, darkening of tissue to a dark blue-black color, a 
tingling sensation, and nausea. Rattlesnake venom causes tissue death, de-
stroying the cell walls of capillaries and lymphatic vessels resulting in inter-
nal bleeding and swelling. When there is a death due to rattlesnake bite the 
cause of death is usually shock due to loss of blood volume which takes over 
several hours or even days. 

Although rattlesnake strikes are potentially deadly, very few result in fatality. 
A strike may miss its target entirely, the fangs may not fully pierce the skin, 
or the snake may not inject venom.  Venom is injected in only about 25% of 
bites overall. Fatal cases are more likely when an individual is bitten several

times, is very young or very old, or is 
already in poor health. Many serious 
bites occur in young children. Young 
adult males are the most at risk, espe-
cially those who have consumed alcohol 
to excess. Surprisingly, they try to han-
dle these snakes and, not so surprising, 
are bitten as a result. Only about 1,000 
people are bitten while 12 or fewer peo-
ple die from rattlesnake bites in the U.S. 
each year. That is a small percentage of 
the 20,000 total deaths resulting from 
all natural hazards. 

If a snakebite occurs, first protect ev-
eryone in the area by giving the snake 
room to retreat. Then try to identify 

the snake. This is best done by taking photographs. The snakebite victim 
should remain as calm as possible and avoid physical exertion. If in the 
field, wash the site, immobilize the limb, and transport the patient to a 
health care facility that has antivenom. If rapid extraction is not practical 
walking the victim out is preferred to long delay in antivenom treatment. 
  
Cutting and sucking the wound has been discredited. There is no sound 
evidence that the suction devices on the market change the outcome. In 
fact, there is some evidence they may cause harm by injury at the treatment 
site due to blood flow obstruction or by sequestering venom. Tourniquets 
are not recommended. Compression dressings of a whole limb are being 
evaluated but are not yet generally recommended. Since most rattlesnake 
venom is a tissue toxin not a neurotox-
in, it is better to let it gradually dilute 
than to maintain a high concentration 
in a confined area. 

The risk of death or limb loss from 
snakebite in the desert is almost small 
enough to forget about. Still, preven-
tion far outweighs field treatment, so 
it’s wise to take a few precautions. Do 
not place any part of yourself in a place 
you have not checked for hazards. In 
the same way that you’d avoid poison 
oak in the California Coast Ranges or 
cholla cactus in the Mojave, don’t step, 
reach or sit before you have scanned 
the area. Check the ground directly in 
front of you, and maintain awareness 
of the immediate few feet on either side 
of your path as well. When climbing, 
avoid placing your hand on a ledge or 
in a crevice you have not seen. 

None of our encounters with these 
snakes were out of the ordinary. My 
hiking partners and I have backpacked for decades and have come across 
dozens of rattlesnakes in the American west.  We’ve identified Great Ba-
sin rattlesnakes, sidewinders, Mohave rattlesnake, western diamondbacks 
and speckled rattlesnakes. We are confident that a poll of Desert Survivors 
would come up with hundreds of individual rattlesnake sightings. Not one 
of these has resulted in a bite.

Learn the sound of the rattle. If you hear one, stop, locate, avoid, and then 
observe. These are beautiful animals that have evolved amazing survival 
skills. With a little caution we can enjoy them on our infrequent
encounters.
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What you should not do.

Illustrations by Cheryl Crowley
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Notes from the Inyo 
Mountains Backpack

April 27 to May 3, 2013

by Lawrence Wilson

Leader: Gerry Goss 
Participants: Lynne Buckner, Neal Cassidy, Nicholas George, 
Stacy Goss, Bruce Strakem, Lawrence Wilson

Saturday April 27
     We all met up at the mouth of Keynote Canyon on the western side of 
Saline Valley. Lynne, who arrived a few days earlier to set up a water cache for 
herself at the first night’s camp, said it had been up to 100°F in Saline Valley 
that week.

Sunday April 28
     Because of the hot weather we make an early start. Some of us were up by 
5:00 am, to set up a car shuttle. By 7:00 am we head out from the mouth of 
Hunter Canyon.  We are soon hiking the Lonesome Miner Trail, with water 
running in the streambed to our right. Over the next three hours of walking 
we find a few places with shade and relief from the bright hot sun. 
     We make remarkably fast progress, especially for Gerry, who is suffering 
from a cold. By 11:30 am the faster hikers were reaching our destination for 
the day-- the old wooden tent platforms at 4,500 feet elevation (3,000 feet 
above where we started.) 
     The views are totally stunning, and we can gaze all the way up and down 
Saline Valley, and across to the hot springs. Its still pretty warm by the 
evening, with pinkish clouds and skies to the east, and despite a little breeze 
and the altitude, there are some bugs around. We are off to bed early, but not 
before Lynne nearly pees on a rattlesnake.

Monday April 29
     Again there is an early start to try and avoid hiking in the worst of the 
day’s heat. About an hour into the walk I see my first flower of the trip, a 
pink cactus flower. During a 2009 trip, at this time 
of year, these Inyo slopes had been awash with flow-
ers. The dry winter of 2012-2013 is probably the 
cause for the lack of bloom here. At a rest stop at 
around 6,100 ft. there is a trail register to sign full of 
Christian evangelizing. The trail zigzags upward until 
we reach a pass from which we can look down into 
Hunter Canyon. 
     An hour later we are at Big Horn Springs where 
the distinctive remains of a tall smokestack for the 
steam engine can be seen from a great distance. It 
is far too hot to stay out in the midday sun, but we 
find plenty of shade under trees, and water running 
in the creek.  So it is here that we hang out for the 
rest of the day chatting, reading and rinsing our 
clothes.
     The evening is cooler than the previous day. De-
spite the anti-bug cream I have been well bitten, and 
again we go to bed early.

Tuesday April 30
     This morning seems cooler too. We continue on the Lonesome Miner 
Trail, but my backpack is feeling heavy with nine quarts of water I will need 
for the next two days. We hike up Robles Canyon where there are some 
stunning purple lupine flowers. There is no rush for us hikers and the hot sun 
means we are always glad to have a rest. By midday most of us have climbed 
the 1,700 feet to reach Big Horn Cabin-- our camp for tonight.
     Enjoying a little breeze as I sit in my campsite, I watch a moth with a huge 
proboscis try to glean some water from the caps of my water bottles. Again, it 
is a case of us Desert Survivors finding whatever shade we can. Different sorts 
of lizards hang out in the sun though. Some people have the energy to explore 
mining sites nearby. From time to time a military jet swoops low, down into 
the Saline Valley.
     Again we chat and have incredible views down into Saline Valley to the 
east, or of the various ridges of the Inyo Mountains to the south & west.

