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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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hiking in the Wonderland of Rocks






WELCOME TO Joshua Tree & Palm Springs



5 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


PALM SPRINGS LOVES A PARTY


BEST OF Joshua Tree & Palm Springs


DAY TRIPS FROM PALM SPRINGS


Joshua Tree Camping Trip


Best Hikes


BEST SPA EXPERIENCES


Retro Palm Springs Weekend


Despite being such near neighbors, the spiky swath of Joshua Tree National Park and the sleek urban chic of Palm Springs appear to have little in common. Their link is the California desert, where relentless sunshine and rocky landscapes evoke a sense of the unknown.


Joshua Tree is wild, eroded, and fantastical. Its surreal rock formations were cooked up through millions of years of erosion, sedimentation, and continental collisions to form hulking, toothy piles of granite. The namesake Joshua trees, with their jagged silhouettes, run rampant among the jumbled piles of boulders. This is the high desert—gorgeous in spring and fall, searing hot in summer, and cold enough in winter that snow sometimes dusts the agave.


The resort town of Palm Springs got its start in the 1920s, and its popularity escalated as a getaway for the Hollywood Rat Pack. Today, it’s a stylish time capsule with impeccable mid-century architecture, luxury resorts, boutique hotels, and retro gems tucked against the rocky foothills. In a landscape of drama and leisure, the gleaming blue of its plentiful swimming pools competes with the crystal-blue sky.


Joshua Tree was my first experience with the California desert, and I could hardly believe something so magical existed—the right blend of rustic, funky, and chic. I went to Palm Springs that same summer and navigated my way to a classic mid-century boutique hotel, where all the guests in the pool knew each other and welcomed us with Bloody Marys.


It’s these contrasts that shape Joshua Tree and Palm Springs: The confluence of nearly perpetual sun, well-watered canyons, and bubbling hot springs backdropped by snowcapped mountains and a scoured desert make any visit here unique.
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hiking through rock formations in Joshua Tree






5 TOP EXPERIENCES






[image: image]



1 Hiking and rock climbing Joshua Tree’s iconic rock formations, hidden waterfalls, fan palm oases, stunning canyons, and twisted boulder piles.
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2 Browsing the chic Uptown Design District for vintage finds, from caftans and denim to lamps and glassware.
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3 Taking a scenic drive through Joshua Tree’s dramatic landscape.
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4 Exploring mid-century modern architecture inspired by the laid-back Palm Springs lifestyle and the modern clean lines of the desert.
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5 Pool-hopping between Palm Springs’s stylish boutique resorts.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Joshua Tree National Park


Dusty desert roads, jagged boulder piles, and spiky Joshua trees draw droves of hikers, rock climbers, and day-trippers to this otherworldly geologic landscape. Tour the historic mines and ranches of desert dreamers, wander amid strange cacti and colorful wildflowers, and take in the views from scenic peaks.


Around Joshua Tree


Peppered along the northern border of Joshua Tree National Park are the gateway towns of Morongo Valley, Yucca Valley, Pioneertown, Landers, Joshua Tree, Twentynine Palms, and Wonder Valley. All offer unique accommodations and alternatives to camping in the park, as well as local saloons, live music, and epic desert art worthy of exploration.


Palm Springs


Palm Springs is a charmed escape, filled with preserved mid-century architecture, nonstop pool parties, and lounges to release your inner Rat Pack. Take a whirlwind flight up the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway, wander amid Picassos and Warhols at the Palm Springs Art Museum, or simply park yourself poolside and soak in the rays. Surrounding Palm Springs is the Coachella Valley, best known for the popular Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival. In under an hour, you can escape the desert heat of the searing valley floor with a quick tram ride or a short drive to Mount San Jacinto State Park and the artsy, rustic mountain town of Idyllwild.
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Gonzalo Lebrija’s History of Suspended Time (A monument for the impossible) at the Palm Springs Art Museum







Palm Springs Loves a Party


Palm Springs knows how to throw a party. Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley have several signature events throughout the year, from music festivals to modernism events. Plan your trip around these weekends or take note to avoid these times if you’re looking for a low-key getaway.


• Palm Springs’s signature event, Modernism Week celebrates mid-century modern architecture, design, and culture with tours, exhibits, and parties over a packed two weekends in February. In October, the city hosts a second Modernism Week to kick off the resort season.


• The Palm Springs International Film Festival draws thousands of visitors to screen more than 200 films over 12 days in January.


• Downtown Palm Springs blocks off streets every November to host Pride Weekend, with music, entertainment, and host hotels, to celebrate diversity and foster pride in the LGBTQ+ community.


• The Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival draws iconic music headliners and hundreds of thousands of festivalgoers to this three-day music festival over two weekends in April.


• Stagecoach music festival brings hot names in country music to the Coachella Valley stage on the last weekend in April every year.






KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



High Season (Oct.-Apr.)


October-April is the high season for both Palms Springs and Joshua Tree National Park, with spring being the busiest time of year. Advance reservations for hotels in Palm Springs and campsites in Joshua Tree are a good idea during big events like Modernism Week and the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival.


The Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival (www.coachella.com) takes place over two three-day weekends in April. Advance ticket sales begin in May for the following year with tickets historically selling out before the lineup is announced in January. Attendees have the option of tent camping on-site or staying at lodging in one of the Coachella Valley towns. Bundled tickets with tent camping or hotel packages are available to reserve when you buy festival passes. Partner hotels are located in nearby towns, including Palm Desert, La Quinta, Rancho Mirage, and Indio (5-13 mi/8-21 km from the festival) as well as Palm Springs (23 mi/37 km from the festival). The festival offers prepaid shuttles at stops throughout the Coachella Valley, including Palm Springs, so that festivalgoers don’t have to drive. On festival weekends, breakfast spots in Palm Springs and other desert cities can be busier than usual, and hotel prices inflate. The festival runs Friday-Sunday, so freeway traffic in and out of Palm Springs is most heavily impacted the Thursday before Coachella and the Monday after Coachella on both weekends in April. Traffic between LA and Palm Springs can be bumper-to-bumper at these times, and the two-hour trip between Palm Springs and LA can take as long as five hours. To avoid festival traffic, avoid driving on these days, or leave well before noon.


