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(EDITORIAL)

NE IS A GRIM desolate wasteland. It is the home of
venomous reptiles and stinging insects, of vicious

thorn-covered plants and trees, and of unbearable.

heat. This is the desert seen by the stranger, speeding along,
the hlghway, impatient to be out of “this damnable coun-
try.” It is the desert visualized by those children of luxury
to whom any environment is unbearable which does'not
proyide all of the comforts and services of a pampering
civilization. It is a concept fostered by fiction writers who
dramatize the tragedies of the desert for the profit it will
bring them.

But the stranger and the uninitiated see only the mask.
The other Desert—the real Desert—is not for the eyes of -
the superficial observer, or the fearful soul or the cynic.
It is a land, the character of which is hidden except to t %'1
who come with friendliness and understanding. To these
the Desert offers rare gifts: health-giving sunshine—a' sky
that is studded with diamonds—a breeze that bears no
poison—a landscape of pastel colors such as no artist can
duplicate—thorn-covered plants which during coutitless
ages have clung tenaciously to life thruugh heat /' and
drought and wind and the depredations of thirsty animals:
and yet each season send forth blossoms of exquisite dolor: |
ing as a symbol of courage that has triumped over tetnfv-
ing obstacles.

To those who come to the Desert with friendliness, ll‘.'

gives friendship; to those who come with courage, it gives {

new strength of character, Those seeking relaxation find"
release from the world of man-made troubles.
qeekmg beauty, the Desert offers nature’s rarest arhp

This is the Desert that men and women learn to lme. ".'J:_.

.oneis grim, desolate . . .
1837

November,

For those |

! _.f_.;bne is fascinating, mysterious . . .
o
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EARLY every creed, and industry and locality has

its journal—exce t the Desert. Here, within the boun-

daries vof Arizona l(:ahforma, Nevada, New Mexico
and Utah resides a gre family of human beings—the
highest type of Amerlcm-tltlzenshlp—wlth a common heri-
tage of environment and interest and opportunity, yet
residing for the most part in regions that are remote from
the so-called cultural centers.

This is the last great fréntier of the United States. It will
be the purpose of the Desert Magazine to entertain and
serve the people whom dekire or circumstance have brought
to this Desert frontier: Bit also, the magazine will carry as
accurately as possiblé inword and picture, the spirit of the
real Desert to thosé b(}uY}t]eqq men and women who have
been intrigued by thé chm‘.rm of the desert, but whose homes
are elsewhete. {

i .;‘J " ¥

This is té be a frieng personal magazine. written for
the people bf the Deéértliand their friends—and insofar as
possible, by Desert péoplé. Preference will be given to these
writers and artislg—-*y , and poets—whose inspiration
comes from closé associlition with the scented greasewood,
the shifting sand dunes,fthe coloring of Desert landqcape-.,
from precipitous can}b and gorgeous sunsets.

The Desert hds its oWn traditions—art—literature—in-
dustry and commerce, | It will be the purpose of the Desert
Magazine to crystalllzé and preserve these phases of Desert
life as a culture, dnlmcﬂve of arid but virile America. We
would givé character! hd personality to the pursuits of
Desert peop]eHreaté keener consciousness of the heri-
tage which is theirs&—bfing them a little closer together in
a bond of pride in thelﬂ Desert homes. and perhaps break
down in some meaﬂuré the prejudice against the Desert
which is born of misu éerslanding and fear.

It is an idealistic goali to be sure, but without vision the
Desert would still be a forbidding wasteland—uninhabited
and shunned. The staffiof the Desert Magazine has under-
taken its task with the same unbounded “confidence which
has brought a million "people to a land which once was
regarded ds unfit for, Himan habitation.

We want to give lp e folks who live on the Desert—
and to those who are ihterested in the Desert—something
that will make their lives a little happier and a little finer
—something worthwhile. Tn the accomplishment of this
purpose we ask for the cooperation and help of all friends
of the Desert everywhere.

Ranparl. HENDERSON,
J. WiLson McKenney.
Publishers.
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Now There
Are Three

By Donald MacDonald

oday, forty-two years after Randall Henderson wrote the
words on the preceding page, there are three deserts.
One, of course, is still the “‘grim and desolate wasteland”’
seen by the unappreciateve “'children of luxury.”” A second
desert remains ‘‘the land whose character is hidden except to
those who come with friendliness and understanding,”’ that
land which “'offers nature’s rarest artistry.’’

The third desert of which | speak sprang inevitably from
the second. It is the desert of man. It is, say, Palm Springs,
Palm Desert, and Indio slowly becoming one as man spreads
along the highway. It is Scottsdale meeting Phoenix. It is
Lancaster-Palmdale as the globe-circling jetliner approaches
for a landing. It is the baroque of Caesar’s Palace and the
MGM Grand. It is London Bridge transplanted to loom in-
congruously from a backdrop of sand. It is that shabby stucco
dinosaur watching over Cabazon.

The exodus from Megalopolis starts on Thursdays. It is
man seeking relief from his tensions, a few nights under the
star-splattered desert skies in his Minnie-Winnie, trailing a
rack of dirt bikes or a metal-flaked ski boat. And precariously
spaced among the motorhomes speeding down the Interstate
will be the occasional young couple and child, bedrolls
burdening their tiny car, obviously tent campers who “‘really
appreciate’’ the desert and who will protect it and the whales
in an all-encompassing ‘'Creenpeace.”’ Present, too, are the
Cadillacs and Lincolns of those addicted to Las Vegas or of
those who turn off on S111 toward Palm Springs or continue
past the River to Tucson. Then, ominously flanking the
hurrying multitude are the rumbling four-wheelers, a suspect
bunch who if not headed for the border, tend to disappear off
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the highway to places no one knows where. These people in
all their wondrous diversity are the visitors we who live in the
desert selectively fear.

The fact we should accept is that it’s everybody’s land. Our
complaints, our suspicions, our sometime lack of hospitality,
yes, our avarice, invite the depredations, the spray paint on
““our’’ rocks, the beer cans littering "‘our’’ sand. It is not the
visitor who is always ugly, however he travels and whatever
he seeks. It is often we.

