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Preface and Acknowledgements 

 In January 1986, I camped in Joshua Tree National Monument for the first time. My 

perception of the desert was not a positive one. During an earlier trip to Death Valley we had 

been trapped there by a sand storm for more than two days. The gritty material clogged meals, 

cameras, and eventually our vehicle. But the trip to Joshua Tree was idyllic. The desert offers a 

straightforward view of both geologic processes and the forces that determine biogeography. 

And few places can match the night sky. These experiences introduced me to the dichotomy of 

cultural attitudes that Americans have for the desert. Later, National Park Service Historian 

David Louter offered me the opportunity to research and write the administrative history of 

Joshua Tree. An administrative history of a national park explains the natural and cultural 

resources of the place, the campaign and legislation that established the unit, the resource 

management history, and visitor actions and policies that shape its use. It primarily serves as a 

document that informs a park's management staff on how the unit evolved and offers data and 

perspective on the issues they face. Many conundrums affect what is, in the end, a political 

creation of congress which can be eliminated by a simple majority vote on a bill to delist it. How 

does the National Park Service (NPS) provide use and recreation for today's public while 

preserving the resources "unimpaired" for future generations? How does it deal with private 

property and previous land-use rights in a new park? A web of laws and policies exist that order 

the NPS to let natural ecological processes shape the habitat, preserve the historic imprint of 

earlier generations, provide for current recreation and education, and enforce stringent 

wilderness regulation. Which take precedence when they all apply to the same place? At what 

point do visitors, their vehicles, and their recreational activities endanger a park that is being 

"loved to death?" How does the undersized agency keep up with scientific advances, adapt to 

new constituencies, maintain the tourism infrastructure, and cope with threats and demands from 

politicians and the public? Each park unit is a laboratory of legal, ecological, political, and 

cultural processes, and no two are managed exactly the same way. Each is the product of 

compromises made during its creation and reaction to the environment and human designs that 

surround it.  

 The NPS covered my travel and research expenses for the project. I carried out the 

research inductively, relying on lessons learned from previous administrative history projects and 

on the reports, plans, interviews, and correspondence files in the park and in archives from 

California to Maryland. The result is a history of Joshua Tree National Park, first and foremost, 

but much can be learned about how conservation works in America, how the agency operates 

under its legal and organizational constraints, and how American culture shapes every action or 

process. In Joshua Tree's case, a legacy of disinterest in arid lands has shaped its history, but 

recollection of the educational and spiritual benefits of the desert has grown to challenge that 

negative perception. 

 Many people helped with my research and production of this book. The staffs at the 

National Archives and Records Center in Maryland,  its regional branch in San Bruno, 

California, the Huntington Archives in San Marino, California, and the Denver Service Center of 

the NPS were very helpful. Chief Historian Robert Sutton at the agency's Washington, D. C. 

headquarters, Timothy Babalis, Vida Germano, and Greg Gress of the Pacific West Regional 
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Office in San Francisco, and Robert Bryson at Mojave National Preserve also lent their expertise 

and encouragement. I thank the University of South Alabama, particularly Charlene Lamonte, 

who coordinated the distribution of agency funds for my project expenses, and Sam Stutsman, 

whose consulting firm, Delta Cartography, drafted the maps used in the book.  

 Critical to the success of this park history were staff members of Joshua Tree National 

Park, both past and present. Former superintendents Mark Butler, David Moore, Ernest Quintana 

and Curt Sauer contributed interview time and data resources as well as enthusiastic support. 

Resource management staff including Andrea Compton, Jerry Freilich, Josh Hoines, Robert 

Moon, Luke Sabala, and Michael Vamstad helped me overcome a dearth of natural resource files 

in the park archives. Management Assistant Karin Messaros, maintenance officers Kirk Diamond 

and Scott Tremblay, interpretation rangers David Denslow, William Truesdell, and Joe Zarki, 

and GIS specialist Sean Murphy also provided welcome information. Members of the local 

communities provided maps, data, and interviews including Donna and Larry Charpied, 

Elizabeth Meyer, and Paul F. Smith. Professional editorial support came from George F. 

Thompson Publishing, in the persons of George himself and his assistant editor Mikki Soroczak. 

The Joshua Tree National Park Association, particularly Meg Foley and its publication 

committee consisting of the aforementioned Messrs. Smith and Truesdell provided substantial 

financial support as well as another review of the manuscript. Thanks also go to National Park 

Service Historian Tim Babalis and two anonymous academic peer reviewers who made worthy 

suggestions for the final draft.  

 Finally, two people stand out for their hard work and generous advice provided 

throughout the research and writing phases of the project. Melanie Spoo, the librarian/archivist/ 

museum curator of the park, had the additional task of supervising my research and reading the 

first draft of the manuscript. Chief Ranger Jeff Ohlfs, an excellent local historian in his own 

right, provided field trips, reviewed each chapter as I wrote it, and made suggestions and 

corrections where needed. This was not part of his job description, but was most helpful and 

much appreciated.     
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 A lone National Park Service inspector, sitting beneath a Joshua tree in Hidden Valley, 

contemplates the problems facing the new monument. Photo by Ralph Anderson, December 

1939, Harpers Ferry Center, Anderson Collection, JOTR #052A. 
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Introduction : Coping with the Desert 

The National Parks Conservation Association repeatedly lists Joshua Tree National Park as one 

of the ten most threatened units in the entire national park system. The dangers include 

industrialization at a defunct mine less than one mile from the park's boundary, the worst ozone 

pollution in the system, energy developments planned around the park, subdivisions under 

construction near its northern and southern boundaries, plus all the issues that come from 

overcrowding and crime in popular destinations. Damage from vandalism and the ominous 

prospect of climate change add to worries for the future of the park. Yet Joshua Tree is hardly 

new to problems and controversy. Even before its proclamation by President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt in 1936, many people opposed the idea of an environmental preserve in California's 

deserts. Fourteen years after the monumentôs inception, the National Park Service (NPS) 

sacrificed a third of the unit's territory to prevent new mining claims throughout the remaining 

land. The public disinterest and active opposition faced from 1936 through the 1950s, although 

muted today, are but one aspect of the difficulty Joshua Tree has faced throughout its existence. 

Much of its trouble stems from a long-standing negative perception of deserts held by Americans 

and derived in turn from European and Middle Eastern civilizations.  

 The most widely read book during nineteenth-century America was the Holy Bible. 

Indeed, for most households it was the only reading material available. In Isaiah, 30:6 God refers 

to the Egyptian desert as a land of "trouble and distress" where fierce animals and other dangers 

abide. Other passages refer to the deserts of Israel as "wilderness," a pejorative term until the late 

nineteenth century, when the modern conservation movement took hold. To be "cast into the 

wilderness" was virtually a death sentence. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan has noted that some 

Europeans even went so far as to deny that God had deliberately designed such places. Perhaps 

stemming from the human destruction of forests in the Mediterranean region during the classical 

Greek and Roman eras, they believed that deserts were ruined landscapes. Once, they had been 

useful, even kind, to people. After gross misuse they remained forlorn, disfigured, and 

debilitated. Hence, desert people were regarded as descendents of an abusive culture that had 

destroyed its own habitat. Later Europeans carried these ideas to the New World. No Native 

American tribes received the level of contempt shown by white Americans as did those of the 

Great Basin and southwestern deserts.
1
  

 The initial failure of Americans to cope with arid areas added anger to the pessimism and 

fear spurred by their apparent hopelessness. Historian Patricia Nelson Limerick has described the 

attitude: 

Faced with aridity, the problem of mastering the continent seemed to have reached a non-

negotiable limit. By all conventional standards for value and habitability, the desert was 

an irrational environment, a betrayal of the promise of abundance fulfilled elsewhere in 

North America.
2
 

Thus, when Major Stephen Long encountered the southern Great Plains in 1820, he called it "an 

insufferable obstacle to settlement." John C. Frémont's description of his exploration of the 

American southwest during the mid-1840s featured terms such as "inhospitable," "desolate," 

"dismal," and "revolting" as adjectives for the desert. Both Long and Frémont saw the desert as 

an area of hardship to be crossed at considerable risk to the lives of travelers and their animals.
3
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 The reaction to California's two deserts, the Mojave and the Colorado, was no different. 

In November 1853, Lieutenant J.G. Parke, a topographical engineer scouting for a railroad route 

from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean, left the tiny Mormon settlement of San 

Bernardino and crossed San Gorgonio Pass into the Colorado Desert. He noted the declining 

elevation to the south toward the Salton Basin and continued east for some days before turning 

back to rejoin his main survey party. He reported his findings to trip leader Lieutenant R. S. 

Williamson, who dutifully recorded them in his report: 

A mountain range extends from San Bernardino Mountain in a southeasterly direction 

nearly, if not quite, to the Colorado [River]. Between these mountains and the mountains 

of the Mohave nothing is known of the country. I have never heard of a white man who 

had penetrated it. I am inclined to the belief that it is barren, mountainous desert 

composed of a system of basins and mountain ranges. It would be an exceedingly 

difficult country to explore on account of the absence of water and there is no rainy 

season of any consequence.
4
 

Williamson's report reinforced the worry that the desert would be difficult  for a railroad to cross 

and useless for anything else. 

 After initial shock and hesitation, some optimistic and pragmatic Americans adopted the 

idea that deserts might be reclaimed through scientific research and transformation. Major John 

Wesley Powell proposed a comprehensive irrigation plan "by which these lands may be rescued 

from their present worthless state." Much later, that hopeful attitude spawned a large-scale drive 

by the United Nations, at the urging of the United States, to bring "development" to the world's 

arid zones. Irrigation schemes of sometimes dubious benefit followed during the decades after 

World War II. Concomitant with this approach was the idea that humans were at war with the 

environment. The desert became a villain as well as a forbidding place.
5
   

 Ultimately, Americans found two uses for the desert. First, after discovering minerals 

during the 1860s, the desert suddenly became a place to extract wealth rather than simply 

struggle through. Gold and silver drew the earliest miners, but other metals eventually 

commanded attention. To the miners it was unfortunate that these resources existed in such an 

inhospitable environment, but there was no help for it. People went into the "forbidden land" 

hoping to find a fortune and quickly move on. Their presence drew transport in proportion to the 

richness of the discoveries. The desert still threatened, but the lure of wealth conquered cultural 

resistance. Later, deserts drew another aspect of intermittent human activity. For centuries, they 

harbored outcasts and activities unacceptable in settled society. Deserts were sacrifice zones 

where unwanted people and materials could be dumped. Doctors told people suffering from 

tuberculosis to move to the arid zones not only to improve their chances of survival, but also to 

get them away from others whom they might infect. As towns and cities grew, the desert became 

a place for dumping trash and unwanted, even dangerous, materials. And why not? With few 

people living or even visiting such places, it made sense to isolate toxic waste or unsightly 

detritus there. Manuals for waste disposal highlighted the benefits of arid areas for any form of 

waste disposal, be it hazardous or simply obnoxious. In a society where economic value 

superseded all other considerations, any use of the desert became a justifiable option.
6
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 The Holy Bible also described another aspect of the desert, as a retreat for various 

prophets seeking prayer, meditation, and renewal away from the confusion and temptations of 

civilization. This planted the seed of an idea that the desert could serve as a place to embrace 

solitude and purification. That seed bore fruit by the end of the nineteenth century. Some miners 

grew to appreciate the desert and stayed after abandoning their hunt for minerals. Other people 

moved into the desert to escape convention, crowding, or, in some cases, prosecution. Desert 

land owned by the federal government remained available there decades longer than it did in the 

hospitable agrarian parts of the country. By the 1890s, tourists such as John Van Dyke, Edna 

Brush Perkins, and George Wharton James felt the lure of simplicity, solitude, and a different 

kind of beauty as did the ascetics and prophets millennia earlier.
7
 A trickle of visitors became a 

stream with the invention of the automobile. In the California deserts, it enabled middle-class 

weekenders to explore the interior desert land in mini-adventures that exhilarated and refreshed. 

As the sprawl of the urban littoral breached the Coast Range, settlers moved into the edges of the 

desert, and it became ever less threatening. More and more people found recreation in rugged 

areas previously inhabited only by Native American hunter-gatherers and traversed by itinerant 

prospectors.  

 As this most recent perception of the desert evolved, American attitudes toward the 

natural world also changed. The twin movements of conservation and preservation began in the 

United States during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Conservation, the careful use of 

resources in a sustainable fashion, became the mantra of the U. S. Forest Service and later the 

Bureau of Land Management (formerly the General Land Office). But in the desert it had little 

resonance until the 1930s, because, except for water, no sustainable resources were recognized. 

The preservation movement, which sought to preserve unimpaired scenes of stunning sublimity 

and grandeur, arose largely from artists such as Thomas Moran and writers such as John Muir. 

Yosemite Valley, the Mariposa Grove of giant sequoias, Yellowstone's thermal features and the 

Grand Canyon's gaping chasm became showpieces of natural America, an answer to the historic 

legacy of Europe. For the first half century after Yellowstone's establishment as the first national 

park in 1872, preservationists promoted magnificent places with epic or highly unusual features. 

Prior to the 1930s, the young NPS largely ignored the desert except for historic or archaeological 

sites or examples of profoundly unusual geologic activity. Then the federal agency began 

hunting for representative examples of all the nation's natural regions and resources. From this 

new concept came the agency's attention to desert environments. The confluence of the 

preservation movement with a growing familiarity and appreciation of arid lands led to the 

establishment of Joshua Tree National Monument in 1936. Yet cultural tradition and 

environmental perception persisted and some within the NPS dismissed the idea of a desert 

national park. After the proclamation of Joshua Tree became a reality, irate miners refused to 

accept that any use of the desert other than their own was justified.
8
  

 And now, a decade and a half into the twenty-first century, has the American perception 

of the desert changed? Recently Chevrolet promoted a television commercial for one of its 

products. A pickup truck sits on a dirt road amid a scattering of Joshua trees and other desert 

vegetation, as the narrator warns that drivers need a reliable vehicle when they have to get 

through such a "no man's land."
9
 And there it is. Abandoned by God, useless for humanity except 

as a source of removable minerals and a place to dump garbage, populated by a higher than 

average percentage of eccentrics, and still called a wasteland by those speeding through on the 
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interstates, the desert remains an uncertain and potentially dangerous place. The rush to place 

solar and wind energy farms in California's deserts is not just a function of sunshine days per 

year. Why not put them in the desert? After all, there's nothing there! A battle is just beginning 

over the propriety of sacrificing fragile desert habitats for their use when urban roofs could 

supply energy without hundreds of miles of transmission lines.  

 The history of Joshua Tree National Park must be seen in the context of these conflicting  

cultural attitudes. American culture traditionally has disdained the desert, affecting the way both 

the general public and the NPS have viewed the park for most of its existence. It has made every 

aspect of Joshua Tree's management difficult since its proclamation as a monument. The irony of 

this story is that because of this historic contempt for the desert, the NPS in Joshua Tree has had 

to fight those who would take its land to dig for minerals, create sacrifice zones, and carve out 

personal retreats. The general belief that the desert is a ruined or empty place makes it hard for 

so many in the public to accept that it is unavailable for consumptive use or worthy of 

preservation.  

 Nonetheless, the qualities of arid land that drew ancient prophets seeking isolation, 

serenity, and freedom from convention counteract that tradition of disdain. Adventurous tourists 

challenged the harsh lands and came to appreciate their stark beauty. One wealthy widow 

became so entranced that she generated and financed a campaign that led to Joshua Tree's 

proclamation as a monument. Facilitated by the automobile, more than 1.4 million visitors per 

year now seek the scenery, solitude, and adventure offered by the park. Indeed, problems of 

overcrowding plague its most popular areas. The park enjoys vigorous support from most locals 

and millions of Americans across the country. A common solution to many spatial problems is to 

divide the land into zones of useful habitat and unworthy emptiness. In southern California, the 

tug of war between these positive and negative perceptions continues to evolve as society 

subdivides its arid space into "crown jewels" surrounded by "wasteland."   
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Chapter One: The Nature of Joshua Tree's Land and People 

The area that is today's Joshua Tree National Park is a stark and unforgiving place. Yet it is also 

a wondrous landscape that draws approximately 1,400,000 visitors per year. Sprawled across the 

ecotone between the Mojave and Colorado deserts, it has witnessed a variety of people adapt to 

its harsh habitat and pursue its varied forms of wealth. Throughout its history as a national 

monument and later as a national park people have contested its purpose and use. Millennia of 

occupancy and decades of mineral and grazing exploitation shaped a landscape damaged but of 

intense historical interest. In 1936, the federal government elected to protect the land and its 

resources to inspire, educate, and provide recreation for the benefit of future generations. It has 

not been an easy task. This chapter introduces the region, its physical and biological patterns and 

its long history of human use. To understand the story of Joshua Tree National Park one must 

begin by surveying the origins and development of the resources it is designated to protect.   

