
1960 – Steinbeck writes about
Survival in the Mojave
In 1960, the esteemed author John Steinbeck embarked on a
remarkable road trip across the United States, accompanied by
his  faithful  standard  poodle,  Charley.  This  epic  journey
spanned over 10,000 miles and was made possible by his trusty
1960 GMC pickup camper. Starting from the serene shores of
Long Island, New York, the expedition led them through an
extraordinary odyssey that traversed the entire nation.

Their route took them from the scenic landscapes of Maine to
the rugged grandeur of the Pacific Northwest. They ventured
down the picturesque Pacific coast, immersing themselves in
the captivating beauty of Steinbeck’s hometown, the Salinas
Valley, before making their way to Southern California. In the
bustling heart of Los Angeles, they turned eastward, embarking
on the iconic Route 66.

On that fateful journey, Steinbeck’s nomadic spirit led him to
discover the hidden gem of Oasis Palms, nestled deep within
the Mojave Desert. It was here that he chose to spend a night
at the Cliff Hanger trailer park, a stopover that would leave
an indelible mark on his soul.

In his literary masterpiece, “Travels with Charley,” published
in 1962, Steinbeck devoted an entire chapter to his profound
observations of the Mojave Desert. He shared his fascination
with  the  windswept  landscape,  eloquently  describing  the
relentless battle waged by life against the unforgiving forces
of the sun and aridity.
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Steinbeck’s evocative prose painted a vivid picture: “I find
most  interesting  the  conspiracy  of  life  in  the  desert  to
circumvent  the  death  rays  of  the  all-conquering  sun.  The
beaten earth appears defeated and dead, but it only appears
so.  A  vast  and  inventive  organization  of  living  matter
survives by seeming to have lost.” His keen insights delved
deep into the resilience of desert life, describing it as a
testament  to  nature’s  unyielding  will  to  thrive  amidst
adversity.

As he contemplated the intricate dance of life and death in
this  harsh  environment,  Steinbeck  concluded  with  prescient
wisdom: “These trained and tested fragments of life might well
be the last hope of life against non-life. The desert has
mothered magic things before this.”

Little did Steinbeck know that his words would foreshadow the
impending  challenges  faced  by  Oasis  Palms.  Within  a  mere
decade, the legacy of the Smiths and the town they had built
would be threatened by the encroaching shadow of decline and
decay, making Steinbeck’s poignant reflections all the more
profound.