It is we, certainly, who have made this third desert a land
of controversy. He who may have grabbed a piece of it for
himself cries "'keep out’’ to those less foresighted. He who
would profit levels the groves and windrows, erects condo-
miniums, and cries ‘'welcome’’ to visitors of substance. He
who would cheat trades barren, windlaced parcels to the un-
wary of less substance.

This is the season, you see. Our rooms are $75 a night for
two and you pay for Sunday whether you stay over or not.
White man, red man, pioneer family, absentee corporate
owner—each is equally tainted. By greed. Jo-jo nuts, date
milkshakes, Big Macs, Century 21, Frank Sinatra Drive,
Waltah Clarks are everywhere. PS, | love you.

I suspect we who live here could begin by remembering
from whence we came. | was a visitor once. So, probably,
were you. | was allowed to settle at a price | could afford. So,
too, | must assume, were you. A garden with paths is seldom
trampled. Let’s, then, unlock the gates to “‘our’’ public lands
and put up signs saying: ‘‘Friend or Stranger, You Are Wel-
come Here.”’ So assured, the stranger may become our friend
and tread gently.

| think if Randall Henderson were alive he would approve,
for those were his words of welcome on the door to this
magazine’'s original Palm Desert offices. There are some,’|
understand, who thought Randall naive and even some, |
hear, who called him cold. | think not. He had more vision
than most. He founded Desert not to immure this land but to
spread love of it.

‘’_..to impart to (our) readers some of the courage, the tol-
erance, and the friendliness of our desert.”” That was Randall
Henderson’s goal and it remains ours, your fifth generation
of editors’, today. Please drop by and chat with us, browse in
our bookstore and art gallery, or just say hello. It is your

magazine, ! e
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WHERE WE
STAND. ..

(As seenby)

REP. CEORCE E. BROWN JR.

Editor’s Note: Four Congressmen and
two senators were invited by this maga-
zine to submit current ’‘position state-
ments”” on issues of their choice; hope-
fully, topics such as the Bureau of Land
Management’s controversial Desert
Plan, development of geothermal ener-
gy, the return of public lands to private
usage, and, certainly, water resources.
Included in the invitation were Senator
Alan Cranston, Democrat, of Los An-
geles; Senator Samuel |. Hayakawa, Re-
publican, of Mill Valley, California; Re-
presentative William M. Thomas, Re-
publican, of Bakersfield, California; Re-
resentative George E. Brown, Jr.,
Democrat, of Riverside, California; and
Representative Clair W Burgener, Re-
publican, of La Jolla, California.

Our invitation was badly timed, the
Congress being on recess throughout
September and its members scattered to
all points in the Free World [and some
beyond] but nevertheless, four Members
sent us their statements in time for our
deadline. However, only two of these of-
ficials in our opinion, Messrs. Brown and
Burgener, had anything of significance
to say, our criteria not being agreement
but the simple rule we apply to anything
printed in the pages of this magazine;
specifically, will it interest our readers?

The statements of Mr. Brown and Mr,
Burgener follow. If anyone wishes a copy
of the statements received from Messrs.
Hayakawa or Lewis, we will be glad to
send a copy if your request is accom-
panied by a stamped, self-addressed
envelope.

Everyone has a right to be concerned
about the future of the Great California
Desert, with a special right for those who
are actual stakeholders in the desert.
Many stakeholders, such as property
owners or regular visitors, recognize
their rights and their role while others,
such as non-residents, have much less
awareness of the issues and options
facing the desert

Congressmen have a rather formal
role under legislation enacted in 1976
due to the determined and foresighted
efforts of the late Congressman Jerry L.
Pettis and his wife, Shirley, who suc-
ceeded him in Congress and completed
his efforts to create the California Desert
Conservation Area. Next year under this
law the Bureau of Land Management
will submit to the Congress its compre-
hensive, long-range plan for the "‘ma-
nagement, use, development, and pro-
tection of the public lands within the
California Desert Conservation Area.’’
Among the proposals which will be sub-
mitted to the Congress will be plans for
new wilderness areas, parks, recrea-
tional vehicle areas, and similar contro-
versial proposals. There will probably
also be proposals for new agricultural
activities, energy development, and

other recreational, educational or cul-
tural activities.

It should come as no surprise to any-
one who is remotely familiar with the
desert that many existing or proposed
land uses are incompatible with other
proposed uses. This has always been
true but is becoming an acute problem
with growing population, the prolifera-
tion of relatively inexpensive recrea-
tional vehicles, and the improved access
to the desert by excellent highways. The
role of the Congress will be to reconcile
these certain conflicts. The Desert Plan
legislation recognized them and directed
that they be analyzed and resolved by a
conscious planning process rather than
an irrational spur-of-the-moment deci-
sion-making process.

My own perspective on the California
Desert is more personal than that of
most Members of Congress. | was born
and raised in the Imperial Valley and
have spent my entire life in Southern
California, where | have regularly visited
family and friends throughout the
desert. The Congressional District | pre-
sently represent contains the county
seats for both Riverside and San
Bernardino counties, and the homes of a
large percentage of the weekend users of
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the desert. In addition, my Committee
assignments in the Congress have given
me an opportunity to examine the more
difficult aspects of desert life, parti-
cularly the questions of long-term sus-
tainability of agriculture in the desert
and the impacts of climatic change.

To understand the California Desert,
one must place it in the proper time and
space perspective. For long-term ma-
nagement purposes we need to keep this
in mind, and also that rainfall averages
will change, possibly in our lifetime.
When the major source of water is the
Colorado River, and the water quantity
commitments are made based upon past
historical averages and not on actual
rainfall, reductions in water supply
become a significant development.

