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Chapter One: 49 Palms
 For the last few years, my 
job has sent me every March to 
a conference in Palm Springs.  
While some of my co-workers 
take some extra time to sit by 
the pool, Iʼve gotten in the habit 
of making trips to nearby Joshua 
Tree National Park.
 Last year Kevin joined 
me for a three-day backpack, 
and we had so much fun we 
decided to do it again.  Even 
better, this year Dorinna was 
able to join us.
 After our conference 
ended, we piled into the rental 
car to drive to the park, stopping 
along the way for stove fuel and 
groceries.  As we were nearing 
the park, I suddenly 
remembered that last year we 
had made a camping 
reservation.  Oops...
 A quick phone call 
confirmed that all of the 
campgrounds in the park were 
filled for the holiday weekend.  

The only campground outside of the park was on a wind-swept vegetation-free piece of desert.  We tried all of the nice hotels in town--all of 
them were full.  Then we started on the marginal hotels, eventually taking the last room at Rancho del Fleabag.  Iʼm sure there was a perfectly 
good reason why there was a dirty sock on top of the television set.  The kitchenette was covered with crumbs and bits of food from the last 
residents.  I took this as a good sign--no mice or roaches!  We unloaded the car, and headed out for a day hike to the 49 Palms Oasis.
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The hike was fairly short, but covered with yellow, white, blue, and purple flowers.  Afternoon light lit up the granite formations which make 
Joshua Tree a prized destination for rock climbers.



We climbed over a small ridge, and got our first view of the 49 Palms Oasis.



The oasis was lush, with swampy 
pools lined with reeds and filled with 
frogs.  Palms were everywhere, of 
course.  We didnʼt count to see if 
there were 49 of them.



The light just got better on the return 
hike back to our car.  We drove back 
to our hotel, and immediately walked 
next door for dinner at Edchadas 
Mexican restaurant.  This turned out 
to be a great fueling stop before the 
adventure of the next three days.



Chapter Two:  The Backpack Begins
The difficult part of backpacking in Joshua Tree National 
Park is the water situation.  There are a small handful of 
places in the park where you can find water.  However, 
none of these are reliable, and all are reserved for wildlife.  
Joshua Tree is a true desert, not a semi-desert environment 
like the red rock canyon country of the Colorado Plateau.  
So before we left the hotel, we carefully packaging up 
enough water for our trip.  One gallon per person per day 
seems to work pretty well, in March at least.  For a three-
day trip like this one, that adds up to twenty-four pounds of 
water per person.  Add in the weight of food and the usual 
backpacking gear, and you are talking about seriously 
heavy packs.

We drove to Lost Horse Valley, and parked at the 
Juniper Flats “backcountry board”--just a signboard 
and drop-off spot for a free permit.  Our route was the 

California Riding & Hiking 
Trail and our destination 
was... unknown.  We knew 
that we wanted to hike near 
the Stubbe Springs area.  The 
area around the springs 
themselves were closed to 
camping, but we planned to 
camp outside that boundary.  I 
also was eyeing Quail 

Mountain.  The map showed an elevation of 5813ʼ, 
making it the highest point in the park.  While there 
was no trail marked on the map, it seemed likely that 
the peak could be climbed. 
 The hike started the way most hikes in J-Tree 
seem to start--with open shadeless desert.  Mostly just 
sand and dirt, with an occasional shrub to break the 
otherwise featureless ground.  But it wasnʼt long before 
we started a slow steady climb.  The elevation climb 

The trail begins...



Our first view of Quail Mountain

Joshua Tree deserts and 
snow-capped mountains



 And that is how we named our campsite.  When we tired of carrying our packs of 
water containers, we started looking for a place to set up our tents.  We found a good 
place up against a small hill of granite boulders.  It was formed from a granitic intrusion, 
where a blob of raising magma slowly cooled into granite.  And so we called it “The 
Blob... Of Rocks.”
 When camp was set up, we loaded up some much lighter day packs and hiked to 
Fan Canyon View.  Fan Canyon was an enormous gash in the surface of the earth that 
led down to the Indio Valley, home to Palm Springs and other towns.  In the photo above, 
it looks like a river flowing through the canyon, but it was a river of sand.  (“A River... Of 
Rocks!!”)  Along the way we passed Stubbe Spring and the remains of an old cabin.  
Although we never saw the spring itself, the location was obvious from the surrounding 
patch of greenery.  

wasnʼt much, perhaps 300 feet in total, but that was 
enough to change the vegetation.  Mixed in with the 
patches of dirt were twisted Joshua trees.  They are 
never particularly dense, but they were enough to give 
the landscape badly needed color and texture.  And 
sound too--we heard a yipping crowd of coyotes from 
over a short ridge.  We tried to find them, but succeeded 
only in terrifying the already terrified Jack Rabbit 
population.
 Last year Kevin and I had hiked through an area 
called the Wonderland of Rocks, and we experimented 
with turning this into a catch-phrase.  Throughout the 
weekend, we would punctuate each sentence with a 
pregnant pause and the phrase “Of Rocks!!!!”

