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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.

Cover photo: Desert Survivors at Panamint Dunes, basking in the 
warming winter sun, March 2017   Photo by Stacy Goss.

FROM THE EDITOR:

—Nicholas Blake

In recent months I have attending the Sierra Club Desert Com-
mittee meetings.  The gatherings are held four times a year. En-
vironmental activists from Nevada and California give presenta-
tions and discuss issues on protecting the desert wilderness.  The 
company is good.  I learn much from these meetings.  

During the most recent gathering, Brigetta Jansen, a volunteer for 
Death Valley National Park, gave a talk that provoked an interest-
ing discussion.  It was about Rogers Peak, a part of the park that 
is not in a wilderness area that currently is a site for two telecom-
munication towers used by the military. The Department of De-
fense (DoD) uses the airspace over Death Valley National Park for 
pilot training and aircraft testing.  A visit to the Panamint Valley 
is often notable for the fighter jets that make low-altitude flights 
over the terrain.   For me the loud engines and aerial maneuvers 
make for an exciting, high-tech experience.

The Naval Air Weapons Station China Lake wants to install ad-
ditional equipment on Rogers Peak, including a tower to support 
a telemetry antenna dome (around 25 feet diameter) for a total 
height of up to 48 feet.    Ms. Jansen passed around a Photoshop 
collage of what the proposed structure might look like.  The im-
age showed a bright white, geodesic dome between the existing 
towers dominating the top of the peak.  As the image went from 
hand to hand it elicited somber expressions from the Sierra Club 
viewers.  Nearly everyone in attendance has been or is currently 
active in opposition to Defense Department plans to expand the 
military bases in the desert. At face this looked like more of the 
same.  (Note: The proposal does not expand the size of the site) 
Ms. Jansen mentioned that the DoD has offered to paint the dome 
a color that would blend in to the surroundings, making it less of 
an eye sore.  

Then Ms. Jansen told of an additional proposal for the site.  ATT 
wants to construct a wireless telecommunications facility on Rog-
ers Peak that would include a new building and a 60-foot tower. 
The facility would provide cellular phone coverage to large parts 
of Death Valley and the Panamint Valley.  I rolled my eyes when 
hearing this.  To me, a big appeal of going to the wilderness is 
getting away from modern, built world.  Cell phone coverage does 
not fit in my notion of the wilderness experience.   I believe most 
of the people attending this Sierra Club meeting reacted similarly.  

Another thing about the Sierra Club Desert Committee meetings: 
its participants are getting up in age.  Most people in attendance 
were over fifty years old.  Many of its most viable activists are well 
past retirement age.  I am 66 years old.  While most people in this 
group have cell phones, they (like me) are utterly baffled by the 
omnipresence of smart phones with young people.  
In my view, to be a young person today means having a smart 
phone in hand or close at hand all of the time, and for much of 
that time staring at the screen and typing who knows what.  Yes, I 
know I sound like a crabby old guy.  

As the discussion began there was not a lot of enthusiasm for 
the increased cell phone coverage.  Ms. Jansen told us that she 
has never owned a cell phone and has thought that this was not 
unusual.  However, she recently polled a group of 30 high school 
students visiting the park asking how many owned a cell phone 
and every child raised a hand.  

Another person spoke, admitting that cell phone coverage is a fact 
of modern life, and it might as well extend into the greater part of 
the park.  Another person agreed, mentioning that it would help 
visitors get emergency help and perhaps make the park friendlier 
to the young.  Another mentioned that the entire continent of 
Europe has cell phone coverage, and those visitors have come to 
expect it.

Finally someone spoke who was familiar with the workings of 
the National Park Service.  Besides the fact that Death Valley is 
incredibly remote and is torridly hot much of the year, one reason 
the Park Service had a difficult time retaining staff, was because 
telephone and internet service is so bad.  The National Park needs 
dedicated staff and this might do much to bring in good people. 
 
That was enough to change my mind.  The conversation began 
with my knee-jerk rejection of the plan.  By the end I thought the 
expanded cell phone coverage in Death Valley was a good thing.  
Sure it would add another antenna to Rogers Peak, but this bit 
of eye blight was a small price for its potential benefits  As far as 
the giant, military telemetry dome: for me personally, I see no 
compelling reason to be against it. In my lifetime, I have opposed 
nearly every use of American military force.  Then again I want 
our pilots to have the best training and equipment… and the 
buzzing jets are a real thrill. 

An F/A-18 Hornet flying low into the Panamint Valley.
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On a hike to Palm Canyon in Anza-Borrego, Desert Survivors came upon this waterfall.
After several days in the wild without bathing, this member did not pass the 
opportunity  to get cleaned up.

Join us on October 13-15, 2017 for

DESERT SURVIVORS 
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING (AGM)  

Arroyo Seco Campground, Monterey County, CA

This year we will hold our annual gathering at the Arroyo Seco Campground 
in the Los Padres National Forest near the town of Greenfield, CA. We have a 
group campsite reserved. Pets are allowed. We will have ample opportunity 
for hiking in the Ventana Wilderness as well as recreation in the nearby lake 
and river. Those more adventurous may want to go swiking (SWImming & 
hiKING) in the Arroyo Seco River to its hidden slot canyon. Happy hours will 
be hosted on Friday evening and a potluck dinner on Saturday. Sunday morn-
ing will feature our annual general meeting, where issues and directions for 
the organization will be discussed and our board of directors will be elected. 
Campfires are permitted so please bring a bundle of local wood. $20/per per-
son for the weekend. Last minute attendees also welcomed.

Information about reservng your campsite and the schedule of activities will 
be announced via email and posted on our website: desert-survivors.org.
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In January 2017, eight Desert Survivors joined BLM staff to clean 
up parts of the Argus Wilderness Area—located at the western 
edge of Panamint Valley, just to the east of China Lake Naval 
Weapons Station. The first site was Water Canyon.  This was a 
mining area in the 19th century that more recently had become 
a dumping ground for plastic tubing, sheet metal, and worn-out 
tires—evidence of more recent failed mining attempts. It had 
also become an easily accessible route for OHV trespass into the 
Wilderness. Led by BLM staff, we removed over 1,500 pounds 
of trash, including 920 pounds of metal and 660 pounds of tires. 
We also went to work disguising closed and illegal roads.  In one 
instance we blocked and concealed 370 meters of a closed route 
with rocks, dead branches, and raking. Our goal was to make 
these roads less visible from the highway and discourage curious 
drivers from leaving the highway to see where they led. We also 
installed and repaired several Wilderness signs. Being January, 
the evenings were chilly, but we had hearty campfires to go with 
our potluck dinner and lively discussions. 

After 2 days of working near our vehicles (or near the road?), on 
the third day we had a chance to see a much more remote part of 
the Argus. We embarked on an all-day, 10-mile hike into nearby 
Spring Canyon. We saw lots of evidence of historic mining, in-
cluding rock buildings and mining equipment. Unlike Water 

Canyon, Spring Canyon actually had water in it. It was quite an
adventure bushwhacking and down-climbing the many falls in 
the canyon. It was an enchanting day as we followed the sound of 
the creek. The purpose of the hike was to find any rogue tamarisk 
plants. The BLM had canvassed the area a few years prior and 
removed all of the invasive tamarisk they could find. Our trip was 
a follow-up to see how effective their efforts had been. It appears 
they were successful; we only saw one tamarisk plant, a good sign.

The last day was our play day. We were all interested in something 
unique to the area but not too strenuous. So to Lookout City we 
went. We hiked up the China Wall trail and soon reached this 
ghost town where extensive silver mining had been conducted 
in the 1880s. At one time this settlement included two general 
stores, three saloons, and as many as thirty other wood and 
stone structures. The area supported two 60-ton furnaces and a 
10-stamp mill, used to process the silver. Many rock foundations 
and a few walls still remained. Several interpretive signs helped 
us out, even pointing out where one of the saloons was, which 
became evident when we saw a large area completely covered 
with broken bottle glass from all of the discarded beer bottles. The 
many colors of the glass fragments created a wonderful mosaic.  
The weather was perfect, the company was inspiring, and the 
campfires kept us cozy into the evenings. It was an interesting 
weekend and we all left with a feeling of accomplishment.