At only 479 ft (146 m) above sea level, Palm Springs’s low elevation means that temperatures are fairly mild in winter. The months of October-April are the most temperate, with temperatures ranging from the high 60s to the low 90s (20-34°C) during the day.


Low Season (May-Sept.)


Summer is the low season, with brutally hot temperatures holding fast in the triple digits (over 38°C) for much of June-September. Some businesses in Palm Springs have limited hours, though the resort town remains a destination, compensating with pool parties and lower hotel rates. Joshua Tree National Park remains open, with average highs in the 100s (38-43°C) and temperatures not dipping lower than the high 70s (25°C) at night. Recreational activities are extremely limited and can even be dangerous.


The San Jacinto Mountains and the town of Idyllwild offer a cool retreat during these searing months.


Transportation


Palm Springs International Airport (PSP; 3400 E. Tahquitz Canyon Way; 760/318-3800; https://flypsp.com) serves the resort town and can save you the 3-4-hour drive from Los Angeles. The airport has fewer airline options, however, and fares may be higher than at larger airports. International travelers may want to fly into Los Angeles International Airport (LAX; 1 World Way, Los Angeles; 424/646-5252; www.lawa.org) and spend a few days in LA before renting a car for the drive east along I-10.


There is no public transportation in Joshua Tree National Park. Exploration of the Coachella Valley and Joshua Tree National Park will require your own vehicle.


Entrance Stations


Joshua Tree National Park (www.nps.gov/jotr) has three entrance stations open year-round. The entrance fee ($30 vehicles, $25 motorcycles, $15 bikes or on foot) is good for seven days. The Annual Park Pass is $55, and season pass-holders are often offered a shorter line at entrance stations.


• West Entrance (Hwy. 62 and Park Blvd.) is accessed from the gateway town of Joshua Tree and sees the heaviest visitation.


• North Entrance (Hwy. 62 and Utah Tr.) is in the gateway town of Twentynine Palms and is a good alternative during high season, when lines are long at the West Entrance.


• South Entrance (off I-10) accesses Cottonwood Spring and sees the fewest visitors.


Visitor Centers


The Joshua Tree Visitor Center (6554 Park Blvd., Joshua Tree; 760/367-5500; 7:30am-5pm daily) is in the town of Joshua Tree on Park Boulevard before the park’s West Entrance and offers a bookstore, restrooms, and a café.


The Joshua Tree National Park Visitor Center (74485 National Park Dr., Twentynine Palms; 760/367-5500; 8:30am-5pm daily) is located in downtown Twentynine Palms and offers a bookstore, drinking water, restrooms, and an EV charging station. The Cottonwood Visitor Center (Pinto Basin Rd.; 760/367-5500; 8:30am-4pm daily) is at the South Entrance near Cottonwood Spring and offers a bookstore, drinking water, restrooms, and a nearby picnic area.
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downtown Twentynine Palms





The Palm Springs Visitors Center (2901 N. Palm Canyon Dr.; 760/778-8414; www.visitpalmsprings.com; 10am-5pm daily) is housed in the 1965 Tramway Gas Station, near the entrance to the aerial tramway.


Reservations


Camping reservations (877/444-6777; www.recreation.gov; $20-25) in Joshua Tree National Park are required at five campgrounds—Black Rock, Indian Cove, Cottonwood, Jumbo Rocks, and Ryan; demand is especially high in spring. Campgrounds tend to fill all weekends October-May. If you’re planning a weekend camping trip in the park during this time, make reservations ahead of time or have alternate overnight plans. First-come, first-served sites are available at Belle, Hidden Valley, and White Tank but are limited and tend to fill fully by Thursday afternoon. During the summer months, some sites and sections of Indian Cove, Black Rock, and Cottonwood Campgrounds close. White Tank and Belle Campground close temporarily. Only three campgrounds—Black Rock, Indian Cove, and Cottonwood—have drinking water.


Visiting the historic Keys Ranch in Joshua Tree is by reservation only. Book your tour through www.recreation.gov or by calling 877/444-6777 at least one day in advance.


In Palm Springs, you’ll want to book accommodations well in advance during spring events (February-April).
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BEST OF Joshua Tree & Palm Springs


Day 1: Travel Day


Traffic to Palm Springs can be a beast, especially as you head into the weekend and especially coming from Los Angeles. Set yourself up for a full day of relaxing on Day 2 by making Day 1 a travel day. Your only goal is to check into your hotel of choice, whether it’s the classic Ingleside Inn, stylish rustic-chic Sparrows Lodge, or the luxuriously exuberant Parker Palm Springs. Late-night drinks and eats can be hard to come by in Palm Springs, but they are available in a handful of spots including the Paul Bar, The Reef, and The Tropicale.


Day 2: Palm Springs


Wake up and rejoice that you are in sunny Palm Springs, then get yourself to the sidewalk line at Cheeky’s to wait for fresh Bloody Marys and brunch specials like Blondie’s eggs Benedict, homemade cinnamon rolls, and a bacon flight.


Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley are surrounded by epic desert beauty. Nowhere is this more evident than during a hike through Indian Canyons. The Lower Palm Canyon Trail visits the world’s largest fan palm oasis, while Tahquitz Canyon offers a short but scenic stroll to a rare desert waterfall, great for a post-brunch walk.


If you need something to tide you over until dinner, enjoy delicious Cuban deli delights at Chef Tanya’s Kitchen, good for casual lunch and pickup orders.


Dinner is on the tropical patio at The Tropicale, with its throwback supper club feel and Pacific Rim menu, or opt for steaks in the dark lounge at Mr. Lyon’s upscale modern steak house.


