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wilderness”, according to the flyer. The agenda for the
meetings was quite full, and addressed many issues of
interest to the DPS, such as ORV use, desert wilderness
management plans, mining and water claims in southern
Nevada, the Mammoth/Yosemite airport, the [accursed]
Fee Demo program, and many, many others. It wasn’t
“all work and no play” though, as a short hike, slide
programs, and a potluck dinner were planned. Barbara
volunteered to cover the meetings for the DPS and we
look forward to reading her report in a future issue of the
Sage. Thanks again, Barbara.

CHAIR’S CORNER
by Gary Craig
I recently discovered a wonderful program on PBS called
“The Desert Speaks”. It’s been in production for several
years now it seems, but I didn’t find it
until recently when I bought my new
high-definition digital TV. Anyway,
the program is produced by the
University of Arizona in Tucson and
features a 1/2-hour travelogue in the
deserts of the southwest US and in
Mexico. The subject matter is wideranging; everything from the geology
of sand dunes to traditional hatweaving techniques practiced in small
towns near Oaxaca, is covered. The
website www.thedesertspeaks.org has
a program schedule. DPS’ers will
recognize familiar landmarks such as
Devil’s Golf Course, Mitchell
Caverns, and Baboquivari Peak in the background (or
foreground!) of various episodes, all having shown up (at
least briefly) in the last month or two. Of course actually
being “out there” in the desert is better, but if you’re
stuck at home some day and you run across this program
on the tube, I urge you to check it out. You may learn
something, or at least you’ll have fun saying, “Hey, I’ve
been there” when some familiar landmark or landscape
appears.

Speaking of volunteers, I haven’t heard from anyone
volunteering to serve on the 2005-2006 DPS
Management Committee, or in one of the appointed
posts, as I pleaded for in the last issue. Well, I see that
we may have to resort to more traditional arm-twisting to
keep things moving next year. Ballots will be mailed in
mid-March for election to three open positions on the
Management Committee, and must be returned before the
April meeting (April 6th). As of this writing, there are no
bylaw amendments on the ballot.
Finally, be sure to attend the DPS Banquet on
Wednesday, May 4th, at the wonderful Reef restaurant in
Long Beach. It’s the same spot as last year and we’ll
have a fine meal, a raffle, an entertaining program, and
many stories to share for everyone to enjoy. I hope to see
you there.
Cheers,

On another topic, I would like to thank Barbara Reber for
Gary
volunteering to attend the annual joint meeting of the
California/Nevada Regional Wilderness Committee and
the California/Nevada Desert Committee, recently held in
Shoshone, California. This event is a weekend series of
meetings focusing on desert conservation issues, and is
open to “anyone with a vital concern in the desert and
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TRIPS / EVENTS
MARCH THROUGH OCTOBER 2005
MAR 2
MAR 5
MAR 12-13
MAR 19-20
MAR 26-27
APR 2-3
APR 4
APR 9-10
APR 16-17
APR 16-17
APR 30-MAY 1
MAY 14-15
JUNE 11-12
AUG 20
OCT 29-30

WED
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
WED
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT-SUN
SAT
SAT-SUN

DPS
DPS,HPS
DPS
DPS
DPS
DPS
DPS
DPS
DPS
LTC,DPS,SPS,SMS
LTC,DPS,SPS
DPS
DPS
DPS
DPS

Management Committee Meeting
Rosa Point
Granite Mtn #2 / Palen Mtn
Granite Mtn #1 / Old Dad Mtn
Orocopia Mts List Finish Celebration
Desert Cabin Campout
Monthly Meeting and Program
Chili Cook-off / Black Butte / Chuckwalla
Tin Mtn / Dry Mtn
Sierra Snow Checkoff
Sierra Snow Checkoff
Mt Dubois / Mt Patterson
Charleston Peak / Mummy Mtn
Mt Dubois
Pahrump Point, Stewart Point