SERVICE PROJECTS: Experience, Share, Protect
The third word of the Desert Survivors tagline is “protect.”  

Earlier this year we sponsored two service trips that put this slogan into action.  
Being ‘Survivors’, we had a great time “experiencing” and “sharing” the desert as well.

Argus Wilderness Area

by Stacy Goss
Before.

After.
Not an easy task:  The author, Stacy 
Goss, uses this pile driver to pound a 
marker into the hard desert ground. 

Relaxing after a hard day of protecting.

Hiking on the Eureka Dunes.

Photo:  Stacy Goss

Photo:  Gerry Goss
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In April 2017, nine ‘Survivors’ joined the BLM to monitor the 
boundaries of the Piper Mountains Wilderness Area and the Syl-
vania Wilderness Area. These wilderness areas are located at the 
north end of Eureka Valley, and adjoin the northern boundary of 
Death Valley National Park. The Piper area had been designated 
Wilderness because it is an ecological transition zone separating 
the hot Mojave Desert to the south and the cold Great Basin des-
ert to the north and it contains one of the northern-most concen-
trations of Joshua Trees. We drove through this forest on our way 
to our first site. The density of Joshua Trees in the area gets me 
every time I pass through; it’s a hidden, unexpected gem.
 
For the first day we raked out some illegal vehicle tracks that en-
croached into the Wilderness Area. With the help of many hands, 
we were done early and made our way over to the Eureka Dunes 
where we camped for two nights. Although the weather was ex-
tremely warm, several of us made our way up the dunes and were 
rewarded with some grand views. The following day we broke up 
into groups and drove to the boundary perimeters, looking for 
signs of illegal off-road intrusions and replacing Carsonite wil-
derness boundary signs and decals as necessary. The wildflower 
displays in the area were spectacular. Never before have I seen an 
entire valley covered in the deep purple of blooming indigo bush. 

never before had I seen the Desert Peach in bloom. We saw doz-
ens of them in their full magnificent display.

 On our last day, we did a day-hike to Soldier Pass, up a long wash 
and canyon that cuts into the Chocolate Mountains. About a 
mile into the trek, we came upon a disturbing sight—the headless 
corpse of a mountain lion laying in the wash. We concluded that 
the animal had most likely had been killed by an illegal hunter 
or trapper and its head had been removed for a trophy. We took 
photos that we sent to Ridgecrest BLM, as we were sure they 
would want to know about this find. After the 3-mile hike up the 
canyon, we reached the broad saddle of Soldier Pass.  This was 
a welcome spot to take a break and enjoy the views into Deep 
Springs Valley. The weather took a sudden turn as dark storm 
clouds gathered.  We hurried back to our vehicles, as we didn’t 
want to get caught on the pass when the lightning and thunder 
arrived.

Both of these trips were great opportunities to explore places I 
had never spent much time in previously. Having BLM staff along 
to provide additional knowledge was a tremendous benefit. The 
sense of accomplishment I felt—that we had helped protect and 
preserve these beautiful and fragile desert areas—made both 
service projects very rewarding.

SERVICE PROJECTS: Experience, Share, Protect

Piper Mountains Wilderness Area

Before.

After.

Applying a decal to a 
faded marker post.  

Photo right:  Wilderness/OHV Intern Katy 
Meyer shows off a new sign installed with 

the help of Desert Survivors.  Ms. Meyer put 
together volunteer teams for eight service 
projects in the Mojave during the winter 

and spring of 2017 for the BLM Ridgecrest.  
Her enthusiasm and upbeat outlook 

were inspiring for all.

Desert Survivor hikers discovered the remains 
of a mountain lion with its head removed.  

Hiking into Water Canyon.
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N E G L E C T 
I S  N O T  A N 

O P T I O N
THE VANISHING SALTON SEA

by Craig Deutsche

The Problem:

Does it make any difference if a man-made lake in Imperial 
County is allowed to vanish? In 1907 a levee along the Colorado 
River failed and billions of gallons of water poured into a low-
lying basin immediately north of the Mexican border. The breach 
was repaired, but the water remained in the basin and it became 
the Salton Sea—thirty-five miles long and fifteen miles wide. Over 
the years, the lake level has risen and fallen, and the fortunes of 
both people and wildlife along the shores have varied as well.

In the years since its creation, the principal source of water for the 
Salton Sea has been drainage from nearby agricultural fields by 
irrigation water supplied by the Colorado River.  With no outlet 
to the ocean, water is removed only by evaporation with the result 
that dissolved salts along with agricultural fertilizers and pesti-
cides can only accumulate. Already the lake is significantly more 
saline than the ocean. In recent years, due to changes in water 
usage, the input has not been sufficient to maintain the lake level, 
and beginning on January 1, 2018, these inputs will decrease 
still more. As the water continues to evaporate, large expanses 
of lakebed are being exposed, and the consequences may be 
profound.

Air quality in Imperial County is notoriously poor, and it is far 
out of compliance with federal standards for particulate mat-
ter. Imperial County has the highest rate for childhood asthma 
hospitalizations in California.  It is well known that airborne dust 
is one of the triggers for such attacks. The lakebed that becomes 
exposed as the Salton Sea recedes is no longer the pristine desert 
that it was in before the flooding of 1907. Rather it is now covered 
with fine particulate matter that is easily carried by the strong 
desert winds that are common in that part of the state. Along with 
this dust, it is expected that the other products of the agricultural 
run-off, including heavy metals and selenium, will become air-
borne and will create additional health hazards.

Others, besides humans, will be impacted by the fate of the Salton 
Sea. It is a major stopover for migrating waterfowl and shore

Above photo:  The ruins 
of the former shoreline 
recreation facility. 
Reductions of Colordao 
River water to Imperial 
Valley farms since 2003 
has already dropped 
the Salton Sea level 6 
feet. 

Left photo:  From the 
1930’s to the 2000’s the 
Salton Sea maintained 
a consistent level by 
water fed from agricul-
tural irrigation runoff 
of Imperial Valley 
farms.  This water is 
heavily polluted with 
pesticides, fertilizers 
and minerals mak-
ing the lake waters 
toxic and the exposed 
lakebed a source for 
lethal dust. 

The Salton Sea is the largest lake in California

Photo:  Phil Konstantin - Flickr Creative Commons

Photo:  Craig Deutsche
Ph

ot
o:

  A
nd

re
w

 M
or

an
g -

 w
or

ld
of

de
ca

y.b
lo

gs
po

t.c
om



7The Survivor    Fall 2017/

The Proposals:

One idea, favored by residents near Riverside and Palm Springs, 
calls for a circular dike within the lake to isolate a dead, saline 
center and a relatively freshwater perimeter lake along the pres-
ent shoreline. This would provide wildlife habitat, would prevent 
exposure of lakebed, and would have aesthetic promise.  But this 
would be extraordinarily expensive ($7 billion at minimum). 
Other proposals call for various means of dust control on the in-
evitably exposed lakebed along with development of geothermal 
resources at the south end of the lake to help finance some of the 
costs of the program. Still another proposal emphasizes dredg-
ing several channels as well as a harbor for recreational boating. 
These, along with other ideas, have been the result of over 200 
studies completed by a wide variety of groups in the last fifteen 
years.

In 2015, the state of California at last began a process to ad-
dress the problems of the Sea. Within the Department of Natural 
Resources, a Salton Sea Task Force was created with the mandate 
to create a plan and initiate this work. The State Water Resources 
Control Board has been given authority to solicit and approve 
project proposals. Currently the work has been divided into a 
Short and Medium Term Plan—which is to be implemented over 
the next ten years—and a Long Term Plan that is promised before 
the end of 2017. Here is how planning has evolved.