Wind down the night at Seymour’s, the intimate, dimly lit speakeasy located behind the curtain at Mr. Lyon’s, or try Bootlegger Tiki for flocked wallpaper, deep booths, and layered rum drinks.




Day Trips from Palm Springs


Palm Springs can be a base camp for day trips to the Coachella Valley, Sand to Snow National Monument, San Jacinto Mountains State Park, and Joshua Tree National Park. Drives within 1.5 hours of Palm Springs allow you to experience shaded desert oases, forested mountain peaks, outsider art installations, charming mountain towns, and the famous cracked boulders of Joshua Tree National Park.


• Joshua Tree National Park (1 hour) can be explored as a day trip from Palm Springs, with scenic stops and hikes along Park Boulevard, Joshua Tree’s main road, which winds through the iconic Joshua tree forest and rock formations.


• The charming village of Forest Falls (1 hour) is nestled in a canyon on the edge of the San Gorgonio Wilderness, making for a scenic mountain drive with opportunities to picnic and hike.


• Visit the crystal-clear waters of the Whitewater River, remarkable for its rocky desert location in the Whitewater Preserve (25 minutes). Hiking trails, including a small section of the Pacific Crest Trail, offer river access and canyon views, while a wading pond is fun for families.


• The Thousand Palms Oasis Preserve (30 minutes) highlights desert landscapes along the San Andreas fault, including shaded palm oases and eroded mud hills.


• Accessed from the mountain town of Idyllwild, Mount San Jacinto State Park and Wilderness (1 hour 20 minutes) has forested hikes like the Ernie Maxwell Scenic Trail and Tahquitz Peak, with long vistas as a reward for the climbs.


• Idyllwild (1 hour 20 minutes) has a picturesque downtown with shops, restaurants, and local art for strolling in cooler summer temperatures or winter snow.






Day 3: Joshua Tree Day Trip



Today you will explore Joshua Tree. Pack a cooler with drinks, snacks, lunch, and water and head to the South Entrance at Cottonwood Spring (1 hour). Stop at the Cottonwood Visitor Center for maps and tips and then check out scenic Cottonwood Spring, where you can take a short hike around the spring or a longer hike to the Mastodon Mine or Lost Palms Oasis. Continue north along Pinto Basin Road to soak in the stark landscape of the Sonoran Desert with a stop at the Cholla Cactus Garden.


At the intersection with Park Boulevard, take a left to head west and watch as the landscape shifts into the dramatic Mojave Desert with its signature spiky Joshua trees and otherworldly boulder piles. Enjoy a scenic drive along Park Boulevard into the popular Hidden Valley region of the park, stopping off to explore the short nature trails at Barker Dam, Cap Rock, and Skull Rock.


Your trip through the park will end at the West Entrance in the town of Joshua Tree, just in time for dinner with other hikers, rock climbers, and locals at the casual Joshua Tree Saloon, with a menu that includes burgers, salads, sandwiches, and tacos. The back patio is good for kids and dogs.


If you’re early enough and up for a wait, head up to Pappy & Harriet’s restaurant and saloon, a former Wild West movie set in aptly named Pioneertown. Debrief your day, people-watch, and enjoy the funky surroundings while digging into the hearty Tex-Mex menu at this one-of-a-kind spot.
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Pappy & Harriet’s Pioneertown Palace





From either place, the drive back to Palm Springs is about 45 minutes.


Day 4: Palm Springs


Get back into the swing of Palm Springs by celebrating with brunch at Pinocchio in the Desert, where the bottomless mimosas draw a packed patio crowd.


After brunch head to the Uptown Design District for vintage shopping. Browse the wares at The Shops at Thirteen Forty-Five, where the stunning architecture matches the vintage clothing and accessories inside, then pick up a home accessory at Phylum to bring a bit of Palm Springs with you.


The afternoon is spent relaxing poolside, soaking up your last day in Palm Springs.


For dinner check out one of the downtown’s upscale Mexican spots. Clandestino offers a curated Latin American menu and margarita flights in view of the art museum. Tac/Quila sets street tacos and ceviche against 1970s-inspired swank along the downtown strip.


Day 5: Travel Day


Enjoy the last moments of your hotel’s amenities while you pack. On the way out of town, enjoy a low-key lunch at The Heyday.
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Joshua Tree Camping Trip


The landscape of Joshua Tree National Park is mesmerizing—from the spiky trees to the scoured desert and jumbled boulders begging to be climbed. A visit here typically means camping, with extra time spent exploring the funky sights of the surrounding desert towns. Bring water and your own vehicle and plan a two-night camping trip to visit this desert wonderland October-May.


Day 1


Arrive in the town of Joshua Tree and fortify after your drive with lunch at the nouveau diner Crossroads Café for a creative take on diner classics, including plenty of veggie options. The laid-back vibe and fresh plates, ranging from huevos rancheros to buttermilk pancakes, will set you up for making camp and exploring in the park.


After lunch, continue on Highway 62 to the less crowded North Entrance, stopping at the Joshua Tree National Park Visitor Center to pick up maps before entering the park.


Check in to your reserved campsite at the centrally located Jumbo Rocks Campground and set up camp, enjoying your spot amid the iconic boulder-strewn scenery. You don’t have to venture far from your campsite to find short, scenic hiking trails for the afternoon: Skull Rock and Split Rock allow you to immerse in the landscape while still getting you back in time for a relaxing camp dinner and stargazing in this International Dark Sky Park.
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Jumbo Rocks Campground





Day 2


Enough of these easy nature trails! Today, it’s time to get those lungs pumping with a more rigorous hike. For epic views, climb Ryan Mountain to its 5,457-ft (1,663-m) summit. If you want to explore the park’s mining ruins, opt instead for a steep climb to the Lost Horse Mine. And for those irresistible boulder piles, the Willow Hole Trail offers a scenic out-and-back ramble.
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Ryan Mountain Trail





If it’s too hot to hit the trail today, hit the road instead on a backcountry drive. The Geology Tour Road is accessible to all vehicles for the first 5 mi (8.1 km) of its 19 mi (31 km) through the park’s unique geologic formations. The dirt roads crisscrossing the Queen Valley also cut through Joshua tree forest with opportunities to explore the park’s cultural history.