Desert Survivors high in the Inyo Mountains overlooking the Saline Valley.
All photos by Lynne Buckner

The backpackers en route to Frenchy’s Cabin.  
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Wednesday May 1
     It was much cooler during the night and I was 
only just warm enough in my sleeping bag with 
the busted zip. Neil and Gerry make some repairs 
on the cabin before we depart, and it is actually 
quite chilly in the shade. For much of our morn-
ing’s climb there are dramatic views back down the mountainside to Big Horn 
Cabin which gets ever smaller as we ascend, and with Saline Valley beyond. 
We stop to explore various mines along the route. By 11:00 am we reach a 
ridge at 8,700 feet. I am feeling cold in the breeze, and for the first time on 
the trip have to put a warm top on. 
     After an early lunch, most of us take a stroll along the ridge trail. From 
here we can just make out Beveridge Ridge Cabin that will be the goal of 
Friday’s day hike. By afternoon we return to backpacking, heading down-
hill now. The boulder field we have to negotiate doesn’t thrill me. After two 
hours of walking and 2,000 feet of descent we reach Frenchy’s Cabin. There 
is a ready supply of running water here, helped along for our use by Nick’s 
engineering prowess.
     Again we can hang out and rehydrate, and rinse some clothes. It is cer-
tainly colder in the evening and I put on my thick-pile jacket and the others 
are wearing their down gear. The wood fire turns out to be rather 
smoky for some of us.

Thursday May 2
     Today we have a leisurely start. Most of us head out around 
8:30 am, whilst Stacy, who is not feeling well, stays behind with 
some of the others and will catch up later. There are lots of min-
ing remains for us to see as we go, including the huge metal shaft 
of what was presumably a water wheel. Neil later explores an old 
stone water ‘wheelhouse’, which still has some of its roof timbers. 
     By 11:00 am we arrive at the Beveridge town site and the re-
mains of a metal smokestack and stamp engine. I’m feeling pretty 
shot having picked up Gerry’s cold and I’m glad to spend the rest 
of the day resting in the shade and reading.  This is another good 
locale for finding various lizards enjoying themselves in the sun.
     Stacy feeling somewhat better, and the rest of the group arrives 
by 5:00 pm. Again it is a pleasant, mellow evening eating dinner 
and sitting around chatting.

Friday May 3
     Stacy is feeling rough again so it is decided to come 
out a day early and abandon the planned day hike.  We 
leave around 8:30 am on the Snow Flake Mine Trail. We 
are loaded up with water, it is hot and we have about 
1,000 feet of climbing to do before the trail levels out.  
We pass some wooden trestles and tramway cables. These 
cables are suspended high above our trail in places, and 
from a later rest stop we realize they lead to a mine on 

the opposite side of a ‘side-canyon.’ It takes a couple of hours to reach the 
ridge. The walking then becomes easier.  We pass above some more mining 
remains before stopping for lunch. 
     12:20 pm and we are heading out again with stunning views up & down 
Saline Valley some 5,000 feet below us. The afternoon is spent descend-
ing. The tremendous views help distract me from the strong heat, however 
frequent stops in the shade are still needed. Once we reach Snow Flake Mine 
our path is along an abandoned roadway. This “road” is rough for walking, 
let alone for any sort of vehicle now that it has fallen into disrepair. It is 6:00 
pm by the time the last of us are down to our shuttle vehicles at the mouth of 
Keynote Canyon. 
     After a welcome cold beer, the evening is spent relaxing at Saline Valley 
Hot Springs, getting showered, soaking in the hot pools, re-hydrating  and 
eating. It is quite a relief to be all down in one piece.

Photos, clockwise from top-left: Gerry and Neil make 
repairs to an Inyo Mountains shed; Big Horn Cabin and its 
awesome view of Robles Canyon; Desert Survivors working 
harder, not smarter to split firewood.

The group shot before heading up the hill.  Or are they 
heading down the hill?
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In the fall of 2012, The Digital 395 Project— a new fiber optic cable system that will run from 
Barstow to Carson City—  trespassed from its planned route along the right-of-way of Casa 
Diablo Road in the Volcanic Tablelands and disturbed over 11 miles of the Fish Slough Wilder-
ness Study Area (WSA) and the Casa Diablo WSA.   The Bishop, California Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) offices discovered the violations during the construction and halted work 
in December 2012.  Studies by the BLM determined two trespasses, a 1.4-mile section along 
the southernmost part of Casa Diablo Road and a 9.7-mile infringement on a northern section 
of the road.   The southern trespass-- an earth-moving job over many weeks incorporating bull-
dozers, backhoes and other heavy equipment, took place just 4.5 miles from the BLM Bishop 
Field Office.

The nature of the disturbances differs somewhat in the two places. In the southern 1.4-mile 
section, the cable crews dug a 5,100-foot long trench inside the boundaries of the Fish Slough 
Wilderness. Work was halted just before the cable was to be laid.  In the remaining distance a 
250-foot section of cable was already buried inside the protected area before the stoppage. 

The ground just beneath the surface in the tablelands consists primarily of a solidified volcanic 
ash bedrock known as Bishop Tuff.  The construction crews created the trench by pulling a 
single-blade ripper shank (a sort of plow) through this bedrock behind a bulldozer.  The ripper

Owens Valley Cable Project Violates Desert Wilderness

Bishop BLM Office halts contruction after it discovers a new fiber optic conduit within the Fish Slough and 
Casa Diablo Wilderness Study Area.  Desert Survivors comments on plan to restore the tresspass impacts.

shank technique works well in soft soil, however in bedrock it breaks the ground into large fractured stones, that are ill suited to for filling the trench once the cable is laid.   
The result is a scar of sharp rock, protruding above the ground surface, along the entire route of the cable The BLM proposes that the California Broadband Cooperative 
restore the wilderness characteristics of the southern disturbance by filling the trench and rehabbing the surface by running a bulldozer over the protruding rock thereby 
crushing and compacting the rock into the trench.  The proposal calls for a new trench to be dug outside the wilderness zone using a rock saw, that would eliminate 
the bedrock fracturing that took place during the ripping operation. Since the removal of 250 feet of the buried in-violation cable would result in more disturbance to the 
surface, it would be abandoned in place.  Native soil or decomposed granite will be spread over the entire disturbed area and seeded with native plants.   
   
In the northern 9.7-mile trespass, the cable is not buried on wilderness land but earth and rocks unearthed during the trenching process were pushed onto protected 
soil—in some places so high creating berms.  The proposal calls for the berms to be removed from the wilderness land and the rock transported to a suitable location.

In addition, during the fiber-optic cable installation, a historic wagon trail-- not identified before construction-- was impacted at three places. Under the plan for this proj-
ect, impacts to unknown cultural features would be resolved by the National Telecommunications and Information Agency and are not regarded in the BLM plan. 

The BLM is required to inform affected and interested publics of any proposed actions or unauthorized activity within BLM managed wilderness, and to request com-
ments and answer questions on proposed actions.  Desert Survivors, fulfilling its mission to protect the deserts, has declared itself as an interested public in these wilder-
ness lands and was solicited by the BLM for comments.  On the following page is the text of the March 29, 2013  letter from Desert Survivors to Ms. Kristen Heins of the 
BLM Bishop Field Office with comments about the proposed action. 