All participants on Sierra Club outings are required to sign a standard liability waiver.
If you would like to read the Liability Waiver before you choose to participate, please go to:
http://www.sierraclub.org/outings/chapter/forms/
or contact the Outings Department at 415-977-5528 for a printed version.
MAR 2
WED
DPS
O: Management Committee Meeting: At this meeting we will draw up a slate of nominees for next year’s
management committee, and discuss any proposed changes to the by-laws. All members welcome; we will meet at
6:30 at the Coffee Gallery in Altadena, on Lake Avenue and Mirada.
♦ MAR 5
SAT
HPS, DPS
I: Rosa Point (5083’): Join us in this 14 mile, 4500’ gain, desert hike. Moderately paced but strenuous hike on
loose, steep terrain. Not recommended for beginners. Bring ten essentials, 4 liters of water minimum, snacks, lunch,
and lugsoles. Gaiters are recommended for protection from abundant cholla. Send email (preferred) or SASE, with
H & W phones, recent conditioning/hiking experience to Leader: Wayne Vollaire, avollaire@adelphia.net, 909-5449763, Assistant.: Karen Isaacson Leverich.
♦ MAR 12-13
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Granite Mtn #2 (4331'), Palen Mtn. (3848'): The DPS explores the remotest portions of Riverside County on
this outing. On a pair of dayhikes we will ascend two peaks: Granite (2800', 6 mi., 7 hours) and Palen (2600' gain, 5
mi., 6 hours), both with class 2 climbing, fine views, and great company. An unsurpassed DPS potluck dinner awaits
participants on Saturday evening. Sandy road conditions make 4WD mandatory for all vehicles. Send email or sase
to Leader: Gary Craig. Co-Leader: Sue Holloway
♦ MAR 19-20
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Granite Mtn #1 (6762'), Old Dad Mtn (4252'): Chairs of the Desert Peaks Section, both present and past, invite
you to join this "Old-Timers and New-Comers" hike in the Mojave National Preserve. Saturday climb Granite (2900'
gain, 5 hours), followed by a rousing campfire and potluck dinner in the grandest DPS style. Sunday pass through
historic Kelso and climb Old Dad Mtn. (1800' gain, 3 hours). Well behaved K-9’s welcome. Send email or sase to
Leader: Gary Craig. Co-Leader: Dean Acheson. Chairs/Honorary assistants: Karen Leonard, Edna Erspamer, Mary
Sue Miller, Dan Richter, John McCully, Ron Jones, Linda McDermott.
♦ MAR 26-27
SAT-SUN
DPS
I:Orocopia Mts (3815’) List Finish Celebration: An easy hike (5 ½ mile, 2700’ max. gain) to celebrate Ron &
Ellen Grau’s double DPS list finish. Join the festivities Saturday for the hike followed by a potluck dinner. Dinner
plans include the leader’s BBQ chicken. Sunday morning pancake breakfast followed by wildflower explorations in
the nearby desert. Car camp/car-pooling encouraged to reduce group impact in campsite. Send SASE or e-mail to
Leader: Barbee Tidball. Co-Leader: Larry Tidball.
♦
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APR 2-3
SAT-SUN
DPS
O: Desert Cabin Campout: Desert car camp at the historic Osborn Cabin in the Argus Range. A relaxed social
outing with optional easy day hikes to explore the adjacent Argus Range Wilderness area. Well-behaved K-9’s
welcome. High clearance vehicles needed. SASE to Steve Smith for trip details. Leaders: Steve Smith, Dean and Pat
Acheson.
♦ APR 4
WED
DPS
O: Monthly meeting and program: For this program, we are pleased to have Don Robinson, who is an officer in
the California State Parks Foundation and has been very active in the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy, speak
about local conservation issues. We will meet at 7:30, location to be mailed out with Management Committee Ballot
(still trying to get back to the Zoo meeting room). Refreshments will be served.
♦ APR 9-10
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Chili Cook-off Challenge, Black Butte (4054’) & Chuckwalla (3446’) or Corn Springs Petroglyph Site:
Join us for the 13th Annual chili cooking and tasting event, held this year in the high desert in the Black Butte
vicinity at a 2wd site. If you make smokin’ spicy, Texas Style, Vegetarian, Traditional, or your own unique chili,
please share your talents with this crowd! You can cook or judge. Prizes are awarded based on several categories that
include presentation, heat levels and just plain good eating. Cooks come free, tasters are $5.00 each. Bring umbrellas
and tarps for shelters in case of rain. Saturday a.m. climb Black Butte: (1600’ gain, 3 mi RT from 4WD TH), aft and
eve chili cook-off. Sunday will be a climb of Chuckwalla (1600' gain, 3 mi RT from 2WD) for peak baggers or a
possible excursion to the Corn Springs petroglyph site for those interested in exploring. Send sase with $ for tasters,
H&W ph #s, carpool info and indicate whether you will be a cook or a taster to Reserv: Yvonne Jamison. Leaders:
Scot Jamison; Barbee & Larry Tidball
♦ APR 16-17
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Tin Mtn (8,953’), Dry Mtn (8,674’): Strenuous day hikes in Death Valley. 4200’ gain in 7 miles, and 5900’gain
in 12 miles respectively. Car camp with shared happy hour/dinner. Send SASE with experience, conditioning to
Leader: Larry Tidball. Co-Leader: Barbee Tidball.
♦ APR 16-17
SAT-SUN
LTC, SPS, DPS, SMS
M/E: Sierra Snow Checkoff: Demonstrate your skills to receive an M or E snow checkoff or sharpen snow climbing
skills. Restricted to Sierra Club members with prior ice axe, crampon, rope training/experience. Email or send 2
sase, SC#, resume of snow climbing/training, H&W phones to Leader: Tom McDonnell. Co-Leader: Randall Danta.
♦ APR 30-MAY 1
SAT-SUN
LTC, SPS, DPS
M/E: Sierra Snow Checkoff: For M&E candidates wanting to check off leadership ratings. Practice available for
those wanting to brush up on new techniques. Restricted to SC members with some prior basic training with the ice
axe. Send SC#, climbing resume, 2 SASE or email, H&W phones to Leader: Nile Sorenson. Co-Leaders: Doug
Mantle, Duane McRuer.
♦ MAY 14-15
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Mt. Dubois (13,559’), Mt. Patterson (11,873’): Climb Dubois from the east on Saturday, 5000’ gain, 9 miles
round trip, strenuous Class 2 (without snow). Sunday climb Patterson, 2000’ gain, 6 mi. round trip, class 1 without
snow from the east or west. Ice ax and crampons will be carried for the moderate slopes which may have snow.
Contact Leader: Ron Hudson. Co-Leader: Patty Rambert.
♦ JUNE 11-12
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Charleston Peak (11,915'), Mummy Mtn. (11,528). Here's a slam-dunk for DPS Emblem aspirants! Climb the
two highest peaks in southern Nevada on this DPS outing. All hiking will be long, strenuous, high-altitude walks
(with some 2nd class scrambling on Mummy) so good conditioning is required. Fabulous views and camping await
the conquering heroes. Send email or sase w/cond/exper to Leader: Gary Craig. Co-Leader: Sue Holloway.
♦ AUG 20
SAT
DPS
I: Mount Dubois (13,559'): Join us as we try again for this quality peak northeast of Bishop. Strenuous climb, 9
miles round trip, 5300' gain. We will meet at the trailhead so 4WD & high clearance is required. Sunday is open for
exploring or drive home. Send car info, phones info, conditioning info, & sase or email to Leader: Charlie Knapke.
Assistant: Sue Holloway.
♦ OCT 29-30
SAT-SUN
DPS
I: Pahrump Pt. (5740’), Stewart Pt. (5265): Join us for two fun peaks near Shoshone. Climb Pahrump Sat. 8 mi rt,
3400’ gain. Campfire and potluck planned for Sat. night after a trip to the hot springs in Tecopa. Sun climb Stewart
6.5 mi rt, 2600’ gain. Send SASE or email with conditioning/experience/phone/email to Leader: Greg Roach . CoLeader: Mirna Roach.
♦
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DEATH VALLEY ROAD UPDATE
Death Valley National Park Update, February 2005. Check the Death Valley website at www.nps.gov/deva for the
latest conditions.
California Highway 190… CLOSED from Furnace Creek east to Death Valley Junction (Hwy 127) through Spring
2005 due to flood damage. No access is permitted via vehicle, foot, or bicycle to Zabriskie Point.
Big Pine Road....................Open, high clearance recommended due to recent flooding.
Cottonwood Canyon Rd….Open, 4x4 high clearance beyond 8 miles, mostly washed out beyond Marble Canyon.
Hunter Mountain Road…...Closed, impassable due to heavy snow and ice.
Mahogany Flat Road……..Closed at the Charcoal Kilns.
Saline Valley Road ….......South: Open, 4x4 high clearance. North: Closed, impassable due to heavy snow.
Warm Springs Cnyn Rd….Open, 4x4 high clearance, very rough east of Butte Valley (1-2 foot deep ruts)
West Side Road…………..Open, high clearance recommended. Amargosa River is flowing across the road.
Wildrose Canyon (lower)...Open, road is one-lane wide in some areas-use extreme caution.
Note from Editor: Some friends of mine recently did the Goler Wash Road to Manly and Needle. The road was described as horrible, with large boulders and extremely deep ruts.

OUTINGS CHAIR
For all of you leaders and prospective leaders, I have some information from Tina Bowman, Outings Management Committee, that I’d to pass along. March 19th is the deadline for signing up for
the April 2nd Leadership Training Program seminar being held this time in Costa Mesa. And for
current leaders, the Sierra Club National Leader Standards, which were passed in July 2004,
specify that every four years from the date a leader first met all requirements, the Outings Leader
Training 101 must be refreshed. To “refresh”, a leader my see the material on-line at http://
clubhouse.sierraclub.org/outings/Training (password:
explore), which includes a selfassessment. The Angeles Chapter likely will also make the printed version available to leaders,
and since the Chapter has so many leaders, the plan is to distribute the OLT to about a fourth of
the leaders every year on a rotating basis. Any lapsed first aid certifications (but not Wilderness First Aid training)
must also be renewed. The Angeles Chapter offers free CPR and basic first aid courses; for more information and
schedule, visit http://www.angeles.sierraclub,org/ltc. Finally, if a leader has not led a trip at a given level in the previous four years, then the leader must repeat the requirement to provisionally lead at that level or higher, or otherwise
satisfy the entity outings chair that he or she continues to possess the requisite skills. The Angeles Chapter has been
granted an extension until January 1, 2006 for leaders to meet currency requirements, but this is a heads-up for those
of you who may need to update your certifications – we don’t want to lose any of our leaders! -Ann

EDITOR’S COLUMN
Continuing Gary’s thread of interesting shows, I was
happy to come across “Venom ER” on the Animal Planet
network recently. This show documents the work of the
ER doctors at Loma Linda who specialize in snakebite
victims. Did you know that the dark-colored Southern
Pacific rattlesnake is much more dangerous than the
Mohave Green? Or that the Sidewinder is the least
dangerous rattlesnake in our region? Check your local
listings for the time of this very interesting reality
television show.

are at their best. South of Furnace Creek, the valley
bottom is a blue lake that reflects the Panamints. The
floor is coated with fresh clumps of grass and wildflowers
are sprouting everywhere. It is the greenest I have seen
Death Valley in a long time.

But be sure to heed the closures. While hiking the Golden
Canyon-Gowers Gulch loop, I came across several new
signs warning that Zabriskie Point is closed and violators
will be fined $150. Apparently Zabriskie has been
converted into a construction truck staging area for the
Having visited Death Valley recently, I can say the sights rebuild of Hwy 190. -Bob
THE DESERT SAGE
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MEMBERSHIP CHAIR / ACTIVITY REPORT FEBRUARY 2005
Membership Summary
Type
Sustaining
Member
Household
Sustaining Sub
Subscriber
Extra

Current
23
148
31
3
51
5

Inactive
9
72
8
8
116

Totals:

261

213

Activity Report
143
144
145
146

ACHIEVEMENTS
List Finish #1
Burton A. Falk 5/29/04 Sentinel Peak
Charles Winger 5/29/04 Sentinel Peak
Gerry Roach
5/29/04 Sentinel Peak
Jennifer Roach 5/29/94 Sentinel Peak

Address Changes
Amy Essington
3207 E. 2Nd Street #11
Long Beach, CA 90803
home: 562-421-4305
aessington@verizon.net
Barbara Guerin
715 N. Broadway Apt. 135
Escondido, CA 92025-1804
home: 858-748-4199
work: 858-495-5264
Barbara.Guerin@sdcounty.ca.gov
William R. Ramsey
P.o. Box 800231
Santa Clara, CA 91380-0231
home: 661-210-7868
work: 661-210-7868
bramsey@cityofpalmdale.org
Robert Sumner
Po Box 7337
Mammoth Lakes, CA 93546
bobsumner@worldnet.att.net