The Land 

The most striking thing about the landforms of Joshua Tree National Park is the fact that, in a 

state, region, and country dominated by mountain ranges running north to south, most features in 

the park are oriented east to west. Five of the six mountain systems in the park are part of the 

Transverse Ranges that seal off southern California from the longitudinal-trending Coast Range, 

Central Valley, and Sierra Nevada. The Little San Bernardino, Hexie, Pinto, Cottonwood, and 

Eagle mountains all stretch along lines of latitude (Map 1-1). Only the easternmost Coxcomb 

Mountains, an extension of the Basin and Range topography, follow the north-to-south pattern 

that dominates the entire West. In between lie canyons and basins that reflect differential tectonic 

uplift or other faulting processes. Eroded material from the highlands blankets the lowlands, 

reaching a depth of thousands of feet in the Pinto Basin. The tectonic forces and erosion continue 

to shape the mountains and basins that form the park's landscape. 

 The story of Joshua Tree's formation began at least 1.7 billion years ago when a mix of 

igneous and metamorphic rocks, including Pinto gneiss, developed deep under a massive 

mountain system that geologists call Rodinia. It stretched across a supercontinent from what is 

now Scandinavia through North America to Australia and Antarctica. That type of metamorphic 

rock is extremely resistant to erosion, and a combination of faulting, volcanic intrusions, and 

erosion of softer material above it has exposed pockets of it in the Cottonwood, Pinto, and Eagle 

Mountains. During the Mesozoic era from 250 to 75 million years ago there was active 

subduction of the Pacific Plate under the North American Plate leading to more upwelling of 

intrusive volcanic material that formed several types of granite. Monzogranite, a fractured and 

jointed type that weathered into the extraordinary climbing formations of the park, is one of the 

most common types. It composes the Wonderland of Rocks area as well as large portions of the 

Pinto, Eagle, and Coxcomb mountains.
1
  

 The modern uplands of the Transverse Ranges result from tectonic forces along the San 

Andreas Fault system, which runs from the Gulf of California to a point off the coast at Cape 

Mendocino. The 800-mile fault first formed along the California coast, as the plates shifted from 

a direct collision to a pattern where the Pacific Plate moves in a northwesterly direction as the 

North American plate moves west. The crust atop the Pacific Plate south of the park consists of 

material that was originally part of the North American Plate. Rifting of the Gulf of California 



17 

 

separated it from the rest of the continent. It is thick and dense, and, as the plates ground against 

each other, it compressed and lifted the Transverse Ranges from the Eagle Mountains to the 

northern Channel Islands west of Santa Barbara.
2
  

  

Map 1-1. Joshua Tree National Park 2014. Data source: NPS. 2012. "Official Map of Joshua 

Tree National Park." Harpers Ferry Center. Delta Cartography. 

 The San Andreas Fault is actually a system of roughly parallel faults that appear around 

and in Joshua Tree National Park. The actual San Andreas Fault lies just southwest of the park 

and can be seen from Keys View as a line of hills at the northern end of the Coachella Valley 

(Figure 1-1; Map 1-2). The San Andreas along with the parallel Dillon Fault have formed the 

Little San Bernardino Mountains. North of them lies the Blue Cut Fault that boosted the ranges 

south of Pinto Basin. Along the northern park boundary lies the Pinto Fault, which formed the 

mountains of the same name, sealed the northern edge of the Pinto Basin, and now lies directly 

beneath the park headquarters in Twentynine Palms. Other smaller fractures, including a few that 

trend north-south have also helped shape the jumbled landscape of the park. Significant 

earthquakes occur when crustal material shifts along the major faults of the park area. They are 

unpredictable but certain to occur in the future. Several recent tremors have taken place on the 

Pinto Fault, leading to worries about the future of the park headquarters complex. 
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Figure 1-1. The Coachella Valley from Keys View. The dark line of low hills marks the path of 

the San Andreas Fault. Photo by the author. 

 The six mountain ranges in the park surround several valleys and basins that have 

received the weathered material from the uplifting terrain adjacent to them. As that sedimentary 

material eroded away, several processes contributed to the popular geomorphic features of today. 

First, isostatic uplift occurred. Earth's crust rests on a liquid layer of subsurface rock that is 

weighed down by the burden. Like a waterbed mattress rebounding back after a person leaves, 

the land rises as erosion reduces the weight of the crustal material above it. This is what is partly 

responsible for bringing deep intrusive rocks such as Pinto gneiss and monzogranite up from 

miles below the surface. Eventually, the erosion exposes these rocks which are far harder than 

the material that covered them. The monzogranite, in particular, undergoes a second process of 

jointing or cracking along vertical and horizontal fissures while still under the surface. When 

exposed to the atmosphere, the fissures widen and create blocks of rock. Physical weathering 

then erodes the fractured blocks into rounded boulder-like pieces that make up the distinctive 

piles of stone so popular with rock climbers (Figures 1-2 and 1-3). Another process that happens 

is called exfoliation. When erosion removes the heavy overburden, intrusive igneous rock like 

granite can actually swell slightly, causing outer layers to peel away like the layers of an onion. 

These sheets of weathered rock can range from fingernail-thin pieces on a small boulder to 

several feet thick as occurs in the domes of the Sierra Nevada. Finally, a third process sculpts 
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exposed rock at the surface of the surrounding soil. Acid and water collect against the rock base 

and erode pockets into it. Later, erosion may leave these features called tafoni above the ground 

level like indents in the rock face. Skull Rock is one example of this curious modifying process 

(Figure 1-4).
3
  

 

Map 1-2. Mountain ranges and faults of Joshua Tree National Park. Delta Cartography. 

 The massive amount of rock and soil eroded over millions of years from the rising 

mountains has filled the basins of Joshua Tree to great depths. Along the edges of the uplands, it 

creates another type of distinctive desert landform, the alluvial fan. Water coursing through a 

narrow canyon moves quickly and can carry a significant amount of eroded debris. Once the 

water exits a stone-walled canyon, it spreads out and immediately slows down. Without the 

speed caused by the narrow defile, it drops much of the load of alluvium beginning with the 

heavier pieces. What results is a fan-shaped slope of debris, with the finest material near the 

bottom. Along a mountain front one can see these fans formed at the mouth of each outlet 

between individual peaks. In many areas, the fans will coalesce over time into a broad apron of 

material at the foot of the mountains called a "bajada." These long steady slopes such as the one 

leading from the park to the Oasis of Mara make for interesting driving and enjoyable views.  

The Desert Climates 

Three factors dominate Joshua Tree's weather and climate. First, the southwestern portion of the 

contiguous United States falls under the Hawaiian High Pressure Cell. Air that lost its moisture 



20 

 

 

Figure 1-2. Jointing, fracturing and exposure to weathering have shaped the popular climbing 

landscape of Joshua Tree National Park. Photo by the author. 

as it rose at the equatorial and subpolar low pressure latitudes, flows toward this area in the upper 

atmosphere and warms as it descends toward the surface. It arrives parched of moisture and 

inhibits surface air from rising to elevations sufficient for condensation and precipitation. 

Although the cell moves north and south with the seasons, it extends over southern California for 

much of the year. Along the Pacific coast the cell is the major factor in creating a Mediterranean-

like climate featuring dry summers and winter cyclonic storms carried on westerly winds. In 

Joshua Tree during the late summer and early fall, it weakens enough to allow a "monsoon" 

effect of moist air flowing from the Gulf of Mexico and bringing much of the region's rainfall. 

Forty-one percent of the park's precipitation falls between July and September. The San Jacinto, 

Santa Rosa and San Gabriel mountain ranges to the west and southwest of the park form a 

second factor that determines the park's climate (Figure 1-5). While winter winds bring some 

rain to the coast, the mountains create a rainshadow effect by leaching the eastward moving air 

of moisture as it rises over them. Once across the mountains, much of the air descends, drying 

out and bringing further aridity to the park. A third climate factor is elevation, which influences 

both temperature and precipitation. The eastern, lower portion of the park below 2,000 feet is 

known as the Colorado Desert, a subregion of the Sonoran Desert that also dominates Arizona 

and adjacent portions of northwestern Mexico. It is warmer and drier than the Mojave Desert in 
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the western part of the park. This "high" desert extends north and east into Nevada and Utah. The 

higher elevation of the mountains in the Mojave portion of the park, especially the area around 

Covington Flat, has a better chance to intercept what moisture does get by the wall of mountains 

to the west.
4 
 

 

Figure 1-3. Diagram showing the process of jointing and erosion that formed the rocky landscape 

of Joshua Tree National Park. Source: JTNP. 2014. ñGeologic Formations.ò 

http://www.nps.gov/jotr/naturescience/geologicformations.htm  Accessed May 2, 2014. 

 The combination of these factors results in a climate that averages forty-nine degrees 

Fahrenheit in January and nearly eighty-nine degrees in July. Twentynine Palms receives 4.33 

inches of precipitation per year, while the southeastern part of the park gets considerably less.
5
 

The limiting impact of descending high-pressure air means that most of it comes in convection 

storms riding powerful updrafts and accompanied by lightning and thunder. These bursts of rain 

can quickly deposit a lot of water in a very short time, leading to flash floods that can destroy 

roads and other infrastructure. One dangerous characteristic of desert thunderstorms is that a 

mass of water can rush through canyons and gullies, carrying tons of sediment and debris. The 

flood may flow through washes miles away from the area where the rain fell and threaten anyone 

camping or wandering along a normally dry pathway. Cold temperatures in the winter can result 

in snow on the upland of the park, but it usually does not stay on the ground very long. By 

contrast, the much higher peaks to the west such as Mt. San Jacinto may have a snowcap for six 

or more months of the year, providing a scenic backdrop to the desert foreground of the park.   
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Figure 1-4. Erosion at the former soil surface formed the indentations called tafoni that mark 

Skull Rock. Photo by the author. 
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Figure 1-5. High mountains west of Joshua Tree National Park intercept moist westerly winds 

and create a rainshadow effect that reinforces the parkôs desert climate. Photo by the author. 

 The stark, sometimes dangerous climate of Joshua Tree has not always dominated the 

area. Throughout the Pleistocene era (2,588,000 to 11,700 years ago) the area was dry but not as 

arid as it is today. During the time of the Pinto culture, some 5,000 years ago, more moisture fell 

in the region and probably supported a larger biomass of vegetation. For several decades, 

archaeologists and other scientists speculated that the Pinto Basin was the site of a Pleistocene-

era lake or major river. Recent investigations suggest that the area might have been an ephemeral 

or permanent wetland with higher rainfall that contributed to the large aquifer under the basin 

today.
6
 

Flora and Fauna 

Two important characteristics of the vegetation in Joshua Tree National Park led to its 

establishment and continued protection. First, the aridity of the area means that most of the 

species are xerophytes, plants with adaptations to low precipitation and high evaporation rates. 

Among the adaptations are the ability to store water, woody stems and leathery or waxy leaves to 

minimize water loss, and either deep tap roots or roots radiating widely from the plant to capture 
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water quickly in a rare precipitation event. Increasing distance from one plant to another is often 

a sign of decreasing rainfall, although other factors can contribute to this spatial pattern. 

Generally, trees are scarce except in higher elevations and cooler, wetter sites.  

 The second characteristic of the park is that it is the meeting ground for the Colorado and 

Sonoran deserts. The ecotone between the two deserts winds through the park, marking the 

increase in elevation toward the northwest (Plate 1). It includes the southern extent of the Joshua 

tree (Yucca brevifolia), the indicator species for the Mojave Desert (Figure 1-6), and the northern 

extent of ocotillo (Fouquieria splendens). The indicator species for the Colorado Desert, the 

creosote bush (Larrea tridentata), occurs in both parts of the park. In a region that many 

travelers regard as barren, the mixing of these two groups of species and the substantial variation 

in elevation mean that nearly 800 species of plants grow in park. A recent study suggests that 

despite climate change during the Holocene (the last 10,000 years), the assemblage of species in 

the park has remained relatively stable, although certain species have expanded or contracted 

their distribution.
7
   

 

Figure 1-6. Many tall Joshua trees such as this one in Queen Valley greeted monument 

inspectors in 1936. Photo by George A. Grant. Harpers Ferry Center, Grant Collection JOTR 

#32. 
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 With so many species present in the park, a wide variety of vegetation associations exist. 

For ease of understanding, park interpreters have divided the plants into tree-dominated, shrub-

dominated, herbaceous-dominated, and sparse/non-vegetated associations, the first three named 

after the most conspicuous type of plant. Tree-dominated plant associations in Joshua Tree 

include the Joshua tree, California juniper (Juniperus californica), singleleaf pinyon pine (Pinus 
monophylla), desert willow (Chilopsis linearis), ironwood (Olneya tesota), California fan palm 

(Washingtonia filifera), blue palo verde (Parkinsonia florida), smoketree (Psorothamnus 

spinosus), Fremont cottonwood (Populus fremontii), and mesquite (Prosopis juliflora). Forty-

nine shrub-dominated associations exist, demonstrating their spatial prevalence. They include the 

creosote bush, ocotillo, blackbrush (Coleogyne ramosissima), brittlebush (Encelia farinosa), 

Mojave yucca (Yucca schidigera), and teddy-bear cholla (Cylindropuntia bigelovii). Herbaceous-

dominated associations (grasslands) include two primary associations, big galleta grass 

(Pleuraphis rigida) and the exotic European cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum). The non-vegetated 

association is characterized by desert pavement, rocky outcrops, dunes, playas, washes and areas 

with less than two percent vegetative cover. Patrick Leary in his 1977 survey of Joshua Tree's 

vegetation claimed that no true chaparral existed in monument, but several notable species from 

that community can be found in the northwestern part of the park including Sonoran scrub oak 

(Quercus turbinella),  manzanita (Arctostaphylos glauca), and desert ceanothus (Ceanothus 

greggii).
 8
 

 The distribution of major vegetation communities in Joshua Tree appears in Plate 1. Due 

to its greater elevation, the western part of the park includes most of the tree and herbaceous 

associations, divided into the pinyon-juniper woodland, the Mojave mid-elevation scrubland, the 

chaparral-scrubland, and the annual-perennial grassland. The remainder of the park consists 

primarily of the creosote bush-mixed scrub association. Finally, most of the exposed rock and 

scree occur in aprons around the Pinto and Coxcomb mountains. It is important to remember that 

a particular vegetation community represents an overlapping of the ranges of all  its species. 

Hence, borders between them are rarely as clear as delineated on a map. In addition to these 

"higher" plants, dozens of species of mosses and lichens thrive on the park's rock and soil 

surfaces.  