Kevin goofing off

Fan Canyon View



 We hurried back to camp- not to eat, but so we could 
start taking pictures.  Evening light is always nice, especially in 
a desert like Joshua Tree when the mid-afternoon light is so 
strong and harsh.  But today we had an extra bonus.  Not only 
did we have a full moon, but moonrise was timed to only a few 
minutes after sunset.  Dinner was an afterthought at Kevin and I 
set about shooting.  Sunset was nice, and the moonrise was 
nice but rushed.  Itʼs amazing how quickly the moon climbs over 
the horizon, and I hadnʼt done an adequate job scouting out 
locations beforehand.
 After the excitement was over, we got one more surprise.  
The moonlight was strong enough to cast shadows and light up 
the landscape with an eerie glow.

During my first visit to Joshua Tree National Park, 
I visited a roadside attraction called the Cholla 
Garden.  This was a large garden of Jumping 
Cholla cacti.  These cacti are infamous because 
their spines break off at the slightest touch, 
appearing to almost “jump” off the bush.  While I 
was there I got to watch a teenager lying on the 
ground with half a dozen huge spines in his leg.  
His friends were pulling them out, one by one, 
with a pair of pliers.  Every spine pull was 
accompanied with a stifled scream of pain...

I told the story early in the day. By early evening, 
Dorinna had spotted a cholla cactus, and reached 
out to touch it...

Cholla Cactus



Sunset



Moonrise



The light of the full moon bathes The Blob... Of Rocks



Chapter Three:  Quail Mountain
 Our hike for the day started on 
an old sandy road through a Joshua 
tree forest.  The Joshua trees were 
just starting to flower, so the hike 
through the cool of the morning was 
quite nice.  Soon our road ended, 
however, and we set out cross-
country to our destination.  We 
followed a path, which appeared and 
disappeared every few feet.  We lost 
it entirely when we reached the base 
of the peak.  The mountain itself was 
bare of almost all vegetation, a hulk 
of baked rock and dirt.  The climb 
was steep, but we had the advantage 
of lungs acclimated to Coloradoʼs 
elevation, so we steadily climbed up 

the mountain.  Along the way we passed burned out shells of trees- 
regular trees, not Joshua trees.  Apparently the elevation provided 
enough moisture to support regular tree life- or at least it did until a 
fire swept through.  Now it supported only white and black 
skeletons.
 There was, however, more life than just grasses and an 
occasional shrub.  Our hike disturbed a number of Great Horned 
Toads.  These unusual animals arenʼt toads at all, but are actually a 
kind of reptile.  They look like miniature dinosaurs, with horns and 
head spikes.  They tended to be shy, but not shy enough to escape 





Great Horned Toad or Miniature Triceratops?  You decide...



our camera lenses.  We never got tired of watching these fascinating 
creatures.
 Without a trail, we had some discussions on which peak was the 
highest.  We climbed the “wrong” mountain, which provided great views 
of the actual peak.  On top of the real peak, we signed into the summit 
register, ate lunch, and watched lizards scurrying around the 
mountaintop.  
 Rested, we set out along the mountain ridge, traveling cross-
country from one small peak to another.  Every new mountain provided 
new vistas of canyons, rolling hills, and expansive valleys.  We even 
saw a small group of deer, which bounded away as they saw us on the 
ridge-top.
 The ridge ended in an extremely steep descent down to the 
valley of Covington Flats.  A long and hot slog awaited us on the return 
to our camp.  We arrived at sunset, exhausted but elated after a great 
day in the desert.

Dead trees on the ascent of Quail Mountain



Horned Toad

View from Quail Mountain



Dorinna and Kevin on Quail Mountain summit

Summit canister

Views from Quail Mountain



Fear the Flora!

Color in the desert



Run Rabbit, Run!

Jack the Rabbit considers his options

Granola bar crumbs for dinner!  Hooray!



Full Moon Night in Joshua Tree National Park



Star Trails and Moonlight on The Blob... Of Rocks



Chapter Four:  Easter Morning 



Easter Morning dawned with a 
beautiful sunrise.  Kevin and I 
scrambled around trying to capture 
the light.  

After breakfast, we packed up camp and 
returned to our car across the hot desert.  
Stopping on the way for well-needed showers, 
we drove to the airport to board our flight for 
home.  Another satisfying backpack in Joshua 
Tree National Park.



Final view of Quail Mountain

Joshua Tree blossom