The space perspective one must keep
in mind is that the desert does not stop at
the California border, or more particu-
larly, at the Mexican border. We essen-
tially have a continuous land mass
reliant upon the same sporadic rainfall,
and the same mountain ranges which
supply the water for the same river sys-
tems. Plant and animal populations are
similar and throughout history, the
human populations have migrated with-
out regard to political borders. The ef-
forts today to stop migration from
Mexico may succeed but the lessons of
history are against this outcome, A far
more likely outcome is the gradual
fading away of what is not a clearly
marked international border. A border
like the one with Canada is a much more
likely outcome.

For the entire desert, agricultural uses
may be the most important for future
generations. The present forms of agri-
culture, basically adapting water and
energy intensive methods to arid lands,
cannot last for long. New lands which
use such methods will almost certainly
not be brought into production and
existing lands depending on them will be
forced, by economics if nothing else, to
find ways to use less water and less
energy. What can be expected in the fu-
ture is the cultivation of indigenous de-
sert crops such as jojoba and guayule.

Jojoba, as most desert dwellers know,
is a native crop whose seed produces an
oil which has properties almost identical
to that of valuable sperm whale oil. It is
being actively developed with federal
government support and is likely to be-
come commercially developed on Indian
lands in the near future.
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Guayule, or the Native Latex Plant,
has already been commercially deve-
loped. In World War Il this native crop
was an important source of our rubber.
Unfortunately the government pulled out
of the program at the end of the war and
only last year re-entered the field.

The future of the California Desert
really depends on those who are present
today. Many of the choices before us are
essentially irreversible. The land area
within California alone is some 16 million
acres. Some acres which were previously
neglected or inaccessible are now under
the same pressures as the more
developed areas. One of these areas is
the vast region east of Barstow, be-
tween |-15 and 1-40. Other regions of the
California Desert closer to population
centers have received federal protéction
as national parks, most notably Joshua
Tree National Monument and Death
Valley National Monument, while the
State of California created Anza-Borrego
Desert State Park to protect this critical
area. While it is premature to prejudge
the results of the California Desert Con-
servation Area Plan, it is clear that areas

like the Kelso Dunes in the Eastern Mo-

jave Desert deserve similar protection.
For this reason, and at the urging of
most California conservation and en-
vironmental groups, |'ve introduced le-
gislation to create the Eastern Mojave
National Park. This legislation will be a-
vailable as a back-up to the Desert Plan
now in preparation.

Readers of this magazine can help im-
prove the quality of the decisions to be
made about the California Desert. While
the contribution of an individual fre-
quently seems insignificant, and as only
one of 535 Congressmen | often feel that
about my own efforts, there are endless
examples of an individual making the
difference.

In the case of the California Desert
Plan, one conflict appears to pre-
dominate, which is the conflict between
using up the desert resources today
versus saving desert resources for
tomorrow. Pressures to maximize, how-
ever temporarily, the use of the desert
for present pleasure and profit without
regard for the future are increasing.
Those who feel, as | do, that planning for
the future is equally important need to
speak up. [CeT Y
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WHERE WE
STAND...

(As seenby)

CONGRESSMAN CLAIR W. BURGENER

In 1976, Congress enacted the Bureau of Land
Management’s ‘‘Organic Act,”’ updating the BLM charter
over the federal government’s vast Western real estate.
Almost as an afterthought, an amendment was added to the
legislation to establish the California Desert Conservation
Area and provide for future use and protection of the Cali-
fornia desert within a multiple-use concept.

The irony of this legislation was not readily apparent but
has become so since. The desert, once viewed as inhospitable
because of its climate and transportation difficulties, dis-
couraged visitors and settlers, but those very qualities have,
over the years, beckoned those looking to escape the hordes
of the cities or those who simply wished to challenge the ter-
rain. The once uninviting and unforgiving desert of wagon
train days had been relatively tamed by the internal combus-
tion engine and easy highway access.

Given its vastness and the lure of its sparsely-populated
quietude as a counterpoint to the hectic Monday-Friday exis-
tence of many Southern Californians, the desert was bound to
be found by thousands of people for recreation over the
years, and indeed, it has been. It is also the destination of
many thousands of vacationers from other states.

Increasing numbers of campers, off-road vehicle enthu-
siasts, rockhounds and other weekend desert users have
poured out to the east from Los Angeles and San Diego on
Friday evenings and Saturday mornings, necessitating, in
Congressional eyes, some form of future protection.

The products of the California Desert Conservation Act
have been brushfires of resentment among competing desert
user groups and year-round desert residents, as was bound to
happen when thousands of people perceive the desert’s
values differently.

In order to minimize bureaucratic discrepancies, the BLM
decided first to inventory the desert’s resources, use patterns
8
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and values using criteria parallel to the U.S. Forest Service's
Roadless Area Review and Evaluation (RARE I1), another
assessment of U.S. land holdings mandated by the
Wilderness Act.

Because the inventory was the first step in a process even-
tually leading to a management plan, and beauty is in the eye
of the beholder, the clamor by various groups over what areas
deserved special protection or open use began early.

In an effort to legitimately involve citizens in the planning
process, the BLM created a Desert Advisory Committee,
made up of citizens from all walks and areas of California and
conducted numerous public hearings throughout the state to
assess citizen wishes and desires.

However, as often happens at public hearings, those in at-
tendance often reflected the views of the well-organized en-
vironmental and user groups, and casual desert partakers
were often lost in the zeal between the partisan protectionists
and the advocates of total open use.

BLM, under the reasoned direction of California State Di-
rector Ed Hastey, searched for the middle ground, and, by
and large, their preliminary management plan was a sensible
one which took all sides of the public argument into account.

The BLM plan was bound to please no one entirely, and
that has been the result. Organized environmentalists claim
the management plan would permit continued destruction of
desert resources by off-road vehicle users, while four-wheel
drivers cringe at a lockup of public lands.