 Three species of plants are worthy of closer attention because of their dominance in 

several communities and their importance to humans ranging from Paleo-Indians to today's 

sightseers, the Joshua tree, creosote bush, and California fan palm. The Joshua tree is a member 

of the agave family. Older books and pamphlets describe it as a member of the lily family, but 

recent studies have divided that group into forty separate plant families. It is related to the 

Mojave yucca (Yucca schidigera), which can be distinguished by its longer and wider leaves and 

hair-like filaments. Both types of yuccas often grow together in the park. Legend has it that 

Mormon pioneers named the tree after Joshua, the biblical figure, seeing the branches of the tree 

reaching up in prayer. Settlers and ranchers used the Joshua treeôs limbs and trunks for fencing 

and corrals, while miners burned them to power steam engines for processing ore. Botanists 

remain uncertain about what exact conditions lead to flowering on the Joshua tree, but 

reproduction usually depends on the yucca moth. In a textbook example of symbiosis, the moth 

collects pollen while laying eggs inside the flower's ovary. The tree relies on the moth for 

pollination, and the moth's larvae rely on the tree's seeds for food. The Joshua tree is also capable 

of sprouting from roots and branches.
9
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 The creosote bush has the largest range of any species in the park. A pungent smell and 

small yellow flowers in spring and summer are notable features of this plant which dominates 

arid lands all the way to central Texas. Genetic and fossil evidence indicate that the creosote 

bush is a relative newcomer to the California deserts arriving some 12,000 years ago at the end 

of the most recent Ice Age. Formerly, a juniper woodland and grasses dominated the area, but 

these plant communities retreated to the western mountains as the climate warmed. The creosote 

bush successfully competed for scarce water and now dominates two thirds of the park. Although 

the plant produces seeds at each flowering, most of its slow growth and persistence in a location 

comes from a cloning process whereby new branches from the original seed replace the earlier 

and older ones above ground. Hence, the modern plant may be the end result of generations of 

branches growing and dying only to be replaced by genetic copies. One study has shown that the 

original of a creosote bush known as King Clone, located near Lucerne Valley, California, may 

have sprouted more than 11,000 years ago.
10

  

 The third noteworthy species, the California fan palm, grows in oases created in an 

otherwise hot and dry environment by water seeping to the surface through faults (Figure 1-7). 

Joshua Tree National Park contains five of the 158 palm oases located in North America. The 

desert fan palm is native to the low, hot deserts of southern California where it can live for up to 

eighty years. A mature desert fan palm may reach seventy-five feet in height and a weight of 

three tons. It has fan-shaped leaves that continue to cling to the bottom of the trunk after dying 

until fire clears them away. Fire kills young palms but removes competitors and opens up space 

for as many as 350,000 palm seeds from one mature tree to germinate. A number of other species 

crowd into the relatively moist micro-environment of the palm oasis including mesquite, 

tamarisk (Tamarix ramosissima, Tamarix chinensis, or Tamarix aphylla), and various grasses. 

The five palm oases in the park shown on Plate 1 include the Oasis of Mara and Fortynine Palms 

Oasis along the northern edge of the park and the Cottonwood, Lost Palms and  Munsen oases 

near the southern boundary.
11

 

 The surprising richness of floral species in Joshua Tree is matched by its fauna. The 

environment is demanding, but the park's animals have adapted to its constraints. Living in the 

desert means an animal must cope with great heat, a high diurnal temperature range, a lack of 

water, and a scarcity of food. To combat high temperature, many species are active only at night 

and retreat to burrows or other protected places during the day. Primarily nocturnal animals 

include mammals such as kangaroo rats (Dipodomys deserti), coyotes (Canis latrans mearnsi), 

and black-tailed jack rabbits (Lepus californicus deserticola). Water is a necessity for mammals, 

but many of the smaller species of rodents gain moisture from the food they eat. Reptiles need 

little water and also gain some from what they eat. The low biomass of vegetation means the 

carrying capacity for animals is lower than in wetter habitats, but nearly every species of plant 

serves some of the desert wildlife.  

  Joshua Tree National Park is home to fifty-two species of mammals including twenty-

four small rodents. A few desert mammals such as the round-tailed ground squirrel 

(Spermophilus tereticaudus tereticaudus), a diurnal rodent, enter a state of aestivation when the 

days become too hot and the vegetation too dry. They sleep during the hottest part of the summer 

and also hibernate in winter to avoid the cold. Unlike the rodents, larger mammals, such as  
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Figure 1-7. Roger Toll took this picture of the fan palms at the Oasis of Mara in Twentynine 

Palms on March 10, 1934 during his inspection. He did not find the area worthy of national park 

status. Harpers Ferry Center, JOTR Collection, Negative #WASO-H-707. 

 

bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis) (Figure 5-11) and mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus fuliginatus) 

must drink water during the hot summer days from the springs and seeps in the park. Joshua Tree 

is home to many reptiles including eighteen species of lizards, twenty-five species of snakes, the 

and the desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii agassizii). The latter has become the most important 

species in the park from a political standpoint due to its listing as a threatened species. The 

California treefrog (Pseudacris cadaverina) and the Red-spotted toad (Bufo punctatus) are 

amphibians that inhabit the park. Other than myriad types of insects and arthropods, the most 

numerous set of species in Joshua Tree are birds. Their high metabolism and need for a lot of 

food and water would be a hindrance to survival in the desert, but their mobility means they can 

access resources over larger areas than other types of animals. Ornithologists have recorded more 

than 250 species of birds in Joshua Tree but only seventy-eight that nest in the park. Most of the 

rest are migratory species traveling the Pacific Flyway from Alaska to South America, especially 

during the winter. They appear at the reservoir behind Barker Dam when it has water, and many 

stop at the Salton Sea after passing through the park.
12

  

  

The First Peoples 

Scholars from archaeology, linguistics, and genetics argue continually about the origin of the 

first people to occupy the western hemisphere in general, and California, specifically. For several 

decades most accepted the comfortable "Clovis Theory," which posited that big-game hunters 
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entered the hemisphere between 11,000 and 12,000 years ago over a land bridge from Asia to 

North America. That they were first has been challenged by linguistic theory on the rate of 

divergence of languages, by recent archaeological finds such as the 13,000-year-old Arlington 

Man site on the Channel Islands, and by evidence that suggests a coastal route in addition to the 

mainland one. This period coincided with the last glacial stage of the Pleistocene epoch. An 

increasing number of scholars accept the idea that California was inhabited by people at 

least15,000 years ago. Archaeological evidence in and around the region of Joshua Tree National 

Park  confirms that people lived and hunted in a cooler and more moist grassland environment  

between 10,000 and 4,000 years ago. Archaeologists Elizabeth and William Campbell studied 

transitory campsites in the Pinto Basin during the 1920s and 1930s. They described a culture of 

adept hunter-gatherers called the Pinto Culture. Although their hypothesis that a lake or 

permanent stream existed in the basin has proven incorrect, their work on reconstructing the 

human ecology of these semi-nomadic people was groundbreaking. The Campbells collected 

relatively large, triangular spear points that Pinto hunters attached to a wooden shaft and 

propelled with an atlatl. Archaeologists believe the early Pinto Culture was a mobile population 

dependent upon large game hunting and seasonal plant gathering. Eventually, there was a 

decrease in moisture during the period of Pinto Culture leading to a climate similar to the present 

one. People gradually adapted by hunting smaller game and processing small seeds.
13

   

 When Europeans settlers entered California in the late eighteenth century, three groups of 

Native Americans occupied the Joshua Tree area, the Cahuilla, Chemehuevi and Serrano tribes. 

All three groups spoke Uto-Aztecan languages, parts of a language family that included Paiute, 

Comanche, Hopi, and Aztec. The Mojave Indians, a Hokan language family tribe from the 

Colorado River area, also regularly used the resources as they traveled through on long trading 

and social visits to the coast. The Chemehuevi were the most recent arrivals, having moved 

southwest from the Great Basin by 1500. All four groups interacted through shared resource 

extraction, ceremonial activities, and intermarriage. The Serrano inhabited the San Bernardino 

Mountains and the desert eastward to the Oasis of Mara. They practiced a hunting and gathering 

regime that exploited different elevations, depending on the availability of seasonal resources. As 

the closest group to the Spanish settlements along the Pacific Coast, they became targets for 

capture and conversion by Franciscan missionaries. Forced removal, disease, and persecution by 

Euro-Americans impacted their population to the degree that they abandoned their semi-

permanent camp at the Oasis of Mara by the mid-nineteenth century.
14

  

 Most of the Chemehuevi lived along the Colorado River in close association with the 

much larger Mojave Indian tribe. The agricultural Mojave people tolerated the Chemehuevi 

because they exploited different resources. The latter group used the resources of the Mojave 

Desert more extensively, including the area now included within the national park. After decades 

of living in proximity to each other pressure from white settlers led to a war between the 

Chemehuevi and the Mojave from 1864 to 1867. At that time, the outnumbered Chemehuevi 

temporarily retreated into the desert, and some moved to the abandoned Oasis of Mara. Later, 

after peace returned, many moved back to the Colorado River, but some families stayed at the 

oasis. The descendents of those who remained form the Twentynine Palms Band of Mission 

Indians. They own a reservation in the city close to the park headquarters as well as other 

lands.
15
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 The Cahuilla are closely related to the Serrano and lived south of them from the San 

Jacinto Mountains eastward to the Coachella Valley and beyond. Like the Serrano, they followed 

a seasonal pattern of resource exploitation that utilized different altitudinal zones. In many cases 

both the Cahuilla and the Serrano gathered food in the mountains and transported it to semi-

permanent camps at oases in the desert. The Cahuilla occupied semi-permanent camps at 

different elevations and differentiated themselves into mountain, Morongo Pass, and desert 

subgroups.  The desert Cahuilla used Cottonwood Spring in the southern part of the park as well 

as Palm Springs and Thousand Palms further west. The latter was a major ceremonial site that 

drew participants from all four tribes at different times. Today, the descendents of the Cahuilla 

occupy a number of the tiny reservations scattered across southern California south of the park.
16

 

 The only truly agricultural people prior to European contact were the Mojave, who had 

permanent settlements and a sizeable population, but they traveled more widely than the others. 

Several routes, both north and south of Joshua Tree, became "salt trails," regular pathways to the 

coast that utilized water and food resources along the way. Later these trails served Spanish and 

American travelers. The Mojave claimed much of California's desert land as part of their 

traditional territory, but they did not begrudge the other tribes. Thus the Serrano, Cahuilla, and 

Chemehuevi not only accepted their passage and transitory use of food resources, but usually 

welcomed them as purveyors of information, trade goods, and social interchange. The Mojave 

even established food caches along their paths near sources of water, which the other groups 

apparently respected. One of their salt trails passed through the Oasis of Mara, and, later, a few 

Mojave Indians moved into the area with the Chemehuevi.
17

  

 This pattern of residence and resource use illustrates important characteristics of the 

Native American experience in southern California. First, each group had traditional areas they 

occupied and exploited, but they also shared abundant resources. Boundaries were approximate 

and changed through time. In some cases, a subsequent group might replace the pictographs of 

an earlier one by scouring petroglyphs over them to identify their claim. Much of the Joshua 

Tree area served all four groups, occasionally two or more at the same time in the same place. 

No band of any tribe would wipe out a source of food. Instead, they would leave enough for 

others and for future natural production. Second, tribal groups interacted regularly for social and 

ceremonial purposes. The population density was low, and the onslaught of Euro-American 

activities forced them to rely on each other. After that pressure limited them to the small 

reservations, many individuals from different tribes chose to live together. Though their numbers 

are small and their languages are deeply threatened, the Cahuilla, Chemehuevi, Mojave, and 

Serrano people still live around Joshua Tree National Park.
18

 

 The Native Americans who lived around the park found plenty of food in the 

environment, belying the initial European belief that the place was uninhabitable (Figure 1-8). 

An intimate knowledge of the plant resources and their seasonal patterns of growth and 

reproduction afforded a varied diet, medicinal remedies and materials for clothing, tools and 

shelter. Particularly important were nuts from pinyon pines, acorns, mesquite pods, and fruit 

from cactus and palms. Joshua trees provided flower buds and raw or roasted seeds as well as 

leaves that could be worked into baskets and sandals.  Creosote bushes provided leaves for 

medicinal or honey-sweetened tea as well as remedies for bruises, wounds, and illnesses. Fan 

palms supplied fronds, used for making huts, as well as food. The Cahuilla burned the palm 
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groves to increase the yield of fruit and moved palm seeds to auspicious locations, suggesting 

that California's Indians who lived away from the Colorado River had a pre-agricultural 

adaptation. Many animals provided protein including bighorn sheep, deer, rabbits, lizards and 

even insects and their larvae.
19

  

 

Figure 1-8. Chemehuevi basket-makers and their children at the Oasis of Mara shortly before the 

turn of the twentieth century. They found plentiful resources within the area that is now Joshua 

Tree National Park. Photographer unknown. JTNP photo archives, general collection.  
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 The environment also supplied material for weapons, tools, and cooking implements. 

Hunters used wooden traps, nets, arrows, and sinew-backed bows to procure animals. The skins 

of rabbits and other wildlife could then be used for clothing and blankets. Craftsmen modified 

horns and bones for spoons and stirring utensils, and they used the copious monzogranite for 

manos and metates (grinding stones and bowls). Because of their composition, these are the most 

widely found relics in the park's archaeological sites. Some metates are actually ground into rock 

faces and can be seen by the discerning visitor. Natives also used stone from Joshua Tree to flake 

or carve arrowheads, scrapers, knives, and other tools. Fibers from the agave, yucca, and other 

plants supplied material for cording, bags, and mats.
20

  

 After Anglo-Americans moved into the region for good during the late nineteenth 

century, the Native American population quickly dwindled. The United States government 

established "trust areas" in the vicinity of the future national park beginning with the Cabazon, 

Morongo, and Torres-Martinez reservations in the mid-1870s. All were designated for the 

Cahuilla, although Serrano people also moved to the Morongo Reservation. In the 1890s, the 

government established another clutch of reservations including the Augustine and Agua 

Caliente sites for the Cahuilla, the Twentynine Palms unit for the Chemehuevi, and, well to the 

west, the San Manuel Reservation for the Serrano. Most of the Mojave stayed on reservations 

along the Colorado, although a few moved in with the Chemehuevi and the Cahuilla. By 1913, 

the Chemehuevi abandoned the Oasis of Mara ending centuries of intermittent use and 

occupancy. By that time, Anglo-Americans had usurped the native descendants' opportunities to 

live at the oasis and hunt and gather in the surrounding desert. This new culture had different 

ideas about the desert and what livelihood and wealth it could provide.
21

    

Arrival of the Europeans and Americans 

The first Europeans to explore any part of California's deserts came from Spain. Alta California 

did not particularly appeal to the Spanish, but religious and political considerations drew them to 

the region. Missionaries' desire to save Indian souls led them to urge expansion of Spain's 

colonial empire.  Then, Russian, British, or American incursions into the area galvanized the 

Spanish government to protect its claim by in the 1770s. The most successful and famous of 

these moves brought Franciscan friars, led by Father Junipero Serra, up the coast to the future 

San Francisco in 1769. Ultimately, the Spanish established twenty-one missions from San Diego 

to Sonoma. Supplying them by ship was expensive and difficult and so from the beginning the 

Spanish sought a land route from its northwestern base in Sonora via the Colorado River area to 

the coastal missions. Unfortunately for them, harsh desert conditions and the hostility of the 

Yuma Indians rendered the trip dangerous and costly. In 1772, the future governor of Alta 

California, Pedro Fages, led an expedition from the coast eastward into the San Bernardino area 

hunting for escapees from the mission at San Diego. This episode did not establish a route but 

did introduce the Europeans to the Joshua tree which they called a date palm. During the years 

1774 to 1776, Juan Bautista de Anza led two expeditions specifically to open a route from 

Sonora to the southern coastal missions. The route he chose passed through the Imperial Valley 

but did not approach the modern Joshua Tree area. On his second expedition Father Francisco 

Garces followed the Colorado River north and crossed the desert along the Mojave Trail, a 

popular Native American trade route that passes through Mojave National Preserve. Neither of 

these routes proved easy or safe, and the Spanish authorities essentially abandoned them.
22
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 The principal problem the Spanish missions had was holding onto its "neophytes," as 

they called the baptized Indians. Runaways established contacts with interior groups, including 

the Cahuilla, and encouraged them to raid the sheep and cattle of the missions, but they also 

inadvertently spread European diseases. Meanwhile, Spanish officials planned to build another 

north-south axis of missions in the interior to protect the coastal ones while expanding their 

programs of settlement and proselytism. They could not, however, find the funds or personnel to 

carry this plan forward. In 1823, Mexico gained its independence from Spain and revived the 

effort to find a land route from the southern California coast to Sonora. That same year Captain 

Jose Romero traveled from the San Gabriel Mission in Los Angeles to find a Native American 

path called the Cocomaricopa Trail. The two year expedition failed, but its sojourners probably 

reached the Eagle Mountains.
23

  

 Not long after the Romero expedition, to the consternation of the new republic's political 

authorities, American fur trappers appeared in southern California having come overland from 

the east. Jedediah Smith of the Rocky Mountain Fur Company led the first group along the 

Mojave Trail in November 1826. Soon, other trappers and guides, including Ewing Young and 

Christopher "Kit" Carson, followed. By the 1830s, some Americans stayed in California, usually 

with the encouragement of the local Mexican settlers. Although the Mexican government 

opposed this practice, skilled sailors from the American whaling ships would abandon their 

harsh, shipboard life to practice blacksmithing and other trades, which the far-flung Alta 

California province needed. Marriage to local senoritas contributed to the appeal of this practice 

by sailors who, if caught by their captains, were subject to severe punishment or even execution. 