In the next ten years it is expected that 58,000 acres of lakebed 
will be exposed near the present shoreline as the lake level falls. 
Of this, it is proposed that 28,000 acres will be treated to miti-
gate windblown dust. This will be done at the very southern 
end of the lake and at a smaller area at the very north. In some 
places, depending upon availability of water from the agricultural 
run-off, a series of cascading ponds of increasing salinity will be 
created outward from shore toward the deeper center. These will 
control dust emissions and are expected to provide habitat of 
various kinds for wildlife.   Where water is not available, or where 
expenses are too high, waterless methods of dust control will be 
used. These include the use of chemical treatments to aggregate 
the soil, the construction of furrows or berms to reduce surface 
wind velocity, and the planting of desert ground cover and/or 
windbreaks.  These waterless methods are much less expensive

birds on their journey from the south to their summer breeding 
grounds in the United States and Canada. Tilapia are the only fish 
capable of living in the currently saline waters. As the salt content 
increases, these fish will vanish, and the lake will no longer be
available for diving, fish-eating birds. Eventually the lake may 
become too saline for even brine shrimp, and then it will provide 
no stopover for any water dependent birds. Once this might have 
been no more than “an inconvenience” for migrating birds, but in 
this last century, nearly 90 percent of California’s wetlands have 
been lost to development, and today there are no significant alter-
natives to the Salton Sea. Given that many hundreds of thousands 
of birds use the Salton Sea, the effects of a failed Sea will be felt 
across all of western North America.

In addition to the healthcare and environmental costs, property 
values near the present shore will be expected to fall, tourism 
will be adversely affected, scenic values will be lost, and to an 
unknown degree, agricultural productivity may be compromised. 
The Pacific Institute—a non-aligned, non-profit think tank with a 
long history of dealing with California environmental and water 
issues—has estimated the economic costs if the present course 
of non action is allowed to continue.  Their figures range from 
29 billion to 70 billion dollars spread over the next thirty years. 
These figures should be compared with costs estimated for vari-
ous proposed solutions to the problems.

Dust storms are a regular occurence in the Imperial Valley. Airborne parti-
cals (which include the residues of agricultural production) are a primary
cause for the area to have some of the worst air pollution in the US.

The people of the Salton Sea the are predominately Latino and poor.  More than 95 percent of the stu-
dents in the Coachella Valley School District (north end of the Salton Sea) live below the poverty line. 

Imperial Valley air pollution makes for ex-
trememly high childhood asthma rates.  Because 

of poverty and lack of adequate healthcare it is 
estmated that up to 23% of area children have 

undiagnosed and untreated asthma.  

Photo:  Coachella Valley School District

Photo:  Sam Hodgson *

* See more of Sam Hodgson’s work at:   samhodgsonphotography.com
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but provide no aquatic habitat and are of minimal value to migra-
tory birds. The extent and locations where each method will be 
used remain currently unspecified, and nearly all of the engineering 
details are yet to be provided. Presumably the 30,000 acres of exposed 
lakebed that receives no treatment will be where soils are coarser and 
dust suppression is less critical. All this work will occur near the pres-
ent shoreline, and it is expected to remain viable regardless of future 
long term planning. The costs for this Short and Medium Term Plan 
are estimated to be $380 million.

The projects just described do nothing to maintain the surface level 
of the lake. If nothing more is done, the lake will shrink sufficiently 
that reduced evaporation from the surface will be balanced by the 
inputs and the smaller lake will remain constant in size. In this sce-
nario, the increase in salinity will eventually become such that life in 
the center is no longer possible, and the deep-water fish that diving 
waterfowl depend upon will vanish.

The proposal to import water from the Gulf of California is one of 
several long term plans being considered. This proposal is estimated 
to cost in the order of $12 billion, would require international agree-
ments, and raises the possibility of a significant, possible deleterious 
exchange of aquatic organisms between two bodies of water. Because 
ocean water is less saline than the Salton Sea, this proposal would 
slow the process of increasing salinity. But the final result would be 
the same: a dead sea. There have been various suggestions for de-
salinization of the future lake, but each comes with its own tremen-
dous costs and difficulties. At present, no decisions have been made 
regarding these long-term plans.

The Politics:

Given the scope of the problem and the variety of potential actions, 
it is no surprise that a great many organizations are involved in the 
debate over planning. Environmental groups have submitted com-
ments on all the plans. Local Chambers of Commerce and business 
groups have been involved, engineering firms have advocated for 
some proposals, and organizations which advocate for clean air and 
human health are involved. Perhaps most active has been the Impe-
rial Irrigation District (IID). It is through the IID that a connection 
with the Colorado River exists.

California receives a greater allotment of Colorado River water 
than any other state—4.4 million acre-feet per year—and the IID is 
granted the largest amount of this. A series of agreements signed in 
2003—known as the Quantification Settlement Agreement (QSA)—
obligated California to rigidly abide by its allotment.  It also required 
the IID to sell significant quantities of its water to the San Diego and 
Coachella Water Districts. As this water would no longer flow to the 
Salton Sea through agricultural run-off, the IID agreed to supply 
800,000 acre-feet of water directly to the Sea during the years up to 
January 1, 2018. In return, the State of California agreed to create and 
implement a plan for management of the Salton Sea by the same date. 
As of 2015, the State had proposed a number of alternative plans but 
none had been adopted.

In 2015, the IID suggested in a formal letter to the State Water Re-
sources Control Board that if the State did not keep its promise, then 
other parties to the QSA agreements would be released from theirs.

The Los Angeles Department of Water and Power has undertaken a mas-
sive dust mitigation project on another dried up lakebed—Owens Lake.  
Many of the measures used here—berms for wind breaks, ponds and plant-
ing desert vegetation—could be applied to the Salton Sea.

A pond in Owens Lake is a draw to migrating birds.

Historic and projected Salton Sea January 1 elevations and ex-
posed playa relative to January 1, 2000, assuming no action.

Photo:  N. Blake
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The Future:

Funding for the Short and Medium Term Plans remains uncer-
tain. $80 million has been released by the California legislature 
from bond monies. $30 million has been promised from a variety 
of federal sources, and $10 million has been promised by the 
Water Funder Initiative, a non-governmental organization con-
cerned with water issues. This leaves $260 million still to be found 
in the next ten years. Imperial County is far removed geographi-
cally from the California’s state capitol. The fact that 80 percent 
of residents are Hispanic and 20 percent fall below the federal 
poverty line further limits the influence their concerns have with 
the state legislature. Separate bills have been submitted in the 
State Assembly and Senate to provide approximately $40 million 
in the next year. State Senator Ben Hueso (San Diego) is writing 
legislation to raise $500 million in bond money though the public 
initiative process. Until final votes are taken, all these sources are 
no more than possibilities.

Until definite plans are made, the costs for the long term future 
of the Salton Sea will be unknown. Speculations range from $2 
billion to $12 billion, depending upon details. It is understand-
able that legislators may be reluctant to appropriate these monies, 
but these must be compared with the costs of inaction: $29 billion 
to $70 billion. It is to be hoped that the long term benefits of ac-
tion will outweigh short term expediency. It is safe to say that the 
future of the Salton Sea remains to be determined.

Craig Deutsche, a former trip leader for Desert Survivors, is editor 
of the Sierra Club Desert Report, and is a member of the Advisory 
Committee on Air Quality to the state Salton Sea Task Force.

This was the impetus for the planning efforts that began at that 
time. Although the IID does not discuss its motivation, it is 
significant that it owns a great deal of the land under the present 
Salton Sea. If the lakebed becomes exposed, it is likely that the 
IID would become liable for damages caused by airborne dust 
from their newly exposed lands. While the IID has publicly advo-
cated for habitat preservation, it is also the agency that has been 
most actively studying waterless methods for dust control.

In March 2017, the State published a draft version of its Short and 
Medium Term Plan. In response, the IID pointed out a number of 
deficiencies which it considered significant and then proceeded to 
raise the stakes in the Colorado River water negotiations. Seven 
states are currently formulating emergency plans for sharing 
water in the event that the flow of the Colorado River continues 
to decrease as it has for the past decade. The IID is a principal 
negotiator in this process, and it informed the State of California 
that it might not be able to engage in this planning unless the 
problems with the Salton Sea were resolved. The implied threat 
was noticed. When the State published a revised version of the 
Short Term Plan, the IID expressed a qualified approval, re-
quested more details concerning timing and finances, and asked 
for significant assurances that implementation would actually 
occur. It made no further comment about its involvement in legal 
proceedings.