After your hike, enjoy a picnic lunch in the park at one of the numerous picnic areas, then enjoy a scenic drive along Park Boulevard into the popular Hidden Valley region of the park, making a detour to Keys View if you haven’t had your fill. Continue north to end in the town of Joshua Tree.


Take a night off from campfire cooking to grab a burger with other hikers, rock climbers, and locals at the lively Joshua Tree Saloon, a 20-minute drive west from the Willow Hole Trailhead.


Day 3


Pack up camp and save yourself the dishes by enjoying a late breakfast at the JT Country Kitchen. Before you head out of town, browse the shops in Joshua Tree.
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Best Hikes


The Palm Springs and Joshua Tree region is home to hidden waterfalls, fan palm oases, stunning canyons, and twisted boulder piles, all begging to be explored. The best season to hit the trail is October-April; in the hotter months, plan to start from the trailhead early to miss the heat of the day. If it’s too hot, opt instead for the lofty and much cooler San Jacintos, just a short drive (or tram ride) away.


Joshua Tree National Park


Lost Horse Mine


This moderate out-and-back or loop hike scales Lost Horse Mountain in about 4-7.4 mi (6.4-11.9 km) round-trip to visit one of the best-preserved mining sites in Joshua Tree National Park.


Willow Hole Trail


Admire the spiky Joshua trees and boulder piles on this 7-mi (11.3-km) round-trip flat track into the heart of the Wonderland of Rocks.
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Willow Hole Trail





Ryan Mountain


This 3-mi (4.8-km) round-trip hike climbs more than 1,000 ft (305 m) in elevation to panoramic views from the wind-scoured 5,457-ft (1,663-m) vantage point atop Ryan Mountain.


49 Palms Oasis


This easy-to-follow trail is only 3 mi (4.8 km) round-trip yet offers no hint to the secret oasis of native fan palms that awaits.



Lost Palms Oasis



As the south entrance to Joshua Tree, this exposed trail wanders 7.5 mi (12.1 km) round-trip through desert gardens to the Lost Palm Oasis, a watering hole for bighorn sheep and other wildlife.
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Lost Palms Oasis





Around Joshua Tree


Red Dome


In Whitewater Preserve, a 4-mi (6.4-km) out-and-back scenic walk through a wide canyon ends at the Whitewater River, which maintains a surprising and brisk presence across the open desert floor for much of the year.


Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley


Indian Canyons


Andreas Canyon is an easy—and popular—loop in scenic Indian Canyons near Palm Springs. The shaded trail follows a permanent creek for 2 mi (3.2 km) round-trip through stands of leafy fan palms.


Tahquitz Peak


This steep 8.6-mi (13.8-km) round-trip trail switchbacks through the manzanita, Jeffrey pine, and white fir forests of the San Jacinto Wilderness to reward with breathtaking views from the historic lookout tower at the top of Tahquitz Peak.




Best Spa Experiences


For the best spa experiences near Palm Springs, head north to the town of Desert Hot Springs, uniquely positioned over both hot and cold mineral aquifers. Homesteader, artist, and traveler Cabot Yerxa (of Cabot’s Pueblo Museum) is credited with bringing the mineral springs to the attention of homesteaders and developers when he arrived in Desert Hot Springs in 1913. He discovered hot mineral water outside his door when he dug his first well. He dug another 600 yards (550 m) away and discovered pure cold aquifer water. Development began in the 1930s with the goal of making Desert Hot Springs a spa destination.


Today, boutique mid-century hotels offer calming pools and spas where you can take the waters.


• The stylishly updated Azure Palm Hot Springs Resort offers spa packages with access to its swimming and soaking pools, a café, and resort grounds.


• The Moroccan-themed El Morocco Inn offers a courtyard mineral pool, covered hot spa, sauna, and spa treatments for guests and nonguests.


• The Miracle Springs Resort & Spa offers eight mineral pools for day use as well as on-site spa services.


• The Spring Resort & Spa features three mineral pools and a Finnish sauna, as well as massages and body treatments to promote relaxation for guests and day use.


• The rustic, family-friendly Sam’s Family Spa Hot Water Resort has a spring-fed swimming pool and hot pools in a parklike setting with RV camping.
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Retro Palm Springs Weekend


Palm Springs’s treasure trove of mid-century architecture and reputation as a winter playground for the Hollywood Rat Pack-era elite make the city a stylish resort destination that’s perfect for a weekend getaway. Whether you’re lounging poolside at a mid-century resort, partying at a ladies weekend, or relaxing at a couples spa getaway, you can soak up Palm Springs’s dazzling history and sunshine at this timeless haven.


Friday


Fly into Palm Springs International Airport. Or, if you’re driving from LA, hop in the car Thursday night to avoid rush hour and start the weekend early. Spend the afternoon visiting the Palm Springs Art Museum or riding the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway to the top, where you can take in the refreshing view of the valley below. You can’t miss Tramway Road, marked by an iconic building with a cantilevered roofline designed by famed architect Albert Frey in 1965 as the Tramway Gas Station. It now serves as the visitor center.


Back on the desert floor, check in to a chic mid-century hotel such as the freshly restyled Holiday House, originally designed in 1951 by noted architect Herbert W. Burns, or the classic 1948 William F. Cody Del Marcos Hotel and enjoy some time poolside. For dinner, dine on steak frites at Mr. Lyon’s, a classic steak house from a bygone era. From the dining room, move to the back room, Seymour’s, for some of the best cocktails in town—bartenders have classic Hollywood movies on for ambience behind the bar. Alternately, opt for tropical drinks at The Reef in the kitschy 1960s Polynesian Caliente Tropics hotel.