Communications from these "new" Mexican citizens and reports from traders and whalers 

returning to the East Coast ignited a strong desire by the American government and people to 

acquire California. After Mexico rebuffed American efforts to buy the future state, a short and 

one-sided war (1846-1848) resulted in the United States acquisition of nearly half of Mexico's 

land, including California.
24

  

 The U. S. and Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadelupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848. Nine 

days earlier, a work crew building a sawmill on the American River far to the north found gold. 

Over the next five years, nearly a half-million people made their way to the state in search of 

instant wealth. Most failed. Many retreated from the Sierra Nevada to look for other goldfields, 

take up farming or ranching, or find jobs in the coastal cities like Los Angeles. Compared to San 

Francisco, the southern metropolis grew slowly during the middle of the nineteenth century, but 

later in the century it began its meteoric rise to become the second largest urban area in the 

country. Many of the people drawn to southern California began exploring the adjacent deserts. 

Others deliberately sought the "frontier" qualities of the desert, including its possible mineral 

resources, its meager but untapped grazing potential, and a lifestyle removed from the 

conventions and legalities of the city.
25

  

Economic Exploitation  

For Euro-Americans, the two initial means of making a living in California's deserts were 

ranching and mining. Both were hardscrabble occupations that supported a relatively dispersed 

population and made nobody truly wealthy. The first Americans to use the Joshua Tree area 

consistently were cattlemen during the 1870s. At the time, the western, higher-elevation part of 

the future park received more rainfall than it presently does and supported a variety of native 
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grasses, cactus, and other desert vegetation suitable for cattle. One of the earliest was William 

"Bill" McHaney, who drove Texas longhorns into the Lost Horse, Queen, and Pleasant valleys in 

1879. His brother Jim McHaney soon established an operation that brought cattle his gang 

rustled from Mexico and Arizona and returned stolen horses to those areas. They headquartered 

in an area called Cow Camp on the western end of the Wonderland of Rocks and kept their herds 

penned in Hidden Valley. The gang operated successfully for more than a decade. The attraction 

of this desert locale was its isolation. The nearest law enforcement officials were based in 

Banning, nearly fifty miles to the west. The establishment of Riverside County in 1893, 

immigration by miners into the area, and better law enforcement curtailed the illegal cattle 

operation during the last years of the nineteenth century.
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 Legitimate cattle businesses moved into lands of the future park from the Morongo Basin 

and took advantage of the infrastructure developed by McHaney and others. One of the key 

figures was part-time miner C. O. Barker. A resident of Banning, he and his partner Will Shay, 

who served many years as Sheriff of San Bernardino County, ran both cattle and horses in the 

higher elevation valleys near modern Yucca Valley and Joshua Tree village. Barker began a dam 

that bears his name and which William "Bill" Keys later improved. Barker and Shay ran the 

cattle operation until 1923, after which several short-term operators took over. In 1929, 

Katherine Barry and Harry Stacey acquired the interests but sold off their cattle upon 

establishment of the national monument in 1936. Nevertheless, grazing continued beyond the 

proclamation of Joshua Tree National Monument and did not officially end until the conclusion 

of World War II. South of the future park, a pair of brothers named Cram used Cottonwood 

Spring to water their herds. In addition to these professional ranchers, three of the miners who 

lived in the monument, Bill Keys who moved to the area in 1910, and Tom and Jepp Ryan who 

arrived shortly thereafter, began running cattle. Bill Keys clashed with the Barker-Shay operation 

when he filed homestead claims that eventually blocked the cowboys and their herds from the 

reservoir behind Barker Dam. The ensuing struggle resulted in at least one episode of non-fatal 

gunplay and a bristling enmity between Keys and Sheriff Shay. It set the stage for a major 

altercation three decades later that sent Keys to prison for manslaughter.
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 The impact of the grazing business on the future park primarily affected the water 

resources. Ranchers and settlers built small dams to amass water in low places among the many 

rocks and boulders. These "tanks" added to springs that the cattlemen adapted and natural 

catchment sites available after precipitation. Most of the structures associated with the cattle 

business are gone but remnants exist, particularly at Cow Camp where water troughs and the 

foundation and chimney of a cabin remain. The impact of the cattle on Joshua Tree's vegetation 

and on animals such as the bighorn sheep that depended on it is uncertain. If the number of cattle 

reached nearly 900, as some old-timers suggested, it surely diminished the vegetation and water 

at the time. Grazing may have hurt bighorns in the long run by decimating the forage or it may 

have helped by providing water sources that would not otherwise exist.
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 The discovery of gold in the Sierra Nevada foothills made mining the leading economic 

function in California for several decades after 1848. Although it came much later to the deserts, 

it dominated the region prior to World War I. Gold and silver attracted miners initially, but other 

minerals including lead, zinc, and iron also proved worthy of attention. Mining for gold began 

during the late 1860s in the Twentynine Palms area. The presence of water at the Oasis of Mara 
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made it a natural headquarters for the brief flurry of mining that ensued. The town would come 

later, but the oasis immediately established its importance.
29

  

When gold mining came to a new area, several needs had to be met. First, the 

infrastructure for mining had to be assembled. In many parts of the West, the initial technique 

was placer mining. This involved using a pan, rocker, or sluice to separate alluvial gold from the 

rest of a slurry of water and sedimentary material. Running water was scarce in the desert and 

had been for a long time. In the Joshua Tree area, "dry placering," a technique that used gravity 

and the wind to separate heavy gold particles from lighter material, did not produce much gold 

because its alluvial form was scarce. Commercial concentrations of minerals developed when 

they precipitated out of liquid magma solidifying into igneous or metamorphic rock. When gold 

separated from the other material, it tended to collect together. Virtually all the gold and other 

minerals in Joshua Tree lay unexposed in solid rock. Thus, the miner needed tools and machines 

to dig out the rock, crush it into a fine powder, and separate the gold from the rest of the 

"tailings." Digging initially was by hand and later with the use of power drills and earth moving 

machines. All the precious metal mining in Joshua Tree was pit mining, where the workers dug 

vertical shafts and horizontal tunnels called "stopes" to access the gold-bearing ores (Figure 1-9). 

This required plenty of wood from surrounding higher-elevation forests to brace the tunnels and 

provide shelter on the surface for miners and their machinery.
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 After removing ore by tram or conveyor belt, a miner had to pulverize it. The earliest 

miners used a device called an arrastra, which was nothing more than heavy stones attached to a 

turnstile pulled by horse, oxen, or humans. The stones dragged over and crushed the ore. If the 

mine promised a good return, the claimants could use a California stamp mill, which raised and 

smashed down a series of heavy iron "stamps" or drums attached to a camshaft. These machines 

required power by steam engine or electricity. They made a dreadful racket, as the stamps 

pounded down on the iron base and the partially broken ore. After reduction by the stamp mill 

toa powder, the gold in it could be separated by two processes. The first, dating back centuries, 

was called amalgamation, and it required "quicksilver" (mercury). Millworkers washed the ore 

across a mercury-covered plate, and the gold adhered to the mercury forming an alloy. The rest 

of the material washed away. In Joshua Tree, mining companies located mills near a water 

source or piped water to the mine from a well or spring. Once the mercury/gold amalgam was 

separated it could be heated to burn off the mercury. Amalgamation was also used for silver ore. 

During the late 1880s, three Scots in Glasgow invented a more efficient method of separating the 

gold in a process known as cyanidation. Gold had an affinity for cyanide, as did silver, lead, and 

zinc, and it dissolved into a solution with the poisonous chemical. Millworkers mixed low-grade 

ore with the cyanide and water and stored it in large vats beside the mine or mill. The auriferous 

fluid could then be tapped and further treated to secure the gold. Cyanidation extracted a much 

higher percentage of the gold from the ore than amalgamation. Hence, when the process came to 

the mines of Joshua Tree it allowed miners to re-work tailings from the earlier amalgamation. 

This process became important with the renewal of mining during the 1930s. In some cases, 

miners only partially processed their ore before shipping it to another millsite where the gold 

could be better refined for a fee. One such location was the Wall Street Mill operated 

sporadically by Bill Keys from 1932 through the early 1950s (Figure 1-10). Keys made most of 

his money during the depression years processing ore brought by other miners.
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Figure 1-9. The Gold Crown Mine in 1936. Mining still employed many men in the new 

monument during the Great Depression. Photo by George A. Grant. Harpers Ferry Center, Grant 

Collection JOTR #16 

 The distance of the Joshua Tree mines from major settlements and suppliers of industrial 

machinery and tools required transportation over land that only a few Native American trails 

crossed. Thus, miners had to scrape out wagon roads to and from every mine and mill to connect 

with the railroads and rudimentary highways that passed by to the north and southwest. Miners in 

the rugged slopes and canyons between the Little San Bernardino, Pinto, and Eagle mountains 

also demanded food, clothing, and daily necessities. A rudimentary supply system created nodes 

of commercial activity, especially around Twentynine Palms. As occurred all over the western 

United States, when miners flocked to an area, transportation and service workers followed. In 

this case, people intimately explored and established settlements of varying duration in a region 

previously regarded as useless and threatening.   

 In the early California gold camps, miners invented a legal system whereby an individual 

or group could lay claim to an area for mining purposes. The land technically was federal 

property, but a miner could hold his claim as long as he (or she) continued working it. Mining 

districts formed to hammer out the rules and enforce them. This home-grown system became law 

with the federal Mining Acts of 1866 and 1872. Mining districts continued to be established, but  
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Figure 1-10. The Wall Street Mill erected by Bill Keys. Park Service plans to develop the mill as 

a working interpretive site had to be dropped due to vandalism and theft of the equipment. Photo 

by the author. 

registering  a claim became a function of the General Land Office (later the Bureau of Land 

Management). In the mountains of Joshua Tree, the sparse population and distance from law 

enforcement meant holding a claim for the first several decades was by no means assured. 

Individuals who found likely sources of gold or silver usually had to sell the claim or take on 

partners to defend the mine against outlaws and claim jumpers. When production and work 

crews increased and settlements grew larger, the danger from outlaws waned, as did rustling and 

horse thievery in the grazing business. Eventually, seven major mining districts formed within or 

adjacent to the area now encompassed by the national park (Map 1-3). The small strikes around 

Twentynine Palms led to formation of the first district with the same name in the early 1880s. 

The Gold Park District just to the south soon followed.  During the 1890s, miners organized the 

Dale District around much richer ground to the east of Twentynine Palms. During the same 

period, they explored the ranges to the south and east in the Hexie, Cottonwood, and Eagle 

mountains and organized four more districts called Piñon, Cottonwood, Eagle Mountain, and 

Monte Negras.
32 
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Map 1-3. Important mining districts before in the Joshua Tree National Monument area. Data 

source: Linda Greene. 1983. "A History of Land Use Joshua Tree National Monument, 

California," 89. Delta Cartography. 

 The most productive period for mining gold lasted from the 1890s until just before World 

War I. Prospectors sank hundreds of exploratory shafts, frequently finding nothing of value. 

They filed scores of claims and set up dozens of mines, most of which returned meager to 

modest profits. Several, however, handsomely repaid their investors. The most successful was 

the Lost Horse Mine on the mountain of the same name, approximately one mile east of the road 

to Keys View. Frank Diebold discovered the promising quartz vein but, fearing the McHaney 

gang, sold it in 1893 to Johnny Lang, another recent arrival to the area. Lang understood 

Diebold's concern for he too had met Jim McHaney. Earlier he had lost a horse and while 

searching for it wandered into the McHaney camp. He was fortunate to escape with a warning. 

After this episode he supposedly named the area Lost Horse Valley. Lang took on three partners 

for protection, filed the claim in December 1893, and began working the new mine to which he 

gave the same name. Despite their success, Lang's partners sold their rights to the mine in 1895 

to Thomas and Jepp Ryan. In a later interview, Bill Keys insisted that Lang retained an interest 

in the mine but was forced to give it up when he was caught stealing some of the gold. The Ryan 

group, including wealthy Montana rancher Matthew Ryan, Jr. and several others, patented the 

mine two years later. Financial backing from Matthew allowed them to replace the old two-

stamp mill set up by Lang and company with a ten-stamp mill. They also ran a water pipeline 

three miles from the Lost Horse Spring to facilitate the milling. Ultimately the Ryans 
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encountered a fault running through the mine and lost the ore-bearing seam of quartz. By 1907, 

the mine played out, although it continued to receive periodic investigation and reworking of its 

tailings as late as the1930s. In 1982 geologists E. J. and D. L. Fife estimated that through the life 

of the mine it produced 10,500 ounces of gold and 16,000 ounces of silver which would be worth 

more than $4,300,000 today.
33 

   

 The Desert Queen Mine was another early successful venture although it reinforced the 

fears of early miners about holding their claims. Frank L. James, an employee at the Lost Horse 

Mine, discovered the rich vein in 1894 while prospecting on his day off in the northern Queen 

Valley east of the McHaney homestead. Jim McHaney and his gang learned of the discovery, 

and one gang member, Charles Martin, subsequently shot and killed James. Somehow he was 

acquitted on a self-defense plea, and McHaney took over the mine. The McHaneys were 

cattlemen and lacked the experience and finances to fully develop the mine. They brought in 

outside investors, who ultimately extracted more than 3,700 ounces of gold during the next five 

years. After the turn of the twentieth century, however, the yield steeply declined. Bill Keys 

bought an interest in the mine in 1911 and, not long after, took over Bill McHaney's old 

homestead, which he renamed the Desert Queen Ranch. Keys worked the mine himself and also 

leased it to other miners on a yearly basis. Work continued well beyond the establishment of 

Joshua Tree National Monument, although it only produced 144 ounces of gold during the 

twentieth century.
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 Precious metal mining lagged in the region after World War I, but the Great Depression 

and adoption of cyanidation brought desperate people back to prospect for new mines or scour 

the old pits and tailings for anything they could find. Many came from Los Angeles, forging a 

relationship between the city and Joshua Tree's mines that would later bedevil the early 

managers of the monument. With improved technology, a number of new operations began 

including the Gold Crown, Mastodon, and Silver Bell mines. Most of these latter-day miners 

struggled to eke out a living while trying to supplement their incomes with other jobs. Many 

dispirited mine owners eventually quit, at which point the always opportunistic Bill Keys 

purchased or simply took over their abandoned claims. 