Membership Renewals
Jim Adler & Kathy Price
Pat Arredondo
Ron Bartell & Christine Mitchell
Robert A. Beach
Eric & Lori Beck
David Beymer/Maura Raffensperger
David Boyle
Harry Brumer
Dennis Burge
Fred & Marianna Camphausen
Richard L. Carey
Dan Clark
Susan & Jim Conley
Susan Cooper
Gary Craig
Gordon R Crawford Jr
Janet Damen
Robert Emerick
Burton A. Falk
Terry Flood
Jay Frederking
Bruno Geiger
John Gibba
Rich Gnagy
Joe Goss
Ron & Ellen Grau
William H. Hemming
Bob Henderson
Edward Herrman
Jim Hinkley
Delores Holladay
Sue Holloway
Ron Hudson
Jon L Inskeep
Scot & Yvonne Jamison
Cliff Jones
Ron & Leora Jones
Jerry & Nancy Keating
Patty Kline
Jeffrey Koepke
Barbara Lilley
Jim Long
Igor & Suzanne Mamedalin
Keith Martin
Tom McDonnell

1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
3 years
1 year
1 year
2 years
2 years
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
3 years
1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
3 years

Carlton McKinney
Mary McMannes
Duane & Betty McRuer
Dove Menkes)
Robert Michael
Gloria Miladin
Ret Moore
Terry Morse
Bill Oliver
Don Palmer
Martha Piepgras
Virgil Popescu
Chuck Pospishil
Kathy Price
Jim Prichard
George Quinn
William R. Ramsey
John Rawlings
Barbara Reber
John Ripley
Julie Rush
Michael Scuderi
Carleton Shay
Erik Siering
Brian Smith
Nile Sorenson
Rose Stein
Ed Steiner
David Stepsay
Pamela Stones
Robert Sumner
Jim Throgmorton
Larry & Barbee Tidball
Roger Weingaertner
David L. Welbourn
John Wilkinson
George Wysup
W. Ross Yates
Ronald A. Young

1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
2 years
2 years
1 year
1 year
5 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
5 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
2 years
1 year
2 years
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
1 year
3 years
1 year
1 year

New Sustaining
Randolph Pitts
2 years
Paul Cooley

Sustaining Renewals
1 year

CONSERVATION NEWS
From the February 2005 Chapter Conservation Newsletter:
“The Inyo National Forest and the Ridgecrest BLM have just released the long-awaited Environmental Assessment to
determine the future of Furnace Creek. A cover letter accompanying the document states that the agencies believe
that building a new road up this rare desert oasis is the best course of action!…Despite an abundance of places to
drive and a scarcity of streams for desert wildlife, the agencies are proposing to sacrifice the critical ecological link of
Furnace Creek in favor of a new road that will be used by less than 20 motorcycles and ATV’s a year. For more
background information and photos of Furnace Creek, please visit www.friendsoftheinyo.org.” -Ann

COVER PHOTO: Eagle Mtn #2 from the northeast. Photo by Bob Sumner.
THE DESERT SAGE

7

March/April 2005

Trip reports from scheduled DPS outings and private trips to
any peaks or areas of interest to
Sage recipients are welcomed and encouraged.
Please refer to the back cover for
CORRESPONDENCE submission details.
Next submission deadline is APRIL 9, 2005.

NOPAH RANGE
November 11, 2004
By Dave Perkins

GRANITE MOUNTAIN #2
December 31, 2004
By Debbie Bulger

A

I

n the waning light we watched in awe as the leading
edge of the water slid down the wash, paralleled the
road for a bit, then flowed across the pavement. The
water picked up speed, pushing foam and debris before
it.

climb of Pyramid Peak was originally scheduled
for this date, but the closure of highway 190 in
Death Valley due to the August floods made that
impossible. Our second choice was Nopah Range near
Shoshone. A group of six: Dave Perkins (leader), Gary
Craig (Assistant leader), Paul Garry, Annette Ruiz, Geza
Tokes, and Aaron Bitterman met at 7:30 AM on
Saturday the 11th, and attempted to caravan to the
roadhead.

Richard Stover, Jackie Stroud and I had been hiking near
Chuckwalla Mountain, east of Joshua Tree National Park
when the rain started.
The peak itself was obscured by the clouds, and we
headed back to the BLM Corn Springs Campground
where Jackie's truck was still parked.

We hit quite a lot of mud, and managed to get all but one
of our vehicles stuck, including my 4-Wheel drive
Toyota Tundra. Fortunately, all the vehicles were
rescued, thanks to our mutual efforts at pushing, digging
and Gary Craig’s tow cable. We began the climb at
about 9 AM from the correct side of the muddy area that
covered the road about a mile and a half from the road
end. We went up the great south east ridge of Nopah,
and followed various ridges to the summit.

Our way back to the campsite was blocked by a rushing
torrent crashing across the road. There was nothing to do
but hunker down for the night. We found a relatively
high, level spot next to the old highway, prepared a
tailgate supper, and tried to sleep.

“Trip reports on this peak mention climbing
the wrong mountain and returning after
dark. I am happy to report we were no
exception.”

Annette elected to wait about half-way up, but the rest
made the peak before 2 PM. We had a brief rest on the
summit, enjoying beautiful views of the snowy summits
of the Whites and the Sierra before heading down. We
wasted no time on the descent because it became dark at
six and there was no early moonlight that night.

At 4:30 a.m. all three of us were startled awake by the
brilliant flashes of lightning in the sky to the south.
Hastily throwing gear into the truck, we hightailed it to
Blythe in a steady downpour, luckily having to cross
flowing water only once.

By six we were safely off the mountain, and arrived at
the cars at about 7 PM, aided by our GPS waypoint that
marked the location of the cars. We had a somewhat
abbreviated potluck that evening at the roadhead for
Stewart, and after deciding not to attempt another peak
due to commitments for the next day, went our separate
ways on Sunday morning.

I won't bore you with the details of our late night vigil at
the Blythe Denny's, or our trek to the local K-Mart to
replace the stove we ran over in our hurried flight, or our
fruitless attempts to contact the County Public Works
Department or BLM to learn the probability of our ever
getting back to Corn Springs.
Suffice it to say we eventually made it back, recovered
Jackie's truck, then proceeded to further adventures in
the California desert.

THE DESERT SAGE
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extremely windy and cold. At last we made the summit
at noon.
Retracing our steps, we skirted the 25-foot class 4
waterfall, scrambling down 3rd-class rocks and managed
to reach our strategically-placed strobe light just before
dark. We held the flashing strobe aloft so Jackie could
see we were on our way.
That evening we celebrated New Year's Eve with hot
soup, a toasty campfire, and the company of a wee
canyon mouse with its tufted tail.
The New Year's Day drive out to a paved road turned
into an unexpected wildflower preview. The abundant
rains had brought forth dune evening primrose,
brittlebush, narrow-leaved popcorn flower, rush
milkweed, brown-eyed evening primrose, fairy duster,
sand verbena, desert sunflowers and more.

Richard Stover on the summit of Granite Mtn #2.
Credit: Debbie Bulger

We drove east on the sandy Palen Pass Road that
afternoon with plenty of daylight to notice the wash out
and feeble attempt by the BLM to route people around.
Word of advice: Don't drive this road too fast or you
might miss the detour. The resultant plunge into the
wash probably wouldn't be fatal, but it would be a heck
of a mess.

Jacumba Mtn, Sombrero Peak
January 22-23, 2005
By Ann Perkins

We were off to climb 4331' Granite #2, the highpoint of
the Granite Mountains in the Palen-McCoy Wilderness.
We opted for the approach from Palen Pass Road since
we weren't sure of the condition of the 4WD approach to
the other trailhead at Packard Well after the rains.

