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California Journey 2011-12 -- Part IX – Joshua Tree
This morning dawned as December 29th. You may have noticed that the prior part included a portion of
Christmas Day, as well as December 26, 27 and 28. There has been more socializing and less scenery
recently. The next two days will reverse that. Maybe things will get more compact starting December
31. Wait and see.
So we got up and went down to breakfast on yet another sunny day. The eating area allowed outdoor
and indoor spaces. For all three days we ate there, we opted for the sun. Here is our eating area.
Diane Kastama is sitting there
in her wheelchair. Years ago
she was in a car accident and
has been paralyzed from the
waist down. Her thing is
horses and she owns several.
She has won awards with her
horses as she rides behind
them in a buggy through
courses of obstacles. One
award came in Europe where
she shipped a horse and
equipment for an event.
Diane also has a working dog
to do things for her. It can do
things like open refrigerators
and a number of other chores.
In the time we were around,
we didn’t see it do anything much. The breed was a poodle and Labrador mix – specially breed for Diane
being sighted but confined to a wheelchair.
Notice the rock hill in the distance. That is probably one of the foothills of San Jacinto Mountain (8516
ft.). That mountain and accompanying San Rosa Range spread across the west side of Palm Springs.
They affect the climate. For the three afternoons we were there, the sunset was about 3 PM when the sun
dropped over the mountains. The temperature cooled off from then on - although not dramatically.
When eating and chatting was over, we got on our way. Our destination was Joshua Tree National Park
to the north and east. As I remember, we drove north on Indian Canyon which goes way north up to CA
62 which is called Twentynine Palms Highway. That takes you farther north and east through towns like
Yucca Valley, Josha Tree and Twentynine Palms. I believe we just went as far as Joshua Tree where we
entered the park. To get there from Palm Springs was about 40 miles. In all, there were wide stretches
of desert and views of mountains in the distance. But those stretches were interrupted by intrusions of
small towns that seemed to be trying as much as possible to be alternatives to Palm Springs.
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So to get there, we were traveling northwest on Indian Canyon. The range up ahead is the San
Bernardinos and the peak is the
largest San Gorgonio Mt. (11,499
ft.) So soon our path will curve to
the right and travel on Hwy 62.
When we finally got to the park,
we did the traditional visit to the
Visitor Center. Somewhere there
we got a little geography lesson
from one of the interpretive
displays. Since my photo doesn’t
seem to be good enough, I’ll let
you know what the display said.
A little marker on a map pointed to
a spot with the words: “You Are
Here” We were in the zone where
the Mojave Desert and the
Colorado Desert meet. The
Mojave stretches east of the mountains flanking Los Angeles on through most of southern Nevada and
reaching extreme southwest tip of Utah. The Colorado Desert extends west of the Colorado River to here
-- the Coachella Valley. The Colorado Desert is just a subdivision of the Sonoran Desert which then
extends south through coastal Mexico and Baja.
These desert boundaries blur in this zone. However, the Mojave is higher and cooler with yuccas such as
Joshua Trees (yucca brevifolia). The lower and hotter Colorado Desert is marked with creosote bushes,
chuparosa bushes, ocotillos, palo verde trees, and smoke trees. Although we did not see this change
from the Joshua Tree habitat to the Colorado Desert vegetation, we understood that we had seen a
vegetation separation between the Great Basin and the Mojave as we drove down from Nevada.
Creosote bushes send roots down a far as 60 feet to find water. In the lower desert, they grow widely
spaced for maximum moisture gathering without competition. To protect their territory, a bush’s roots
secrete chemicals which prevent germination of other
plants’ seeds nearby. (Really smart that Big Bang!)
Joshua trees are resources as well as resourceful.
Almost every part of this plant has been or is used by
desert dwellers, people as well as the animals. Even
after death, trunks on the ground are a home for desert
night lizard, ant, and scorpions. Eventually, termites
return it to the desert.
At the left, Beverly points to a plant not mentioned
above. It is one of several forms of cholla cactus.
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I know you would just love a map. Actually, it might help. You should know that this map only shows
the west end of the National Park. Most of the roads and camping areas seem to be over here.