  By 1936, miners paid more attention to the less-precious minerals in the area. One of the 

most significant finds was a substantial body of iron ore in the Eagle Mountains. Initially, miners 

looked for gold and silver, and later they excavated some copper and zinc. Iron was not as 

valuable, but it was present in large quantity. William Stevens and Thomas Doffelmeyer located 

the Iron Chief Mine around 1892, sold it in 1897, but quickly reacquired and operated it until 

1902. During that decade, the mine produced approximately $150,000 in gold at the prices of the 

time. They piped water eighteen miles from Cottonwood Spring for milling the ore. They 

continued to file claims on parcels adjacent to their original mine until they controlled a strip of 

land eight miles long and up to two miles wide. The gold-mining operation was essentially 

moribund in 1909 when L. S. Barnes purchased it and other nearby claims. He sold them to the 

Southern Pacific Railroad for $300,000. Everyone knew about the iron ore, but the mine 

remained underdeveloped until decades later when the country needed iron and steel to wage 

World War II in the Pacific.
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 The impacts of mining and milling on the landscape and resources of Joshua Tree 

National Park are both obvious and potentially dangerous. Recent studies have located more than 
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300 abandoned mines within the park's current boundary. Many have multiple entrances, called 

adits, airshafts, and other openings. Abandoned infrastructure lies rusting in many parts of the 

park. Hazard investigators have identified tailings laced with mercury or cyanide. During the 

boom era and again during the Great Depression, miners cut much of the arboreal vegetation for 

fuel, mine timbers, and building construction. The National Park Service (NPS) has attempted to 

rehabilitate much of the dense network of wagon roads and trails, but many routes remain 

visible, especially in the backcountry. Nevertheless, the history and artifacts of mining attract 

visitors and serve as the primary historic fabric for park interpreters. The chief cultural resource 

sites that draw tourists include the Lost Horse and Desert Queen mines and the Wall Street Mill. 

Indeed, the primary interpretive site in the park, the Desert Queen Ranch of Bill Keys, also 

narrates the mining story, for that was his primary activity during his productive years in the 

deserts of Joshua Tree.
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The Desert for Tourism, Health, and Escape 

Miners and ranchers sought to exploit the deserts of the future Joshua Tree National Park for 

financial benefit. Other Americans came to the deserts for land, health, and recreation. Available 

land always generated enthusiasm for a new region, even one as forbidding as the deserts of 

California. Two laws passed by congress in 1862 dramatically facilitated land acquisition in the 

western United States and encouraged people to move to the deserts east of San Bernardino and 

Riverside. The Homestead Act was enacted after frontier settlement bogged down in the Great 

Plains. During the nineteenth century, one important function of the federal government was 

transferring its land to private ownership. The General Land Office (GLO) used a grid system 

designed by Thomas Jefferson and others in the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 to facilitate land 

disposal. The "Rectangular Land Division System" or "Township and Range" uses lines of 

latitude and longitude to start a grid that delineates thirty-six-square-mile segments called 

townships. These townships are divided into one-square-mile units called sections, each of which 

contains 640 acres of land. Early in American history, the government decided 160 acres was a 

proper amount to sell or grant to prospective agricultural settlers. The Homestead Act gave 160 

acres for only a ten-dollar filing fee to any head of household who would settle there for five 

years.
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 The second law was the Pacific Railroad Act which awarded land to railroad companies 

to encourage construction of the transcontinental railroad through the empty western states and 

territories. The Central Pacific Railroad was one of the companies that built the first 

transcontinental railroad, and it subsequently became the Southern Pacific Railroad. In 1873, the 

Southern Pacific began constructing a line through the Colorado Desert. By May 1877, it 

connected Los Angeles with the west bank of the Colorado River opposite Yuma, Arizona. Not 

only did it provide easy transportation into the desert, but it caused the GLO to survey much of 

the land surrounding the rail line. The Pacific Railroad Act promised the company alternate 

sections of land totaling ten square miles for every mile of track that it built. These lands were to 

be located within a strip of territory ten miles wide on each side of the tracks. If such land was 

already settled or allocated for another purpose, then the railroad would receive "in-lieu" or 

"indemnity" lands somewhere else. These lands could then be sold to settlers, reimbursing the 

railroad for its construction costs and providing future clientele for its trains. The Homestead Act 
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plus cheap railroad property provided ample opportunities for people wishing to acquire desert 

land well into the twentieth century.
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 Miners and cattlemen such as Bill Keys used the Homestead Act and mining laws to 

develop homes and bases for their economic activities. Others settled to work for the railroad or 

serve travelers on the evolving transportation system. These service activities boosted the 

populations of the settlements around the future national park. The city of Indio began when the 

Southern Pacific Company opened a depot and hotel at the halfway point between Yuma and Los 

Angeles in order to supply well water to passing trains. The company worked hard to develop a 

town that would satisfy its employees and railroad tourists in such a hot and desolate area. Those 

efforts soon drew other people to the town. Among the travelers riding those trains at the turn of 

the twentieth century were men and women seeking adventure and excitement in the exotic 

environment of the desert. Some wrote newspaper articles, books, or guides, highlighting their 

experiences and explaining the attractions and perils of the area. John C. Van Dyke, in particular, 

caught the attention of readers in both California and the eastern states. Born in New Jersey, he 

became an art historian and critic. His urge to study and describe California's deserts stemmed 

from his aesthetic appreciation of the landscape and its natural history. Scientists too came to 

explore the region's geology, botany and archaeology.
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 Sites with adequate water became early favorites among the explorers and new residents 

of the deserts. One was Palm Springs, an oasis lying at the base of Mount San Jacinto. Another 

was the site of a well dug by cattleman Chuck Warren and his sons. Known as Warren"s Well or  

Lone Star (after the local Lone Star Ranch), it is now within the town of Yucca Valley. A third 

location was the Oasis of Mara, site of the city of Twentynine Palms. All three benefitted from 

the realization by late nineteenth-century doctors that dry desert air could help patients with 

respiratory problems. Judge John Guthrie McCallum of San Francisco came to Palm Springs in 

1884 seeking health for his son who suffered from tuberculosis. He was the first permanent non-

Indian settler. He purchased land from the Southern Pacific and built an aqueduct to supply 

water. It was the first step in the irrigation that would make the town and the Coachella Valley 

into a rich agricultural center producing crops such as alfalfa, apricots, dates, figs, grapefruit, 

grapes, and oranges. Two years later, the tiny community had its first hotel. In 1887, the town 

became official with platted lots and an expanding irrigation network. Shortly after the turn of 

the century, hotels and other tourism businesses proliferated, convincing the owners of some 

sanitariums to convert them into tourist inns. By the late 1920s, the town had become famous as 

a winter resort for movie stars and other wealthy patrons.
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 Warrenôs Well was an important stop for ranchers, miners, and horse-drawn supply trains 

traveling to Twentynine Palms and the Coachella Valley. Several wet years, beginning in 1912, 

drew some homesteaders to the area hoping to develop farms and ranches. Many failed when dry 

years returned. However, during the 1920s, World War I veterans suffering from the effects of 

mustard gas sought the hot, dry desert climate for its healing properties. The dawn of automobile 

travel brought roadside businesses and residents that formed the town of Yucca Valley during the 

years from 1923 through the 1940s.
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 Dr. James B. Luckie, of Pasadena, California, treated many war veterans who had 

suffered from inhalation of toxic gases and people afflicted with respiratory or heart ailments. 
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During the 1920s, many doctors still sent people with breathing problems to Santa Monica. 

According to Frank Bagley, a veteran who suffered from asthma, Luckie began exploring the 

desert in search of a place with clean, dry air plus an elevation of at least 2,000 feet, making it 

cooler than Palm Springs. He settled in Twentynine Palms and began attracting veterans and 

other health seekers to his clinic. Bagley was one of the first veterans to relocate to the town and 

acquire land. He opened one of the first stores in the new town, which became a center for the 

growing but dispersed population. By the mid-1920s, Twentynine Palms widely advertized its 

salubrious climate and available land in regional newspapers. Although they did not achieve the 

success of Palm Springs as resort destinations, both Yucca Valley and Twentynine Palms drew 

permanent residents and seasonal visitors seeking their own desert properties and experiences. 

Many maintained primary residences in the coastal cities, but enjoyed the contrast offered by 

vacation properties in the desert.
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 It did not take long for real-estate dealers and assorted speculators to move in and take 

advantage of the emerging positive image of the desert and its financial promise (Map 1-4). As 

interest in the Morongo Valley and Twentynine Palms areas grew, Los Angeles developers saw 

opportunities for quick profits. They promoted a number of exurban subdivision schemes with 

ads and short articles in local newspapers. They also produced flyers and mailers, urging people 

to buy property not only for a residence or vacation home but also as an investment. Every ad 

promised that land prices would soar in the future and those who bought lots for speculation 

would reap great rewards. One ad, promoting a subdivision near Twentynine Palms, featured 

blurbs about the rich mines and booming tourism of the area plus a "report" about the huge 

profits made by an investor wise enough to buy desert land near Tucson, Arizona, before the 

town expanded in that direction. All the promotional literature assured potential buyers that 

development of water systems and transportation was imminent. Most of the settlement focused 

on the dirt track that would become California 62 from Yucca Valley to Twentynine Palms, but 

by the mid-1920s, speculators turned their attention to several valleys and basins that would 

become parts of Joshua Tree National Park.
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 The principal areas that developers coveted were the Hidden, Lost Horse, and Pleasant 

valleys and Pinto Basin. Half the land belonged to the Southern Pacific Railroad and the rest to 

the federal government in a checkerboard pattern. Real-estate companies purchased land from 

the railroad because federal laws made acquisition of government tracts by a commercial entity 

problematic. The price for Southern Pacific land in the Hidden and Lost Horse valleys was 

comparatively high, so most sales there went to individuals. One development company 

investigated Pleasant Valley but did not carry out its plan. However, the Pinto Basin, by far the 

largest area between the Coachella Valley and CA 62, seemed ripe for development. Los 

Angeles speculator LeRoy Harrod purchased land in the basin as well as in Twentynine Palms. 

When Lake County Development Syndicate, Inc. bought large tracts there in 1928, he urged 

them to raise their lot prices, which he called "ridiculously small," hoping to see his own 

property rise in value. The company soon changed its name to the Security Land Corporation, 

hired an engineer to determine the water status in the basin, and began advertizing its lots with an 

order form that urged urban customers to "Speculate! This is Your Chance at California Real 

Estate Profits."
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 The ads worked, and scores of people bought more than 300 lots, most of them ranging in 

size from five to twenty acres. But, problems soon surfaced. Security Land Corporation fired its 

president, Jay J. MacSweeney, in October 1931, alleging misappropriation of funds. A company 

called Pinto Basin Mutual Water Company that formed to find and deliver water to the new 

landholders had to sue Security Land to secure payment for work already accomplished. 

Meanwhile, land purchasers did not receive deeds for their property, and land taxes were not 

paid in 1931 and 1932. Soon, the state court appointed a receiver who then had to contact all the 

landholders and straighten out the financial mess. It took until December 1932 for many property 

owners to receive official deeds. In the interim, they found out that water in the Pinto Basin was 

too deep to be economically accessible. Thousands of acres of land were now in private hands 

with no prospect of development or resale. Most were also tax delinquent.
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Map 1-4. Beginning in the 1920s real estate agents widely advertized property and subdivision 

opportunities in the Joshua Tree area. The map shows the land division grid for the region. 

Source: Huntington Archives, HM 68366.   

 One other development project significantly affected the Joshua Tree area during the 

campaign to establish the unit and throughout its subsequent history. The city of Los Angeles 

had secured water from the Owens River east of the Sierra Nevada in 1913, but many local 

officials and leading citizens worried that it might prove inadequate for the population growth 

they foresaw. One likely source for more water was the Colorado River. Already the Imperial 

Irrigation District, which formed in 1911 and received approval for an All -American Canal seven 
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years later, had a major diversion of water from the river. In 1923, Chief Engineer William 

Mulholland of the Los Angeles Bureau of Water Works began surveying a possible route for an 

aqueduct from the distant river to the rising metropolitan area. The price tag for such a project 

would be so large that the city organized a consortium of regional towns to justify it. After 

receiving approval from the state legislature and Governor Clement C. Young, the Metropolitan 

Water District of Southern California officially incorporated on December 6, 1928.  

 For the next several years, the water district pursued legal and financial support for the 

enormous project. Two key events occurred in June 1932 that enabled the project to go forward. 

First, on June 6, the California Supreme Court confirmed the legality of a   $220,000,000 bond 

issue to finance the aqueduct. Twelve days later, on June 18, congress granted a right-of-way 

through federal land to construct it. The aqueduct was an enormous project that would take 

almost seven years to complete (Figure 1-11). Its route began at Lake Havasu behind the Bureau 

of Reclamation's Parker Dam, tunneled under portions of the Coxcomb, Eagle, and Cottonwood 

mountains, and then hugged the base of the Little San Bernardino Mountains. The right-of-way 

included not only the actual aqueduct path, but also parcels of nearby land for work camps, 

borrow pits, and areas to hold spoils from digging the waterway. Many of the parcels would later 

be included in Joshua Tree National Park.
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Figure1-11. The Colorado River Aqueduct near the Coxcomb Mountains. The 242-mile project 

began in 1932 and took seven years to complete. Photo by the author.   
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The Joshua Tree Area in 1936 

The natural environment of Joshua Tree National Park is a complex and difficult one. Six 

mountain ranges surround dry, desert basins and valleys with limited water and sparse 

vegetation. Yet people have lived in the area for millennia. The Native American imprint was 

light and has been all but eliminated by subsequent Euro-American activities. Spanish 

exploration and American surveys left equally shallow footprints. Only during the late 1860s did 

people begin to alter the environment and landscape in noticeable ways. Grazing and mining left 

infrastructure and waste and seriously impacted the natural vegetation. Later, people from Los 

Angeles and other southern California towns began to see the place as something other than a 

wasteland with only mineral resources. The automobile opened the area to exploration and 

adventure. Early asthma and gas warfare victims moved in, seeking health and comfort in the 

arid atmosphere. Recreationalists came, too, and some filed for homesteads. Eventually, tendrils 

of semi-urban development stretched along highways, ranches and water projects north and 

south of the future park. Real-estate speculators followed with schemes of variable merit. This 

last wave brought more people than all the previous activities combined. In early 1936, 

Twentynine Palms was a booming health resort while Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley 

were on their way to world fame. Then came the National Park Service.   
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Chapter Two: A Monument at Any Price 

On August 10, 1936, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Proclamation 2193 establishing 

Joshua Tree National Monument on 825,340 acres of land east of Riverside and north of Palm 

Springs, California. It capped a complex and problem-riddled campaign to protect a broad swath 

of desert flora including the Mojave Desert's signature species, the Joshua tree. However, the 

proclamation ignored problems that would plague the unit's managers for decades to come. Tens 

of thousands of acres of railroad lands, state school lands, private holdings, and mining claims 

lay widely-scattered throughout the monument. In an effort to minimize these problems, the 

acreage of the proposed monument was reduced by twenty-seven percent omitting a variety of 

recommended resource sites and angering its most enthusiastic proponents. The story of Joshua 

Tree National Park's initial establishment as a national monument is one of ambition, idealism, 

reality checks, and compromise brought through negotiations and political maneuvering.
1
 

 Three factors led to the establishment of Joshua Tree National Monument despite 

significant local problems and the previous establishment of a much larger national monument in 

California's Death Valley. First, scientists, conservationists, gardening enthusiasts, and desert 

aficionados sought protection for the fragile flora of the desert, especially the iconic Joshua tree. 

Second, Los Angeles officials and residents craved a major recreation area to cope with the 

demands of its rapidly-growing automotive public. Third, the National Park Service (NPS) and 

the occasionally competing California state park system looked for ways to fill out their systems 

with quality examples of the natural and cultural heritage of the region, as well as geographical 

representation of the state. 