When digging the trench for the cable, construction crews used a bulldozer 
equipped with a ripper shank to tear through near-surface bedrock, resulting 
in a line of sharp fractured rock along the 11-mile route.

A view of the north 9.7 miles of Casa Diablo Road:  On the left, the existing road surface;  in the center, the fiber optic cable trench filled with crushed rock; 
on the right, large rocks and other trench debris that has been shoved onto the Casa Diablo Wilderness Study Area by the construction company. 

Editor

Photo: Wikia Creative Commons
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Dear Ms. Heins,

Desert Survivors appreciates receiving the Notice of Proposed Ac-
tion (NOPA) regarding restoration efforts in the Fish Slough and Casa 
Diablo Wilderness Study Areas (WSA.)  We are, however, dismayed and 
outraged to learn of a significant trespass into California’s WSAs.  It is 
perplexing to us how BLM could have overlooked such an extensive goof 
up that occurred veritably on the front step of the Bishop Field office.  
Damage of this nature to our public lands—over 11 linear miles—is 
unconscionable. We are writing this letter with the profound hope that 
construction-related trespass will never again occur within your district.  
This was an action easily avoidable if an appropriate construction moni-
tor had been present.

Was there an environmental document circulated to the public regarding 
the California Broadband Cooperative, Inc. (CBC) fiber optic conduit 
project?  If there was, to the best of our knowledge Desert Survivors 
never received a copy.

Desert Survivors presumes that the proposed Environmental Assessment 
will be financed by the offending party (CBC).
     
The Environmental Assesment should include:

1. Language stating that all revegetation materials (seeds, cuttings, etc.) 
come from the Volcanic Tableland and Casa Diablo area plants.  Reveg-
etation should include installation of appropriate native shrub seedlings 
because the use of only seeds, as mentioned in the NOPA, may not be 
adequate to develop suitable plant cover to discourage incursion of inva-
sive plant species.  Plant species propagules must be at least 3” in height 
and placed at densities at a minimum of 3’ apart in the disturbed area.  
As plant material of this size is likely not available, the shrublings must be 
custom-grown and be installed by hand 1-2 years after the first phase of 
the restoration.

2. Vegetation monitoring criteria must be established and it must include 
specifications for percent cover of vegetation and percent native spe-
cies.  These criteria will be generated by extensive sampling of nearby 
undisturbed vegetation by a botanist.  Monitoring by a botanist must 
be implemented for 20 years; annually for the first five years and every 
second year thereafter.  The monitoring report must be made available to 
the public.

3. Independent construction monitors must be present throughout all 
phases of the earthmoving activity necessary for restoration.  The moni-
tors will have stop-work authority and will be present on-site throughout 
all earthmoving activities, planting, etc.  The monitors will be selected by 
BLM from an appropriate engineering or consulting firm independent of 
the offending party.  Independent construction monitors are an industry 
standard for pipelines and other large earth-moving projects.  Where 
were the monitors for this project?  BLM must consult with the monitor 
on at least a daily basis, and BLM staff must visit the project site daily to 
ensure restoration activities are performed appropriately.

4. The scars caused by this egregious trespass will persist through mul-
tiple generations of Homo sapiens.  To compensate in small part, the of-
fending party must fund a full-time BLM law enforcement staff position 
for 10 years to patrol WSAs throughout the district, enforce the Wilder-
ness Act, and install appropriate wilderness study area signage.

Review of the proposed restoration plan/EA by an independent engineer-
ing or landscape architecture firm with specific expertise in restoration 
of WSAs/wilderness areas must be conducted prior to release of the 
document to the public to ensure that every possible measure has been 
included.  After the project has been implemented, a representative from 
the same or similar company, along with a cultural resources expert and 
botanist independent from BLM and the offending party, must review 
the project on the ground to determine if the viewshed and vegetation 
plus any damaged cultural resources have been adequately restored.

The NOPA indicates that a historic wagon road was not included as part 
of the inventory prior to installation of the conduit.  It is possible that 
other sensitive resources may have been overlooked during earlier plan-
ning efforts?  The EA must analyze potential damage caused by CBC to 
sensitive plant and animal species and cultural resources, as well as any 
sensitive resources that must be protected during restoration processes.

We beg the BLM to include language mandating that construction 
companies pay for appropriate independent construction or biological 
monitors on all future projects, and that BLM “monitor the monitor” to 
ensure they are performing their duties.

Sincerely,
Gerry Goss
President of Desert Survivors

Left photo:  The BLM 
wants the Digital 395 
Project to rehab this 
trench by running 
a bulldozer over it 
thereby crushing and 
compacting the rocks 
into the trench.  Native 
soil would be spread 
over the disturbed area 
and seeded with native 
vegetation.

Right photo:  Although 
this Rock Saw Trencher 
looks scary it is actually 
pretty benign to the en-
vironment.  The carbide-
toothed blade cuts a 
trench just inches wide, 
that does not disturb the 
surrounding ground.  
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The nighttime desert scene to the right, illuminated 
brilliantly by a spotlight from above, is not being 
disturbed by a military helicopter’s spotlight… nor by 
alien attention.  In fact, this desert scene is not being 
disturbed; it’s being highlighted.  It is a scale model— 
part of an installation sculpture by artist Michael C. 
McMillen called Aristotle’s Cage on exhibit at the 
Oakland Museum.

It is a carefully curated representation of a partially 
curated collection at a desert homestead. The model 
is full of very carefully selected items, organized as 
might be done in the desert and “looked after” as is 
any art exhibit in a museum, with guards and closing 
hours.  Curation as a pursuit ranges in quality from 
very good to haphazard, unfinished, partial-- all of 
which may describe elements that the model illustrates.  In fact, it is that 
very unfinished look that is so evocative of desert dwellings.

The Desert as an Uncurated Collection 
of the Built Environment

The Desert Survivors Coso Mountains Easter 2013 car camping trip was 
a treasure trove of a tour of the built environment in just a small segment 
of the Mojave Desert. Yet the artifacts we found ranged in time from pre-
history to modern weapons technology, and they ranged in subject from 
petroglyphs to a monument for an Irish rock band, from desert cabins to 
abandoned talc mines, from the drama of jet debris left by a mid-air col-
lision to the prosaic daily life evoked by a rusted tin can, from a peek into 
forbidden territory to a semi-ghost town of expatriate artists.

REFLECTIONS OF THE COSO MOUNTAINS 
EASTER CAR CAMP -  MARCH  2013

by David Hull

Following in approximate order are our discoveries, and their place 
in the built environment as well as a rough ranking of the degree 
they are curated, and a stab at what they tell us. 

Our first actual artifact was a cross just off of Highway 190.  It 
appears to memorialize a 4-year-old girl who DIED IN INFANCY-
-Lorenza McKellips Larkin, who died in 1874.  A 4-year-old 
“infant?”