The Short and Medium Term plans will primarily focus on the north and 
south ends of the lake.  Where agricultural runoff water is available, a series 
of ponds will be created for wildlife habitat.  Most of the exposed lakebed 
will be sprayed with dust suppressing chemicals.  The center of the lake will 
have almost no inflow. It will shrink through evaporation and its remaining 
water will become increasingly saline—ultimately becoming a dead sea.

Dust mitigating chemicals are commonly applied as a liquid sprayed 
from tanker trucks.   Calcium chloride is the most widely used.  It at-
tracts and absorbs moisture from the air keeping the ground relatively 
damp, and allows small dust particles to bind and increase in size 
making them less prone to become airborne.

Salt grass planted in Owens Lake to keep down the dust.

Projected 
Shoreline
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We were at our first campsite on our way across the Chemehuevi 
Wilderness on a Desert Survivors backpacking trip that I was 
leading. We had planned to continue hiking to the Colorado 
River the next day, however it looked like Andy would have to 
turn back.

I started thinking, “Oh no! He shouldn‘t go back alone. If he goes 
back with Burk, who has volunteered to accompany him, then 
Esperanza, who rode with Burk from Monterey County, will need 
to return with them as well.” This would leave just Pov and me 
to complete the trip. On thinking about the cross-country route 
Andy, Burk and Esperanza would take back to the trailhead, I 
realized that there were many opportunities to get off course.  I 
was the trip leader and I knew the route and I was responsible for 
the hikers well-being. It was clear that if Andy’s foot problem was 
not resolved we would all need to return together.

With a medical background, current first responder medicine 
training, and considerable personal experience with hiking foot 
issues, I wanted to resolve this apparently fairly simple problem. 
The pain was on the side of Andy’s foot. The skin there was red 
without a blister; most likely caused by a tight boot. Suggestions 
of a band-aid, gel foam, or duct tape dressing were rejected, as 
those would increase the pressure on the sore place. OK, then we 
could take a sharp knife and cut a cross in the side of the boot 
to relieve the pressure. I knew that Ray Jardine, the the dean of 
ultra-lite backpacking, had solved a problem with worn out shoes 
on the Pacific Crest Trail by wearing a spare pair of shoes that his 
wife had with her. Those shoes were a few sizes too small. Ray ad-
justed them by making multiple cuts so that his foot would bulge 
out in several places to make it fit. Andy responded forcefully, 
“No way are you going to cut my new boots.” I saw no workable 
solution and decided we would think about this overnight and 
make a decision whether to turn back in the morning. 

L a  F o o t
by Bob Davis

“I don’t think I can continue. I have a sore foot”, Andy reported reluctantly. 

Blisters infrequent for experienced backpackers, since they do a 
lot of walking and have worked out ways to avoid them. The ba-
sics are appropriate socks and properly fitted and broken in foot-
wear. Previously, I used a thin inside sock and a medium thick-
ness outside sock. As sock technology advanced I began using 
wool socks with loops next to the skin. I used Smartwool Moun-
taineering Extra Heavy Crew then changed to a lighter version, 
Trekking Heavy Crew. Most recently I have worn the thin wool 
Ultra Light Crew. I wear a pair and carry a dry pair in my pack.  
At the campsite I change to the dry socks and wear my shoes with 
the liners removed. I also carry polypro socks for sleeping.

A few years ago I started using trail running shoes instead of 
boots for backpacking.  This noticeably reduced weight and en-
ergy expended for walking by not having to lift heavy boots. 

Above photo:  Ultra-light 
guru Ray Jardine and his 
7.5 lb. backpack.      
  
Right photo:  Author Bob 
Davis can hike faster and 
farther by wearing trail-
running shoes.

Ill
us

tra
tio

n:
  J

oh
ns

 H
op

ki
ns

 M
ed

ica
l A

rt

Ph
ot

o:
  P

in
te

re
st.

co
m

Ph
ot

o:
  R

os
ea

nn
e C

ha
m

be
rs



11The Survivor    Fall 2017  

As with ultralite in general, there are trade offs to consider. 
While the reduced weight is a big advantage, trail shoes are 
less durable and provide less protection from injury. They 
require greater care in foot placement to avoid sharp rocks, 
cactus spines, and ankle injuries. Short gaiters are useful 
with shoes to keep out grass seeds, small stones, and sand. 
It is very important that the shoe fit the foot. There needs to 
be space for a replacement liner as well as adequate toe box 
room. 

Custom arch supports are often overused. They are more 
useful for walking on pavement than for walking on trails 
or cross-country. Hard flat pavement tends puts a repetitive 
stress on the foot in contrast to the variable stress produced 
by uneven surfaces. Most people who would benefit from 
arch support will do well with a ready-made support. I 
remove the liners from new shoes and insert Spenco liners. I 
have used PolySorb Cross Trainers for decades. 

The transverse arch crosses the forefoot from the first to 
the fifth metatarsal heads. Flattening of this arch caused 
pressure between the metatarsal heads. This can pinch the 
sensory nerves to the toes causing toe pain and leading to 
a Morton’s neuroma. A simple adhesive metatarsal pad at-
tached to the underside of the insert can provide support for 
this arch and resolve these symptoms if applied early. 

The best way for hikers to keep blisters from being a prob-
lem, even for someone who “never gets blisters”, is to stop 
and look at the foot as soon as a hot spot is noticed. There is 
an almost universal tendency to continue walking with pain 
until a more serious injury develops. If a red and slightly 
tender spot is detected, a band-aid or strip of tape will usu-
ally fix it. In order to keep a foot dressing in place on long walks, 
cover it with high quality duct tape like Gorilla Tape. If a fluid-
filled blister develops, one should first try to avoid draining the 
blister. A gel dressing, Spenco 2nd Skin, held in place with duct 
tape works well. Mole Skin and Mole Foam will work. If the blis-
ter is too painful for walking then it should be drained, but the 
skin covering left intact and covered with a protective dressing.

After a restless night in the Chemehuevi Wilderness I resolved 
to accept turning back the next day. In the morning on discuss-
ing options with the trip participants, I found that Andy had 
been up early and out walking to test a thin-
ner sock. To our relief and delight Andy had 
obtained full pain relief in his foot. The trip was 
completed with no further blister issues. We 
reached the river as planned and returned to our 
trailhead on scheduled—having trekked 30 miles 
in two days. 

Sometimes common sense is far better than 
medical training for solving common backcoun-
try  medical problems.

Above photo:  These ultra-light 
backpackers wear trail running 
shoes (La Sportiva’s on left and 
right hikers) and Dirty Girl gaiters.

Left photo:  This Desert Survivors 
backpacker spent two days hob-
bling around camp because of this 
sore spot.

Below photos:  Dr. Davis’ recom-
mended dressing  for blistered feet.   
Just in case the adhesive of the 
bandages is not up to the task, he 
reinforces everything with a wrap 
of duct tape. 

Right photo:  Andy Cominos on the Chemehuevi 
backpack.  He found relief for his foot pain by 
switching to a thinner sock.  
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Desolation Canyon

In May 1869, cartographer, geologist, 
and explorer, John Wesley Powell and a 
crew of nine men boarded four spe-
cially modified boats at Green River, 
WY and began an expedition to explore 
and document the unmapped canyons 
of the Green and Grand (Colorado) 
Rivers in what is now Utah, Colorado 
and Arizona.  The journals of Powell 
and several of the members of his group 
describe a journey that was exciting, 
awe inspiring and, at times, harrowing.    
On July 6, 1869, the expedition entered 
a meandering canyon with steep walls 
and barren vegetation that Powell de-
scribed as “a region of wildest desolation”.  After a few days under its soaring 
walls and rock amphitheaters, the crew became spooked by the surround-
ings.  Powell wrote, “We are minded to call this the Canyon of Desolation.”

Desolation Canyon Raft Trip

Fast forward to June 2017 when two groups of Desert Survivors, their 
friends and families met in Green River, UT for a six-day adventure through 
Desolation Canyon—to retrace the route of Powell’s expedition. Most of us 
were from either the Bay Area or Southern California.  Some came from as 
far away as Connecticut, Kentucky and Texas.  Some were relatively active 
members of Desert Survivors; others had not been on a DS trip for a long 
time. For nearly everyone, this would be their first river rafting experience.