Saturday


After a breakfast at King’s Highway, a former Denny’s with Naugahyde booths and original terrazzo floors in the Ace Hotel, check out some of the area’s stunning mid-century architecture. Pick up a driving tour map at the Palm Springs Visitors Center, itself housed in the Albert Frey-designed Tramway Gas Station, and discover the works of Donald Wexler, William F. Cody, and Richard Neutra, among others. For a sneak peek inside, sign up for a tour of historic Sunnylands Center and Gardens, which has hosted everyone from British royalty to Hollywood icons. The afternoon is spent relaxing poolside, of course.
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Sunnylands Center and Gardens





Around dinnertime, enjoy a romantic dinner at Copley’s, part of the former Cary Grant estate, then continue in the footsteps of the Rat Pack with retro-chic cocktails at Melvyn’s iconic Palm Springs lounge.


Sunday


To wind down your weekend, head to Palm Springs mainstay Eight4Nine for an upbeat send-off in the white and jewel-toned space that was the 1954 post office.


Work out the kinks of mind and body with a massage at one of nearby Desert Hot Springs’s many day spas before packing your bags for the flight or long drive back to reality.
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Keys Ranch: Take a ranger-guided tour of the ranch house, buildings, and grounds owned by one of Joshua Tree’s most colorful characters (click here).


S Eureka Peak Overlook: While everyone crowds the popular Keys View overlook, this lightly visited peak offers equally spectacular views (click here).
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S Cholla Cactus Garden: A brigade of fuzzy multihued cacti stretch out to form this surreal desert garden (click here).


S Lost Horse Mine: Follow an old mining road to this well-preserved stamp mill with rock house ruins and stunning views toward Queen Valley (click here).


S Willow Hole Trail: This easy trek delves into the heart of the wildly eroded Wonderland of Rocks (click here).


S Ryan Mountain: A vigorous hike leads to panoramic views of the Pinto Basin, Hidden Valley, and the Wonderland of Rocks (click here).


S 49 Palms Oasis: Hike to this mirage-like fan palm oasis (click here).


S Lost Palms Oasis: From lush Cottonwood Spring, this trail crosses desert ridges to a secluded oasis of fan palms, with detours to mine ruins and panoramic views (click here).


S Rock Climbing: The park’s boulder-strewn oasis makes it a world-class destination for rock climbers (click here).
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The stunning, alien landscape of Joshua Tree both startles and charms.


Powerful geologic forces have whipped the rocks here into twisted shapes and scrambled boulder piles. Among the eroded chaos, spiky Joshua trees reach out in unpredictable angles, forming jagged, moody backdrops against dusty desert roads. This is the Mojave, the high desert: gorgeous in spring and fall, brutal in summer, and dusted by snow in winter.


Farther south the landscape changes yet again, straddling the boundary between the Mojave and Sonoran Deserts. The lower-elevation Sonoran sits austere and arid, with wide alluvial fans to guard its mountain canyons. Instead of Joshua trees, creosote bushes and spindly ocotillos dot the pristine desert wilderness.


Joshua Tree’s surreal appeal draws casual day-trippers, spring wildflower hounds, serious hikers, and hard-core rock climbers in droves, all wanting to experience its beauty and strangeness. The park’s location near major urban centers like Palm Springs and Los Angeles contributes to its popularity, as does its easy access for locals living in the gateway towns of Joshua Tree and Twentynine Palms. The tiny towns surrounding the park are filled with outsider art, alien-inspired feats of aeronautical engineering, and some of the best live music around.


ORIENTATION


Most visitors spend their time on the west side of the park, where the only paved road access (Park Boulevard) exists. From the West Entrance near the town of Joshua Tree, Park Boulevard delves deep into Hidden Valley (the most popular section of the park, filled with trailheads and campgrounds) to emerge in the town of Twentynine Palms. While the Black Rock Canyon area and Indian Cove offer developed (and reservable) campgrounds, their access does not extend farther into the park. At the South Entrance, Cottonwood Spring offers a less-visited glimpse of the park’s Sonoran Desert geography.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Joshua Tree is doable as a day trip from Palm Springs; it’s about 1 hour to the Joshua Tree Visitor Center at the West Entrance. From Los Angeles, plan 3-4 hours for the drive and definitely spend the night. Some visitors only spend one day in the park, and most of that in the car driving the Park Boulevard loop into, and then out of, each entrance station. Such limited time affords equally limited exposure to how much the park has to offer—and that involves getting out of the car and onto the trail. Do yourself a favor and plan to spend at least an overnight; 3-5 days are even better.


Plan your visit during the cooler months of October-April (although these are also the most crowded). If you’re camping, make a reservation well ahead of time to snag a coveted site in the park. Visitors seeking accommodations with luxuries such as running water should book a room at one of the multiple lodging options in the towns surrounding the park entrances—Yucca Valley, Joshua Tree, and Twentynine Palms.


You’ll need a car, a full tank of gas, and plenty of patience driving the long distances both on the park roads and between the desert towns. Bring all the water you’ll need to drink, clean with, or bathe in (at least 2 gallons/9 liters per day of drinking water), as there are no services inside the park.


Exploring the Park


Before exploring the park, stop in the town of Joshua Tree or Twentynine Palms for information, maps, water, and supplies. There are no concessions in the park. The town of Joshua Tree is situated at the park’s busiest entrance and offers a visitor center as well as local shops for picnic items and outdoors gear. Twentynine Palms provides a visitor center, a grocery store, and local shops for picnic supplies.


VISITOR CENTERS


Joshua Tree Visitor Center


6554 Park Blvd., Joshua Tree; 760/367-5500; 7:30am-5pm daily; www.nps.gov/jotr; daily year-round


The Joshua Tree Visitor Center is in the town of Joshua Tree on Park Boulevard before the park’s West Entrance. This fully staffed visitor center offers a well-stocked bookstore with travel guides, nature guides, maps, and gifts. There are restrooms and a café.