W

e were fortunate to have great weather for a
winter climb of these two relatively easy San
Diego County peaks – mostly clear skies but
temperatures cool enough to be comfortable.
Ten climbers gathered for Jacumba on Saturday morning
at 7:30 near the railroad tracks at Dos Cabezos and we
caravanned in on good road to the trailhead at Mortero
Palms. Climbing on Saturday were Ann Perkins
(provisional leader), Sue Holloway (assistant leader),
Cliff Jones, Skip Forscht, Bob Hoeven, Terry Flood,
Gloria Miladin, Dave Perkins, David Boyle, and Alex

Trip reports on this peak mention climbing the wrong
mountain and returning after dark. I am happy to report
we were no exception.
On our first attempt we left at 6:15 a.m. to hike up the
1.5-mile road which is now within the wilderness
boundary and can no longer be driven. Then across the
desert floor for almost 2 miles to the start of the climb.
We chose the ridge approach; unfortunately, it was the
wrong ridge. I had forgotten my altimeter at home.
Everything looked right; we hiked over a point, traversed
to the right and ascended a summit. The real peak was
towering over us further north. "We'll just have to come
back tomorrow," Richard stated.
Jackie opted out and agreed to position her truck at the
trailhead and turn on her headlights every 20 minutes or
so if we didn't return by dark. The next day we left at
5:00 a.m. since there was plenty of moonlight and
wouldn't be at sunset. It was no hardship since we had
been in bed for hours. Taking more care with our
navigation, we chose the wash route and had our
selection confirmed by the plentiful DPS ducks.
The wash held quiet beauty. We found desert lavender in
bloom, pools of water from the recent rains, a tiny black
snail sporting a white shell with a black median stripe,
and more. As we approached the ridge, it became
THE DESERT SAGE
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on the way up Jacumba. Credit: Ann Perkins
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NORTH SCHELL PEAK (11,849’)
June 2004
By Bob Michael

T

he Schell Creek Range is the longest in Nevada
and the fourth highest, but, lying in between the
shining spires, domes and lakes of the Rubies to
the north-northwest and the towering majesty of the
Snake Range to the southeast, they dwell in comparative
obscurity (ignored by our List!). I doubt if any one place
in the Schell Creeks has the glaciated perfection of
Lamoille Canyon or the mighty, overwhelming presence
of Wheeler Park. Yet, I have never wandered lovelier
high country in the state of Nevada.

Terry Flood and one of his “found blankets”. Credit: Ann Perkins.

Amie. Chris Spisak opted to enjoy photography and
exploring rather than climb on Saturday.

Vegas George Quinn and I headed north out of
sweltering late June Las Vegas to the cool nights and
perfect daytime temperatures of Ely. We drove his
Honda van -- emphatically NOT a back road vehicle.
Five miles north of the old smelter town of McGill, a
paved road heads east from Highway 93 through a
“water gap” in the front range of the Schell Creeks into a
beautiful, well-watered interior valley completely cut off
from the rest of the world except for that one gap. The
high peaks of the Schells comprise the east wall of this
valley. We turned east from the paved road on a signed
dirt road up Timber Creek. This road began fine but, past
an unsigned Girl Scout camp, it gradually deteriorated to
the end of 2WD at a nice, informal camp spot in a lush,
flowery aspen grove at 9,050 feet.

We started out about 8:30 from the roadhead on a signed
trail that read “Mortero Palms,” and after a short time
headed to the right out of the palm canyon and followed
the trail (which continued intermittently) and ridge to the
top. There are many use trails in this area, so navigation
is required to stay on the right course. Terry found two
blankets on the way and we saw many soft drink bottles
– this area is evidently a popular border crossing spot.
We arrived on the summit at noon, and spent a long time
enjoying lunch and the view since the weather was good
and we were camping that night at the roadhead. At the
end of the climb, several of us took another short hike
into the Mortero Palm canyon and found a grove of 40 or
so very majestic trees – well worth the extra trip.

We began hiking north on the jeep road which rapidly
dwindled to an ATV route to the end of double-track at
the spot indicated on the map. (The topo shows “4WD”
way up the canyon; it’s dead wrong.) A rough but
serviceable foot trail continues up the steep valley; the
trail becomes indistinct where the valley turns sharply to
the right (east) at about 10,600 feet. Here the broad,
gentle west-north-west flank of the peak looms on the

The potluck was great, as usual, and we were joined by
Brian Smith and Audrey Goodman, and her son and his
girlfriend, who had intended to climb with us but got in
too late the night before. Thanks to Cliff’s metal fire
container, we were able to spend a long time enjoying
the campfire and conversation.
On Sunday at 7:30 we left to caravan to the roadhead for
Sombrero, and because of much dirt road driving
(although good road) got a 9:00 start. Chris joined us for
this climb, Skip had left the previous day, and Terry left
early in the morning to climb the peak by route C, so
there were 9 of us this time. The route (route B in the
climber’s guide) is very direct and all gain so we were
on the summit by shortly after 11:00, and after a long
break again to enjoy the views (and waiting to see if
Terry would show up) we were back to the cars by 1:00.
Thanks to all the participants who made my first
provisional lead an enjoyable one, and especially to Sue,
who climbed valiantly despite not feeling at all well (was
diagnosed with pleurisy when she got home!)
THE DESERT SAGE

Aspen grove near roadhead. North Schell Peak beyond.
Credit: Bob Michael
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Verdant forest and meadows at about 10,000’ and “Vegas” George Quinn.
Credit: Bob Michael

North summit ridge of North Schell Peak.
Credit: Bob Michael

right, and it’s a straight shot over Colorado-quality
flowering tundra about ¾ mile to the north summit ridge
of the peak.

A brief rain shower finally hit just when we got back to
the van. We elected to return to Ely by completing the
loop road which we had begun and which continues
south to join US 93/50 south of town. This excellent dirt
road is one of the great little-known scenic drives of the
West. En route to a 9,000+’ summit, it traverses the
finest forest I’ve seen in Nevada, with grand aspen
groves. South of the pass, it switchbacks down past
awesome limestone cliffs, classic Nevada mountain
scenery on a heroic scale.

Some mean-looking black clouds that looked electrical
had given us pause earlier; in fact, when we heard
thunder on the ascent, we hung out at timberline for a
while to await what else the clouds had to say. They had
dissipated somewhat when we got on top, allowing us to
enjoy the views down great glacial cirques to the east to
the Snake Valley. This approach would definitely be the
“sporting” (i.e. death march) route. The view to the
south, past the long, undulating glacially-scalloped crest
of the Schell Creeks, gives a different and unique
perspective on Wheeler and its sister peak Jeff Davis,
possibly the best-proportioned aspect of this massif I’ve
seen. Returning, we enjoyed an “endless” gentle
glissade of at least half a mile down a long linear
snowfield just north of our ascent route.

THE DESERT SAGE

Next day, we took the time to ride the Nevada and
Southern Railway from the railroad museum near
downtown Ely up the canyon to the mines at Ruth.
Afterwards, we were allowed into the shop building
where several “iron horses” are being restored. Glorious
mountains, good Mexican food, steam trains, nice people
-- we loved Ely.
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North Schell Peak Route Topo
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real rock climbing involved, but it is a scramble with
handholds and interesting footing. It was my usual 5point stance to get up there, with the wind. The view
from the top was spectacular, with active volcano
Erebus, and the sea ice in the background. We scurried
back down, and hiked the rest of the loop, which
dropped into the Kiwi Scott Base. I needed ibuprofen
the next day!
Observation Hill: There are two other trails right at
McMurdo where you can hike alone. One is Ob
(Observation Hill), a climb of about 750’. The second
one is Arrival Heights, which runs a ridge by Scott’s
Hut, goes past a new skua nest with chick, and winds
above the sea ice. The first time I went up Ob Hill, I
went with Debbie. Debbie was cute – she kept giving
me advice (don’t trust any rocks to be secure, watch the
snow), as if I were a novice. She’s almost 20 years
younger than I. I beat her to the top, but not
intentionally (well, maybe a little). On top, you can see
the world. We left late (10:30 pm) because technically
there were only about 5 more days with anything of a
sunset in October. Debbie found out this tidbit from
someone. When we got to the top, there was a wooden
cross, placed there in 1913 in memory of Scott. It
looked like it was placed there yesterday. There was
also a metal plaque explaining the cross. We could look
across the sound to the mountains 40 miles away, to Mt.
Erebus, and just all kinds of features. We took pictures
of each other, talked for awhile, laughed, then made our
way down. When we got to the icy spot at the bottom,
Debbie said, “Just hold onto the bottom of your coat, sit
down, and make a human sled.” Yeah, right. I let her go
first. She did just that – there was no place to get hurt.
So I did the same thing, squealing all the way down, and
letting her help me up, laughing really hard at each
other. We went back to the galley and had a cup of hot
tea.
Icebreaker:
It’s been interesting to hear the
international and national stories about the icebreaker
and the iceberg. Annually, a US Coast Guard icebreaker
comes in to break up the annual sea ice so the re-supply
vessel and oil tanker can get in. The vessel starts from
Pt. Hueneme, California, and heads south. This year,
there was concern because the sea ice is more extensive
than normal and we thought there was a need for a
second icebreaker to assist the primary breaker.
Apparently, once the US ship started in, the sea ice
broke quite easily so we’re hoping the supply vessel
won’t have any trouble getting in. McMurdo has a pier
made of ice, covered with dirt, and the ship docks there
by tossing ropes over poles in the ice.
Iceberg: Another national story is that the B-15A
iceberg is blocking the entrance to McMurdo Sound.
Even though this iceberg started out the size of Jamaica,
it has broken into smaller chunks over the past five