The first order of business was an evening orientation meeting with our 
lead guide from the American River Touring Association (ARTA).  This is a 
non-profit corporation that guides and provisions rafting trips on western 
US rivers. Desert Survivors had originally planned a single river trip, however the interest in 
the excursion was so overwhelming that we were able to add a second.  The ARTA guide dis-
cussed safety and sanitation issues, the types of rafts that would be used, packing suggestions, 
meals and the daily routine on the trip.  Each of us was issued two dry bags—one for items 
that we would need during the day on the river and the other for additional clothing, personal 
items and sleeping bags.  We spent the rest of evening separating our gear into the bags.

Early the next morning we drove to the local airport.  Because the Sand Wash put-in site on 
the Green River is so remote, ARTA chartered four aircraft to fly us there. We took a 45-min-
ute flight over spectacular canyons and mesas, landing on a dirt strip on a mesa that over-
looked the start of Desolation Canyon.  For many of us, this was their first experience in 

A region of wildest 
   desolation.
Trip report by 
Charlene Daniels & Michael Wells

Above photo:  The 
ARTA river guides 
did the rowing.

Chilling out after a day of paddling.

The river trip began with an airplane flight.

One of the many sandstone amphitheaters the river travelers passed.

John Wesley Powell on his 2nd Colorado 
River expedition in 1873. One of the more fun sections of the river.

Photo: U.S.G.S.
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a small plane and, for most, their first landing on an 
unpaved runway.  After deplaning, we hiked from the 
mesa down to the river.  It was surprising to see the 
number of rafting groups that were already assembled 
here.  We would not be the only group in Desolation 
Canyon. How ironic.

At river’s edge we met more ARTA guides, who taught 
us the importance of personal flotation devices (life 
jackets) and having them fit properly.  Our fleet 
consisted of four large gear boats (three fitted for four 
passengers), a paddle boat (four persons), two double 
inflatable kayaks and two single inflatable kayaks.  Trip 
goers chose the vessel they were most comfortable with, 
understanding that they could always trade off with 

others during the day.  We pushed off and 
paddled into the current before midday 
on the start of our 85-mile-long adven-
ture. 

On that first day, there was a lot of pad-
dling required.  Although the river flow 
was high, the current was not very fast.  
When our fleet stopped for lunch, we 
were immediately attacked by a combina-
tion of mosquitoes and biting flies.  We 
had been forewarned that bugs would 
be an issue for the first day and a half, so 
the first item that was pulled out of our 
day bags was repellant.  During lunch, 
we spotted a small herd of wild horses 
nearby.  In a short time we noticed that 

the bugs that had been bothering us had dissipated.  We figured the biting insects saw the 
opportunity of a better meal in the equines.  

After lunch, it was back on the river, floating and paddling through the canyon for a few 
more hours until we reached our campsite for the night.  The first order of business after 
landing was to establish a “fire line” to unload the gear from the boats.  After this was com-
pleted, it was time to select a camp spot and put up our tents.  While the crew was setting up 
the kitchen and the toilet facility (the groover), the trip participants would bathe, swim, chat, 
play guitar or nap.  Chairs were placed in a circle, snacks were put out at happy hour and 

dinner followed soon after.  After washing our dishes, we would 
continue conversations before heading off to bed.

At 6:30 am, the guides would shout “coffee” in unison and we 
would head to the kitchen for hot java, tea or cocoa.  Breakfast was 
served about 45 minutes later.  After breakfast, it was time to strike 
the tent, pack one’s gear bags and bring them to the river.  The 
guides would pack the kitchen and everyone helped load the boats.  
Just before we would shove off and continue the journey down-
stream one or two of our guides read aloud a passage from litera-
ture or poetry that was relevant to the day’s adventure, or talked 
about the geology and history of the area.  

The weather was very warm during the two Desert Survivors trips.  
Fortunately, there were many swimming opportunities available 
throughout the day and the guides encouraged anyone who wanted 
to jump in to do so.  There were even a few opportunities to swim 
through some of the smaller rapids. It was a lot of fun as long as 

Above photo:  Canyon wall rock formations are reminiscent 
of architectural buttresses.  

Left photo:  Happy rafters on the Green River.

Above photo:  The 
ARTA river guides 
did the rowing.

The river trip began with an airplane flight.

Trip goers left the river to see this magnificent petroglyph.

Along the trail from the mesa-top landing strip to the put-it 
place on the Green River.
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you remember to breathe when you’re in a trough, otherwise you’ll 
get a mouthful of water.  A few of the kayakers went swimming 
unintentionally. 

When we set up the trip with ARTA, we requested a number of 
optional hikes.  We pulled ashore to view the Fremont petroglyphs 
(900 to 1250 AD).  The petroglyph at Flat Canyon was a large, 
spectacular panel.  We also climbed to Ben Morris’ rock walled 
cabin (the site of a Prohibition-era moonshine still) and hiked to 
see the remains Rock Creek Ranch, whose stonework walls are a 
marvel of sandstone block masonry.  Along the river, we sighted 
small herds of bighorn sheep and wild horses.  At the second 
group’s last campsite, they learned there was a bear nearby.  Later, 
a young bear was spotted across the river in the branches of a cot-
tonwood tree.  At the last day’s lunch stop, a fellow who was driv-
ing a truck up the road on the far side of the river stop-ped 
to tell us he had spotted a bear just south of where we were 
eating, and it was heading our way.  Lunch was wrapped up 
quickly and right away we were back on the river. 

Drifting through Swaseys Rapid and passing Gunnison Butte 
marked the end of the raft trip. We set up our final “fire line” 
and once we retrieved our gear bags, we said our goodbyes to 
our guides and hopped into two vans for a drive back to the 
Green River Airport.  Back at the starting point we unloaded 
our dry bags onto our vehicles, said goodbye to the lead guide 
and said our farewells to our rafting compatriots.  It was a 
happy time for all.  

Desolation Canyon is an area of steep walls, sandstone 
amphitheaters, buttresses and sandy washes.  Some of the 
place names had their inceptions in the old west.  We rafted 
by Firewater Canyon, Steer Ridge Canyon, Joe Hutch Canyon, Wire 
Fence Canyon, Last Chance Canyon and Rattlesnake Canyon.  We 
experienced rapids named Firewater, Fretwater Falls, Steer Ridge, Joe 
Hutch, Coal Creek and Rattlesnake.  The Desolation Canyon presents 
spectacular scenery and varied rock formations and colors and a float 
through these surroundings offers a true wilderness experience.

We owe a big thanks to ARTA, to Isaac and Steve and staff, for work-
ing with us so that everyone who wanted to experience a raft trip in 
Desolation Canyon could be accommodated.  Another big thanks to 
ARTA’s river guides who led us on a remarkable trip through a remote 
part of the world.  Their leadership, 
knowledge, ability and companion-
ship are gratefully acknowledged.  

We conducted a very informal, 
unscientific survey at the end of the 
trips and found that everyone had a 
great experience.  Many wanted to 
know when Desert Survivors was 
going to set up another raft trip.  
How about the Yampa in 2018?  
We’ll get back to you on that one. 

Desolation Canyon seen during the airplane trip.

Second trip participants,
 June  26-July 1, 2017

The first trip group, June 17-25, 2017

Powell may have camped here too.

Right photo:  One of the delicious 
lunches provided by the outfitter.
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As you may recall from my article in the last edition of The Survi-
vor, in 2013 the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
proposed designating the Bi-State Sage Grouse as a “threatened 
species” and had a plan to set aside 1.8 million acres of California-
Nevada border rangelands, as “critical habitat” for the survival and 
recovery of the bird.  In 2015 the agency unexpectedly reversed its 
position, deeming that a voluntary plan, using 40,000 acres of pri-
vate land for habitat was sufficient for the welfare of the animal.   

Environmental protection organizations emphatically disagreed. 
In March 2016 Desert Survivors, led by the Center For Biological 
Diversity and the Stanford Law School’s Environmental Law Clinic, 
and other protection groups sued the US Department of the Inte-
rior and the USFWS for failure to protect the 
Bi-State Sage Grouse under the Endangered 
Species Act, when it withdrew the listing 
proposal in reliance on the voluntary plan. 