Joshua Tree in One Day


Even with limited time, it’s still possible to soak in many of the park’s sights and wonders.


MORNING


Start in the Indian Cove area with an invigorating and scenic hike to the 49 Palms Oasis (3 mi/4.8 km) for your first taste of the hidden wonders Joshua Tree National Park has in store. The two-hour hike winds up a rocky canyon with views of the town of Twentynine Palms before emerging above a natural palm oasis tucked into the craggy hills.


After the hike, drive east on Highway 62 and make your way to the park’s less-crowded North Entrance. Stop by the Joshua Tree National Park Visitor Center for a great selection of books, maps, and information, and then head southeast on Park Boulevard to make a loop through the park from east to west. From here on out, it’s all about the journey as you marvel at the passing landscape.


AFTERNOON


On Park Boulevard, drive 10 mi (16.1 km) west (20 minutes) to Queen Valley, an excellent destination thanks to its boulder-strewn and Joshua tree-filled landscape and history. A series of networked hiking trails lead to ranching sites, mining remains, and the sites of Native American settlements. The trail to the Wall Street Mill (3 mi/4.8 km round-trip, 1.5 hours) leads to a well-preserved ore-processing mill dating from the 1930s, while the remains of the Desert Queen Mine (1-3 mi/0.6-4.8 km, 30 minutes) cling to the steep side of Desert Queen Wash. The Lucky Boy Vista loop (3.6 mi/5.8 km, 2 hours) traverses an ancient Native American village with views of Hidden Valley. The Pine City out-and-back (3 mi/4.8 km, 2 hours) strikes through classic Mojave Desert flora. Barker Dam (1.3 mi/2.1 km, 30 minutes) is a popular nature trail leading to the edge of the Wonderland of Rocks and a ranch-era dam created on the site of a Native American settlement. Bring your lunch and picnic at nearby Split Rock or Live Oak picnic areas.


Detour into the park’s starker southern landscape with a stop at the Cholla Cactus Garden (0.25 mi/0.4 km, 15 minutes).


EVENING


Cap off your time wandering the canyons with a perspective-building drive to popular Keys View. This scenic overlook gives sweeping panoramas of the park’s southwest, taking in the Santa Rosa Mountains, San Andreas fault, Palm Springs, San Jacinto Peak, and San Gorgonio Peak. The paved observation point is wheelchair-accessible.


For a last hurrah, meander your way northwest along Park Boulevard toward the West Entrance, passing through the impressive rock formations of Hidden Valley on your way; plan one hour for the drive.






Roadrunner Grab + Go



760/974-9290; 7:30am-5pm daily


The Roadrunner Grab + Go is right next door to the visitor center and serves sandwiches, soups, salads, espresso, beer, wine, smoothies, and boxed lunches for dining in or as takeout. This is your last stop for food and beverages before entering the park; there are no concessions within the park.


Joshua Tree National Park Visitor Center


6533 Freedom Way, Twentynine Palms; 760/367-5500; 8:30am-5pm daily


Joshua Tree National Park Visitor Center is en route to the park’s North Entrance in the gateway town of Twentynine Palms. The fully staffed visitor center offers a well-stocked bookstore with travel guides, nature guides, maps, and gifts. Water bottle filling stations, restrooms with flush toilets, and EV charging stations are also available.


Cottonwood Visitor Center


Pinto Basin Rd., approximately 7 mi (11.3 km) north of I-10 exit 168; 760/367-5500; 8:30am-4pm daily


Located at the remote South Entrance to the park, the Cottonwood Visitor Center provides check-in for visitors entering through the more sparsely traveled South Entrance. The fully staffed visitor center offers a bookstore with travel guides, nature guides, maps, and gifts. Water, restrooms with flush toilets, and picnic tables are also available. A short botanical garden interpretive loop starts from the visitor center. The visitor center is convenient to the Cottonwood Campground as well as Cottonwood Spring and the Hidden Palms Oasis hiking trail.




[image: image]


view toward Cottonwood Visitor Center and the campground from the trail





Black Rock Nature Center


9800 Black Rock Canyon Rd., Yucca Valley; 760/367-5500; 8am-11am and noon-4pm daily, hours may vary with staffing and in summer


The Black Rock Nature Center is a small visitor center used primarily as a check-in for campers heading to the Black Rock Canyon Campground and other visitors to the Black Rock Canyon area. Park entrance fees may also be paid here. Several trails lead from here, including ones to Warren Peak and the Panorama Loop through the Little San Bernardino Mountains. The ranger-staffed center has maps, books, and nature guides for purchase. Water, flush toilets, and a picnic area are available.


City of Twentynine Palms Visitor Center


6847 Adobe Rd., Twentynine Palms; 760/358-6324; 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-3pm Sat.-Sun.


Located en route to the North Entrance, the City of Twentynine Palms Visitor Center welcomes you to the gateway town of Twentynine Palms and Joshua Tree National Park. The visitor center and gallery features maps to a collection of desert destinations, including Joshua Tree National Park, Mojave Trails National Monument, and Mojave National Preserve, plus maps for navigating back roads and scenic routes. They also offer brochures, local books, Wi-Fi, a gift shop, an electric car charging station, and a community art gallery.


ENTRANCE STATIONS


$30 per vehicle, $25 per motorcycle, $15 bicycle or on foot, $55 annual pass


There are three main entrances into the park:


West Entrance


5 mi (8.1 km) south of Hwy. 62 and Park Blvd.


The West Entrance is accessed from the gateway town of Joshua Tree and sees the heaviest volume of visitors. Lines can be long on busy weekends. Visitors to the park go through a ranger-staffed entrance kiosk to pay entrance fees, while season pass holders are often offered a shorter line. Restrooms are available.