Subsequent research on the internet gave more light to the story.  
In the 1870s Alonzo and Nancy McKellips ran a stagecoach stop-
over here called Oren’s Station. They had two young children, Lo-
renza (an infant) and Larkin (age 4) who both died from a plague 
in January 1876.  The grieving parents buried the children.  Not 
long after they abandoned the stage stop and moved away.

The graves remained neglected and nearly forgotten until 1947 
when local miner Bill James discovered them. The faded wooden 
markers were barely legible. James asked many locals if they knew 
anything about the graves and he soon pieced together the story 
behind them.  James carved a new wooden marker for the graves.

Through the 1950s James and other locals maintained the graves. 
In 1959 when nearby Route 190 was scheduled for realignment, lo-
cals requested that the Division of Highways not disturb the graves.  
Two of the road crew decided to protect the site by erecting a new 
large wooden cross, and they established the painting of the cross 
and rocks and markers as part of routine Cal Trans maintenance.  

This story is rich in evidence of both the built environment and the 
human condition: the cross as an artifact of the built environment

A detail of Michael C. McMillen’s, Aristotle’s Cage, 1983.

The memorial for two children who died from plague in 1876.
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evokes, at the minimum, the maker, his process, and the background of the cross as a 
grave marker.  With further knowledge, it evokes the family, its stage stop, the horror of a 
plague before modern medicine, the miner who restored the gravesite, the new wooden 
markers, the highway workers who restored the restoration and the entire state organiza-
tion of CalTrans, which reportedly still maintains the cross and grave today. 

The human condition evoked by this cross and its story runs the gamut from death of 
a child to a remarkable sympathy across decades. Further, it stokes praise of highway 
workers who went beyond their charge, and wonder at the human respect accorded by 
a government bureaucracy through decades to an historical marker that has no official 
standing but what is granted by that bureaucracy’s historical care of it.

As for curation, the cross raises the matter of replicas—accuracy, representation (how do 
we tell others this is a replica), standing (is a replica officially the same as the original?). 
Otherwise, certainly, the cross itself is re-made time and again as necessary, the stones 
marking the gravesite are painted white as necessary, and in general it is well cared for.

The exhibit—for this is clearly more 
than a mere artifact—is interactive, 
with people leaving pennies and oth- er 
evidence of respect and sympathy.

Our next stop was just across the 
road, and out in the desert—a shrine 
to the Irish Rock Band U-2.

Guarding is part of cura-
torship, and in a curious 
way, this memorial exhib- it 
was guarded. There were no road 
signs or directions once we parked 
on the roadside, nor was anything 
visible but desert. You had to know 
where to go.  Our leaders knew.  We 
set out on an angle of about 30 degrees from the road in the direction we were 
driving.  After about a quarter of a mile, across faintly tracked sand, skirting 
cacti, across washes, we saw a scatter of things. The scatter turned out to be me-
morials of various sorts, from stones set in a pattern, to a marble stone engraved 
with THANK YOU LADS.

The location is known because it was published on a geo-cache site. The coordi-
nates are available through a Google search. Of course one has to know there’s 
something to search for, or it remains unknown, unimagined, invisible from the 
road.

Regarding curation, the exhibits are in no order except for their proximity to 
the fallen Joshua tree—which is an elementary order. The suitcase is a kind of 
protection. And the mysterious but discoverable location is a fascinating mix of 
protection, the possibility of discovery and interaction for the self-chosen few.  
One fine memorial read, in reference to a song on the album,  Have you found 
what you’re looking for… Not far away was an answer, set out in stones: Found.

Our next visit, curiously, had a contrary opinion: “Lost” read a decal on the 
window of a desert cabin.  Why do these coincidences exist?  As with many of 
the few desert cabins, this one was “adopted” under a program of the Bureau of 
Land Management, so it had a sound roof and was structurally safe to enter. The 
Buckhorn Box Car Cabin was two rooms with a defunct barrel stove—and much 
art and graffiti on its inside walls. 

Photos from top down:  the artwork from the U2 album 
Joshua Tree 1987;  Desert Survivors visit the site of the 
now-dead tree from the album photographs; part of the 
shrine, fans of U2 have established  at the location; a 
message set out in stone.
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I must pass over quickly the abandoned talc mines with weath-
ered wooden structures evoking hard, hot work in dust and dark 
places... over petroglyphs and pictographs in untraveled canyons 
and ancient gathering places, over this prehistoric evidence of the 
writing type of built environment…to get to the mid-air collision.

In another untraveled ravine and on the steep adjacent slopes lie 
the remains of a 1974 mid-air collision of two Phantom jets just 
outside the Navy’s China Lake bombing range. Just 100 feet above 
the ravine’s bottom lay the entire torn  after section of one jet, ten-
drils of wire hanging out. Scattered over the ravine were a canopy, a 
piece of a fuel tank in the path, bits and pieces as they fell. Lettering 
with instructions and directions is still plainly visible.

This debris field is curated only by natural characteristics— mili-
tary grade aluminum defies the elements…and the angles of fall 
have been mostly preserved because the pieces are too large to move.  
Every artifact of the built environment tells a story, some of which 
we can perceive, some not.  If Ty’s story is a poignant life story, this 
debris field puts us close to horrific, sudden, fiery death far above the 
native earth.

Forensics could probably reconstruct the details: where exactly the

The most interesting graffiti by far was by someone named Ty and the record 
of his four visits to the cabin over 11 years. An entire cycle from “happy” and 
single to divorced and “broke” is chronicled, mostly in strong thick black 
capital letters--the first three as a single man. The final entry, num-
bering his losses, is in a shaken hand and has only one word in all 
capitals: “…Ty’s ‘ex’ is RICH.’

This cabin is curated in that it is protected by being kept structur-
ally sound. There are other kinds of protection, ranging from fire 
to theft, which are not afforded—which is perhaps a necessary 
trade-off for the kind of assembly and organization that seems by 
necessity to be common in artifacts of the built environment found 
in the desert—that is, assembly is by self-selection and personal 
choice, and the organizing principle is that found in desert con-
centrations elsewhere of the built environment…proximity to one 
another.  Writing must be considered part of the built environment, 
and as such this example has samples of the built environment 
(graffiti) inside a larger example of the built environment (cabin).  
Such shelters are built entirely for human purposes—shelter for 
humans or for their work or for their artifacts. The writing here—
Ty’s record—is not only particularly poignant, but it also evokes 
another construct of the built environment, i.e., the humanities 
discipline of history.

mid-air collision took place, how fast they were going, perhaps why it 
happened. The tools of interpretation—archeological grid recording, 
microscopes, even simple observation, and recordkeeping—may all be 
seen as elements of the built environment.  Merely by articulating an 
interpretation, we impose a layer of built environment upon the thing 
observed, be it wilderness or the built environment.

Left photo: 
The Buckhorn 
Boxcar cabin at 
Viking Mine.        

Above photo: Grafitti 
scrawled by Ty on the 
interior wall of the 
Buckhorn Boxcar cabin.