OUT IN THE COLD:
One Woman’s Experience in Antarctica
Chapter 3
By Linda McDermott

I

’m still in Antarctica. The entire “season” as they
call it has been absolutely fantastic. Emotionally
there are always ups and downs, but this time of the
year everyone knows they are going home and there is
an air of “we’re gonna make it through this season.” I
redeploy the middle of February, so will be back
probably about the time you receive this issue.
Castle Rock Loop: Castle Rock, a rocky outcropping a
few miles from McMurdo Station, is one of the places
we are allowed to hike to and climb. There are always
people around eager to hike, so it is not hard to collect
willing participants. You must get a radio and check out
your party (at least two members) at the Fire Station. To
access the 7.2 mile loop trail, you go to the top of a road
just outside of town. Once on the actual trail, you go up
a steep bank (maybe ¼ mile) covered with snow and ice.
My old fears of breaking my ankle were loud and clear,
especially since a broken ankle here may put me on a
plane home. I put my fears in a bag, and hoofed on up
slowly. It was a few miles out to the base of Castle
Rock. Once there, the way to the top wandered over
volcanic rock, very similar to any of the DPS peaks
we’ve climbed in the desert. By winding more at the
base of the peak, we were able to get to a fixed rope,
which was used for support across a few places with
exposure. After climbing 200+ DPS peaks, I tried to
imagine which one it reminded me of. Well, it was
typical of many and Muddy came to mind. Just
underneath the top, we huddled until someone talked me
into going to the top. I was goaded into climbing the
peak, even though it was quite windy. On the backside
of the peak, it was bearable, so up we went. There’s no

POLAR STAR SHIP
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years, and is no threat to the vessel reaching the Station.
It’s been fascinating receiving the stories from the States
about what is being printed. The penguin colonies have
not been wiped out - it’s just another of mother nature’s
events that puts a spin on life in Antarctica.
The Penguins: One afternoon, Sharla (the other HR
person working with me) looked up, and saw the
Antarctic Sun reporters race out of the building past us.
She said, “I wonder where they are going?” Then we
both looked at each other and said, “Penguins!” We sent
our firefighter friend to look, and sure enough –there
were four penguins out there on the ice, right below us.
Three of them were sleeping. The third one was curious.
He’d lie on his tummy, and push himself – kind of like a
canoe without water. The path he left was a big, solid
line, with marks across from each other, like two paddles
touching the snow at once. He really wanted to come to
see us, and went from one place to another, trying to get
up the slope. He’d get up on his two little feet, strain his
neck, and make his call. One photographer got close to
him for great shots. He finally found one place in the
rocks where he could get up, so he came closer. We sat
down to watch what he would do. The Antarctic Treaty
states that no one is allowed to touch the animals without
a special permit and you know you are too close if you
see the animal reacting to your presence. I watched him
from the road, just sitting there, for about ½ hour. He
finally went back down the hill, sliding on his belly and
pushing himself along to join his other buddies. I finally
realized why they were there – the icebreaker is about 12
miles away from McMurdo, so the channel is being
broken up, thus allowing wildlife access to open water
for food. The penguins come, followed by the seals,
followed by the whales. The food chain!
Airports: McMurdo is served by three different
airports; each operating at different times of the year
depending on ice conditions and types of aircraft. In the
spring (October-November), a landing field is on the
Annual Sea Ice Runway. The sea ice is thick enough
that large cargo jets can land on the ice. One local
hazard: penguins and seals sometimes wander across the
runway, causing flights to be delayed! In December
when temperatures rise and the sea ice thins, operations
shift to Williams Field on the Ross Ice Shelf – it’s 13
kilometers from McMurdo. Only ski-equipped planes
can land on the compacted snow of Williams Field. The
third field, Pegasus, is about 33 kilometers from
McMurdo. It could be used year-round, but the distance
from McMurdo makes it more time consuming to reach.
About 250 flights arrive from Christchurch each year.
Sometimes two in a day!
Worldly Connections: How do we get internet and
phone connections? There are communication towers/
satellite dishes just outside of McMurdo as well as at
Black Island, which is about 20 miles away. A T1 line
THE DESERT SAGE
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(1.54 MB) must serve the entire station population and
field camps for Internet, telephone, TV/radio, and
science data. With over 1,000 people and many high
priority science data transmissions, there simply is not
enough bandwidth to allow high- speed Internet access.
It can be agonizingly slow to send the most basic e-mail.
What am I doing down here? I’m the Human
Resource representative for employees at McMurdo
Station. HR is involved in position changes, evaluations,
employee and supervisor training, and employeerelations issues. I make timely reports about everyone
arriving and leaving the Ice so payroll is correct. Our
contract employees’ pay is sequenced with their actual
time in Antarctica. With people arriving and leaving
McMurdo almost daily, it is a constant tasking that few
other companies in the world must contend with. At
this time of year, the Post Season Performance Review
forms occupy most of my time. Most of the folks on the
Ice are “Contract” and not full time employees. Those
who are contract are given a Review, evaluating their
performance and determining if they are eligible for
bonus pay and rehire.
What it’s like to be a dishwasher: Meals are served
cafeteria-style. When we finish, we take our trays to the
dishwashing area. You scrape leftover food into trash
cans (everything is shipped off the Ice), “burnables” in
another trash can, then deposit your tray. You put
silverware in a soak tray, flat dishes pile on each other,
and the bowls beside them in a stack. You pour any
leftover liquid into the drain, and turn your cup over into
a tray. The dishwashers are on the other side of the
window, wearing aprons, long rubber gloves and
something to keep their hair back. They stand facing
each other, with water sprays in hand. They spray each
dish and put it on a conveyer belt system to be taken into
the heavy-duty automatic dish washing area. There are
many other kitchen workers who are always making sure
food is out, cleaning off areas, and sometimes helping
re-supply food like desserts. I volunteered one day to
14
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see what their job was like, and was assigned to the pot
scrubbing area. It was very hard work, with unending
serving trays to wash and put in the sterilizer!!
Dive Tending: There are various science groups who
have divers collecting samples of marine life. This takes
place just outside of town and is a popular place for nonscience folks to assist the science teams. The divers need
help, so Sharla and I volunteered to be dive tenders. We
hooked up with two graduate students who were getting
the hole in the ice ready for the diver later in the morning.
We took a Pisten Bully, a tracked vehicle out onto the ice.
We drove to a dome-shaped fiberglass structure, called a
“tomato,” on a sled. The tomato is pulled behind the
Pisten Bully and is put over the dive hole, like an icefishing hut.

“Not only is this one of the coldest,
harshest places on earth, it also has some
of the most interesting people and
opportunities on earth.”
We pulled up to the open hole. We took a huge tool that
looks like a big, long cold chisel and chipped away at the
ice that had formed. We then took long nets like you use
to clean swimming pools and cleared out some of the
chunks of ice. I was a little nervous because, although
the ice is 12-15’ thick, there was a hole that went down
60’ to the bottom. Because it was in a depression, there
was water and slushy ice that wasn’t stable on top, so if
you fell in, you risked sliding on down into the big hole.
We all survived that adventure, then I realized the Pisten
Bully was going to drag this big tomato over the hole. I
decided to stay outside and take pictures. The Pisten
Bully broke up a lot of ice, but didn’t fall in – I have no
idea why.
We went back up to pick up the divers. Stacy, a professor
from a university near Monterey, CA, was the diver.
Another person dressed in a wet suit to jump in, if she
needed help. They suited up there, then we jumped in the
Pisten Bully to go back out to the tomato dive shack.
Once we got in the tomato again, they set up her camera,
lantern, and a movie camera on a rope and lowered it to
the bottom. After putting on a large piece of head gear,
she was lowered into the water. Because she had on a
weight belt, she sank. Because she had air in her suit, and
some ability to manipulate things, she didn’t sink like a
rock.
She was connected to an air compressor rather than
having tanks on her back. She also had a line for
electricity and a line for stability to bring her back up.
They were taped together with different colored tape. For
example, every 10’ there was a white tape, for 50’ a red
tape (so 60’ would be one red and one white tape) and
100’ was blue, etc. Stacy also had a small tank on her
THE DESERT SAGE