North Entrance


3 mi (4.8 km) south of Hwy. 62 and Utah Trail


The North Entrance is located in the gateway town of Twentynine Palms and sees slightly less traffic and shorter lines. Visitors pass through a ranger-staffed kiosk to pay entrance fees. Restrooms are available.


South Entrance


off I-10, 25 mi (40 km) east of Indio in the Coachella Valley


The South Entrance accesses Cottonwood Spring and sees the fewest visitors. There is no entrance kiosk; instead, visitors entering from the south should stop at the ranger station to pay fees and gather information. Restrooms and maps are available.


Sights


HIDDEN VALLEY


From the park’s West Entrance in Joshua Tree, Park Boulevard travels 25 mi (40 km) southeast, making a loop with the North Entrance in Twentynine Palms. This paved stretch is the most popular region of the park, with access to Queen Valley, Hidden Valley, Quail Springs, and the Wonderland of Rocks, as well as the majority of campgrounds and trailheads.


[image: image]



S Keys Ranch



GOOGLE MAP


by reservation only, 877/444-6777 or www.recreation.gov; $10 over age 11, $5 ages 6-11 and seniors, free under age 6


Colorful homesteader, rancher, and miner Bill Keys was an industrious and resourceful pack rat who fashioned a homestead and a life in the isolated desert. From 1917 to 1969, he and his family carved out a desert domain that included a ranch house, a schoolhouse, a store, and a workshop. Today, visitors can tour the well-preserved ruins of the Desert Queen Ranch, now listed in the National Register of Historic Places.


October-May, park rangers lead 90-minute guided tours of Keys Ranch. This popular tour guides you to a preserved historic homestead near the Hidden Valley Campground. The schedule varies, but tours are usually held once daily Friday-Sunday and offer your only look at these historic remains.


Wonderland of Rocks


view from Indian Cove Campground and Barker Dam Nature Trail parking area


Dubbed the Wonderland of Rocks for reasons that quickly become apparent, this region is characterized by a wildly eroded maze of striking granite rock formations studded with secret basins, gorgeous views, and history. The Wonderland of Rocks covers the area southeast of Indian Cove Campground and northeast of Hidden Valley Campground. Its compelling rock formations are visible to the east and north while driving along Park Boulevard, the main park road. Indian Cove Campground and the parking area for the Barker Dam Nature Trail are the closest driving points into the belly of the beast. The area lures rock climbers and hikers. Four trails (Barker Dam Loop, Boy Scout Trail, Willow Hole, and Wonderland Wash) knife short distances into the Wonderland of Rocks. Rock climbing use trails are signed and established.


Ryan Ranch


Park Blvd.


Ryan Ranch was named after the Ryan brothers, Thomas and J. D., “Jep,” who bought interest in the nearby Lost Horse Mine and set up camp at the Lost Horse Well at the base of Ryan Mountain. The homestead ruins date to 1896, but the region had been used by Native Americans prior to the mining era thanks to the availability of water in the area. A short 0.5-mi (0.8-km) stroll leads to the remains of the ranch and its adobe bunkhouse, windmill, and outbuildings. A deeper search of the area reveals a pioneer cemetery and evidence of Native American habitation, including grinding stones. This interpretive site is accessed from a pullout on Park Boulevard between the Ryan Mountain trailhead and the turnoff for Ryan Campground.


Keys View


access via Keys View Rd.


Impressive views spill from the lip of windswept Keys View, an observation point in the Little San Bernardino Mountains. Take in a panorama that stretches to the Salton Sea, Santa Rosa Mountains, San Andreas Fault, Palm Springs, San Jacinto Peak, and San Gorgonio Peak. The paved observation point is also wheelchair-accessible. Find it 7 mi (11.3 km) south of the Hidden Valley Campground, a 20-minute detour from Park Boulevard along Keys View Road.


Queen Valley


access via Queen Valley Rd. or Desert Queen Mine Rd.


Queen Valley is like a cross section of Joshua Tree’s greatest hits, with Joshua tree stands, mining ruins, Native American village sites, scenic hikes, and views. A series of short dirt roads crisscrosses Queen Valley, chugging through one of the largest pockets of Joshua trees in the park. Mining ruins range from large gold operations, like the Desert Queen Mine, to far humbler affairs marked by the rusty remains of tent encampments. Evidence of Native American settlements dot the boulder-strewn landscape. Established hiking trails follow a series of old mining roads to the Desert Queen Mine, Lucky Boy Vista, and the Wall Street Mine. To traverse the Queen Valley area, follow the unpaved Queen Valley Road east to its terminus at Pine City.


BLACK ROCK CANYON


The Black Rock Canyon region is in the northwest corner of Joshua Tree, with a campground and several great hikes as well as easy access to the shops and restaurants of Yucca Valley. The Black Rock area is characterized by craggy rolling peaks and piñons, junipers, and oak trees, giving it a different feel from the more popular Hidden Valley section of Joshua Tree. Though the Black Rock Canyon area is located near the West Entrance, there is no direct access into the center of the park.



S Eureka Peak Overlook



At 5,521 ft (1,683 m), Eureka Peak Overlook offers panoramic views of Joshua Tree and the surrounding valleys. Not only are the views spectacular, Eureka Peak is much less crowded than the very popular Keys View, a paved, drive-up viewpoint in the middle of the heavily visited central section of the park. From the summit, the Coachella Valley, Desert Hot Springs, and the San Jacinto Mountains (including the often snowcapped San Jacinto Peak) lie to the southwest, while views to the north take in the Morongo Valley. Look east into the park and you’ll glimpse the Wonderland of Rocks.


Of course, there’s a catch: Eureka Peak is not accessed via the park’s main entrances. Instead, entry is via a graded dirt road from Yucca Valley (near the Black Rock Canyon Campground) that leads into Covington Flats, ending within a few hundred yards of the peak. It’s also possible to hike to Eureka Peak via the trail from Covington Flats (8 mi/12.9 km round-trip) or the Black Rock Canyon Campground (10 mi/16.1 km round-trip).