Lower photos: The wreck-
age of two F-4 Phantom 
jets that collided over the 
Coso Mountains in June 
1974.
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Perhaps the desert collection of the built environment is curated at 
all. The entire concept of curation is based on what a curator does, 
or a museum does.  What, however, if we look to a larger organizing 
force--the hope and strivings of humanity over time against great 
natural odds?  Then the desert collection by its very state and the 
distribution of its artifacts is a perfectly curated collection, wherein 
the wilderness itself is the context and in part cause of this great 

exhibition. 

This exhibit is guarded by the 
desolation, and its meaning is 
created by interactivity in which 
even coincidences experienced by 
the explorer can take on meaning. 
It is the exhibition of the largest 
story of all: the tragedy/comedy/
wonder/mystery that is humanity 
beset by the limits of energy, time 
and place in its elemental setting, 
which has always been and at bot-
tom will always be…wilderness.

The last stop was Darwin, CA a semi-ghost town, semi-
populated by expatriate Los Angeles artists. Abandoned 
structures—the Darwin Post Office, the Darwin Dance 
Hall, ruins of early gasoline pumps—punctuate the grid 
of streets crossing other streets.  Here and there are artists’ 
homes and their outdoor work.

The sculpture in the photo to the left, made in 2000 by 
James Hunolt and situated in a vacant lot across the street 
from the artist’s home, is named Gates of Hell.  What is 
visible through these gates—dry hills, dead trees perhaps 
hiding some kind of structure, sagebrush, lots of rocks and 
sand—is pretty much what the desert looks like. Surely 
travelers 150 years ago who had to cross the desert to 
reach California—and anyone unprepared in the desert—
would recognize the vista as “Gates of Hell.”

This semi-ghost town, cum semi-artist enclave, is a full-size version of the 
quasi-curated scene represented by the Oakland Museum’s Aristotle’s Cage  
exhibit, with partially looked-after pieces and abandoned pieces indiscrimi-
nately intermixed, with a general organizational principle, again, ”

The desert we explored on this trip, taken as a whole, is a magnificent not-
cataloged, wide-ranging collection of man’s presence from pre-history to to-
day.  From the standpoint of professional curation, the desert is not guarded. 
It is therefore fully interactive and wide open to discovery—our discovery.  In 
those ways, the desert has the very qualities that museums strive to achieve—
interactive exhibits and discovery.

For me a good example of discovery occurred last year on my first 
Desert Survivors trip where the notion of desert as wilderness—ap-
pealing for its nothingness—was its appeal. Yet even in the desert 
we stumbled upon the built environment in the amazing ruins of a 
stamp mill powered by a waterwheel.  A waterwheel in the desert! 
The scene was completely not curated, with pieces lying where they 
fell, boards from the waterway trough hidden and broken by the 
slow but certain movements of weather, seasons and sun.  
  

Right photo: James 
Hunolt’s sculpture 
Gates of Hell, on 
display in Darwin, 
CA.         

Below photo: Trip 
participants on Easter 
Sunday 2013 stand 
just outside the Naval 
Air Weapons Station, 
China Lake checking out  
bombing targets inside 
the base.

Right photo: The “...wa-
terwheel in the desert,” 
discovered by Desert 
Survivors backpackers 
during an Ocotber 2012 
trip to the Arc Dome  
Wilderness, NV.

Darwin, California , population 48       

Photo: A. H. Cominos
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The first day back on the trail, on my new route, I road walked through ranch country, followed by a day of cross-country desert travel capped off 
by a close range sighting of eight bighorn rams.  The next day, a hot one, I was cruising down the Crane-Drewsey road when a truck passed me. A 
Schwan’s truck. As in ice cream. “If only I could get some,” I thought. By chance he pulled into the ranch ahead of me. When he was leaving I was 

waiting.  “Can you sell me some ice cream?”  “Sure,” he said.  Soon I was look-
ing over drawer after drawer of every flavor on earth. I was like a paratrooper 
who’d just captured a winery in Normandy.  Soon I was walking down the road 
with 1.75 quarts of wild berry frozen yogurt. I easily ate it all. It was 10 times as 
great as normal because it was out of the blue. By evening I was the foothills of 
the Blue Mountains, with Ponderosas and running streams. A different world. 

The trail along the Little Malheur was tough going with lots of downfall, but I 
was rewarded by seeing several bands of elk, mostly at close range. At the other 
end there was a sign warning the trail hadn’t been maintained. Some joker 
had written “No Kidding?!” below it. Along the Forest Service roads there 
were considerable patches of snow up high but nothing that was a problem 
for someone on foot. Two snowshoe hares hopped up to me during the day. 
A bobcat trotted down the road towards me before finally spotting me. As I 
settled into my sleeping bag I looked up to see a cow elk staring at me.

 
In the North Fork of the John Day Wilderness there was 4 feet of snow in places, on high ridgelines and on north slopes. It was consolidated snow 
though and usually easy to walk on top of.  Walking along the river later was nice, with a good trail, wildflowers, and the river itself. A bear ap-
peared in an old burn, turning over rocks and pulling apart stumps looking for bugs. It was the first bear of the trip. He soon smelled me and ran.
 
After crossing I-84 my food cache hanging in a tree was nowhere to be seen. Had I forgotten where it was? My GPS led me to the exact spot where

A first-hand account of the first solo and thru-hike of the Desert Trail
Dispatches From The Desert Trail

(Part Three)

The official Desert Trail ended at Highway 78 near Burns, Oregon, but the 
dream had always been to extend the route all the way to Canada. Various 
routes had been suggested, but I decided to mostly start from scratch. Using 
maps of the region I looked for large blocks of public lands. With Forest maps 
in hand I drew a route through the Blue Mountains of eastern Oregon and 
SE Washington utilizing hiking trails whenever possible. On Google Earth I 
spotted a large block of wild looking desert country SW of Spokane, and was 
delighted to find the little known 130-mile Columbia Plateau Trail there. I’d 
walk through Spokane for a resupply, then over Mt. Spokane. I’d resupply again 
in Newport after a short road-walk, then follow high forested ridges north. Us-
ing Google Earth I found a dramatic looking point along the Canada border as 
the finish. I liked the idea of exploring a new route.  With flexibility and a little 
luck I was confident it would work.

by Buck Nelson

Editor’s Note: In Part Two of this article 
(The Survivor - Spring 2013)  Buck Nelson told 
about the hike through Nevada, into Oregon 
and reaching Hwy 78 near Burns, OR-- the end 
of The Desert Trail.  Part Three begins in June 
2012 in eastern Oregon with Buck blazing a new 
route northward, with the aim of reaching the 
Canadian border.  

Incredible good fortune: Buck encounters an ice cream truck on the Desert Trail!

On the first day of hiking the new route, Buck came across these beauties.