back of emergency oxygen. If there’s no lifeline of
oxygen to the top, there would need to be two divers for
safety. By using the system of oxygen from the top, only
one diver has to go down at a time and this spreads out
the dive time for research.
Stacy was taking samples from different places in the
ocean floor to see what it contained. She took samples in
round containers with mesh on the top so the water can be
pushed out and sediment layers collected. She does the
same thing at other sites, to see how far out anything from
McMurdo Station might affect the environment in
McMurdo Sound. She said she saw a few fish down
there, but not the huge Cod that are in the tanks in the lab.
She was down about ½ an hour before coming back up.
We just observed the adventure and talked with those
monitoring the dive. The equipment was brought up,
everything put in boxes and bags, then we got in the
Pisten Bully again. We dragged the tomato to another
dive spot for the afternoon divers. The tomato is brought
to land every night because it would freeze into the ice
where the water is near the sled base.
Sir Edmund Hillary: Sir Edmund Hillary, most famous
for the first ascent of Mt. Everest, visited nearby Scott
Base as well as McMurdo. He gave a presentation to the
community about his motorized Transantarctic traverse in
1958. The traverse was to follow Shackleton’s intended
1915 route, having one team head to the South Pole from
the Weddell Sea (below South America), while Hillary’s
team would go to the Pole from Ross Island. He used five
US donated Massey-Ferguson tractors for the journey.
He wouldn’t recommend these vehicles, but used them
because they were donated from the US – they were free.
They were fine on the sea ice, but had to be roped
together as they started going up a glacier to the South
Pole. Apparently there were loads of close calls, and it
was a very slow journey. They didn’t lose any of the
tractors, and ended up getting three to the Pole even
though they were almost out of fuel, and the sextant was a
little off. When they got to the Pole, they had a steak
dinner, and Sir Edmund remembered watching a western
movie at the Pole. They laughed and laughed at the film
because of all the dangers they had just survived.
Impressions: Not only is this one of the coldest, harshest
places on earth, it also has some of the most interesting
people and opportunities on earth. Where else can you
pinset at Brunswick bowling lanes from the 1960s, run a
marathon in Antarctica, make ceramics and fire them in
the kiln, visit historic Scott and Shackleton huts, see
penguins in the middle of the street, walk past a seal, see
an icebreaker outside your form, ski on sea ice, and be
able to support the National Science Foundation grantees
doing extensive research. I’ll be back to the states soon,
having experienced one of the most interesting areas on
earth!
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DESERT PEAKS SECTION
2005 ANNUAL BANQUET
Where: at the beautiful Reef Restaurant in Long
Beach, near the Queen Mary
(

directions will be mailed out with tickets)

When: Wednesday, May 4th: 6:00 Social Hour,
7:00 dinner, raffle, and program
Speaker: Exciting speaker! (details to be mailed out
with Management Committee Ballot)
Please fill out the reservation form below and return with check by April 29th to:
Dave Perkins, 19050 Kilfinan Place, Northridge, Ca. 91326
I would like to reserve ____ banquet tickets @ $30 each. Raffle tickets are $1 each, or 10
for $6. Total amount enclosed:__________________
Please make a menu selection for each ticket purchased:
Steak___________ Chicken__________ Pasta_____________
Name: ____________________Email: _______________________
Address:_________________________________________________
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with empty gallon-size plastic water bottles, a sure sign
of “illegals” passing through.
And those were not rare or isolated instances. Illegal
border crossings are happening all the time. It’s
estimated that two hundred thousand walkers pass
through Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument each
year. Deaths are not unusual either. The so-called
“Yuma 14” incident unfolded by Urrea in The Devil’s
Highway is, unfortunately, only a small chapter in an
enormous, on-going tragedy.

BurtFalk@aol.com

BOOK REVIEWS
THE DEVIL’S HIGHWAY (2004)

But back to Bowden, and his “We gotta talk” demand.
The puzzle is—at least for me—what do we have to talk
about? I mean, is there any solution to this seemingly
intractable problem? What can be done that we’re not
already doing? Let’s take a look at author and poet
Urrea’s latest effort and see if he can throw any new
light on the subject.

Luis Alberto Urrea

C

harles Bowden, one of my favorite contemporary
deserts authors, offers the following comment in
regards to Luis Alberto Urrea’s The Devil’s
Highway: “Take a walk on the dead side. The largest
folk movement in human history is taking place on the
U.S./Mexican border. Nobody talks about it. This
exodus is caused by the failure of the U.S. and Mexico
as nations. Nobody talks about it. This slaughterhouse
fries and mangles at least 400 people a year. Nobody
talks about it. The Devil’s Highway is coming to Main
Street. Open your ears and eyes, wash the blood over
your hands, and read Luis Urrea. We gotta talk. Now.”

Luis Alberto Urrea’s background includes having been
born in Tijuana to an Anglo mother and a Latino father,
attending high school in San Diego, and graduating from
U. C. San Diego.
Among his prior books are the
Christopher Award winning, Across the Wire, a nonfictional account regarding life in the slums of Tijuana;
Six Kinds of Sky, a collection of short stories that was
named the 2002 Book of the Year by ForeWord
Magazine, and Ghost Sickness, a Best American Poetry
selection. Although Urrea currently teaches creative

Well, thanks to being a DPS member for many years, my
ears and my eyes have already been opened. Indeed, one
night while in Mexicali, waiting in a long line of cars to
re-enter California after a long day climbing Cerro
Pescadores, we watched as several young men climbed
over the steel fence along the border and slipped away
into the gloom of the California night. On another
occasion, driving between Why and Sells, AZ, heading
for Baboquivari Peak, we observed two sleek black
helicopters of the U. S. Border Patrol buzzing the
Tohono O’odam Indian Reservation, while three or four
SUV loads of Border Patrol agents combed the roadside
culverts looking for illegal immigrants. And again on a
cool January morning, while driving on I-8, just east of
Ocotillo, CA, on our way to climb Jacumba Peak, we
spied a row of 10 or 12 migrants squatting along the
highway, apprehended by the Border Patrol, presumably
waiting to be sent back to Mexico. Another time, on our
way to climb Kino Peak, driving down a dirt road to the
trailhead, we passed an old clunker chock full of
Mexicans coming from the opposite direction, a pick up
no doubt arranged by a “Coyote,” who was making good
money assisting the migrants in crossing the border.
Later that same day, hiking past a stand of mesquite trees
along a sandy wash, we found the ground to be littered
THE DESERT SAGE
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writing at the University of Illinois in Chicago, he claims
that he longs to return to the West.

day immigrants, who, in fact, only briefly cross over the
old route on their way north into Arizona. Indeed, the
title, The Devil’s Highway, which although compelling is
somewhat misleading.

Urrea begins The Devil’s Highway with a brief history
of the infamous route with the selfsame name, a trail that
extends between Sonoita, Sonora and Yuma, AZ, and
more or less parallels the U.S./Mexican Border. The
first Anglo to die on El Camino del Diablo, he explains,
was Melchior Diaz, a member of Coronado’s exploration
party, who somehow ran himself through with his own
lance while trying to spear a feral dog that was running
off with one of his sheep. That was on January 18, 1541,
just outside Sonoita.* Later, while attempting to colonize
the same area, the Jesuits made themselves so unpopular
that the Pimas raided the village and bludgeoned its
missionary to death. At the other end of the trail, along
the Colorado River, the Yumas weren’t so happy about
being Christianized either. They, too, dragged a Jesuit
out of his church and dispatched him to a presumably
better place.

Urrea’s latter day story of death on the desert begins
on Saturday, May 19, 2001, when a group of Mexican
men, most of them small plot farmers from the Veracruz
area, left Sonoita by bus, heading west along Mexican
Highway 2. At 1:30 p.m., 20 miles into the journey, the
leader of their group, Jesus Lopez Ramos, aka
“Mendez,” had the bus driver stop, at which point the
twenty-six migrants, plus Mendez and two assistant
“gangsters,” Santos and Lauro, got off and walked a few
feet to a dropped and rusted barbed wire fence, the U.S.
Border.
Shortly thereafter, the twenty-nine stuffed themselves
into a primer-gray Dodge Ram van, then bumped and
jolted north for another 90 minutes, eventually arriving
at a big rock that marked the trailhead for the path to
Ajo. That same evening and night, the group “marched
north, and then northeast for ten miles, climbing and
dropping, keeping up a good clip,” heading for a planned
pickup point on a paved road north of Ajo. About 11:30
p.m., however, just before ascending Bluebird Pass (in
the Growler Mountains, 20 miles south of Ajo, not far
from Kino Peak), the men were scattered by a mystery
light. “Mendez later claimed that the Border Patrol was
lurking in the hills, waiting for them to come up to
Bluebird Pass. It was an ambush, the spotlights like
laser beam attacks in a space movie. The walkers stood
like deer for a moment, their eyes bright red their mouths
open. They cursed. They shouted.” According to
Urrea, however, “it simply was not reasonable to assume
that this could happen…there was never a Border Patrol
agent in history who would pass up the chance to bust a
group of thirty walkers.”