Minerva Hoyt and Protecting Desert Flora 

In 1926, wealthy South Pasadena resident O. W. Howard staged an exhibition of desert plants in 

Los Angeles to a curious and appreciative public. Among those in attendance was his friend and 

neighbor, Minerva Hamilton Hoyt, another ardent supporter of protecting and displaying the 

desert's extraordinary flora. Born on a Mississippi cotton plantation, she married a wealthy New 

York surgeon, Dr. Albert Sherman Hoyt, and the couple moved to California during the late 

1890s (Figure 2-1). While traveling westward, she was captivated by the desert vegetation as the 

train carrying her to Los Angeles passed through the unfamiliar and often desolate territory she 

would later work so hard to protect. She settled in South Pasadena and quickly became a leader 

in southern California's artistic, social service, and gardening organizations. After the death of 

her husband in 1918, she increasingly turned to the desert for exploration, peace, and solace. She 

later wrote, "the desert with its elusive beauty...possessed me, and I constantly wished that I 

might find some way to preserve its natural beauty."
2
 

 In 1927, when Howard again arranged a desert display, this time for the Pasadena 

Horticultural Association, Hoyt convinced him to help her develop a desert conservation exhibit 

for the Garden Club of America show in New York the following spring. Over the next two 

years, she created elaborate displays including live flora and fauna in New York, Boston and, 

finally, London, England. She had multiple railroad cars and a ship loaded with plants and 

animals for ever-larger display areas, plus up to eight airplanes to provide fresh blossoms each 

day. She stressed the fragility and eerie beauty of the scenes and emphasized the dangers faced 

by this and other desert biomes. Her magnificent exhibits easily won top honors at all three  



46 

 

 

Figure 2-1. Minerva Hamilton Hoyt from Mississippi became a leading socialite in Pasadena, 

California and the prime reason that Joshua Tree National Park exists today. Photographer 

unknown. Hoyt family photo donated to the park. JTNP photo archives, Cat. 20575, Image 065. 

shows as well as personal awards and recognition from scientists and political figures around the 

world. Based on this platform of renown and internationally recognized authority, she turned her 

attention to her adopted desert with the idea of permanently protecting it.
3 

 In California's deserts things were not going well for the biotic resources. Ironically 

encouraged by Howard's and Hoyt's lavish exhibits, southern Californians enjoyed surrounding 

their urban and suburban homes with transplanted desert vegetation, especially cactus. 
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Particularly alarming was the fate of a broad alluvial fan near Morongo Pass called the Devil's 

Garden. Desert traveler and author George Wharton James described it in his 1906 book, The 

Wonders of the Colorado Desert: 

It is simply a vast native, forcing ground for a thousand varieties of cactus. They thrive 

here as if specially guarded...Delightfully interspersed with these various cactuses are 

flowering creosote bushes, the whole forming a singularly strange and grotesque piece of 

landscape gardening. As far as I know it is unique in the United States.
4
 

Unfortunately, its proximity to the road from Los Angeles to Palm Springs, as well as the ease of 

removing mature desert plants like the barrel cacti, led to its denudation and destruction by 

commercial florists and amateur gardeners. 

 As the Colorado Desert gave up its cacti and native palms, the Mojave Desert's most 

famous species also suffered destruction. While smaller Joshua trees were uprooted to later adorn 

urban lots, larger specimens also attracted unwanted attention due to the qualities of their wood. 

Reporter Harry Carr explained: 

Nobody paid much attention to the Joshua until lately. As soon as they began to realize 

its beauty and unique character there began the wholesale foray into the desert to dig 

them up. A Joshua tree means absolutely nothing except in the desert. What gives it 

interest and charm is the setting...There is no use kidding ourselves about it. At the 

present rate of destruction the cactus of the desert and the Joshua trees will be gone 

within two years. That is the opinion of experts; not my opinion. There are also the 

manufacturers. Yuccas and Joshua trees are used in various manufacturing businesses. 

They are made into artificial limbs; into shields for young, growing trees and into 

furniture for the movies. The chairs that comedians slam each other over the head with 

are usually made of yucca or Joshua trees. The third marauder is the idiot child who goes 

out with his girl on an automobile ride and sets Joshua trees on fire to see them blaze. 

They have a habit of signaling to each other--auto parties--with these blazing torches.
5
 

Botanists and conservationists throughout the region and the country decried the wanton burning 

of Joshua trees by motor-tourists whom they called ignorant and short-sighted. The mindless 

destruction reached a crisis point in June 1930 when someone set fire to the largest and possibly 

oldest of the Joshua trees. At eighty feet high and nine feet in diameter many estimated the tree, 

eighteen miles east of Lancaster, to be more than 1,000 years old.
6
 

 Flushed with success from her popular desert exhibits, Minerva Hoyt was enraged by 

rampant destruction of desert environments nearby and throughout the world. On March 15, 

1930, she announced the formation of the International Desert Conservation League (IDCL). As 

its founder and president, she immediately began a campaign to protect California's deserts in 

some type of government reserve, preferably as a unit of the national park system. Ironically her 

initial success at convincing a government to save a plot of desert flora took place in Mexico. 

With her vigorous encouragement, the Mexican government established a 10,000-acres cactus 

forest reserve near La Paz, Baja California in May 1931. At the same time, the National 

University of Mexico conferred on her the honorary title of Professor Extraordinary of Botany, 

the fourth person and first woman in the world to receive the award.
7
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 The IDCL quickly established a large board of honorary vice presidents including a 

cross-section of the world's famous and expert botanists as well as important university 

presidents, museum directors, and a few significant government figures like Gifford Pinchot, 

founder of the U.S. Forest Service, and Horace Albright, director of the NPS. Dr. N. L. Britton of 

the New York Botanical Garden explained the league and its purposes, "the necessity for 

withdrawing from private ownership, selected desert areas, with characteristic, often endemic 

plants and animals and prohibiting the removal of floral and faunal elements, has become 

apparent, and this is given emphasis as a major purpose of the League."
8
 Soon Minerva Hoyt 

would use the prestige of her honorary vice presidents, and her own personal funds, to direct the 

local campaign for a national park or monument for her beloved desert. She also offered a $100 

reward for the apprehension of the vandals who had destroyed the huge Joshua tree near 

Lancaster.
9
 

The Recreation Imperative 

While conservation-minded, southern Californians fretted about the destruction of desert flora, 

the protection of other striking desert wonders and provision of a large, nearby recreation area 

consumed many government and civic leaders. As early as 1927, a Los Angeles group of 

scientists, conservationists, and educators calling itself the "Joint Parks Committee" wrote to the 

commissioner of the General Land Office (GLO) requesting that he withdraw from the public 

domain specific sections of land containing important attractions in the deserts of California. 

Included among them were Red Rock Canyon, Morongo Pass (and Devil's Garden), Painted 

Canyon near Mecca, and Thousand Palm Canyon near Edom.
10

  

 Once Minerva Hoyt's campaign for a desert national park became known, letters of 

support poured in to NPS officials. According to a state funded study, Californians owned eight 

percent of the nation's automobiles, well above the per capita rate for the country as a whole.
11

 

Organizations such as the Automobile Club of Southern California urged the government to 

recognize the need for a large, protected recreation area for its growing membership. Yet 

Stephen Mather, the idealistic first director of the NPS, believed national parks should foster 

inspiration, the study of nature, and passive enjoyment of America's heritage and natural 

wonders. Many forms of outdoor recreation were not appropriate in the national parks as Mather 

envisioned them.
12

 

 Nevertheless, many southern Californians preferred the mantle of national park status due 

to the financial benefits of having a park supported by the taxes of the entire country, as well as 

the prestige it brought to the region and, presumably, its inhabitants. Leading Los Angeles 

attorney and businessman, W. H. Anderson, wrote to Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes: 

Southern California feels that it has not been duly recognized in the matter of our great 

national monuments. None such, unless I am very much mistaken, has been created in 

our part of the State. Northern California has its many National Parks and monuments, 

which have been recognized and are under the fostering care of the nation. Central 

California has its wonderful Yosemite Park and Death Valley. There are other like 

preserves scattered through other parts of California. Southern California alone is without 

any such. Therefore, all of us feel that the time is ripe for recognizing our section of the 
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state in this behalf, and there could be no more distinctive recognition than the selection 

of her rarely beautiful and unique desert to that end.
13

 

Eventually, the NPS had to warn locals about this provincial approach, explaining that by itself it 

was not an acceptable rationale to justify a new park or monument. Assistant Director Harold C. 

Bryant responded to another urging from C. K. Edmunds, president of Pomona College, that "no 

emphasis [should] be placed on the fact that there is no national park in southern California. If it 

is a purely southern California matter it must eventually become a state park rather than a 

national one."
14

 

Designing Two Park Systems 

The third motivation for founding a desert park stemmed from the desire by both the state and 

national park agencies to expand their systems, somewhat belying Bryant's comment above. 

Both the NPS and California State Parks (CSP) were shaped by a progressive philosophy that 

government should engage in conservation and provide recreation opportunities for the public, 

and they cooperated to an extent in assuring protection for quality sites in California.
15

 Congress 

had established the NPS on August 25, 1916 to manage the collection of parks and monuments 

haphazardly run by a few Department of the Interior officials. Stephen Mather and his assistant 

and ultimate successor, Horace Albright, came to their tasks with missionary zeal. They had 

good reason to pursue their tasks with vigor. The U. S. Forest Service, a part of the Department 

of Agriculture, loudly argued that it should run the parks and that this division of land 

management between multiple agencies was unnecessary and improper. Hence, the very survival 

of the new NPS was at stake.
16

 Mather and Albright sought to popularize the park system by 

expanding its distribution to all parts of the country and establishing their agency as chief 

protector of important natural and historical sites. In response, a variety of public officials, 

academics and ordinary citizens nominated hundreds of sites across the country. Provincial pride 

and economic hopes led many to propose any and all areas in their regions. Many of them were 

either too small, inaccessible, or of dubious quality. The NPS wanted only the very best 

examples of ecosystems and historic places, yet it was loath to dismiss these proposals outright. 

Director Mather proposed one solution in 1921 by co-hosting a meeting of state officials aimed 

at fostering park systems in each state to absorb less significant sites and provide for more 

common recreational pursuits.
17

  

 The NPSôs drive to expand a representative system and the public's enthusiasm for 

nominating potential parks brought the agency to the deserts of southern California. NPS leaders 

came with specific rules and "traditions" in their hunt for new parks. In 1929, the Camp Fire 

Club of America, with editorial approval from NPS Director Horace Albright, published a small 

brochure entitled "National Park Standards" which described what steps should be taken to 

identify, evaluate, nominate, and eventually manage a proposed site. First, it explained two 

considerations to guide park proposals: (1) the park areas must be of national significance to 

warrant their commitment to national care, and (2) the area of each unit should be large enough 

to ensure proper management of its resources. After a discussion of correct management 

guidelines, the brochure's author elaborated specific NPS and legislative steps necessary to 

ensure adherence to the above standards. Chief among them was complete control of the 

assessment of proposed areas by the NPS. The brochure warned that "Congress should not 

empower individuals, committees, or commissions to choose new National Parks or to determine 
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their contents and boundaries, but it should depend on the government's one permanent expert 

park organization, the National Park Service, which alone possesses the requisite knowledge, 

tradition, and experience, united with responsibility to the people."
18

 The NPS would seek input 

from experts and be cognizant of local support or opposition, but it would make the final 

decision on whether to recommend a new proposal to congress. This would become a significant 

factor in the campaign to establish Joshua Tree National Monument, as agency personnel could 

not agree on the worthiness of the area for national park system status. 

 During the 1920s and early 1930s, a curious assortment of southern California places 

ranging from the pristine and beautiful to the bizarre and unexpected were brought to the 

attention of the NPS. Among them were Borrego Palm Canyon, Giant Pictograph, Inscription 

Canyon, Kokoweef and several other caves near Valley Wells, Morongo Pass and Devils 

Garden, Mystic Maze, Painted Canyon, Red Rock Canyon, Salton Basin (and Sea), and 

Thousand Palms. Congress authorized a national monument for Indian Palm Canyon adjacent to 

the city of Palm Springs in 1922, but the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians refused to 

voluntarily give up the land which the act required. Despite its legislative mandate, the proposed 

national monument never became a reality. Today the Agua Caliente Band still manages and 

protects the canyons for both tourism and its own non-consumptive uses. Eventually, on 

February 11, 1933, President Herbert Hoover proclaimed Death Valley National Monument. It 

was clearly a worthy scenic and scientific addition to the park system, but it lay far east of the 

main population center in Los Angeles. To the weekend tourists of the nearer desert realms, it 

was welcome but still inadequate for their needs. In addition, many maintained that its vegetation 

poorly represented the ecological variety of Californiaôs deserts.
19

 

 Meanwhile the state also pursued a vigorous search for new sites to add to its own park 

system. The earliest state park in California was Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of 

Giant Sequoias granted by congress in 1864. Poorly managed by the state, it reverted to the 

federal government in 1906 to add to the rest of what today is Yosemite National Park. Despite 

this embarrassing setback, the state had established another park, Big Basin Redwoods, in 1902. 

By the 1920s, however, California's leading citizens strongly pushed for a full-fledged park 

system. The California legislature passed, and Governor Clement C. Young signed, a bill for that 

purpose in 1927. They followed a year later with an act that promised $6,000,000 from the state 

if the public passed a bond initiative for an equal amount. The combined funds were to acquire 

lands that represented the richness of California's natural and historical heritage and met the 

recreation needs of its widely-distributed population.
20

 

 With money in hand, the new California State Park Commission hired eminent landscape 

architect, Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., to study the state's resources and to identify and prioritize 

specific areas for acquisition. The resulting study set goals for the state that still resonate today. 

With $15,000 in funding from the state legislature, Olmsted relied on a primarily volunteer staff 

to gather an immense amount of data on more than 330 areas in the state. He and his core staff of 

professional landscape architects, including former NPS employee Daniel Hull, divided the state 

into twelve districts, one of which included Riverside and San Bernardino counties. Three other 

districts included the remaining parts of California's desert in Imperial, Inyo, Los Angeles, 

Mono, and San Diego counties. Each district had one or more advisory councils as well as 
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volunteer field inspectors. Unsurprisingly, Minerva Hoyt was heavily involved in the Riverside 

and San Bernardino part of the study and assisted in the Inyo and Mono counties district.
21 

 
Olmsted submitted his report to the California legislature during the final days of 1928 

and the state published it the following year. The survey team recommended 125 areas to be 

seriously considered for state park status. In the desert region it proposed Indian Palm Canyon, 

which the NPS had failed to secure, Painted Canyon, Red Rock Canyon, Borrego Palm Canyon 

in San Diego County, the Santa Rosa Mountains, and the Salton Sea region. It also included the 

Joshua trees at Victorville, the Morongo Pass area, and two parcels that would eventually be 

proposed as Joshua Tree National Monument, the Lost Horse Valley and a broad stretch from 

Edom Palm Canyon near Mecca up to Twentynine Palms. Olmsted admitted that funding 

limitations would preclude immediate acquisition of many of the 125 areas, but strongly 

recommended an even geographic distribution of what could be acquired over time.
22 

 
When discussing California's desert, Olmsted eloquently highlighted the reasons why the 

state should establish parks in the region:
 

Certain desert areas have distinctive and subtle charm, in part dependent on spaciousness, 

solitude, and escape from the evidence of human control and manipulation of the earth, a 

charm of constantly growing value as the rest of the earth becomes more completely 

dominated by man's activities. This quality is a very vulnerable one. Its bloom is easily 

destroyed by comparatively slight changes made by man. The very conditions which 

make a desert what it is leave every man-made scar upon its surface so completely 

unsoftened by natural processes as to produce a rapidly cumulative deterioration of its 

precious wildness. 