Left: Springtime in the Blue Mountains of Oregon 
and Buck Nelson amid the Arrowroot blooms.
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The Walla-Walla and Wenaha River drainages were wild country, with big trees 
and elk, deer, black bear and wolf tracks in muddy spots on the trail. Climb-
ing out of the Wenaha I couldn’t find any of the trails shown on my map so I 
headed cross-country uphill on a mostly open southern slope. The views and 
wildflowers were outstanding. I scared up a nighthawk from its nest where 
there were two eggs right on the ground. On a large tree was an old white sign: 
WASHINGTON STATE BOUNDARY. Yahoo!!! It was an appropriate spot for 
such a landmark on this hike. 

I was walking along a wildflower strewn ridge when I heard a strange noise 
and spotted a tan animal jumping from the lower branches of a dead spruce. I 
could see it was a big cat, and after a couple of jumps saw its long tail whipping 
back and forth as it loped out of sight. A mountain lion! This was the animal I 
wanted to see more than any other. I was elated and excited. I sat down by the 
tree among the flowers to cook dinner and look out over a valley and reflect on 
what had just happened.   Near sunset the trail approached a long knife edge 
ridge with a ribbon of good trail contouring near the top. Oregon Butte Look-
out loomed a mile away and a few hundred feet above. It was one of the most 
dramatic and beautiful scenes of the whole hike. 

a rope dangled, sans food bag. Somehow the bear had managed to reach down 
far enough from up in the tree to grab it. Or maybe he’d pulled up on the rope. 
I searched around and cleaned up the trash where he’d eaten everything.   An 
old friend of mine, Tom Boatner,  was planning to meet me further up the trail 
so I emailed him asking him to bring replacement food. I was down to a few 
handfuls of granola. Luckily when I’d placed my next cache snow had blocked 
the road so it was within a long day’s walk. The wildflowers along the way were 
amazing. When I found my next cache I sat in the evening sun in a carpet of 
yellow, blue and white wildflowers and enjoyed the food, the flowers, and just 
being in that beautiful country. 

Boatner, met me at Umatilla Forks Campground on the last day of spring, 
bringing me burgers, fries, ice cream and backpacking food. It was fun to do 
some socializing with him and his friend Richard. The next morning I bid 
the men farewell and then it was a steep climb up through the North Fork 
Umatilla Wilderness, past big slugs and salmon streams and rain-forest like 
conditions until I was back up to sage country. The Tollgate Store was open so 
I stopped to eat. I camped at a large campground entirely devoid of people but 
swarming with mosquitoes. Likely no coincidence. 

On June 27 I left Dayton, Washington, fully resupplied and rested. I enjoyed walking quiet roads and seeing the green farming country and rolling 
hills. Little Goose Dam was a world apart from the Sonoran Desert country that was now so far away. The Snake River roared through turbines and 
over spillways. For two hours fish, including Chinook salmon, swam by the fish ladder window as I watched. When it came time to cross the dam 
the guard said “Sorry, pedestrians aren’t allowed to cross.” But he was a long distance hiker himself and was kind enough to drive me across. I was 
also lucky in that the dam crossing isn’t open every day.

July 1. I’d been on the trail for four months and crossed 
the 2,000 mile mark on this day. It was the home stretch 
now! Mule deer crossed the trail left and right. The 
coarse stone of the Columbia Plateau Trail turned to 
gravel which was easier walking.

The Centennial Trail was a pleasant route through 
Spokane, largely following the beautiful Spokane River. 
Eventually my route turned north through Mt. Spokane. 
I made the summit on July 4. Plenty of other people 
were enjoying the view because it was possible to drive 
nearly to the very top. The view was awesome with 
big lakes in Idaho, the Cabinet Mountains along the 
Montana border, and most exciting, Canada! The end 
was in sight.

The Pend Oreille river was wide and marked the begin-
ning of the last segment of the trail. It was a hot day so I 
was glad when I left the road and followed a foot trail

The fish ladder at Little Goose Dam and a Chinook 
salmon as seen through the viewing port.   

Bear Grass blossoms in the Selkirk Mountains. 

An abandoned railroad trestle along the Columbia Plateau Trail.
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From the saddle below Snowy Top I began a steep climb. The view from the top was 
much more dramatic then I’d expected. There was a steep drop on the north side, 
making it totally impractical for mortal hikers. But the spur ridge to the west was my 
route and it looked doable on the map. When I got there I found a shelf below what 
now looked like a knife edge ridge and hoped it would work. It was a cake walk at first 
but finally forced me down. 

I was beginning to sweat from the physical effort and the stress of wondering if it was 
going to be passable. I found myself working my way down a rock chute. One more 
section and I’d be home free. But it ended in a 15’ drop. From here I had a fairly good 
view.  “If I can reach that line of rocks across that snow chute I can make it,” I thought. 

I climbed back up and found where the snow chute narrowed and 
carefully kicked steps in the dense melting snow. Then I followed 
a line of rocks down. With only two more moderately steep snow 
chutes to cross I knew I had it made.   Soon I was climbing up the 
other slope with only a few hundred yards to the border. Finally I 
glanced up and saw a white obelisk which gave me goose bumps. 
Canada! 

It was a remarkable feeling of triumph and joy and relief. The set-
ting was far more dramatic and beautiful than I’d expected. To the 
west and east the narrow swath of cleared trees of the international 
border stretched into the distance. To the south was Snowy Top, true 
to its name. To the north were snowy crags of British Columbia. I set 
up my camera for photos as the sun unexpectedly came out. 

A hike like this is about the journey, but in a perfect world the finish 
can also be very meaningful and significant. I was deeply grateful for 
the privilege to stand in this beautiful spot at the end of The Desert 
Trail.  My thanks to all of you that have worked through the years 
to make the Desert Trail possible.

that slowed me down too much. Two backpackers were headed my way, 
only the second group I’d met this summer. They said they’d climbed Snowy 
Top.   “Did it look like there was a route to the border?” I asked.  “It’s a steep 

face on that side, “ he said, “I was looking at that and didn’t see a way to get to the bor-
der.” My heart sank.  “Well that’s where I’m going,” I said, “I guess there’s always a way.” 

into the cool shade of big timber.   The route north followed logging roads and hiking trails, 
following fairly close to the divide. At one point there was an off-trail bushwhack of about 
5 miles. It was already hot and humid that morning. It’s hard to guess what a bushwhack is 
going to be like. There was a lot of steep stuff, downfall and brush. In many ways this felt like 
the hottest day of the hike, so I was taking lots of breaks and it was slow going. It was a relief 
to make it to a grassy hillside which I followed to the next logging road.

July 11, 2012:  Buck Nelson stands at the U.S./Canadian border and the end of his 133-day, 
2223-mile hike of the Desert Trail.  He is the only known person to thru-hike the route and to 
solo-hike the route.  He is the only person to hike the Desert Trail border to border.  