What likewise must be found in the eventual Congressional
review of the California Desert Management Plan is a sen-
sible solution which will permit protection for those truly
unique desert resources which cannot be reclaimed once they
are despoiled while permitting the optimum amount of

general public use, for the lands truly belong to all of the
people.

| have been troubled by previous Congressional actions
which | think have gone a bit too far in limiting public access
to the public lands. The concept of multiple use in public land
management has been the keystone of our public lands policy
in this country for years, but recent actions have tilted toward
protective measures which have the effect of excluding from
the land many of the people who have a part-ownership of it.

Limiting access to certain sensitive areas to entry only by
foot excludes the handicapped and the aged, and demands
specialized equipment and experience. It has not been
vehicles alone which have denigrated the wildlife values of
some of our public lands and national parks, but the sheer
numbers of people and vehicles which certain species even-
tually cannot accommodate.

True multiple use planning will not be exclusionary or
elitist in its outlook but will permit public entry to the public
lands by all of the people, perhaps in limited numbers at any
given time.

Also figuring into any eventual management equation for
the California Desert must be our very real energy needs and
the potential of the desert for providing some of that energy.
Geothermal development, which provides much promise for
the future in delivering power to Californians, must be cal-
culated into the plan. This clean power source must not be
“locked up.’” Similarly, the substantial solar potential of the
desert must be weighed and handled with foresight.

Congress will soon be called upon to resolve the many in-
herent conflicts involved in parceling the public land for the
maximum potential public benefit, and it must do so with
sensitivity and sensibility. &
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Juck Suafle

It has been nearly twelve years since my
wife and | stood on a desert terrace over-
looking Bahia de Santo Tomas, on the Pacific
shore of northern Baja California, and made
up our minds to lease a lot from a man named
Gomez and build a house.

| should point out that there was no actual
lot, with a front and a back and sidelines and
stakes to mark the boundaries. There was
just raw land. By lot, Mr. Gomez meant the
spot we were standing on, and a rather vague
amount of space surrounding it. It was this
indefinteness that made it possible for the lot
to move about in the following months, so
that each time we drove down to look at it
again, and reinforce our dreams, it would
turn up in a different place.

When | pointed this out to Mr. Gomez, ob-
serving that it was not a phenomenon Ameri-
cans were used to, he answered with the kind
of magnificent logic that we were soon to ex-
pect of him, a sort of Solomonic simplicity
that seemed somewhat short on eternal truth,
but was invulnerable to contradiction.

‘“‘Senor,’’ he said, ‘‘if | build a house on
your lot it will not move."’

Since then we have built the house, or
rather Mr. Gomez built it for us, we have fur-
nished it and enjoyed it and suffered with
it—from mice and rattlesnakes and burglars,
and scarcities of water and gas, and balky
appliances—and yet, sometimes, it seems as
much an illusion as it did that first day in
February 1968.

People in Los Angeles are always
asking:‘‘Do you still own your house in
Baja? Whatever became of Mr. Gomez?"’

Of course, we have never owned our house
in Baja. It dawned on me gradually while Mr.
Gomez was building the house—very gra-
dually, since the building of the house was
exquisitely unhurried—that we could never
actually own the house.

Americans can not own land in Baja, but
can lease it for ten-year periods. Thus, we
had leased our little plot from Mr. Gomez,
who assured us he was the owner, and he was

10

building our house on it, with our money; and he always
referred to it as your house, your mansion. But it had gradually
dawned on me, as | say, that if we did not own the land, then
how could we really own the house, since it was being built of
honest and heavy Mexican bricks and could not easily be up-
rooted and trundled off to the United States, like some light-
weight prefabricated mobile home.

One day in 1969, when the house was beginning to look as if
someday it would actually be completed, | broached this sub-
ject to Gomez, by then having dropped the formality. We were
sitting on the broad front porch—a Guadalajara porch, accord-
ing to Gomez—drinking Carta Blanca and looking out across
the Pacific. -

““When the house is finished, Romulo,"’ | said, ‘‘how will we
know it is ours?”’

Once again he rose to the question with that magnificent
simplicity:*‘l will give you the key, senor."’
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To this day, except for a lease that is already two years past
its expiration date, our key is really all we have to show that we
own our house in Baja.

It is hard to explain this to Americans, but somehow we are
not concerned. For the time being, that is. Someday, of course,
we must get down to Ensenada and meet Gomez at Hussong's
bar and, after a beer and a tequila, set off on the rounds of
government offices for the rituals of rubber stamping and
document signing, which will mean that once again our lease is
legal. We still won’t own the house, but it will be legal.

We might have done this at any time during the last two
years, | suppose. But even before the old lease expired we paid
Gomez for a new one, also covering only ten years, as required
by law. Gomez was in need of the money, and there seemed no
reason why he shouldn’t have it, since we had his word that he
would renew the lease when the time came. Since he had our
money and we had his word, what then was the hurry about
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AT JACK BUILT

An autumn sunset seen from the
veranda of the house that Jack built.

Photo by Curtis Smith

signing a lot of papers, which is rather a
bore, anyway, except for the beer and the
tequila.

Also, | injured my back not long after the
lease expired, and was not able to make the
trip down to Ensenada for the rendezvous at
Hussong's. Then, there was also the
weather. For two straight winters the rains
had washed out the road. For a time it was so
bad that even Jeeps and Broncos couldn't get
through, and my wife and | certainly had no
intention of challenging it in her Nova.

For more than a year, in fact, we never saw
the house, but some of our hardier neighbors
would chance the road and come back to
assure us that the house was still there. And
occasionally Gomez would make one of his
mysterious journeys to Los Angeles, and we
would meet him here or there, once or twice
at our house, in the hope of bringing our-
selves up to date and re-establishing some
sense of reality about the house.

Was it still there? Had he got someone to
paint the window grilles? Had there been any
break-ins? How was the road? Had the rats
moved back into the water heater?

To all these anxious inquiries Gomez re-
sponded with his exasperating re-assu-
rances:‘‘You have nothing to worry about,
senor.”’

The incredible thing is that we really aren’t
worried very much. It isn’t that we don’t care
about the house. It has been too much a part
of our lives ever to be cast aside. It is just that
we don’t care too much about technicalities,
about time, about uncertainty, about the fact
that nothing can be quite tied down, nothing
can be guaranteed, nothing can be made
secure.