The desert is in general worth so little for any other purpose than occasional enjoyment of 

its untamed character, and so much of it in southeastern California is within easy reach by 

automobile of so large a population, that it seems a clear duty of the state to acquire and 

preserve inviolate several desert areas large enough for future generations to enjoy in 

perfection the essential desert qualities. As in the case of the ancient redwood forests, 

only such public action by the present generation on an adequate scale can preserve this 

heritage for the people of centuries to come. Nowhere else are casual thoughtless human 

changes in the landscape so irreparable, and nowhere else is it so important to control and 

completely protect wide areas.
23

  

The report came six weeks after California voters approved the $6,000,000 bond issue that 

matched the state's appropriation. The Olmsted report gave direction not only to the state, but 

also simplified the NPS's mission to find quality parks in California, especially in the desert. The 

extraordinary abilities and fame of both Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. and of the director of state 

parks, Newton Drury (a future NPS director), were more than enough to qualify them as experts 

whom the federal agency should consult.
24

 

 In the meantime, the NPS was developing a master plan with a classification system for 

future parks to direct the system's expansion. New Director Horace Albright wanted 

representative examples of geological and biological diversity of the nation, as well as historic 

sites in order to create parks in the East. As the NPS investigated these various potential parks 
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and monuments, its planners and leaders came to recognize four distinctive plants in the deserts 

of the American Southwest that deserved protection in the park system. The first of these was the 

saguaro cactus (Carnegiea gigantea), a signature species of the Sonoran Desert found in Arizona, 

primarily between Tucson and Phoenix. On March 1, 1933, two days before he left office, 

President Hoover proclaimed Saguaro National Monument (now a national park). The second 

was the organ pipe cactus (Stenocereus thurberi), also in the Sonoran Desert but near the 

Arizona-Mexico border. President Franklin Roosevelt assured its protection when he proclaimed 

a monument with that name on April 13, 1937. The third species was the California fan palm 

which occurred in washes throughout much of the Colorado Desert and south into Baja 

California. Aside from the unsuccessful Indian Palm Canyon preserve, small groves of these 

trees were subsequently protected in both federal and state parks.
25

 

Finding the Best Joshua Trees 

The fourth unique and impressive desert species was the Joshua tree. Both the CSP and the NPS 

sought to protect this indicator species of the Mojave Desert. Various scientists, local citizens, 

and government officials offered a variety of locations. Rimo Bacigalupi of the U. S. Forest 

Service Experiment Station at Berkeley, California sent a map to the NPS that showed the 

distribution of the species across the southwestern states (Map 2-1). Based largely on herbaria 

specimens and research by eminent desert botanist C. Hart Merriam, it identified sixty-seven 

groves including thirty-eight in California, twenty-five in Nevada and four in Arizona.
26

 Walter 

P. Taylor, senior biologist for the Department of Agriculture's Biological Survey, informed the 

NPS that the Joshua trees in Nevada were probably a different species simplifying the search. In 

California, the largest area stretched some 150 miles from Lost Horse Valley to west of the 

Antelope Valley and included major groves at Victorville, Palmdale and Lancaster. From the 

beginning of the serious search for a park or monument in southern California, the NPS focused 

on protecting biotic resources. Other resources were important and could help distinguish 

between similar stands of Joshua trees, but they were absolutely secondary.
27

 

 The man charged with surveying the various Joshua tree sites and evaluating their 

qualifications for inclusion in the national park system was Roger Toll, the superintendent of 

Yellowstone National Park (Figure 2-2). He occupied the position that Horace Albright formerly 

held before his promotion to director in 1929. As such, Toll was the agency's senior field man 

and the recognized expert in evaluating proposed park sites. When presented with the task of 

identifying an area for a desert vegetation park or monument, he relied on his biologist at 

Yellowstone, W. B. McDougall, who was author of a series of botanical circulars about that 

park. During the ensuing inspections and political campaign these two men would play important 

roles.
28 

 

 Although the NPS considered many Joshua tree locations, the choices basically came 

down to five areas. Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. favored a large grove south of Victorville. 

However, Newton Drury wrote to Roger Toll that he had personally inspected the site as well as 

one at Palmdale and found that the state park system faced "insurmountable obstacles to the 

acquisition of a consolidated block of land, because of intervening private holdings and because 

of mining claims that had been filed.
29

 A second area of interest was the nearby Antelope Valley. 

At Toll's suggestion, McDougall wrote to Pomona College botanist Philip Munz asking for his 

advice on choosing the best Joshua tree site. Munz, who would later write a massive and  
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Map 2-1. Distribution of Joshua trees according to Rimo Bacigalupi. Source: Roger Toll. 1934. 

"Report on the Proposed Desert Plant National Park," JTNP Archives, Acc. 752, Cat. 25175, 

Folder 13. 

definitive volume entitled A California Flora, responded that the country west of Palmdale and 

Lancaster have "veritable forests of Joshua trees" but are located in "rather flat open country." 

He preferred the "Keyes Ranch" [sic] area which "has a good development of Joshua trees and 

other interesting plants, with a striking rock formation of red granite."
30
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Figure 2-2. Roger Toll served as both superintendent of Yellowstone National Park and the 

primary inspector of proposed additions to the park system. Somehow Toll set up this self-

portrait while holding a bobcat at Carlsbad Caverns on November 18, 1931. Harpers Ferry 

Center, JOTR Collection, Negative WASO-H-165. 

 Prominent University of California, Berkeley botanist Willis Jepson recommended to the 

Save-the-Redwoods-League and later to Newton Drury of CSP a site twenty-seven miles north 

of Barstow known as Coolgardie Yucca Mesa. Munz also mentioned the area and even offered to 

accompany Roger Toll there to survey it. Once again, however, Drury had already checked the 
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site and in a letter to McDougall explained that the area, while interesting, was "pretty well 

riddled with mining claims, the working of which involves the destruction of the flora on the 

surface." It was for this reason and because of inadequate funding, he added, that his agency 

abandoned the site as a potential state park.
31

   

 The most serious contender for a national monument to protect Joshua trees was the Cima 

Dome area in what is now Mojave National Preserve. This was recognized as one of the largest 

stands of the species, although opinions differed on its quality compared to the groves south of 

Twentynine Palms. NPS Chief Landscape Architect Thomas Vint reported a conversation with 

engineer T. R. Goodwin, who had studied Joshua tree stands for the state and would later 

become superintendent of Death Valley National Monument. Goodwin told Vint that in his 

opinion the Cima Dome group was the most impressive stand. Vint immediately wrote to Toll 

indicating that Goodwin was "well informed on this particular section of the State," and should 

be contacted for further information. Later a number of people in the eastern Mojave 

enthusiastically sought protection for the Cima Dome grove, even offering to drive Roger Toll 

around the area during his inspection trip.
32

  

 The fifth area was the Lost Horse Valley region southwest of Twentynine Palms. In 

January 1932, Clinton G. Abbott, director of the Natural History Museum in San Diego, wrote to 

Newton Drury in favor of this area which he had inspected. Although locals were already talking 

about a planned state park in the area, he saw "few persons with energy enough to push it." He 

noted that "it provides an unparalleled combination of fantastic rock formations, primitive Joshua 

forest, Indian pictographs, natural water 'tanks,' etc." He warned that miners were already in the 

area and that it would be ruined within five years.
33

 

 Minerva Hoyt's work for the Olmsted Report had convinced her of the superiority of a 

huge area lying east of Palm Springs from Twentynine Palms to the Salton Sea. Others on the 

state survey favored the area west of the Salton Sea (modern Anza-Borrego Desert State Park), 

but those tracts had no Joshua trees. The area Hoyt proposed had four advantages. First, it 

spanned both the Colorado and Mojave deserts promising a wide variety of floral species in 

addition to the Joshua trees. In this idea she was ably supported by Phillip Munz, desert expert 

and author Dr. Edmund C. Jaeger, and other academic and scientific authorities. Second, the area 

contained five of the nine desert sites recommended in the Olmsted study, specifically Lost 

Horse Valley, Morongo Pass (Devil's Garden), Painted Canyon, the Edom Palm Canyon area, 

and the northern tip of the Salton Sea region. Third, it lay close to Los Angeles and its nearly two 

million inhabitants which meant it was readily accessible to recreation seekers, but also deeply 

threatened by vandals and cactus thieves. Finally, it still boasted relatively undamaged biotic 

resources unlike the areas near Victorville and Lancaster. The area Hoyt proposed contained 

more than 1,100,000 acres, admittedly well interspersed with private land, mining claims, roads 

and a utility corridor, but she believed it offered the best chance for a monument to protect 

biological resources (Plate 2).
34

 

 Ironically, in April 1935, more than two years after Hoyt's proposal became the focus of 

the NPS attention, another recommendation for a park or monument to protect and display 

Joshua trees surfaced in western Arizona. University of Arizona entomologist Charles Vorhies 

belatedly urged the agency to reconsider an unidentified site where he reported that "sahuaros 

[sic], junipers, and Joshua trees are growing all together and in profusion." Assistant Director 
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Bryant responded that the plans for a monument at the site proposed by Minerva Hoyt were too 

advanced to consider any other candidate.
35

 

The Campaign Begins 

As Minerva Hoyt and her widely-publicized IDCL pushed for a park to protect desert flora and 

southern Californians clamored for a reserve to enjoy on day and weekend excursions, the 

complicated process of creating a park or monument began. Three considerations had to be taken 

into account. First, everyone wanted a unit that would protect the very best array of vegetation, 

especially the Joshua trees. Second, the government should seek the largest area possible in order 

to encompass the diversity of flora, fauna and landscapes offered by the more than 25,000,000 

acres of California desert. Finally, past land alienation and consumptive land uses had impacted 

resources in ways that would have to be solved eventually. 

 Minerva Hoyt and her IDCL allies clearly felt that the NPS would provide the best 

protection at the least cost to Californians. Stephen Mather's incessant message that his agency 

preserved the finest sites with the greatest degree of legal and managerial protection had 

resonated with Californians as well as other Americans. As early as 1930 Hoyt wrote to NPS 

Director Albright to offer her proposal. Unfortunately the agency was embroiled in complicated 

negotiations to create Death Valley and Saguaro national monuments. Both areas were troubled 

by private land ownership and mining claims. These presaged the issues that would also 

complicate Joshua Tree's establishment and shape its management for decades thereafter.
36

 

 For a time Hoyt occupied herself with other desert protection activities including the 

cactus park in Mexico. However, when her attention returned to the California desert campaign, 

she was shocked to find that a Twentynine Palms faction had convinced state assemblyman John 

Phillips to introduce a state bill for a much smaller "California Desert Park" in the Lost Horse 

Valley area. Phillips introduced Assembly Bill 1292 on January 26, 1933 while the NPS was 

busy fielding recommendations for the best stands of Joshua trees. The bill focused primarily on 

the iconic trees as justification for its proposed reserve, but Hoyt and others suspected that real 

estate speculators were behind the effort to highlight the region in order to inflate land prices. 

Furthermore, a disheartening letter came from Horace Albright suggesting that a large national 

park in the area she wanted would be difficult to justify after the recent establishment of Death 

Valley National Monument in California's eastern Mojave Desert.
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 Minerva Hoyt now faced two challenges. First, she had to find a way to block the state 

proposal which would cut the heart out of her more ambitious plan. Second, she would have to 

convince NPS leaders of the worthiness of her project. She acted immediately to forestall the 

state action. Rather than trying to combat Assembly Bill 1292 in the state legislature, she went 

directly to Governor James Rolph, Jr. and asked him to veto it so that the campaign for a national 

unit could proceed. After the bill passed the state legislature on May 12, 1933, Governor Rolph 

acceded to her request by returning it unsigned with an explanation of his pocket veto. As it 

turned out, there were procedural and legal problems with the bill as well because the California 

State Park Commission had not approved it and the state owned only a fraction of the land in the 

proposed area.
38
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 Governor Rolph's veto sent proponents of a California Desert State Park into confused 

reevaluation. Most members of the state park commission had favored a desert park in the Anza-

Borrego area of eastern San Diego County. On March 3, 1933 the federal congress passed Public 

Law 72- 425 which transferred to the state much of the land that now forms the state's principal 

desert park. Nevertheless, upon hearing of the proposed federal land withdrawal, Assemblyman 

Phillips hurriedly contacted Harold Ickes on July 18, 1933 asking whether the area had already 

been declared a national monument. Apparently the state legislature was still considering the 

area despite Governor Rolph's veto. Public Law 72-425 had the desired effect, however, since it 

allowed the establishment of Anza Desert State Park that year, temporarily derailing the state's 

pursuit of a park specifically for Joshua trees. Ultimately, California did create a Joshua Tree 

State Park in Antelope Valley on land acquired in 1957. Six years later it officially opened, and 

in 1972 the name was changed to Saddleback Butte State Park. The state added another unit with 

Joshua trees called Arthur B. Ripley Desert Woodland State Park west of Saddleback Butte in 

1998.
39

   

Minerva Hoyt Visits Washington, D.C. 

In spite of Albright's discouraging response, the NPS continued to evaluate California's deserts. 

Roger Toll visited the region from December 1932 through January 1933 in order to inspect a 

number of sites suggested by the Olmsted Report or local citizens and officials. Among the sites 

he viewed were Indian Palm Canyon, Thousand Palms, the Morongo Pass-Devil's Garden area, 

and Joshua tree stands near Palmdale and Lancaster. With the exception of Indian Palm Canyon, 

he was uniformly unimpressed. He found the palm groves in private ownership and, in some 

cases, burned by movie studios to make them look more appropriate for films about Arabia. 

Although he did not visit Cima Dome or the Lost Horse Valley areas, he was disappointed with 

the Joshua trees he did see, writing in his later report, "I have not as yet seen any area of Joshua 

trees that seems desirable for a national monument. In some cases private holdings interfere and 

in other cases the stand of Joshua trees is not exceptionally heavy and would not be of 

outstanding public interest."
40

  

 His evaluation of Morongo Pass and Devil's Garden was similarly negative. In his report 

he noted that the area was reputed to have a larger number of desert plants than any other, but it 

did not contain any of the four desirable desert species that the Park Service was seeking. After 

adding that Death Valley and Borrego Palm Canyon in the proposed state park also had 

extensive vegetation, Toll delivered a negative verdict, "It does not seem that this area has 

outstanding interest of a national character to justify its consideration as a national monument." 

Although Toll did not visit the area that would become Joshua Tree National Park, he reported 

that D. F. Geil of the Morongo Valley Inn described the Lost Horse and Queen valleys as filled 

with many Joshua trees as well as huge granite boulders. Toll did find out, however, that "the 

area is about half Southern Pacific land and about half Government land, with some 

homesteaders now making entries."
41

  

 With the immediate threat of a smaller state park removed, Hoyt decided it was time to 

tackle the NPS and the new administration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt head-on. First, she 

secured a letter from Governor Rolph to Roosevelt introducing her and explaining the worth of 

her project. Critical to success was getting new Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes on board 

(Figure 2-3). Fortunately, Ickes, a famously irascible but progressive-minded conservationist, 



58 

 

was well disposed to the project. Furthermore, he was a determined individual not troubled by 

such difficulties as extensive private lands and mining claims. The primary purpose of Hoyt's 

June 1933 visit was to convince the president to withdraw the area in her proposal from the 

public domain in order to halt any further alienation of land to private interests. She convinced 

Ickes that it was necessary to allow the NPS to properly study the region and make a decision 

based on the expertise of its inspectors. While in Washington, D.C. she met with a number of 

NPS officials including future director Conrad Wirth who was heavily involved in the 

identification of potential new parks. During the meetings, the proposed unit took on the working 

title of "Desert Plant National Park."
42

    

 

Figure 2-3. Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes addresses a crowd in Chicago during October 

1937. Sitting behind him and wearing a top hat is President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Photographer 

unknown. This is a still picture from a film held by the Library of Congress. The picture is at the 

Harpers Ferry Center, Franklin Delano Roosevelt Collection, Negative number LC-USZ62-

96485. 
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 As the summer of 1933 wore on, concern mounted over the fate of the proposed land 

withdrawal. An impatient Minerva Hoyt chafed at the delays. She wrote to Conrad Wirth 

reminding him that Ickes had told her that in the case of the withdrawal, "the President is for it, 

and I am for it." She pleaded with Wirth, "Don't fail us." She wrote a similar letter to Assistant 

Director Arthur Demaray mistakenly addressing him as "Mr. A. E. Dunaray" which may not 

have helped her cause. When Director Arno Cammerer planned a trip to California, she wrote 

encouraging him to visit the area and personally inspect the proposed park. Finally, Ickes 

responded with a telegram explaining that the executive order was in the process of execution. 