Spokane, Washington

During what would be 
the last two days of the 
trail I looked ahead 
with excitement trying 
to identify Snowy Top, 
just north of which 
was Canada.  On July 
11 I knew that, bar-
ring an unforeseen 
event, today would 
be the day I reached 
the Canadian border. 
There were numerous 
patches of snow along 
the trail, but nothing

Near Snowy Top with Canada in the distance. 

The insoles of Buck’s hiking shoes prove irresistible to Tiger Swallowtails.

For more about Buck’s travels, please go to:  bucktrack.com
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While traveling around the deserts of the Southwest I noticed many dirt 
roads that intersected the main highways. I always wondered where they 
went. In my imagination, I saw wonderful sights and secret places few have 
experienced.  This is a story about the time I drove up one of those dirt 
roads, and what I found.

Unlike a paved road that is safe to travel on in most conditions, a dirt road 
can change and vary enormously depending on terrain and weather condi-
tions.  A pleasant dirt road adventure can turn quickly into a driving night-
mare.

My fellow traveler Stan and I one day decided to take the dirt road off of 
Utah Hwy 24 that went to Cathedral Valley-- in the far northeastern corner of 
Capital Reef National Park. This is where the Temple of the Sun and Moon 
are located. I had read about this remote place in the park brochure and it 
sounded intriguing to me.  

It had been raining on and off for days so 
we were not sure of the conditions of the 
road. We checked with the BLM office and 
no one there had any information. After we 
located the correct turnoff, we proceeded 
up this less-traveled route with caution.  

I was surprised by the good quality of the 
road surface. It appeared to be recently 
graded and I commented to Stan about 
how it was better than some city streets.  
Feeling confident I increased my speed 
to 35 miles per hour.  It must be noted the 
vehicle I was driving was a high clearance 
pickup truck, two-wheel drive with fat tires.  I personally feel if you are going 
to drive on dirt roads your vehicle should be built for any sort of abuse you 
may find.  If you don’t heed this warning you have a higher risk of damaging 
your vehicle and getting stuck in Nowhere-Ville.

So we were clipping along at 35 miles per hour and suddenly Stan yells out,

“Stop!”   No way could I have stopped.   At that instant the road dropped into a 
wet wash that crossed our way. We splashed into the water.  Lucky for us, the 
bottom was firm gravel and we passed through the water with no problem.

This little panic made me slow down and become more alert to other haz-
ards that might lay ahead. In a few miles we came upon a wash that had a 
steeper drop off and more water in it. This time I moved in on it at a prudent 
5 mph. My front tires fell into 8-inch deep holes, where previous traveler’s 
tires had hit, bringing my vehicle to a sudden halt.  I gave it some gas and 
we climbed up and out of the holes and we went along our way okay.  On 
the way back we filled the holes with some rocks to assist the truck’s lift up 
to the road surface.

 At the end of eighteen miles of driving we came upon, the Temple of the Sun 
and Moon--two lone earth spires surrounded by colorful eroded cliffs. The 

spires look like large sculpted fins. They 
were magnificent.  I was surprised that 
they appeared to be made of dirt and not 
hard sandstone.  What we found nearby 
the monuments was just as interesting. 
Near the Temple of the Sun, a short road 
led to a place with a sign that read ‘Glass 
Mountain.’  It was more like a glass 
mound—about six feet high and 12 feet 
in diameter— of crystal gypsum slabs.  
On our return back to the paved road we 
stopped at a formation that reminded me 
of a large ice cream sundae, with streaks 
of melted caramel and hot fudge running 
down its side.  We gave it the name Ice 
Cream Mountain. We stopped here for 

lunch, however we did not linger too long due to the possibility of afternoon 
rain making the road out impassable.  

So, when on that road “less traveled” look for the unexpected… you’ll be 
glad you did.  

On the Road Less TraveledOn the Road Less Traveled
A mound of gypsum crystals known as ”Glass Mountain’.”  In the 

background, the spire of the Temple of the Sun.  
This hill reminded the author of a melting hot fudge sundae.  

Story and Photos by Darrell Hunger

On the road less traveled in the Cathedral Valley, Utah.
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Senator Barbara Boxer
112 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20510

Re: Production Tax Credit (PTC) for Wind Energy Corporations,

Dear Senator,

You should oppose renewal of the Wind PTC for Wind Energy Cor-
porations because wind energy does not meet even a modest “green” 
standard, and we should be putting our money toward much more 
sustainable energy generation. Our energy choices thus far ensure we 
will feel the effects of climate change for hundreds of years. Rushing 
to deploy a destructive (and subpar) “bridge” technology will cost us 
more in the long run while providing only a marginal benefit for our 
climate compared to other technologies currently available.
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1. Wind energy facilities industrialize vast amounts of land 
to generate as much energy as rooftop solar panels or large solar 
projects on already-disturbed lands can. Take the Ocotillo Express 
Wind project for example. The project is destroying and fragmenting 
nearly 16 square miles of once intact desert habitat near Anza-
Borrego Desert State Park in California to produce 315 megawatts of 
renewable energy. Now consider that California has already installed 
over 1,300 megawatts of solar panels on rooftops, leaving our wild 
lands to support their ecological functions already burdened by 
climate change. Similarly, just a couple of solar projects proposed 
by the company called “8minuteenergy” for already-disturbed lands 
would generate more energy than the Ocotillo Express Wind project, 
yet require far less land. From a wild land conservation standpoint, 
wind energy is akin to the hydropower boom of the last century, re-
quiring the devastation of hundreds of square miles of our treasured 
landscapes and ecosystems. It isn’t worth the time, energy, & money.

A Case Against Industrial Wind Farming
A Desert Survivor argues against wind farms in a letter to Senator Barbara Boxer.  He urges her 
to oppose tax incentives for wind energy corporations and to increase support for rooftop solar.

The Ocotillo Express Wind Energy Facility in San Diego County.   
12,465 acres of  public land administered by the BLM was given to the 
Pattern Energy Group of Texas to install 122 wind turbines. 

Photo right: An eagle that 
was killed by the spinning 
blades of a wind turbine 
in Norway.  Thousands of 
bats and birds-- includ-
ing endangered raptors-- 
are killed every year by 
wind generators:

Photo below: Remote 
industral wind and solar 
facilities often require 
hundreds of miles of new 
electrical transmission 
lines.
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by David McMullen

Here are six arguments why the PTC for wind energy ought 
to expire. 
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4.  Wind energy, probably more so than solar, requires fossil fuel 
peaker plants to offset intermittency. With centralized solar and wind 
power plants, an abrupt change in the wind or sun can sharply reduce the 
available energy supply, so utility companies have to build dirty natural gas 
“peaker” plants as a back-up. Distributed solar generation is the best clean 
energy defense against this intermittency -- when wind and shade affect 
output from a renewable energy generator. With thousands of solar panels 
spread out all across a region, a cloud passing over a few houses with solar 
panels will not send the electricity grid into disarray. The utility companies 
and electricity customers have a more stable power supply without as much 
dependence on centralized natural gas plants. Extracting and burning natu-
ral gas releases methane, potentially offsetting the supposed “clean” edge

2.  The wind industry shows little respect 
for wildlife, and its business model is inherently 
opposed to a conservation ethic. On the other 
hand, rooftop solar installers and solar leasing 
companies pose a significantly smaller burden on 
our wild lands and wildlife. The wind industry 
actively lobbied the White House, Congress, 
and Department of Interior to weaken wildlife 
protections, and they have even co-opted some 
environmental groups to speak against wildlife 
protections. The Chokecherry/ Sierra Madre 
wind energy project in Wyoming is an excel-
lent example of the wind industry’s disregard for 
wildlife. The project is expected to be one of the 
most deadly to raptors and bats, but the wind 
industry refuses to find a better location. Yet solar 
panels on homes and businesses pose no collision 
threat to city wildlife. Rooftop solar panels will 
not kill off a local population of golden eagles, or 
decimate a bat roost.