Qur friends in Los Angeles still can't un-
derstand how two normally anxious middle-
class American people can have been
overcome by this apparent apathy, this lack
of respect for such traditional American
values as punctuality, predictability, pro-
priety, and most important of all, good roads.

Ironically, if the road hadn’t been so bad in
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‘““There were three things | had always loved —
the city, the surf, and the desert.’’

the first place, we would never
have built our house at all. We dis-
covered on our first visit to Bahia
de Santo Tomas that Joseph Wood
Krutch was right: ‘‘Baja proves
what bad roads can do for a
country.”

When we first drove it, the road
from the Baja peninsular highway
to Labocana, where Gomez keeps
his little store, was seventeen hard
miles, running through the Santo
Tomas River valley. It was not a
good road. | learned later that for
Baja it was not a bad road. But for
two people who had lived twenty
years within sight of the Los
Angeles City Hall and hesitated to
use surface streets when a freeway
was handy, it was a bad road.

But there was one good thing
about it. It helped to keep people
like us out. When we first stood on
Gomez's land there were only two
houses there, both built of brick
by Gomez himself. Though neither
of us had ever dreamed of building
a house in Baja, had never even
discussed it, we both knew,
without exchanging a word, as we
stood there beside Gomez, that we
would somehow be bound forever
to this man, whom we had never
seen before that day, and to this
land.

| was enchanted, | suppose, by
the setting. There were three
things | had always loved—the
city, the surf, and the desert. The
surf and the desert, of course, were
for getting away from the city. |
was born within half a block of the
Pacific Ocean, and had always had
the idea that its tides were in my
blood. As a boy, living in Bakers-
field, | had many times gone to
Randsburg and Mojave with my
father, who had come west from an
Illinois farm as a boy to work in the
Cripple Creek gold district, and
could never get gold and mining
and the desert out of his blood.

Here, on a cliff above this
unheard-of bay, the desert and the
sea had come together. As | was to
write later in a book about our
Mexican adventure:

‘““We stood on a desert terrace
between low green mountains and
the sea. Below us the surf pounded
into the cliffs, bursting against
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black rock castles and washing
back from a moonscape of glit-
tering tidepools. To the north a
dark headland reached out to sea,
holding within its arm a shining
bay. A fisherman's boat, bright
green, lay out on the water like a
Van Gogh brushstroke. Sea gulls
wheeled and dived, and a flight of
pelicans glided over the bay in ex-
quisite formation. Shells and drift-
wood shone in the coves. All
around us the cactus was in red
bloom and the maguey plants were
higher than our heads, topped by
3

that Gomez would like to step up,
perhaps, to improve his own pros-
perity. But the development of La
Bocana is restricted by certain re-
alities, one being the scarcity of
water, the other being the condi-
tion of the road.

Where the water comes from |
have never been sure. Gomez has
what appears to be a well and a
pump in back of his store, and he
pumps water up the hill to a cis-
tern, from which it goes by pipes to
the various houses, sometimes.

One day, however, | happened to
see that the pump had been re-
moved from the well and was
sucking up water from the fresh
water lagoon that lies between
Gomez's store and the ocean.

“‘Here, on a cliff above this unheard-of

together.”’
Illustration by Pat |, Williams

voluptuous purple buds the size of
melons.

““It was February, but the sky
was blue. The air was pure and
warm, and vibrant with the cries of
gulls and the scent of salt and kelp
and something elusive and vaguely
primitive. It might have looked ex-
actly like this a million years ago,
except for the fishermen’s shacks
out on the point and the two brick
houses of the Americans on the
bluffs a quarter of a mile to the
south...”

‘“‘Senor,’’ he said, ‘‘it
comes from God.”’

Today, instead of three, there
are seven houses in Gomez’'s little
colony, but it has grown at a rate of
less than one house a year, a pace

bay, the desert and the sea had come

‘““‘Romulo,”’ | asked him, ‘‘where
does your water really come
from?”’

‘“‘Senor,”’
from God.™’

So far, God has not helped much
with the road. Swollen by the
disastrous rains of 1977 and 1978,
the river went beserk. It crossed
the road no fewer than twenty
times, with such depth and force
that even trucks bogged down
midstream and all traffic was shut
off.

The road will never be the same.
The river has changed course dra-
matically, and does not seem
inclined to resume its old ways. But
there are certain people who need
that road, besides Gomez and his
American tenants. There are fish-
erman at the little port of Santo
Tomas who must get their catches
back to Ensenada; there is a lively
sea urchin factory at La Bocana, a
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certain inner organ of the urchin
being a table delicacy in Japan;
there is a cement plant on a point to
the south of La Bocana, and its em-
ployees must be brought in and out
through the valley by bus. Also,
the valley is a thriving ejido, or
communal farm, and the road is its
only means of commerce with the
outside world, which is Ensenada.
So the road is being rebuilt. Ac-

Oddly, we are not discouraged.
The house exists. It is an adventure
just to think about it as we sit home
in Los Angeles, having a cocktail in
the evening. True, we’'ve thought
about selling it. But what do we
have to sell? At this point, we have
only Gomez's word. That is enough
for us, of course, but that is
because my wife and | have long
since gone over. We think like Go-

“. . . Never again will my wife be able to set
off alone . . . unafraid in the dark of night . . .”’

cording to Gomez, it will be
finished in three months. That is
encouraging news for us Ameri-
cans who have houses there, since
it means the road could actually be
finished, or in rather good shape,
in three years.

My wife and | have been down to
La Bocana only once since the road
vanished. That was last spring,
after that year’s rains.