Not long after the suit was filed the State of 
Nevada and Mono County filed motions to 
intervene on behalf of the defendants.  A qua-
si-government organization that represented 
Nevada counties and industry, called The 
Nevada Association of Counties, asked to 
join the defense too.   This was not surprising 
given that the withdrawal decision appears to be the result of enor-
mous pressure on the USFWS not to list the species from politicians 
and private sector interests including these intervenors.  But why? 

The short answer is the “critical habitat” necessary for sage grouse 
survival would be on land currently used for other purposes—in-
cluding cattle grazing.   When proposing the 2013 Bi-State Sage
Grouse protections the USFWS listed livestock grazing as a sig-
nificant threat to the species. Comments the agency received for 
the proposal went overwhelmingly against it, with arguments 
that mostly criticized the need or effectiveness of a critical habi-
tat.  Comments that addressed ranching issues in particular of-
ten argued that the USFWS ignored evidence that running cattle 
enhanced the sage grouse habitat (“Grazing is good for grouse”) 
and restricting grazing will have negative economic impact. 

While it is true that there could eventually be additional conditions 
placed on grazing on public land set aside as critical habitat for the Bi-
State Sage Grouse, that could only happen through a public planning 
process—there are no automatic restrictions associated with desig-
nation of critical habitat. Nonetheless, opponents of the ESA protec-
tions often oppose listing and critical habitat designation by exag-
gerating the potential future economic impact these measures could 
bring.  Thomas M. Power Ph.D. of the University of Montana has long 
studied and written on the subject.  In his 1997 analysis Taking Stock 
of Public Lands Grazing, Dr. Power showed that livestock grazing on 
federal lands is generally unimportant to local economies. In Califor-
nia cattle and sheep production as a source of income was just .012%. 
Income derived from federal forage was 0.0% and jobs derived from 
federal forage at 0.01%. In short grazing cattle on public ranges is a 
money loosing business.  The statistics for Nevada are similarly grim. 
 

While the economic benefits of cattle grazing are nil, there remains a 
strong emotional attachment to ranching. Cattlemen will often con-
fess that they are in the endeavor for the legacy and lifestyle. Indeed 
western ranching, with its iconic cowboy riding an open range is 
deep seated in the American identity.  It is a powerful calling, how-
ever it comes at the expense of the range, especially for its plant and 
animal life. 

In June 2017, Secretary of the Interior Ryan Zinke went after the 
sage grouse too.  He announced a 60-day review of a federal plan 
that had been implemented in 2015 under the Obama administra-
tion to protect the greater sage grouse populations, in 11 states. The 
plan was created after years of study and negotiation that took into 

account the views of scientists, oil and gas 
developers, mining companies, hunters, en-
vironmentalist, federal, state and local gov-
ernments and officials of both parties.   It 
showed early signs of sage-grouse popula-
tions rebounding.  

Zinke’s review was the bidding of ranch-
ers, mining interests, the fossil fuel indus-
try, Republican politicians who want to 
undo anything implemented by Obama and 
right-wing ideologues who want to do away 

with all environmental restrictions. To no one’s surprise, August 
7, 2017 Zinke issued an order that upended the 2015 sage grouse 
plan turning over concerns for the bird’s welfare to the states and 
making it possible to easily modify or, in practice, abolish with the 
plan.   And remember that in 2014 Republicans in congress attached 
a rider to the federal budget bill forbidding the USFWS from listing 
the sage grouse as “endangered.”  With Zinke’s new order undermin-
ing the sage grouse plan the Trump administration and its allies are 
in a position to do in practice—what anti-government radicals have 
dreamed of for decades—use politics rather than science to make 
decisions about endangered species protections. .  

While this is all bad news for the greater sage grouse species, Zinke’s 
order has no effect on our Bi-State Sage Grouse litigation.  The issues 
of our case are based on administrative law and the information the 
USFWS had on the day it made its decision on the Bi-State withdraw.  

On August 18, 2017 Desert Survivors, the Center for Biological Di-
versity and fellow plaintiffs filed our opening brief with the United 
States District Court, San Francisco.  The defendants will respond 
and the parties are scheduled to go to court in March 2018.   We will 
let you know how things go.

Your support of Desert Survivors through your membership and do-
nations allows us to sponsor trips to the Bi-State Sage Grouse habitat, 
where we enjoy the educational, recreational and scientific activities 
regarding this animal.  Your support allows us to go to court to seek 
its protection.  The welfare of the sage grouse is a worthy cause.  It is 
an endeavor we are proud to carry out. 

GANGING UP ON THE GROUSE

—Nicholas Blake

John J. Audubon’s illustration of 
sage grouse from his book ‘Birds of 
America’ 1827-1838.
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Some years ago, Steve Tabor had put a 
trip on the summer schedule for the Fox 
Range—a steep, north-south trending range 
south of Gerlach, NV that rises above the 
Smoke Creek Desert. I eagerly signed up 
for the trip.  However, just a couple weeks 
before the excursion, word went out that 
the destination was changed to Pyramid 
Lake. When I talked with Steve about why 
he made the last minute change, he said the 
problem with the Fox Range is access. 

He certainly had that right.  Access is prob-
lematic for many reasons, certainly to the 
part of the range that looks the most excit-
ing and interesting from Google Earth. The 
mountains rise much steeper on the west 
side, and through this escarpment are cut 
several deep, dark, and enticing looking 
canyons. Anyplace named Rough Canyon 
has got to be good, especially this year af-
ter a tremendously wet winter. Doubtless 
there would be water flowing, and any falls 
that might be normally dry would not be 
so this year. But yes, access might be tricky 

—though the road on the west side of the 
Smoke Creek Desert was good gravel, the 
road we needed to take on the east side was 
sandy, rocky, and slow going. I had been 
partway up this road previously, and knew 
it would be a chore. 

On a Friday, four ‘Survivors’ met in the tiny 
town of Doyle, CA, 45 minutes north of 
Reno. We headed out in our vehicles past 
a newly repaired railroad embankment that 
at one point during the winter Long Valley 
Creek was completely undercut, leaving a 
section of train tracks hanging in mid air. 
A bad choice of route then led us along a 
scarred road of dried ruts and pits.  Though 
maps and satellite photos showed it to be 
straight and wide, we found out it was only 
wide because of years of drivers having to 
swerve wide to avoid what in the spring 
must be truly truck-eating mud pits. We 
crossed the border into Nevada then turned 
onto the east side road.

The wet winter that had given us the prom-
ise of water in the canyons and streams in 
the mountains had also played havoc on 
the road.  While sandy, bumpy, and slow 
as we got closer to our destination, Rough 
Canyon, we came across some very nasty 
washouts. Water runoff from the canyon, a 
mile and a half away, had taken out portions 
of the road. We drove on, but slowly and 

with caution.   At a particularly nasty point 
where it was unwise for all of our vehicles to 
proceed, we decided we’d had enough and 
would make camp there. 

Much of the Fox Range is contained in two 
Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs) that bor-
dered our road.  My plan was to hike from 
there to the mouth of the canyon. From that 
point it was not at all clear how far we might 
be able to go.  Based on the satellite photos 
and the rugged closely spaced lines on the 
topo map we would likely reach a dead end.   
So after a welcome break from the jarring 
and rattling we had received in our vehicles 
and after a quick lunch, headed out on foot. 

Rough Canyon is very dramatic.  It is a 
completely flat gravel ramp that extends 
from one vertical wall to the other, as it nar-
rows gradually and leads into the ever dark-
er, ever shadier secret inner reaches. Still, 
in the sunlight, with steep walls on both 
sides, we found the last gasp of the stream 
as it sank into the sand and gravel in a few 
weary rivulets. What must it have been like 
here when there was enough water surg-
ing through this outlet to wash channels 
through the road a mile and a half away?  
After entering a short section of narrows as 
little as 5-6 feet across, the canyon opened 
up a little and just past a pile of boulders we 
found a 40 foot waterfall that left no doubt

Article and photos by 
David Oline

ACCESSING 
THE FOX 
RANGE
June 16-18, 2017

Top right photo:  Fighter 
jets escorting a 747 high 

over the Fox Range.  
This is probably the Air 

Force “doomsday plane.”

