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Early Homesteaders  
Among the famous people associated with Desert hot Springs, including movie stars and tycoons 

famous throughout the nation, Cabot Yerxa stands out as a most unique individual.   

By the time Yerxa found himself in the desert in 1913, he had lived with his parents in primitive 

conditions in the Lakota Sioux reservation in the Dakota Territory, 16 miles south of the 

Canadian border.  He was born there in 1883, and at the age of 3 the family moved to 

Minneapolis, where his father developed a chain of prosperous grocery stores. When he was 10, 

the family took an extensive train trip around the country and Mexico.  In the wee hours of one 

morning in 1893, the train stopped in Garnet to take on water.  Today Garnet’s most prominent 

feature is a truck stop off the I-10 at Indian Canyon, but at the time it was an important water 

stop for trains.  Cabot’s travels and entrepreneurial endeavors in the next 10 years would fill a 

book.  Throughout it all he was an avid artist, photographer, and a loquacious tale teller.  He 

frequently engaged in the grocery business, and was a confidant with the Hollywood luminaries 

who hung out at his trading posts. 

In 1913 the family had pooled their resources and bought an orange grove near Riverside.  A 

freeze wiped out the family’s fortune, and work was scarce and wages were low.  He left 

California for better prospects.  Then a letter came from his old friend Bob Carr, a successful 

writer of western fiction, suggesting:  

“We can each take up a homestead on government land on the desert, no water, no 

roads, no rain, no neighbors, but we do not have to pay rent.  We can eat rabbits, write a 

few stories, buy a cow, the cow will have a calf, and in time we will be in the cattle 

business.” 

This wild fantasy is how they ended up getting off a train at 2 a.m. in Garnet, and Cabot realized 

he had stood in the same spot when he was a boy of 10. 

They identified the North Star and trekked into the desert in a direction just east of north.  It was 

October and they were woefully ill equipped.  They stayed warm by walking all night.  As day 

broke, they discovered a small shack occupied by a cheerful woman, Miss Hilda Gray.  She told 

them that in the 10,000-acre area there were 9 homesteading families, the early pioneers, and 

later they identified another 20 who had come later. So, in spite of being far apart, the area was 

not unpopulated. 

Hilda showed them the corners of her 160-acre section, and from there they searched out the 

corners of sections 30, 31, and 32.  In 1856 the government had staked out section 32 for water 



seepage as they were surveying trails and knew water would be needed..  There was a hill, and 

they found a mud hole near two groups of palm trees known as Two Bunch.  For a few days they 

tramped around the area, scoping out the place and searching for corners.  Bob chose land near 

Two Bunch for the water nearby.  Cabot found pottery sherds on the hill and, figuring that 

Indians must have lived there, he chose the hill. 

We don’t know about Bob, but after paying the government fees in the land office in Los 

Angeles, Cabot had less than $10 in his pocket. To fulfill his homestead agreement, he had to 

build a home, live on the land for 7 months a year for 3 years, cultivate 20 acres of land, find 

water, and show intent to live there.  It was time to get a good-paying job in L.A.  

He returned to his homestead 5 months later with a wagon load of carefully stockpiled provisions 

to last 7 months as he knew his chances of getting to a store were nil.  The first night, with his 

stuff spread out around him, he said, “I felt rich as Rockefeller…there was not a building to be 

seen…and not a light.  Coyotes yapped up toward the mountains, and I went to sleep with a 

happy heart.”   

Day broke, and, after walking a mile for water and gathering sticks to make a cook fire, he had 

breakfast.  Then he dug a hole and put up 4 poles with palm fronds over them for shade. No 

walls, windows or floor, just shade for the desert’s newest homesteader. 

Thus began Cabot’s life in the desert as a homesteader. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