Even then it was negotiable,
though its new segments had been
bulldozed into higher ground above
the river valley floor, and the road-
bed was a tumble of rocks and
boulders that always threatened to
rip out the bottom of anything
lower than a Jeep or pickup. It had
tortuous turns and was so narrow
that we prayed not to encounter
anyone coming the other way, for
then would begin the contest of
wills, a delicate diplomatic con-
frontation that the foreigner who
spoke no Spanish was destined not
to win. Thus, you must be prepared
to back up over this monstrous
path, observed with sardonic plea-
sure by the driver of the other vehi-
cle until the winner of the contre-
temps churned by. The Mexicans
are unfailingly polite, however.
They always wave as they pass,
just before you are enveloped in
their dust.

We borrowed a four-wheel-drive
Subaru wagon for this adventure,
and it performed valiantly. But we
are resigned to the probability that
never again will my wife be able to
set off some Friday night, on a
whim, and drive down to the house
alone, unafraid of the valley even
in the dark of the night. Unless, as
Gomez says, the road is finished in
three months.
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mez. | am not sure | could get that
into a contract with an American
who hadn’t had our experience.

No matter how long we neglect
the house, it is always waiting for
us. Already, though we have had it
less than a dozen years, it exerts a
powerful nostalgia on us. Every
time we reach it, no matter how ar-
duous the trip has been, we are
overcome by pleasure in its fami-
liar sights and smells: the uphol-
stery my wife made herself; the
candlewax; the old ashes in the
fireplace; the windows filmy with
seaspray and dust; the sunset and
its afterglow—that magic, ephe-
meral hour that makes everything
seem worthwhile.

It is said that the instant the sun
sinks below the horizon of the sea
there is a green flash. It is an eva-
nescent thing, and you must be
watching at precisely that moment,
or you will miss it. | have spent
many sunsets sitting on the front
porch of the house, sipping a vodka
tonic or a tequila or a glass of wine,
and watching for that green flash. |
thought | saw it once, and was so
excited | fell over backwards in my
chair and broke a window in the
front of the house. But perhaps it
was only an illusion.

Sometimes | think the whole
thing is an illusion. There is no
house in Baja. There is no road.
There is no Gomez. Then one day
the phone will ring at our house in
Los Angeles and that musical voice
will say, with that undertone of
humor in it: ‘““Buenos dias, Senor.
Como esta usted?”’

No, we will not part with our
Baja house.

| have to keep watching for that
green flash. P
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Ray Robirds is a hard working son-of-a-gun. Up at six
a.m., he works ten, twelve, fifteen, however many hours it
takes to do the job, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year.

And working right beside him are his wife Rachael, his son
Allen, and even their daughters Heather and Laurie have
chores to do although they are a little young for the kind of
muscle it takes to build furniture the way craftsmen of the
18th and 19th Centuries did.

Ray literally runs a woodworking sweat shop which is about
thirty steps from his house. ““When | sweat, everybody
sweats,”” he says in his best W. C. Fields imitation. But it
does take a lot of sweat lifting, cutting, drilling, fitting, rub-
bing, laquering, finishing, and occasionally even delivering
and installing the floors, doors, tables, windows, armoires,
and almost any other furnishings in the country-farmhouse
style.

““Except chairs,”” Ray says. *’| don’t do chairs.”” No reason
given, although it's probably because he seldom sits. The
whole family is on the move all day.

One of the most important moves they ever made was to
the high desert valley of Anza, California. What they did in
effect was to defy one of the laws of the marketplace. They
moved away from it. But there was method in this apparent
madness.

“l had a shop in the Melrose-antique-interior decorator
area of Los Angeles,”” Ray said, “'but | couldn’t get any work
done. | had fifteen people working for me in the shop, and all
day long customers were either calling or knocking on my
door. | talked with clients during the day, and at night | fixed
up all the mistakes my employees made. It was crazy. | was
working eighteen hours a day trying to stay even, and |
wasn’t even staying even!’’

So Rachael came in and took over the business end and a
little more. “’"Running a small business is tough,’’ she said.
"We were doing the Mark Twain Jumping Frog Saloon in
Brentwood. Ray knew how to build the stuff; he’s an artist,
the only one of a kind who works on every piece he contracts
for. But he didn’t know about business.”

She renegotiated the contract, and they moved to Anza.
““All the arguments were against moving so far away from
our market which was Beverly Hills, Malibu, and Sherman
Oaks,”” Rachael recalls. ‘’But it was the market that was
stopping Ray from doing his work. Constant interruptions.
Here it’s ideal for him to devote full time to creating.”’

And creating is exactly what Ray and his family cottage-
industry do for private clients such as comedian Buddy
Hackett and his wife Sheri, TV producer Aaron Spelling,
Cheryl Tieggs, and writer Tom Tyron ("’ The Other’’); and for
commercial clients like Dallas’ Hyatt House, La Quinta
Country Club, Commerfords of Palm Desert, and the
Cannery Restaurant.in Newport Beach.

His pieces are simple with country-style lines, uncompli-
cated like his life. In fact they are his life: hard, rough, and
sturdy with beautiful inner grain values that are accentuated
by the high desert’s dry air.

““That was another plus for us,”” Ray added. ‘“Working
with solid wood requires a dry climate. Our move to the
desert has worked out extremely well.”

So everything seems perfect at the Robirds’ woodworking
shop. They have a beautiful home, a well-equipped work-

shop, a pool for play, a Corvette Sting Ray for speed, and a
family that truly works together.

Except it wasn’t always this way. It took a lot of work, Ray
remembers: ‘‘After fifteen years of sweat and losses you
learn there just isn’t any easy money out there. I’m not stupid
and if there was an easy way, 1'd know about it. Nope, you
have to work . . . twelve to fifteen hours a day, every
day, always with the thought of improving your product. Do
that for two or three years and you just begin to know some-
thing about the stuff you make.”’

Now that life is a little easier and clients are lining up for
his products, does Ray see the load getting any lighter?
““Nope. If you want to make your mark in life you've got to
use up all your talents. That’s what | want, to be all used
up.”’

Working as Ray and Rachael and the whole family do
obviously feeds their bodies and certainly sustains their spi-
rits. But isn’t all this hard work a little too much, too Vic-
torian? Not to the Robirds. They say, as Bishop Cumberland
did when advised to take it easy, "'Better to wear out than to
rust out.”’