“It was the nineteenth century, however,” claims
Urrea, “that really got the modern era of death rolling.”
“(I)n 1848-49, the California gold rush began (and
even the) Mexicans weren’t immune to the siren call of
treasure. By now the Cabeza Prieta/Devil’s Highway
had been trod by white men and mestizos for 307 years.
It was still little more than a rough dirt trail—it is still a
rough dirt trail—but it was slyly posing as a handy
southern route through Arizona. White Arizonans and
Texans hove to and dragged their wagons. Thousands of
travelers went into the desert, and piles of human bones
revealed where many of them fell.”
“Sand Pagagos saw the endless lines of scraggly
Mexicans as a rolling supermarket…Wagon train after
wagon train was slaughtered.” The Papago’s leader, a
warrior named Quelele, “let it be known that his favorite
snack was a dead Mexican.”

In any case, who or whatever caused the light also
prompted the group to panic, and in doing so they
abandoned their bags, lost their hats, and tripped and
skinned their knees. “One of the Guerrero boys,
Maximino Hilario, dropped his gallon jug in the
scramble and didn’t have time to find it.”
Later,
regrouping his charges, Mendez began hiking once
more, this time heading northwest, paralleling the
Growlers to his right. But he was now in uncharted
territory. “He probably knew it, but seemed to think he
could work out the puzzle of the landscape. Maybe he
thought he was fooling everybody. They didn’t know
where they were supposed to walk—they’d go where he
told them to go. For all they could tell, they were about
to drop into Dairy Queen for a milkshake. So he
marched ahead, striding with great purpose.”

“The numbers of dead soared beyond counting.
Human skeletons were found lying beside the road, and
eerie cattle and horses, reduced to blanched mummies,
were reported to be standing out among the ironwood
trees. Graves surrounded some waterholes, up to
twenty-seven around one pothole alone.”
“In the following years, over four hundred people died
of heat thirst, and misadventure. (The Devil’s Highway)
became known as the most terrible place in the world.”
Urrea is, of course, setting the scene to compare the
suffering endured by the early immigrants traveling west
along the Devil’s Highway with that met by the present
THE DESERT SAGE
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To abbreviate the story, on the next morning, Sunday,
we find the group, disoriented both by the heat and
Mendez’ lack of orienteering skills, gradually turning
west, away from Ajo, and then south, along the east side
of the Granite Mountains (a range to the west of and
paralleling the Growlers), back toward Mexico. By
Sunday night, Santos and either three or five men—
depending on which survivor you talk to—decided to
turn around and follow their tracks back to the safety of
Mexico. No one from this group was ever seen or heard
of again. By 6 a.m. on Monday morning, May 21, at the
south end of the Granites, the remaining men, with little
or nothing left to drink, realized they were in trouble. At
that point, Mendez and Lauro explained that they were
going to get water, but in order for them to do so the
men would need to pony up even more money. After
collecting an uncertain amount—and again it varies
depending with whom you talk—Mendez and Lauro told
the group to wait where they were, that they would be
back in five hours. The men never saw them again
either.

dragged the men into the choppers, they were too tired or
weak to sit in the seats. They collapsed on the floor and
went to sleep. Altogether, five helicopters joined in the
hunt.”
By 6 a.m. on Thursday, May 20, when the last of the
survivors was discovered, fourteen of the twenty-nine
men that began the hike on Saturday, May 19 were dead.
And although Lauro was one of the victims and Santos
was never found, Mendez did survive, and later pleaded
guilty on 14 counts of illegal immigrant smuggling
resulting in death and on 11 counts of illegal immigrant
smuggling resulting in serious bodily injury. The 20year-old Mexican national, originally from Guadalajara,
was sentenced to at least sixteen years in prison.
But, of course, this did not trouble those that were truly
guilty, i.e., the “Coyotes” deep in Mexico who were paid
for and arranged for the illegal border crossings.
So what point, if any, is Urrea attempting to make in
his book? Well, unfortunately, although he certainly
implies that the U.S. should opt for a more relaxed
immigration policy, he really fails to come up with any
constructive ideas. In fact, he states that, “(t)he border
makes number crunchers go mad. It’s harder to cross, so
there are more Coyotes; the numbers, in spite of $5.5
billion spent to stop them, keep swelling; deaths
increase; wildlife is endangered; landscape is ruined; and
supply and demand rule—Coyotes charge more every
year (average cost now estimated to be about seven
hundred dollars per person), and because of this, fewer
Mexicans are willing to return to Mexico.”

At midday on Tuesday, May 22, after it had become
clear that Mendez and Lauro were not coming back, the
men, beginning to scatter widely, started hiking north
along the west side of the Granite Mountains. And as
the temperature rose to108 and their thirsts became
extreme, two of the men fell ill and became the first—
but not the last—to die.
The following day, Wednesday, May 23 at 10 a.m.,
with the temperature hovering at 110, Border Patrol
agent Mike F (last name not revealed for some reason)
was driving his air-conditioned Ford Explorer at a
leisurely pace along the Vidrios drag (the Border Patrol
creates a drag by pulling a bundle of five car tires
arranged in an Olympic circle fashion along a road,
ironing out the sand into a smooth surface—thus causing
“illegals” to leave footprints as evidence of their
crossing), about 25 miles SSE of Dateland, AZ, when he
spotted Mario Gonzalez Manzano, who at that point was
just barely alive.
After offering Mario water and
learning that several other men were in trouble nearby,
Mike F. called for immediate help. And, indeed, “(v)
ehicles from all sections… responded. The Border
Patrol sped there so fast with so many vehicles, over
such vicious terrain, that they suffered twenty-six flat
tires. Some agents drove on the rims to get there.”

Urrea also makes the point that people using the same
facts and figures can come up with far different
conclusions. For instance, “The Center for Immigration
Studies did a number crunch in 2001, and they came up
with the alarming data that each illegal costs the United
States money. ‘The estimated lifetime net fiscal drain
(taxes paid minus services used) for the average adult
Mexican immigrant is negative $55,200.’ That is,
welfare, medical services, school services, various
outreaches, cost us $55K+ over a lifetime of menial
labor.”
On the other hand, The American Graduate School of
International Management (Thunderbird) released its
own study, in which they concluded that “‘Mexican
immigrants paid nearly $600 million in federal taxes and
sales taxes in 2002…Mexican immigrants use about
$250 million is social services such as Medicaid and
food stamps…Another $31 million in uncompensated
health care…’ That leaves a profit of $319 million.”

“Marine pilot Major Robert Lack took the call that
morning and scrambled. He flew over Mike F. and the
lost walkers and circled the rough terrain. His crew
spotted bodies scattered on the ground, and he landed
among them. Ten men were on the ground, and one was
dead. They were in their underwear. When the crew
THE DESERT SAGE
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Anti-immigrationists and environmentalists oppose
these towers, but I contend, “Excellent idea.” To me a
life saved is worth more than an unobstructed view any
day.

But money is one thing, and human suffering is
another. If we must have tightened border restrictions—
and maybe we do, considering 9/11—isn’t there some
better way to protect the illegals? Well, according to
Urrea, John Bergkrette, a Border Patrol agent, has
designed a lifesaving tower “(t)hirty feet tall, with a
crown of aluminum reflectors hanging like fishing lures
and flashing in the sun, each…(having) a beacon that
flashes every ten seconds. Visible day and night.
Each… powered by a solar panel and a battery…(and)
on each pole, there are signs with illustrations, in
Spanish and English (which read):

To sum up, I agree with a Los Angeles Times review
which notes that “(Urrea) brings his considerable powers
as a verse-maker and a storyteller to what is essentially a
courageous work of investigative journalism.” My only
complaints are that the map included is barely adequate,
and the three listed websites “that pull back the tortilla
curtain and make secrets visible” are all in Spanish.

“If you need help,
Push red button.
U.S. Border Patrol
Will arrive in 1 hour.
Do not leave this location!”