He also reminded her that even with the temporary withdrawal, the area would still have to 

undergo a rigorous examination by the NPS to determine if it qualified as a park of national 

interest.
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 One of the factors delaying the president's executive action was the bureaucratic necessity 

of checking with the GLO, which actually administered the federal lands in question. In response 

to a request from outgoing director Horace Albright, GLO Commissioner Fred W. Johnson 

provided a series of maps showing all or parts of 62 townships to be included in the withdrawal 

and indicating which parcels belonged to the Southern Pacific Railroad (SPRR), the state, the 

Bureau of Reclamation, and private individuals. On July 28, 1933 the commissioner sent another 

letter suggesting text for the president's executive order that assured that existing rights and the 

provisions of existing withdrawals for the Metropolitan Water District (MWD) of Los Angeles 

and several other water projects would be protected.
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 Finally, on October 25, 1933, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 6361 

temporarily removing "approximately 1,136,000 acres" from the public domain (Plate 2). 

Significantly, it included most of the language suggested by Commissioner Johnson. Also of 

interest was the fact that, although Hoyt's proposal included the northeastern shoreline of the 

Salton Sea, the land legally described in the proclamation ended more than a mile short of it. But 

with most of the land she had recommended now unavailable for alienation to private interests, 

Minerva Hoyt and her allies in the IDCL felt that the primary hurdle had been crossed. They 

settled down to await the inspection trip by Roger Toll scheduled for March 1934.
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Choosing a Name 

In the months leading up to Toll's inspection, correspondence supporting the park proposal 

increased and took two forms. First, came letters and resolutions supporting the establishment of 

a national park or monument. In late November 1933, both the mayor and the chamber of 

commerce of Los Angeles appealed to Secretary Ickes to save the area for its extraordinary 

vegetation, unusual rock formations, striking Indian "hieroglyphics," and proximity to the big 

metropolis. A few weeks later, Congressman John Dockweiler and the U. S. Chamber of 

Commerce also urged the secretary to preserve the area.
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 At the same time, a more complicated issue arose as many of the letters suggested that 

the eventual park or monument should be named for Minerva Hoyt. One of the earliest was a 

letter to Harold Ickes from William Simpson, president of the Los Angeles Chamber of 

Commerce, who reasoned, "Mrs. Hoyt is internationally known as an authority upon desert life, 

and no more fitting name could be chosen for the great monument, the establishment of which is 

respectfully urged."
47

 For the rest of the campaign to establish the national monument, a steady 
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drumbeat of letters, telegrams and resolutions followed from increasingly wide-ranging groups 

of scientists, conservationists and supporters of Hoyt and her work. The response from Secretary 

Ickes disappointed Simpson, but did nothing to slow the groundswell of support for the Hoyt 

name. 

I agree with you that Mrs. Minerva Hoyt is entitled to much credit for her conservation 

work, but it is established policy of the Department to refrain from naming national parks 

and monuments after individuals. Our leading conservationists are of the opinion that it is 

far more fitting to choose a name that bears a direct relation to the area's natural features 

or early history. However, if the monument is established, it might be possible to 

acknowledge Mrs. Hoyt's work by placing a plaque in the area. In none but exceptional 

cases does the Department permit even this memorialization [sic] of individuals, but it 

would seem that Mrs. Hoyt has earned such consideration.
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 However, even as the secretary mailed this response, more correspondence arrived 

backing the Hoyt name. In early March 1934, Governor Rolfe wrote directly to President 

Roosevelt to thank him for withdrawing the land in southern California from the public domain 

and to support Californians who wanted the reserve to be named for Hoyt. Meanwhile a host of 

women's clubs, civic organizations, and local officials continued to exhort Secretary Ickes and 

Director Cammerer. Cammerer finally responded that the NPS never named parks or monuments 

after living persons, that only four of the sixty-seven existing national monuments were named 

for any persons at all, and that "these are named for long dead historic characters who have been 

intimately involved in the historic background of the area." He listed George Washington 

Birthplace National Monument and Cabrillo National Monument as appropriate examples and 

added that naming the proposed monument after Minerva Hoyt "would establish an undesirable 

precedent."
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 This explanation had no effect. Letters to Roosevelt, Ickes, Cammerer, and various 

members of congress continued to arrive from around the country. A native of Mississippi, 

Joshua Green, who lived at the time in Seattle, wrote to the southern stateôs senators urging them 

to back the Hoyt name in order to honor one of their own. Senator Pat Harrison of Mississippi 

forwarded the letter to Cammerer with his full support. Mrs. Edwin S. Fuller, noting that 

Minerva Hoyt herself favored the name "Joshua Tree Reservation," nevertheless called for the 

Hoyt name as a well-deserved honor for her great work.
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 On June 16, 1934, Benjamin Fenton of Pasadena wrote to Cammerer reminding him that 

Muir Woods National Monument, established in 1908, was named for the famous conservationist 

and founder of the Sierra Club, John Muir, while he was still alive. An embarrassed Cammerer 

responded to this "delightful note" by acknowledging the Muir exception, but reiterating his 

unwillingness to establish such a precedent. "If such a policy were not followed we might have 

had a George Stewart National Park instead of a Sequoia National Park, a Steel National Park 

instead of Crater Lake National Park, and going farther back a Vest-Pettengill or Cornelius 

Hedge National Park instead of Yellowstone National Park."
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 Through the rest of 1934 and 1935, correspondence favoring Minerva Hoyt National 

Monument continued to come in, some from as far away as London, England. As these 

broadened into organizational resolutions, the NPS developed a form letter to respond. It blithely 
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ignored the Muir Woods case and continued to refuse, citing its fear of setting a bad precedent. 

The public correspondence was not entirely one-sided. Former miner Chester A. Pinkham wrote, 

"I am interceding for all the old prospectors who wish the desert kept perfectly natural in both 

structure and name...it is their policy to give a name suitable to the natural grandeur alone, one 

suitable to the makeup of the territory." This would not be the last time mining interests 

challenged aspects and policies of the future Joshua Tree National Monument.
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 Finally, Minerva Hoyt herself weighed in on the name issue. In September 1935, she 

informed the Altadena Historical and Beautification Society that she preferred the name "Joshua 

Tree National Monument." The society immediately passed a resolution of support and its 

secretary, Rachel Vordermark, notified Harold Ickes. Hoyt's decision and its communication to 

the secretary of the interior seemed to calm the frenzy surrounding the name even as the overall 

campaign to establish a monument, including all the lands withdrawn by President Roosevelt in 

1933, intensified. In March 1936, southern California's Congressman John McGroarty again 

suggested the Joshua Tree National Monument name to Harold Ickes, no doubt at the behest of 

Minerva Hoyt. This spurred a flurry of correspondence between the secretary and the senior NPS 

officials that led to a general agreement that this was an appropriate replacement for the working 

title of Desert Plant National Monument. Ickes allowed that this name seemed a good one in 

spite of the fact that he detested Congressman McGroarty. A month later, a pleased Minerva 

Hoyt telegraphed her congratulations to Ickes and predicted that the new name would help the 

campaign to create the monument.
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The Roger Toll Inspection and Report 

As news reports circulated about the withdrawn acreage and proposed national monument, 

Minerva Hoyt and her allies prepared for Roger Toll's all important visit. Senator Hiram Johnson 

of California wrote to Ickes urging him to have Toll meet Hoyt and be led by her during his 

inspection. Meanwhile Toll, as the NPS's senior judge of proposed additions to the system, 

planned an elaborate winter inspection tour of thirteen areas including several in southern 

California. One of the latter was the Cima Dome area which he felt still deserved an inspection in 

spite of its location well outside President Roosevelt's land withdrawal.  As for the inspections 

themselves, Toll would use the three criteria he largely had developed and which are still used 

today to evaluate proposed areas. The first is national significance. Although he admitted in a 

1930 letter that its quantification was impossible, it has always been the first and foremost filter 

through which any proposed unit must pass.
54

 Is the resource important to the entire nation? This 

includes both its level of magnificence and whether it is the best representation of an historic or 

natural resource theme. To this day, field investigation teams are staffed with experienced NPS 

specialists to reduce subjectivity as much as possible. Years later, when ordered to evaluate a 

potential national seashore, one field team member asked for further explanation of the concept. 

His supervisor responded that he would know it when he saw it.  A second criterion is feasibility. 

Regardless of its significance, a proposed park that would cost too much for land acquisition or 

meet intense local opposition is not considered feasible. This would ultimately become the 

primary obstacle to the creation of Joshua Tree National Monument. The third criterion is 

suitability. The agency does not want areas that duplicate resources already in the park system. 

This is what motivated Director Albright to suggest earlier that the existence of Death Valley 

National Monument might preclude the establishment of a Joshua tree unit.
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 On March 8, 1934, Roger Toll arrived in Southern California for a four day inspection to 

evaluate the withdrawn area's worth as a national park. The first three days consisted of an 

automobile tour of the region with Minerva Hoyt, her chauffer, and Pomona College botanist 

Philip Munz. Toll kept a detailed minute-to-minute log of the tour identifying every stop, every 

road traveled, every site surveyed, and everyone with whom he spoke, The quartet left San 

Bernardino on Friday, March 9 and journeyed through Morongo Pass before inspecting the 

Coyote Holes, Quail Springs, Inspiration Point (Keys View) and the Lost Horse Well areas, 

ending the day at Twentynine Palms. Day two began with a visit to the palm grove after which 

the town was named and then meetings with store owner and representative of the local 

American Legion chapter Frank Bagley, Hesmel Earenfight of the town's chamber of commerce 

(and future national monument employee), and archaeologists Elizabeth and William Campbell. 

Thereafter, the group visited the White Tanks area, some prominent mines, Cottonwood Spring, 

and the Lost Palms Canyon in the Eagle Mountains. On the third day, the travelers left their hotel 

in Blythe and visited the Chuckwalla Mountains, Hidden Springs, and Painted Canyon before 

returning to San Bernardino. On Monday, March 12, Hoyt brought Toll to visit monument 

supporters in the Los Angeles area including some who had previously supplied data to Toll as 

he prepared for the inspection tour. He left the following day to begin compiling his reports on 

all the winter inspections he had conducted.
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 The inspection tour was a hurried one and it must have frustrated Minerva Hoyt to have 

so little time to show an area of more than one million acres. The schedule was tight and 

nowhere in his detailed log of the visit did Roger Toll mention lunch. At least one result of this 

harried itinerary was a very negative reaction by some people in Twentynine Palms, especially 

the Campbells, who had been proponents of the state park bill that Hoyt convinced Governor 

Rolfe to veto. Later Mrs. Campbell wrote to Park Service archaeologist Jesse Nusbaum: 

By the time your good letter had reached us Mr. Toll had been here and gone. We found 

him a perfectly delightful person and wished with all our hearts that we could have 

sneaked him into a corner and had a good talk with him and said all that we would have 

liked to. Unfortunately Mrs. Minerva Sherman-Hoyt had him in tow (she is the one who 

is sponsoring this Park idea on condition that it be dubbed óThe Minerva Sherman-Hoyt 

Memorial Desert National Parkô) and she wouldn't let us get a word in edgewise with Mr. 

Toll for fear we would say something about the name! She dragged him off by the elbow 

just when he and Bill were having a lovely time talking about all the things that are of 

interest in this district so our very few minutes with him were sort of sad! and he was 

such a lovely person and we so wanted to talk to him that day. You see our park was to 

be a state park and this woman went to Gov. Rolph and begged him not to sign the bill as 

it was not named for her in the state idea. People are already calling the proposed park 

'the nerva-hoyt park' and really such a name is enough to blast all the desert growth and I 

don't suppose that there is much that we can do about it. Isn't it a mess? but funny!
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It is uncertain where Mrs. Campbell got the idea that Hoyt's opposition to the state park stemmed 

from a preference for a unit in her own name. California's park agency has always been far 

likelier to name its units after people, living or dead. In all likelihood, this spiteful conclusion 

resulted from the earlier foiled plans for the state park, as well as Hoyt's frenzied schedule and 
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single-minded drive to convince Toll of the worthiness of a much larger, federally protected 

park.   

 With a mass of data and a personal inspection behind him, Roger Toll began compiling 

his report to the director. Due to the high profile campaign and the president's withdrawal of the 

land for the potential monument, it needed to be as complete and detailed as possible. The final 

report ultimately contained more than 170 pages of site descriptions, analysis, correspondence, 

news reports, maps, photographs and other explanatory data. It began with a cover letter in which 

Toll dropped the bombshell: 

It is believed that the area is not suitable for a national park, for the following reasons: [1] 

It is not the outstanding desert area of the United States. Death Valley National 

Monument is far superior to it in scenic quality and has many important features of 

interest not possessed by the area under consideration. [2] The area is interesting and of 

great value for local and state use, but is lacking in any distinctive, superlative, 

outstanding feature that would give it sufficient importance to justify its establishment as 

a national park.
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 Instead, Toll suggested that the Lost Horse Valley area might be appropriate for a much 

smaller national monument of some 138,240 acres which would feature a lesser quality group of 

Joshua trees but one surrounded by interesting geological formations (Map 2-2). He then 

proceeded to justify his recommendation with a series of photographs and a discussion of his 

proposed boundaries. He explained that Hoyt's proposed area contained the MWD aqueduct, that 

the state park system wanted the Salton Sea area, and that numerous mining claims existed in the 

larger region. He reported that although there were few grazing or other non-mining uses in the 

area, much of the land was not in federal ownership. Citing county assessors for Riverside and 

San Bernardino counties, Toll claimed that the Hoyt's area included 227,130 acres owned by the 

Southern Pacific Railroad, 22,275 held by the state and 95,319 in other private hands for a total 

of 344,724 acres the NPS would have to acquire (Map 2-3). On the other hand, in the monument 

area he recommended the railroad would have only 48,960 acres, the state 4,800 acres anprivate 

interests 4,548 acres for a total of 53,016. Although he admitted that in his proposed area the 

status of another 26,880 acres was unknown, this presented a much more realistic goal of land 

acquisition for the NPS. As a postscript, Toll attached a letter from the city engineer of San 

Bernardino requesting that if the monument were to be proclaimed it should remain open to new 

mining claims.
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 Toll bolstered his argument for a smaller monument on April 16, 1934 by forwarding a 

letter and data from the MWD citing the city's 250-foot right-of-way along its aqueduct as 

further evidence that the larger proposed area was not feasible. This seemed to resonate with the 

NPS's Chief of Lands Conrad Wirth who supported Toll's position.
60

 Director Cammerer agreed 

and sent a letter to Minerva Hoyt on July 2 asking for her response to the idea of a smaller unit. 

The long delay between Toll's report and follow-up and Cammerer's letter stemmed from the 

delicacy of the situation. Hoyt was a respected international desert expert and she had spent great 

effort and quite a lot of money pursuing her dream of a large desert preserve in California. The 

first draft of the director's letter to her, written by NPS employee Donald Alexander, flatly stated 

that the only plant of concern in the area was the Joshua tree and then cited land acquisition 
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concerns, the water district's aqueduct, poor road conditions, and uncertainty that the Antiquities 

Act, the  

 

Map 2-2. Roger Toll's proposed national monument within President Rooseveltôs 1933 land 

withdrawal. Source: Roger Toll. 1934. "Report on the Proposed Desert Plant National Park," 

JTNP Archives, Acc. 752, Cat. 25175, Folder 13. 

principle mechanism for establishing monuments, could be used for such a large area as reasons 

to support a smaller unit. Evidently the director decided that this was too insensitive because the 

letter he finally sent only mentioned the land and aqueduct concerns and simply asked Hoyt to 

study the map and information about Toll's smaller proposal. At the same time, he ordered Toll 

to begin studying the road approaches to the smaller area.
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 Roger Toll apparently foresaw the reaction his report would cause among the backers of 

the Hoyt proposal, or perhaps his colleagues suggested that he strengthen his argument with 

some scientific support. On April 10, just three days after sending his initial report to the 

director, Toll wrote to Forrest Shreve, the eminent desert ecologist and director of the Carnegie 

Institution's desert laboratory, asking him to evaluate the botanical merits of the Hoyt proposal. 

Shreve responded on April 19 that the area north of Indio was certainly worthy of preservation 

although he feared that the public attention it would draw could be detrimental to the vegetation. 

He ridiculed the notion publicized by the IDCL that the Joshua tree was the oldest type of plant 

in the desert, but supported the idea of a monument in the area because it held species from both 

the Mojave and Colorado deserts. He concluded that the Joshua tree area was equal in value to 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