““Work must not only feed the body; it must also sustain the spirit.””’

Daniel Bell
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The Robirds Work
& “ Work "

Work is needed to express what is true, also
to receive what is true. We can express and receive what
is false, or at least what is superficial, without any work.

Simon Weil.

All the best work is done the way ants do th:’ngé—
by tiny but untiring and regular additions.
Lafcadio Hearn.

No man is born into the world whose work
Is not born with him; there is always work,
And tools to work withal, for those who will;
And blessed are the horny hands of toil.
James Russell Lowell.
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ROCKY

by Donald MacDonald
Photos by Gary E. Squier
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THE STAR OF THIS STORY is not Sylvester Stallone. This
story has no stars. Everybody in it is a loser. And it’s not
about boxing unless you think in terms of containers, con-
tainers in the form of a one-and-one-half-ton “’U-Haul’’ truck
like the ones you or | might rent if we want to move. But in-
stead of furniture the truck contains people, maybe twenty-
five people, with only standing room in the sealed, unventi-
lated body.

Each of those people will pay $250 for their 120-mile move
from the border town of San Ysidro to Baldwin Park near Los
Angeles. That’s a lot of money when their possessions to be
transported consist of but the clothes on their backs. Any one
of them and a couple of friends could ride the distance in the
comfort of an air-conditioned taxi for a lot less, but they’'d
never get there in the taxi and they know it.

They pay this money to swelter in the sometimes 130-de-
gree heat inside that truck because they’'re Mexican aliens
dreaming a dream. It’s the same dream members of our own
families two, three or four generations removed dreamed.
Come to North America to strike it rich.

‘Ironically, the land upon which Baldwin Park is built once
belonged to the same peoples who now risk their freedom and
sometimes their lives to reach it. And striking it rich means
$1.50 an hour in the sweat shops of East Los Angeles or in the
lettuce fields of the Imperial Valley.

Stretching ahead for seven long years will be a new kind of
poverty. Too little money in an affluent society which can be
worse than no money in a poor society. Always for those
seven years will be the fear of getting caught and deported
and having to make the trek all over again. Only one in five
make it the first time. Four out of five eventually do.

Some don’t even know it’s just for seven years for the US
government hasn’t publicized this fact until lately. If an il-
legal alien lives and works here undetected for that length of
time and can find a few influential citizens to swear at a
hearing that he’s led an exemplary, productive life and ad-
ditionally, if he can show his deportation would cause hard-
ship to loved ones, then he’s allowed by this little known law
to stay.

There’'s nothing special about Baldwin Park; it was just one
of several destinations in use at the time Rocky was a driver
for the Mexican Mafia, the Nostra Familia. And there’s
nothing special about that family, either. This loose collection
of coyotes isn’t even acknowledged by its Italian and Jewish
peers in the North.

There is a big barn of an unused building in Baldwin Park
where quiet activity late at night went unnoticed. Or let’s say
the police would rather not notice it for obviously, their jail
wasn’t big enough. Here, Rocky delivered his human cargo,
to be joined within minutes by the coyote he worked for. Here
waited anxious relatives, ready to pay $250 to the coyote for a
face they recognized.Rocky got $50 of that, sometimes $1,250
a load, sometimes a couple of loads in one night.

Rocky was born Vincent Antonio Aguilar in San Gabriel on
November 25, 1924, His family had settled this community in
1786, so Rocky calls himself of Spanish extraction. And right-
fully so, for Mexico did not become a Republic until
forty-seven years later. Then it was another twenty-five years
before the flag of the United States flew over the Aguilar
homestead. Thus, when Rocky talks about “’his’’ country, he
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can date his claim to U.S. citizenship back before many an
Indian tribe.

Why did he risk his freedom to help aliens find their free-
dom illegally when the rap could mean five years for each live
body found in his truck, a possible 125 years in the federal
penitentiary? He needed money, lots of money by his stan-
dards, and he needed it in a hurry. It was as simple as that.

Rocky ran a riding and boarding stable in San Juan Capi-
strano where you’ll find him today. There were heavy rains
everywhere in Southern California in 1969 and hardly
anybody rode Rocky’s horses that winter. But they had to be
fed so Rocky found himself owing $15,000 to several feed
suppliers. He juggled his debts for a while, until 1974. By
then Rocky was about to lose his stable.,

The coyotes stay tuned to the needs of the Spanish-speak-
ing community and when a respected member of it must earn
some quick money, they have a job for this man. That’s how it
all started. Rocky said: ‘“Okay, as long as we don’t hurt any-
body.

Rocky drove for several months without getting caught, but
he knew he would be. Eight out of ten drivers are. But he
earned $12,000 and got his debts down to where they were
manageable. And that’s when he got caught. ‘‘Hanging
Judge’’ Gordon Thompson in the Federal Court at San Diego
sentenced Rocky to six months at Camp Lompoc with five
years probation. He went there on April 22, 1975, and was
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out by October.

Rocky was lucky. He wanted to be caught and he was
properly penitent at his pre-trial examinations. Why did he
want to be caught? This time, his answer was mare complex.

‘| owed the money and wanted to pay it,”’ he said. "And |
wanted to help some fellow human beings who had no chance
where they came from. We’'d have 95-cent lettuce if it
weren't for the aliens. You can’t get a North American to pick
potatoes. They bring in Vietnamese but deny the Mexicans.
In some things, these wetbacks are the backbone of our
system out here. What would we do without them?’’

Rocky was thoughtful for some long moments, His hand-
some tanned head turned towards his horses. ‘‘But | broke
the law,”” he said. “’Now | know friends who would’ve loaned
me $50,000. All | would’ve had to do was to take off my hat.”

But Rocky’s moral struggle makes not the slightest dent in
the problem of illegal aliens. Drivers get caught, aliens get
caught, and even sometimes a coyote is snared by the har-
rassed and woefully undermanned U.S. Border Patrol.