The scene from atop of Pah-Rum Peak.

Right photo:  The hike 
to Pole Canyon fea-

tured dust devils out 
on the playa.
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that this was the end of the line.  At its bot- 
tom was a small shallow pool—not nearly 
big enough to swim in, but the large volume 
of water coming down in a free fall would 
make a fantastic shower. Most likely this 
does not happen every year, at least not this 
late into June, so we enjoyed it while we had 
it—cool shade, mist, and water. 

On our way out, we were treated to some 
narrow windows looking out from our 
shaded canyon through which we could see 
the blindingly bright Smoke Creek playa 
below, baking at 96 degrees in the mid-af-
ternoon sun. Just outside the mouth were 
the remains of a spur road that ended here. 
Though well visible from satellite photos, 
we could see that the pile of rocks that it 
was made up of wouldn’t be drivable, even 
if it wasn’t officially in the WSA. Again, ac-
cess is a problem. Later we would see signs 
that mark the study area and prohibit motor 
vehicles, which I found somewhat surpris-
ing as the official BLM recommendation is 
for none of 90,000 acres in the two WSAs to 
be designated as wilderness, primarily be-
cause of mineral potential and a number of 
private inholdings with cherry-stem roads 
into the range.

Having come to the falls pretty quickly in-
side Rough Canyon, we decided to back 
out and then head north to the next major

drainage at Pole Canyon.  Here there are 
a number of rounded foothills creating a 
more gentle, wider, and gradual entrance.  
It was doubtful that there was a dead end 
that we couldn’t get around, but we didn’t 
have time to fully explore it beyond the first 
few bends. Heading back to camp along the 
road, we crossed numerous small washouts, 
but nothing too deep or too bad. We came 
across a surprising number of small broken 
pieces of reflectors that had probably been 
rattled off of ATVs as they bounced through 
here. It was clear too, that though much of 
the damage was the result of this winter’s 
weather, there were washouts and eroded 
spots from much earlier, some of which had 
repair work done on them. It was not clear 
that this road was either used very much or 
maintained—again, access.

As we walked back, we talked about our 
options for making it to Pah-Rum Peak 
the next day. Rough Canyon was out, and 
though Pole Canyon was a possible route, 
it wouldn’t be easy and it would add many 
miles to walk from our camp.  We decided 
our best option was to gingerly drive up the 
eroded road for about two miles, turn into 
Wild Horse Canyon and hope that we could 
get far enough to make the hike to the peak 
do-able. The Wild Horse Canyon road cuts 
deeply into the Fox Range, and leads to sev-
eral private mine holdings. 

In the morning, the four of us piled into the 
one 4WD vehicle we had. Each of us had 
wisely brought a shovel, which we loaded 
up to be prepared for we knew not what. 
The road traversed an alluvial fan—where 
the water funneled from the canyon had 
spread into myriad small braided streams 
each of which cut through the road at vary-
ing depths. What was formerly a decent but 
bumpy dirt road became an obstacle course 
of sudden drops and berms to climb up, 
with ridges of gravel and sand in between 
as we crawled over the innumerable chan-
nel cuts. We were brought to a stop fre-
quently, having to get out and try to spot a 
way through. At one point it looked so bad 
that we all grabbed our shovels to excavate 
a path before spotting a way, which impor-
tantly, did not require us to do any actual 
digging. 

Eventually we got past the Rough Canyon 
outwash and the road got decent again 
and we found the turnoff that led up Wild 
Horse Canyon. After about a mile of travel, 
we reached a point where the road suddenly 
dropped away about four feet straight down. 
Whether hiking or driving, it’s always a re-
lief when your reach a point where it is clear 
you are not going further. No more “Should 
we go onward? Maybe if we get past these 
rocks then the road will get better.” The de-
cision was made for me.  Just park and pro-

Top right photo:  These 
houses in Wild Horse 
Canyon are now only 

accessible by foot. 

Right photo:  The hike 
into Rough Canyon 

ended at this 
delightful waterfall.

Left photo: Checking 
out a contraption that 
automatically fills a 
watering trough.

The tranquil terminus of Rough Canyon.
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It gets better, too.  For just as we crested 
the summit, we discovered a snowfield that 
must have come from the previous week-
end’s storm, as it was covering some new 
green growth underneath. And there was 
a ladybug swarm right near the summit 
marker, too. Days on the mountain don’t get 
much better than this. 

Ultimately we had to tear ourselves away 
and head back down. We found a massive 
great basin gopher snake just below the 
summit, clearly doing well from what must 
be a bumper rodent crop after the wet win-
ter and spring.  The drive back to camp was 
long, but a little quicker than the drive out 
since we knew the route was do-able. After 
12 miles of hiking and 3500 feet of eleva-
tion gain and loss, we were pretty tired and 
the bumpy road home simply had to be en-
dured. 

Sunday was a leisurely day.   We picked our 
way back to the main road at Sand Pass— 
stopping to check out Soda Springs at the 
extreme southern end of the Smoke Creek. 
Here there were rushes, birds, several large 
pools, and more than a few bugs. The springs 
are on the Pyramid Lake Indian Reserva-
tion, and they have attempted to fence them 
off to keep out the cows. Back on the good 
gravel road at Sand Pass, we turned off for 
the quick detour to Bonham Ranch Hot 
Springs. There is a pleasant soaking pool 
here, with engineering features to keep the 
temperature nice.  The ruins of a burned 
down ranch surround the site, which in its 
day was a stage stop along the Smoke Creek 
route. The only disappointment after a very 
nice soak was to discover that ticks could 
still cling on my skin and survive after a 
half-hour immersion in hot water. 

While at the springs we had our first con-
tact with other people. On this trip we had 
been more alone and isolated than on any 
other trip I could think of.   For much of 
the driving we saw that our tire tracks were 
the first ones since the rains a week earlier.  
And on our way out, the only tracks we saw 
were ours from going in.  Twenty miles out 
and back, on our own for three days, with 
not a single light visible at night. Though 
we were camped close to the railroad tracks 
and we could hear a few trains passing 
during our time there, paradoxically they 
seemed much more distant. Constrained to 
their tracks and their schedule, they seemed 
a part of a separate world, one that passes 
through the desert but is not in the desert.  

ceed on foot.  I was also happy because we 
had driven far enough to make the peak 
achievable by walking, which we quickly set 
out to do.

Again, we ran into an access issue. Though 
the road up Wild Horse Canyon was theo-
retically open to motor vehicles, even if 
we hadn’t been stopped by the recent road 
damage, there were several places further 
up that were utterly impassable—even by 
ATVs—and had clearly been so for some 
time.  But even on foot, a locked gate and a 
“No Trespassing” sign blocked access when 
we reached the first mine inholding. We 
went around the fence, but it was not at all 
clear what the boundary was or where the 
mine was located. 

Further up, past a few rusting ancient vehi-
cles we came upon two honest-to-goodness 
houses, not cabins, but actual houses which 
look like they could have been plucked 
from any random suburb and airlifted 
there, complete with concrete porches, plate 
glass windows, and flourishing rose bushes. 
There was even a newer-model backhoe and 
several piles of leftover building materials 
from what had been a recent construction. 

Back in the1970’s, when BLM initially 
designated the WSAs, this property and 
the road leading up to it were specifically 
excluded because of a mining claim. And 
within the past decade the owners had 
hauled up an enormous amount of con-
struction material and equipment to build 
the houses—almost certainly as a hunting

retreat rather than to operate a mine. But 
since this new construction the road had 
been completely eroded in multiple places 
to the point that the only way in would be 
by foot or horseback. And the BLM will 
doubtless never rebuild the road to a point 
where it’s passable—yet it remains cherry-
stemmed in the WSA, and gated off with 
no trespassing signs.  So the private cabins 
are inaccessible because the road will never 
again be passable; a seemingly strange and 
circular paradox, and one which creates a 
problem for, yes, access.