Urrea recently sold the movie rights to The Devil’s
Highway. If the film is shot on the same location and in
the same blistering late-May heat that the Yuma 14
encountered, I believe it could go a long way to
dramatize this deadly problem to the American public.

“The towers are raised in such fashion that walkers can
see them from a distance, and each leads to the next.
Ultimately, the towers will lead from Mexico to the I-8
corridor.”

* According to historian Herbert Bolton, however,
Diaz’s death resulted after he playfully threw a lance at
his pet Greyhound who was chasing his sheep. In
addition, Bolton places the incident near Yuma, not
Sonoita.

And who do you think is paying for these lifesaving
towers, each of which cost $6,000? The U.S. Taxpayer,
you suppose? Wrong.
“In fact, the towers are built, raised, maintained, and
paid for out-of-pocket by those bleeding-heart liberals,
the Border Patrol agents themselves.”

PAID ADVERTISEMENTS
BHUTAN CULTURAL TOUR
Rich Henke is leading a 15-day trip to Bhutan in Oct 11-25, 2005. This hotel-based cultural tour will include visits to
festivals and short day hikes to monasteries and other points of interest. It is suitable for almost anyone. The cost is
$4300, which includes everything except international plane fare to Bangkok. People with more time can combine
this trip with a visit to Cambodia (Ankor Wat) or Northern Thailand for minimal additional cost. Call or e-mail Rich
if you want more information. 310-316-5050 (rich@adventureplus.org)
Rich Henke
409 S. Lucia Ave
Redondo Beach, CA 90277
310-316-5050
rich@adventureplus.org
———————————————————————————————————————————————
PICACHO DEL DIABLO
I am looking for companions to ascend Big Picacho by the East Route. I have never climbed the peak, so would prefer climbers who have some experience of it. I expect the climb to take 4 days plus driving time there and back. I am
flexible for dates. The two most recent DPS climbs were West Route, May 12 - 15th, 2001; East Route April 6 - 11th,
2002. That would seem to define the window. I would prefer the weekend of April 29th. If you are interested, please
contact me at brian.s.smith@ngc.com.
THE DESERT SAGE
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DESERT PHOTO

A winter storm creates a fabulous rainbow.
View is looking east towards Rabbit Peak (Santa Rosa Mountains) from McCain Valley, eastern San Diego County.
Credit: Mark Adrian

SUBSCRIPTION REMINDER
If you haven’t already done so, please consider renewing your Sage subscription. Dues are $10 per year and multiple
year subscriptions are encouraged. If you feel even more compelled, the DPS offers a “sustaining” dues option ($20)
which delivers your Sage via first class mail. Send your check made payable to “DPS” to :

Mirna Roach
4547 Viro Road
La Canada, CA 91011-3763
Include accurate address information. For your convenience, you may choose to use the order form on the next page.
THE DESERT SAGE
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0451
It costs ten dollars a year to subscribe the SAGE. Anyone can subscribe to the SAGE, even
if not a member of the DPS or the Sierra Club. To become a member of the DPS, you
must (1) belong to the Sierra Club, (2) have climbed 6 of the 98 peaks on the DPS peaks
list, and (3) subscribe to the SAGE. Non-members who subscribe the SAGE are not
allowed to vote in our elections. New subscriptions beginning after October 1 will apply
through the next calendar year. Only 1 subscription is required per household. When
renewing your membership, please list all other DPS members who reside at your
address to update their status. Subscriptions and donations are not tax deductible.

Subscriptions/Memberships:
Type

# of Years Per Year

 Regular

$10

 Sustaining

$20

Totals

(1st class postage)



Name:
Address:

Total:

City:

State:

Hm Phone:

Wk Phone:

Fax:

eMail:

SC #:
 New Subscriber
 Name Change
 New Work Ph

THE DESERT SAGE

Donation

Zip:
Make Checks Payable to Desert Peaks Section
Send to:

Leader Status(Circle as appropriate): O I M E
 New Member (provide Sierra Club #)
 New Address
 New Home Ph
 New Fax
 New Email
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Mirna Roach, DPS Membership Chair
4547 Viro Rd
La Cañada, CA 91011-3763
(818) 790-0935 (h)
roachapr@juno.com
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Ordered by :

________________________________

Ship to (if different)

Street :

________________________________

Name : _____________________________________

City/Zip :

________________________________

Street : _____________________________________

Telephone :

________________________________

City/Zip : ___________________________________

Quantity

Item

Price

Total

♦

________

DPS Peaks List

$1

________

♦

________

Road and Peaks Guide (4th Edition)

$30

________

$30

________

printed version (price includes shipping)

♦

________

Road and Peaks Guide (4th Edition)
CD ROM version

♦

________

1 year Sage subscription

$10 reg./ $20 sust.

________

♦

________

DPS Archives CD ROM

$20

________

Grand Total

________

Mail order form for above and payment to :
(Make check payable to Desert Peaks Section)

Quantity
♦ ________
♦ ________
♦ ________
♦ ________

♦

________

DPS Treasurer
PO Box 90043
Pasadena, CA 91109-0043

Item
DPS Patch
Emblem pin
List finisher pin
Desert Explorer Award Pin

DPS T-shirt (trad. sheep head/nose)
$12
Tan w/black and gray print (M, L, XL only)

For T-shirt orders, add $3.50/1, $4/2 or more, per order for handling.

Mail (T-shirt/patch/pin) order form and payment to:
(Make check payable to Desert Peaks Section)
Questions ? : (818) 248-0455 (H)

THE DESERT SAGE

Price
$3
$12
$12
$12

Total
________
________
________
________

________

$3.50/$4

________

Grand Total

________

Diane Dunbar, DPS Merchandising Chair
2351 Chapman Road
La Crescenta, CA, 91214-3014
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DESERT PEAKS SECTION

DPS NEWSLETTER - The DESERT SAGE - Published six times a year by the Desert Peaks Section of the
Angeles Chapter of the Sierra Club. SUBMISSION DEADLINE FOR THE NEXT SAGE IS: APRIL 9, 2005.
SUBSCRIPTION/MEMBERSHIP - It costs ten dollars a year to subscribe to the SAGE. Anyone can subscribe to
the SAGE, even if not a member of the DPS or the Sierra Club, by sending $10 to Membership Records. To become a
member of the DPS you must (1) belong to the Sierra Club (2) have climbed 6 of the 99 peaks on the DPS peaks list
and (3) send $10 to Membership Records for a SAGE subscription. Non-members who subscribe to the SAGE are not
allowed to vote in our elections. Renewals, subscriptions and address changes should be sent to Membership
Records, Mirna Roach, 4547 Viro Road, La Canada, CA 91011-3763 The subscription/membership year now is for
six issues, regardless of when payment is received.
EMBLEM STATUS AND GUIDES - To receive DPS emblem status you must climb 15 peaks on the list, five of
which must be from the list of seven emblem peaks, and have belonged to the section of one year. To work on the list
you will probably want to buy from the Treasurer (Pat Acheson, PO Box 90043, Pasadena, CA 91109-0043) the
Desert Peaks Road and Peak Guide 4th Edition - $28 + $2 Postage or if you like to explore without much
direction just purchase DPS PEAKS LIST - $1 (enclose a self-addressed envelope).
CORRESPONDENCE - We welcome all articles and letters pertaining to outdoor activities of interest to DPS
members. Some submittals tend to be too long and space limitations and other considerations are factors in the
decision to publish an article/map. The editor may modify submittals in a perhaps, misguided attempt to increase
clarity or decrease length but will hopefully not modify your meaning. Trip reports on official DPS sponsored trips
are always printed. If you are a participant and know that the leaders are not going to submit a trip report then feel
free to submit a report. We welcome reports of private trips to unlisted peaks and private trips using non standard
routes to listed peaks. Please DATE all submissions. Please indicate topo map names, dates and contour intervals.
Digital (word processor files) content are essential and will help ensure that there are no typographical errors. Send
copy to the Editor (see below) by the published deadline. Please include a SASE if you would like to have your
material (maps/floppies) returned. If possible, print on the back of a picture when and where it was taken, what it is
of, who is in it, and who took it. Email usually works best for simple text-based submissions and minimizes editing
complexity. Email editor for details on submitting attachments and/or digital photo scans.
ADVERTISEMENTS - You can advertise in the SAGE to recruit participants on private outings or sell items. The
cost is $1 for the first eight lines and $1 for each additional four lines.
EDITOR - Bob Sumner, PO Box 7337, Mammoth Lakes, CA, 93546
Phone : 760-924-3078 Email : bobsumner@worldnet.att.net
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