Despite tha.» hazards, though, an estimated 50,000 illegal
aliens cross each month at Tijuana alone which when you
deduct the casualties leaving a net increase in the U.S. popu-
lation of over 480,000 people annually. The coyotes, in
fact, show their lack of respect for the Border Patrol by regu-
larly guiding groups of aliens across the border between
Tijuana and San Ysidro through a gapin the fence that opens
onto the Patrol’s parking lot. Groups of fifty
or more file across enemy territory unde-
tected on a regular schedule simply because
the Patrol’s building has no windows facing
out on the lot. Or if the hole in the fence has
been temporarily fixed, there’s a five-foot
diameter water pipe nearby.

Why do the vast majority of aliens choose
Tijuana as their port of embarkation rather
than less well guarded points further to the
east? Past El Paso is where the term ‘'wet-
back’’ originated; the Rio Grande is not an
easy crossing even for a strong swimmer
and most Mexicans don’t grow up with
pools in their backyards. From there west
but still short of Tijuana, the desert, not the
Patrol is the enemy. A ten-mile strip above
the Arizona border alone yields thirty to
forty bleached human skeletons every
summer, and only a fraction of it gets
searched.

It being easy, the coyotes headquarter in
Tijuana and send out signals from sleazy
hotels like the Alaska. The would-be alien
gravitates to these places after a sometimes
hazardous bus trip from mainland Mexico
or Honduras, or Guatemala or even as far
away as Nicaragua. One needs a visa to ap-
proach Tijuana from outside Baja and the
Mexicans have their own Altos or check-
points where buses and cars are stopped
and the occupants made to prove their
identities and purposes. Then, once in Ti-
juana, aliens and coyotes alike must dodge
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the Direcion Federal des Seguridad, Mexican equivalent of
our FBI, whose agents take a dim view of ‘‘exporting
people.”” The alien can be charged with attempting to
““export’” himself and the penalty is seven years.

Some coyotes, according to Rocky, can be considered
“honest’’ and others not. The alien has no way of knowing
who to trust though the drivers, of course, do. There’s a brisk
trade on the Mexican side in forged U.S. documents which
are of absolutely no use if the alien buys his ride north. Then,
if he elects to walk across on his own, he finds the forgeries
he bought are so crude, the Border Patrol doesn’t even
bother to confiscate them.

Rocky flatly refused to carry women or children. The
women, separated from their families, face an obvious hazard
which occurs mostly on the San Ysidro side while they wait in
motels for transport. The coyotes, not the drivers, demand
these favors, enforcing their lust with threats of exposure.
Kids under sixteen fare the best. Those too young to talk are
transported openly in cars for $500 by couples with valid U.S.
documentation who claim them as their own. Older kids,
being considered unpredictable, command the same
premium even though they are usually trucked.

Drivers get caught with their loads for the most stupid of
reasons. Border Patrol officials still talk about one with a big
semi containing maybe a hundred people. He passed over the

scale at San Clemente too fast and was called back. He ex-
ceeded the 3 mph limit a second time and was about to be
lectured by the weighmaster when liquid was noticed drip-
ping from the truck. Officials still suspected nothing more
than a potentially hazardous leak until they opened the truck
and found the liquid was urine.

Other drivers panic, crash the San Clemente checkpoint,
and force the Border Patrol into a high-speed chase. More
than one of these in recent times has ended in a crash and fa-
talities, sometimes involving innocent second parties. Tom
Gaines, Assistant Chief Patrol Agent at San Ysidro, says
there will be no more chases. Public opinion, tending to side
with the underdog anyway, is against them. And so, of
course, is Rocky who gave up rather than run when his turn
came.

An obvious question, and one which occurs to the aliens
themselves, is that if the coyotes are somewhat less than
trustworthy pillars of the community, can they be trusted to
take 250 hard-earned dollars and deliver the owner of the
money to his destination? The answer is no and for that
reason, the coyote is paid upon delivery by relatives of the
alien. The coyotes have the phone number of these relatives,
and if he can’t deliver the first time, he guarantees to try
twice again at no extra charge. The alien, in turn, works for
$1.50 an hour to save up the money to pay back his relatives
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rent it here
leave it there

Hertz

Truck Rental

Photo Couf-tesy U.S. Border Patrol

Rent a truck—fill it with people.

and on it goes, each newcomer eventually sponsoring another
in a self-perpetuating, never-ending flow.

““Would you do it again, Rocky?’’ | asked.

““No way,”’ came his quick answer. “‘But you know,’’ he
continued, "'if we keep them out completely, our crops will
rot in the fields. They're the cream of their kind, untrained
but sharp. They’re ambitious enough to not want to wait for
the promises they get down there. They’ve had it with that
bracero program of theirs. What can one man and his family
do with five acres of desert? Starve? Go to Tijuana yourself
and see if you could live on plata, 35 or 50 cents an hour
which is what they get in the cities. Try begging from people
as poor as yourself.”’

““Camp Lompoc was nice,”” Rocky went on. “"They’ve got
the best food in the country up there. John Dean and |
became friends. He handed out clothes, but you don’t have to

work unless you want to. But | won’t go back. Not for five
years which is what 1'd get if | drove again."’

Chief Gaines has a different, strangely conflicting per-
spective: "The illegal alien is exploited by everyone involved
because who can they complain to? What can we do, though?
If | arrested every alien | saw on the streets around here (San
Ysidro), I'd never get to work. But that’s wrong about them
doing the work no one else will do. The legals in the barrios
are turning them in now—too much competition. And that
95-cent lettuce, the farmers would develop a machine before
it got there. But, as | said, what can we do? We can’t even
break into a known drop house. We’ve got to have a warrant
first.”’

Rocky was unkind only once about the Border Patrol, which
he basically respects: “'If you're going to drive, do it in the
rain. Those guys don’t want to get wet.”’

Left. Now back in San Juan Capistrano,
Rocky is surrounded by friends.

Right. Sometimes even the best camou-
flage doesn’t wark.

Photo Courtesy U.S. Border Patrol