Paradoxes aside, we ultimately reached the 
7608-foot summit of Pah-Rum Peak on the 
most perfect of sunny days, with white puffs 
of clouds scattered in the deepest of blue 
skies. Though not high as mountains go, 
the view is one of the most fantastic I’ve ex-
perienced in many years, with the vast deep 
blue expanse of Pyramid Lake to the south, 
the Smoke Creek playa to the west, the rug-
ged ridge of the Fox Range running north, 
and a window into the Black Rock Desert 
stretching to the northeast. And that was 
what was just immediately below us.  Off 
into the distance we could see Mt. Lassen, 
and the merest tip of Mt. Shasta. Most excit-
ing for me was that we were surrounded in 
the middle distance by places that I had led 
other Desert Survivors trips to over the past 
decade—Twin Peaks, Dry Valley Rim, Poo-
dle Mountain, the Granite Range, the Pine 
Forest Range, and King Lear Peak. For me, 
this trip up Pah-Rum was that last piece of 
the jigsaw puzzle that completed the picture 
of this section of northern Nevada. 

The bottom of Rough Canyon, and beyond the Smoke Creek Desert.



19The Survivor    Fall 2017 

As first time Desert Survivors,  my wife 
Martine and I weren’t really sure what to 
expect when we signed on for back-to-back 
camps in the Turtle Mountains Wilderness 
and the Anza Borrego Desert. The ‘Survi-
vors’ reputation as dedicated conservation-
ists and hard-boiled backpacking adventur-
ists heightened our anticipation. The 9 days 
of remote wilderness camping was bound to 
challenge our readiness and we arrived with 
every camping device and convenience we 
owned. Martine had packed enough food 
to make any ‘Doomsday Prepper’ proud. 
We had three stoves (all requiring different 
fuels), water filters, several different packs 
(including rain covers), sleeping bags, tents, 
etc., etc.- and enough changes of socks and 
undies to keep any mother happy.

We also didn’t really know what to expect 
when we pulled into the dusty rendezvous 
in our 22’ Sprinter van fully rigged out with 
TV, kitchen, washroom and a king sized 
bed.  You see, as the ‘Survivors’ are a breed 
of camper that take pride in minimal foot

enthusiasm energized everybody and her 
persistence (in the face of some 50 mph 
winds) kept the whole event moving along. 
All of our preparations still didn’t ready us 
for some of the activities. The four-wheel 
drive tour far up the wash to the Wind 
Caves was unforgettable, as was the roller 
coaster ride through the canyons of the 
‘Badlands’.  That big van just wouldn’t have 
cut it—thanks to everyone that shared their 
rides to get us into some of the most ex-
treme landscapes in the world!

The landscapes were incredible, but what 
took the experience to the next level was the 
atmosphere created by sharing it with like-
minded people—people who find as much 
wonder in the tiniest desert blossom as in 
the massive sweeping horizons. Everyone 
contributed to the ‘vibe’ and we came away 
not only with a greater appreciation for the 
desert, but also with the friendship of many 
new people. I’m very proud to count myself 
a Desert Survivor and hope to sit around a 
fire with this group again soon.

print, less-is-more kind of living, we might 
not fit in, arriving in such a conflicting style.

Our concerns disappeared with every in-
troduction. The camps were the high point 
of a nearly 3500 mile trip to get to South-
ern California from icy Toronto, Canada. It 
seemed that the length of our journey justi-
fied the extravagance of our vehicle. Even 
though our Turtle Mountains trip was can-
celled by extreme weather, those who had 
already arrived took it upon themselves to 
show us a few of their favorite places in the 
nearby areas, including the Amboy Crater 
National Natural Land Mark in the Eastern 
Mohave Desert and the fabulous Joshua 
Tree National Park. A big thanks to Chuck, 
Dave and Loretta for their time to make 
some real memories for us. 

The welcome continued with Marisa Sea-
man, who led the Anza Borrego trip with 
assistance from Michael Wells. It was a 
massive undertaking to get our group of 12 
to all the places she wanted to share, but her

The Grand Tour:  Anza-Borrego
February  2017

Trip Report by Craig Evans

Above photo:  Anza-Borrego was thick 
with wildflowers this spring.  

Below photo: The oddball sandstone for-
mations of  “The Pumpkin Patch.”

Happy to be out in the desert. Craig Evans signing the register at 17 Palms Oasis.

Five Palms Oasis

Photos:  Marisa Seaman
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Notebook sketches
by Robin Rome

Trip leader Dave Oline described the excursion as an “adventure drive/car 
camp/backpack” to a plateau  atop the remote Oregon Canyon Range.  The 
journey was scenic but rugged, featuring a base camp with fantastic views 
over an escarpment and a one-night backpack to fishable Willow Creek.  

Since the place was so far north and high in elevation it was still springtime 
during the July 4th weekend.  The landscape was one of receding snow-
fields and green groundcover punctuated by colorful wildflowers.
 
One of the trip participants was camping artist, Robin Rome.  She brought 
along pencils, inks, watercolors and sketchpads, to record images of the 
excursion on paper.  Her work, along with photos by others, are featured 
here.  Too bad this publication is printed in black & white since we do not 
see the wonderful colors.

While everyone relaxes in this Aspen grove, Robin Rome (far right) sketches in her notebook.

An Aspen in the canyon bottom.Base camp atop a high plateau.

The view from camp.

Photo:  Judy Kendall

Studies from the Oregon Canyon Adventure
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The beauty of the place lived up to expectations.  The scenery 
was magnificent.  The backpack along a tributary stream to-
ward Willow Creek had to be aborted when the trail ended at a 
steep-sided gorge.  The hikers encountered dozens upon dozens 
of cows along the way.  The bovines were spooked by the hikers 
and hurried away in mass whenever the humans appeared—
turning the backpack into something akin to a cattle drive.  

Aside from too many cows, everyone had a splendid time in 
this remote part of the world.
                                                                    —Nicholas Blake

Cows were a constant nuisance for the hikers.

Moonrise over the base camp.
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Photo:  Judy Kendall
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Day hike in Oregon Canyon Range.
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Paeonia brownii

An asteraceae.

Phlox caespitosa
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A tree pose in a rock garden.

Relaxing amid the boulders.

Olancha Pass trip participants checking out the 
massive dust mitigation project by the Los Angeles 
Department of Water and Power on Owens Lake.

Wringing out her swimsuit after a dip in 
Willow Creek Hot Springs, Oregon.

Father and daughter and the Fremont 
petroglyphs near the Green River in Utah.

The Desolation Canyon raft-trip guides. One evening 
they brought out a bag stuffed with clothing of ecen-
tric styles and questionable tastes.  Everyone select a 
costume for a dress-up dinner.  

Discovering their backpacking trail led to a dead end, the hikers had to 
turn around.  They made it back to their vehicles in time for happy hour.

Assembling everyone for a day hike on the Barber Peak trail, Mojave 
National Preserve, April 2017.  It was a wonderful day in the desert.
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3 topmost photos:  N. Blake
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Photo:  Martina Konietzny

Photo:  Denette Dengler
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Photos From Our 
  Trips & Events

Demonstrating a solar water still at our summer 
picnic. In the right situation, this device could 
save your life if you run out of water in the desert.

This crew picked up 1500 lbs. of crap from the Argus Range Wilderness. A relaxing soak, after exploring the Nevada desert for 3 days. 

Celebrating the season at the Desert Survivors summer picnic, July 2017.

Desert Survivors trip leaders meeting in Oakland, CA. 

Charlene Daniels and Mike Wells.  These two 
always make for a cute couple photo.

Photo below: Des-
ert Survivors trip 
leader and Anza-
Borrego aficionado 
Marisa Seaman 
found a nice shady 
spot at her favorite 
place in the desert.

Right photo:  Torren-
tial Southern Califor-
nia rains force the last 
minute cancellation 
of the Vidal Valley car 
camp.  These Desert 

Survivors, who 
were already in 
the Mojave when 
the trip was called, 
gathered at the 
meeting site any-
way and sent this 
photo to the trip 
leader.
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Photo: Ron Guidotti

Photo:  Chuck McGinn

Photo:  N. Blake
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Photo:  Marisa Seaman

Photo:  Deirdre Cerkanowicz

Photo:  Michael Wells
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           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
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Sharing lunch in the high, desert mounatins of Oregon.