We must have spent most of the day here. We barely scratched the surface. I’d propose to drive across
the entire park from top to bottom sometime. Next time.  This time we entered at the West Station and
drove by Hidden Valley on the way in. We made a hike to Baker’s Dam before going to Keys View and
then we returned and hiked in Hidden Valley. Phew! That is in a nut shell. All three spots were very
interesting.
Let’s see if I can provide some pictorial support.
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Just to be certain that you know
what a Joshua tree looks like, I
have included a photo containing
several.
So we drove in to a walk which
promised to show us Baker Dam.
We had no information that drew
us here, just a notion of how much
time we had for driving. The loop
trail was supposed to be 1.5 miles
long and rated as easy. I can
handle that.
Note that the park came into
existence in 1936 so it just had its
75th anniversary. Prior to that time
there were ranchers who grazed
livestock in the area. I personally don’t believe there was ever much grass for fattening them up. But the
signs along the way mentioned that some efforts had been made to dam up the mountain streams to store
water for cattle in the area. Hence Baker’s Dam. Baker comes from Baker & Shay Cattle Company
which did the upgrade to the first effort at dam building. The final work was done by Bill Keys of the
Desert Queen Ranch. Ultimately rainfall decreased in the beginning of the 1900s, grasses declined,
streams dried up, and cattle ranching ended. Still, blog entries indicate that some water is bottled up at
some point in the year although there was nary a drop when we viewed the dam. (A person said that they
saw their reflection
in the “artificial
lake.”) Here is a
picture of what
remains.
The last attempt
was some concrete
with reenforcement
rods. Note the
watermarks on the
rocks to the right
of the dam. There
is a flat spot farther
to the right that
looks like it is the
center of whatever
pool that forms.
This was at least a
half mile in from
the trailhead.
Interestingly, this
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hike doesn’t appear in the Park’s Road Guide. But an Internet comment labeled it as the most scenic of
the Park. Hum. Honestly, every nook and cranny struck me as scenic. So what does that shows of my
opinion. Maybe my rule of thumb is: Any rock trumps corn.
Another view of the dam.
Here are a couple pictures of Beverly on the
walk.

Finally, we move out and go back to the parking lot.
We drove on the Key’s View which is an interesting vista.
Much can be seen from that vantage which is 5185 feet above
sea level. There were quite a few cars up there on that day, but
we found a space.
I created a panorama of the Key’s View as it sweeps across the
Coachella Valley below us. I will not insert that picture
because it will make the digital size of this document unwieldy. So I will attach several photos with part
of that panorama. The first view is one that begins our sweep from the south. We could see Salton Sea
(a lake in California that is below sea level and contains a high concentration of salt 1) and by straining
even a mountain in Mexico. I do not think the photo was as good as my eyes.
1

The lake's salinity, about 44 g/L, is greater than that of the waters of the Pacific Ocean (35 g/L), but less than that of the Great Salt
Lake (which ranges from 50 to 270 g/L); the concentration is increasing by about 1 percent annually.
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Next at the center of Key’s View, we
were able to see the valley below and
the Santa Rosa Mountains directly

across from us. The peak slightly to the right of center is San Jacinto Peak which towers over Palm
Springs in the valley. An interpretive display points to the dark line of hills going through the center of
the Coachella Valley. Along that line stretches the infamous San Andreas Fault. The display begins by
pointing out that, if you stood where you are on Key’s View next year at the same time, any point you
select on the Santa Rosa’s will be two inches farther northwest. In 3 million years, that amounts to 100
miles. Dramatic!! (The mountains are on the Pacific Ocean Crust while we are standing on the North
American Crust. Read up on plate tectonics.  That was all theory back in the 1950s.)
Enough for this segment. There are some nice pictures yet to come from Joshua Tree.
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