From Highway 62 (29 Palms Hwy.) in the town of Yucca Valley, take La Contenta Road south. The road quickly becomes dirt and has some sandy places. In normal weather conditions, it should be passable for most two-wheel-drive cars. At 7.8 mi (12.6 km), turn right toward Eureka Peak. At 9.6 mi (15.5 km), turn right again toward Eureka Peak (signed). At 10.9 mi (17.5 km), you reach a small parking area a few hundred yards below the peak.


COTTONWOOD SPRING


off Pinto Basin Rd., north of I-10


Located near the South Entrance to the park, the Cottonwood region encompasses a visitor center, a campground, and several hiking trails. Cottonwood Spring itself is a fan palm oasis named for a surprising crop of native cottonwood trees that are mixed into the luxuriant vegetation surrounding the spring. Cottonwood Spring has served as a vital water source for centuries, with Native American settlement signs around to prove it. One example of how few and far between such water sources are in the desert: One ill-fated Matt Riley started off with a friend from the Dale Mining District intending to refill their small shared canteen at the spring 25 mi (40 km) away. Beaten down by the heat, the friend turned back and survived. Riley pressed on and died on July 4, 1905, within 200 yards (180 m) of the spring. Your access is a lot easier today. Cottonwood Spring is located on a paved road past the Cottonwood Campground in the vicinity of the Cottonwood Visitor Center.



S Cholla Cactus Garden



GOOGLE MAP


Pinto Basin Rd.


Driving south through the endless landscape of the Pinto Basin, the Cholla Cactus Garden appears like an army of prickly planted teddy bears—their sheer numbers impress in this already surreal landscape. Though these cacti may look fuzzy, their multicolored arms are effective against predators. Urban legend-style photos show hapless visitors covered in cholla (a.k.a. jumping cactus), with segments that have attached themselves to those who got too close. You’ll be fine if you keep your hands to yourself and use common sense. A small parking area allows visitors to stop and wander the 0.3-mi (0.5-km) interpretive trail through a surreal crop of this strange flora. The trailhead for this nature walk is located 20 mi (32 km) north of the Cottonwood Visitor Center on Pinto Basin Road.


Scenic Drives


TOP EXPERIENCE


For a paved introduction to Joshua Tree National Park, drive Park Boulevard to access the park’s highlights. If you want to get off the pavement, Joshua Tree has several rugged backcountry roads that are best for 4WD vehicles. Many of these roads make for some good biking routes as well. There are also graded dirt roads that still offer scenery and some seclusion but can be navigated by most passenger cars. Note that the speed limit on park roads is 45 mph (72 km/h) or lower.


HIDDEN VALLEY


Park Boulevard


Distance: 25 mi (40 km) round-trip


Duration: 1-2 hours round-trip


Start: West Entrance


End: North Entrance


Road Surface: Paved


Vehicle: Passenger


Park Boulevard takes you through the park’s most spectacular scenery in a 25-mi (40-km) loop beginning at the West Entrance in Joshua Tree and ending at the North Entrance in Twentynine Palms (you can also do this in reverse). You will pass the fantastical formations of the Wonderland of Rocks and have the opportunity to explore a number of short interpretive trails, some with picnic areas. A detour to Keys View affords a landscape panorama. If you only have a few hours or one day, this is your drive. The paved main road is also a good place to take road bikes.


QUEEN VALLEY


Barker Dam to Pine City


Distance: 3.6 mi (5.8 km) one-way via Queen Valley Road


Duration: 10 minutes one-way


Start: Barker Dam trailhead


End: Pine City trailhead


Road Surface: Dirt


Vehicle: High clearance


In Queen Valley, a series of short dirt roads crisscross each other, totaling 13.4 mi (21.6 km) to connect Barker Dam with the Pine City backcountry area. Steeped in ranching lore and Native American history, the Queen Valley area also gives rise to thick stands of Joshua trees. The one-lane dirt roads (Queen Valley Road, Bighorn Pass Road, and O’Dell Road) are accessible to most vehicles, though the narrow roads might make it a tight squeeze for passing. The dirt road is also good for mountain biking.


BLACK ROCK CANYON


Covington Flats


Distance: 10.9 mi (17.5 km) one-way


Duration: 30 minutes one-way


Start: Hwy. 62


End: Eureka Peak


Road Surface: Dirt and sand


Vehicle: High clearance


The series of dirt roads in Covington Flats gives access to the sweeping views from Eureka Peak, several hiking trails (including the Upper Covington Flats section of the California Riding and Hiking Trail), and some of the largest stands of Joshua trees, junipers, and piñon pines in the park. Covington Flats is situated between Black Rock Canyon and the town of Joshua Tree in the northwestern section of the park. Compared to other sections of the park, this area is lightly traveled and makes for some pleasant scenery-watching. The dirt road is also good for mountain biking.


To access Covington Flats, take La Contenta Road south from Highway 62 in Yucca Valley. A 10.9-mi (17.5-km) drive leads to Eureka Peak and spectacular views of Palm Springs, the Morongo Basin, and the San Jacinto Mountains. The Covington Flats area has signed intersections that make it easy to navigate; while there is occasional sand, the dirt roads are navigable by most cars despite some elevation gain near Eureka Peak. To reach Eureka Peak, follow La Contenta Road south from its intersection with Highway 62 in Yucca Valley; the road quickly turns to dirt. After driving 7.8 mi (12.6 km), look for a signed intersection that directs you right toward Eureka Peak. As the road begins to climb, continue straight to a picnic area and the trailhead access in 0.9 mi (1.4 km). At 9.6 mi (15.5 km), another right turn takes you to a small parking area within a few hundred yards of the peak. A left turn here leads south to Upper Covington Flats and access to the California Riding and Hiking Trail.


PLEASANT VALLEY


Geology Tour Road


Distance: 19 mi (31 km) round-trip


Duration: 1-2 hours round-trip
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