3.  Compared to rooftop solar or solar on already-disturbed lands or the 
built environment, wind turbines require more carbon-intensive 
manufacturing and construction. A USGS study estimated that meeting 
20% of our energy needs with wind energy would require 6.8 million tons of 
concrete, in addition to 1.8 million tons of steel, and 40,000 tons of copper. 
The EPA calculates that, on average, each ton of cement produces 0.97 tons 
of CO2 emissions, and every ton of steel produced can result in anywhere 
e from 0.6 to 2.8 tons of CO2. Once the wind turbines are installed, their 
electricity is typically carried to customers hundreds of miles away on cop-
per transmission lines. In a single year, one US-based copper mine reported 
3.1 million tons of CO2 emissions. The infrastructure required to build and 
install wind turbines, and then distribute the power is higher than that for 
solar panels installed on existing infrastructure, and within our cities.  

5.  The energy infrastructure we invest in today will be the model 
we live with for decades, so it is better to build a strong and sustainable 
energy path based on distributed generation, versus less efficient renewable 
energy sources. Once we have installed thousands more wind turbines, 
requiring billions of dollars of investment, the companies that operate those 
turbines have an incentive to keep them running for at least 20 years, and 
then replace the turbines with another technology after that to keep control 
of the real estate on which they are built. This will only fortify an energy 
model that devalues land conservation and promotes a centralized grid 
system that is controlled by big corporations. 

6.  Those that disagree will argue vehemently that wind energy 
is much cleaner than coal, and that wind industry is on pace to 
displace coal. They are correct, and they probably argued the same for 
natural gas. But they will also twist and gloss over facts to defend the wind 
industry’s environmental impacts, adamant that we have to stand firm 
behind the wind industry because it is a fast bridge from fossil fuels to a 
sustainable energy supply future. Climate change is a serious and present 
threat to our wild lands and our communities, but the carbon emissions 
we have already generated have locked us into a spiral of impacts that will 
be felt for centuries, even if we miraculously cut all emissions today. It is 
imperative that we reverse our emissions quickly, but advocating for the 
destruction of thousands of square miles of wild lands and the potential 

extirpation of wildlife to cross the 
“bridge” is ludicrous in the extreme 
when we have at our disposal a more 
efficient and economically feasible 
alternative that can lay a much more 
sustainable energy foundation.

Instead of continuing the PTC, I urge 
you to double down on investments in 
greener alternatives, such as energy effi-
ciency, and solar on rooftops in the built 
environment and on already-disturbed 
lands. Any policy willing to sacrifice that 
which it claims to be protecting in the 
name of that protection is flawed at its 
core. Enough loss has occurred already, 
too much in fact. Any more ought to be 
a deal breaker.

Sincerely, your constituent,

David McMullen            *

attributed to natural gas versus other fossil fuels, because methane is 20 
times more effective at trapping heat than CO2, according to the EPA. Us-
ing methane to support wind or solar power is counterproductive.
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Rooftop solar on an apartment building in San Diego, CA.  This sort 
of installation does not disturb wilderness lands, does not need new 
transmission lines and does not harm wildlife.

Contracts for industrial solar and wind power plants require a back-up power source-- usually a 
fossil fuel generator further up the transmission line, such as this coal-fired  plant in Delta, Utah.
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* To date Mr. McMullen has received no reply from Senator Boxer’s office.
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Desert Survivors removing the last traces of an abandoned Jackrabbit Home-
stead from the Mojave National Preserve during an April 2013 service trip.
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Right photo: Retired Hollywood cameraman 
Andy Cominos takes advantage of the natural 
bounce light to get his shot of the Ayers Rock 
pictographs.

Below photo: “Dinner for 
one,” on the Inyo Mountains 
backpack, May 2013.

Martina Konietzny and Mt. Whitney on  the 
washed out Telescope Peak trip, July 2013.

Below photo: Bob Davis presenting an ultra-light backpacking 
seminar at the Desert Survivors summer picnic, June 2013

Happy Hour at a Blackrock Desert camp with Stan Huncilman telling a tale.
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Photo: A.H. Cominos
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Photo: Courtesy of Lynne Buckner
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Charlene Daniels, “Garbage Mike” Sigler and a budding  
Octotillo on the Mecca Hills car camp February 2013.

Stacy Goss in Ladder Canyon on the 
Mecca Hills car camp February 2013.

Right photo:  The turtle is ready for its close-up. Graham Hellestrand on 
the Chemehuevi Wilderness backpack, April 2013.

Above photo:  A 
self-portrait by 
Claire Lindsay-
McGinn on the 
Tennemaha 
Petroglyph trip.

Above photo: Eddie Sudol and Lara Kobelt high in 
the Kingston Range during a March 2013 backpack.

Dry brush, a dead deer and Robin Rome on the 
May 2013 Tennemaha trip.

Above photo:  Rule #1:  Never wear shorts while 
bushwhacking on a Desert Surviviors trip.
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Photo: N. Blake

Photo: Bob Davis
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Photo: Martina Konietzny

Left photo:  A scene from the Desert 
Survivors Ground Hog Day party 2013.
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Return Service Requested

           Desert Survivors Membership Form
        Membership dues are just $30/year, although additional donations are welcome.
        You can renew your membership by filling out this form and mailing it in with a 
        check to the address shown below.

Name (req’d) _____________________________________________________________

Street Address (req’d) ______________________________________________________

City, State, Zip Code (req’d)__________________________________________________

Phone number: ___________________________________________________________

E-mail address: ___________________________________________________________
(Desert Survivors strives to prevent unsolicited use of members’ e-mail addresses, and contact      

    details, and will not knowingly allow misuse. Our email-list servers guard email confidentiality.) 

        I want to renew at the following rate (make check payable to “Desert Survivors”):

            ____ $30 - Tortoise (basic rate) ____ $50 - Roadrunner ____ $100 - Coyote 
                                _____$500 – Bristlecone ____$1000-Bighorn
  
          Desert Survivors • P O Box 20991, Oakland, CA 94620-0991

Desert Survivors atop a Mecca Hills knoll during a February 2013 car camp.


