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			Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

			Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.

			We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

			Globe Pequot 

			Reader Response/Editorial Department

			246 Goose Lane

			Guilford, CT 06437

			Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@falcon.com

			Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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			Introduction

			The California desert covers the southeastern quarter of our most populous and most ecologically diverse state. Incredibly, three of the four desert subregions that make up most of the arid southwest corner of North America are found within the California desert. These subregions—the Colorado (called the Sonoran in Mexico), Mojave, and Great Basin Deserts—differ by climate and distinct plant and animal communities.

			The geographer’s definition of a desert as a place with less than 10 inches average annual rainfall says little about what a desert really is. Deserts are regions of irregular and minimal rainfall, so much so that for most of the time, scarcity of water is limiting to life. Averages mean nothing in a desert region that may go one or two years without any rain only to receive up to three times the annual average the following year.

			In the desert, evaporation far exceeds precipitation. Temperatures swing widely between night and day. This is because low humidity and intense sun heat up the ground during the day, but almost all of the heat dissipates at night. Daily temperature changes of 50 degrees or more are common—which can be hazardous to unprepared hikers caught out after dark.

			Sparse rainfall means sparse vegetation, which in turn means naked geological features. Most of the California desert is crisscrossed with mountain ranges, imparting an exposed, rough-hewn, scenic character to the landscape. Rather than having been uplifted, the mountains were largely formed by an east-west collision of the earth’s tectonic plates, producing a north-south orientation of the ranges. Some would call the result stark, but all would agree that these signatures on the land are dramatic and, at times, overpowering. This very starkness tends to exaggerate the drama of space, color, relief, and sheer ruggedness.

			Despite sparse plant cover, the number of individual plant species in the California desert is amazing. At least 1,000 species are spread among 103 vascular plant families. Equally amazing is the diversity of bird life and other wildlife on this deceptively barren land. Many of these birds and animals are active only at night, or are most likely seen during the hotter months at or near watering holes. Hundreds of bird species and more than sixty kinds of reptiles and amphibians fly, nest, crawl, and slither in habitat niches to which they have adapted. Desert bighorn sheep and the rare mountain lion are at the top of the charismatic mega-fauna list, but at least sixty other species of mammals make the desert their home—from kit foxes on the valley floors to squirrels on the highest mountain crests. The best way to observe these desert denizens is on foot, far from the madding crowd, in the peace and solitude of desert wilderness.
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			Joshua Tree National Park is in the transition zone between the Colorado and Mojave Deserts, accounting for much of its rich diversity of plant and animal life. The Mojave Desert is the smallest of the four North American deserts and lies mostly in southeastern California. Elevations range from below sea level to around 4,000 feet, with average elevations of 3,000 feet in the rugged eastern portion. Summer temperatures usually exceed 100 degrees, but winter can bring bitter cold, with temperatures sometimes dropping near zero in valleys where dense, frigid air settles at night. Plant cover is typified by Joshua trees, creosote bushes, white bursage, and indigo bushes.

			Joshua Tree is included within the Colorado and Mojave Desert Biosphere Reserve, which was internationally designated in 1984. There are more than 265 biosphere reserves worldwide that protect lands within each of the earth’s biogeographic regions. The parks are within the core of the biosphere reserve, where human impact is kept to a minimum. The core is surrounded by a multiple-use area where sustainable development is the guiding principle.

			Joshua Tree and other desert parks receive many international visitors who are drawn to the desert because there is no desert in their homeland. Many come during the peak of summer to experience the desert at its hottest. Regardless of whether the visitor is from Europe, a nearby California town, or someplace across the nation, the endlessly varied desert offers something for everyone. Unlike snowbound northern regions, the California desert is a year-round hiker’s paradise. There is no better place in which to actually see the raw, exposed forces of land-shaping geology at work. Those interested in history and paleoarchaeology will have a field day. And the list goes on. This book is designed to enhance the enjoyment of all who wish to sample the richness of Joshua Tree National Park on their own terms. Travel is best done on foot, with distance and destination being far less important than the experience of getting there.

			The Meaning and Value of Wilderness

			Visitors to Joshua Tree and other desert wildlands should appreciate the meaning and values of wilderness, if for no other reason than to better enjoy their visits with less impact on the wildland values that attracted them in the first place. Nearly 14 percent of California (almost fourteen million acres) is designated federal wilderness, making the Golden State the premier wilderness state in the continental United States. The California Desert Protection Act of 1994 doubled the wilderness acreage in the state and tripled the amount of wilderness under National Park Service jurisdiction, increasing from two million to six million acres.

			Those who know and love wild country have their own personal definition of wilderness, heartfelt and often unexpressed, which varies with each person. But since Congress reserved to itself the exclusive power to designate wilderness in the monumental Wilderness Act of 1964, it is important that we also understand the legal meaning of “wilderness.”

			The most fundamental purpose of the Wilderness Act is to provide an enduring resource of wilderness for this and future generations so that a growing, increasingly mechanized human population does not occupy and modify every last wild niche. Just as important as preserving the land is the preservation of natural processes, such as naturally ignited fire, erosion, landslides, and other forces that shape the land. Before 1964 the uncertain whim of administrative fiat was all that protected wilderness. During the 1930s the “commanding general” of the wilderness battle, Wilderness Society cofounder Bob Marshall, described wilderness as a “snowbank melting on a hot June day.” In the desert the analogy might be closer to a sand dune shrinking on a windy day. Declassification of much of Joshua Tree National Monument prior to its present park status certainly illustrates lack of permanency for land lacking statutory protection.

			The act defines wilderness as undeveloped federal lands “where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man is a visitor who does not remain.” In old English the word “trammel” means a net, so “untrammeled” conveys the idea of land that is unnetted or uncontrolled by humans. Congress recognized that no land is completely free of human influence, going on to say that wilderness must “generally appear to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable.” Further, a “wilderness” must have outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation, and be at least 5,000 acres in size or large enough to preserve and use in an unimpaired condition. Also, wilderness may contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value. The Joshua Tree National Park wilderness described in this book meets and easily exceeds these legal requirements. Any lingering doubts are removed by the distant music of a coyote beneath a star-studded desert sky, or by a green oasis in a remote canyon.

			In general, wilderness designation protects the land from development such as roads, buildings, motorized vehicles, and equipment, and from commercial uses except preexisting livestock grazing, outfitting, and the development of mining claims and leases validated before the 1984 cutoff date in the federal Wilderness Act. The act set up the National Wilderness System and empowered three federal agencies to administer wilderness: the Forest Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the National Park Service. The Bureau of Land Management was added to the list with passage of the 1976 Federal Land Policy and Management Act. These agencies can and do make wilderness recommendations, as any citizen can, but only Congress can set aside wilderness on federal lands. This is where politics enters in, epitomizing the kind of grassroots democracy that eventually brought about passage of the landmark California Desert Protection Act. The formula for wilderness conservationists has been and continues to be “endless pressure endlessly applied.”

			But once designated, the unending job of wilderness stewardship is just beginning. The managing agencies have a special responsibility to administer wilderness in “such manner as will leave them (wilderness areas) unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness.” Unimpairment of wilderness over time can only be achieved through partnership between concerned citizens and the agencies.

			Wilderness is the only truly biocentric use of land. It is off-limits to intensive human uses with an objective of preserving the
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