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Harry Oliver 

 

Harry Oliver was an Academy Award winning set designer during the silent era.  He quit his 

prestigious job to live in the desert.  Desert hot Springs’ own Desert Sentinel regaled its readers 

with tales of Harry’s exploits. He carved and weathered peg legs and scattered them randomly 

throughout the desert to convince tourists they were on track to find Peg Leg Smith’s lost gold 

mine.  He wrote a story of a bet that there was a lost ship at the bottom of the Salton Sea.  They 

found some loose papers alright and managed to make out a name…C. B. de Mille.  With stories 

like these he had subscribers all over the world. 

 He built an adobe he called Fort Oliver in Thousand Palms where Ramon and Varner meet 

today.  He called himself a desert rat and published, quarterly when he had the money and 

material, a pocket-sized newspaper called the Desert Rat Scrap Book. He advertised it as the 

only newspaper you could open in the wind.  It was full of desert lore and lies, poems and 

cartoons, and pictures from his own woodcuts.  He published contributions from his famous 

friends like Walt Disney, Will Rogers, Erle Stanley Gardner, and California Governor Goodwin 

Knight. 

He summed up desert life: “When you’ve been here a few years you find yourself talking to 

yourself…After a few more years you find yourself talking to the lizards…Then in a few years 

the lizards start talking to you…When you find yourself stealing their amazing stories, you are 

ready to start a desert newspaper.” 

All the extant editions of the DRSB have been compiled into Kindle books available on Amazon.  

And if you do shop at Amazon, remember that you can designate your Desert Hot Springs 

Historical Society as the benefit of Amazon charity donations of ½% of your purchases. 


