Parched in Palm Springs


Vacationing in the desert makes you appreciate the temperate climate we often take for granted here in Minnesota. It last rained in Palm Springs, California on April 16, a whopping 0.01 inches of precipitation. While my husband and I were there last week, visiting my father and other family, we were treated to day after day of sunny, cloudless days with temperatures in the low 90’s and not a hint of moisture in the air. The dry air felt good at first, but by the end of the week we had sore throats, clogged sinuses and flaky skin. 


Palm Springs is a strange town that bears little resemblance to its natural desert environment. The area is actually comprised of a string of desert resort towns with names like Palm Desert, Rancho Mirage, Thousand Palms and Desert Hot Springs. A plethora of golf courses dot the area and country club houses peak out from behind the stone walls that enclose entire neighborhoods. Exotic flowers and blooming cactuses paint the sidewalks and streets with vivid shades of pink, orange and red. 


A short drive away from town, along the San Andreas fault line, you can find the remnants of natural palm oasis that attracted visitors to the desert in the first place. Up close they appear nothing like the fabled mirages from movies and cartoons. Clusters of bushy palm trees appear overgrown when compared with their sleek, manicured cousins in the city, and there is no open water to be seen. In fact the only sign that water is anywhere in the area are the patches of reeds and grass growing under the palms and the occasional muddy hole. 


Amazingly enough, people still grow lawns in Palm Springs, sucking the earth dry with irrigation pipes to supplement the lousy two inches of rain they get each year. To be fair, many homeowners have xeriscaped yards with rock gardens, cactuses and other native plants and of course, palm trees.  At golf courses and resorts, however, grass still reigns supreme. While we were visiting last week, the golf courses were preparing to strip their summer grass and plant winter grass in its place. Apparently, it is so hard to grow grass in the desert, that they must plant twice every year with two different varieties just to maintain their green carpets. 


According to one travel log, the Palm Springs Country Club alone pumps 430 million gallons of water a year from underground aquifers to keep its greens green even in the stifling heat of the summer, when temperatures regularly reach 105° to 115°. Much of the water sprayed from oversized sprinklers across the region evaporates before it ever reaches the ground and gallons more roll straight off the lawns and into the streets, unable to soak into the parched desert earth. I guess even in the desert they have runoff! 


Despite the dysfunctional landscape within the rapidly urbanizing area, there is a quiet beauty to the desert areas that surround Palm Springs. In the San Jacinto and Santa Rosa Mountains that ring the area, the vegetation changes with every 500 feet of elevation, from low-lying scrubby brush to prickly cactus, spindly ocotillos, tall and scraggly Joshua trees and eventually pines. A quick ride out of town, and you’ll find hawks soaring overhead and lizards darting underfoot. 


Back in Minnesota this week, I am relieved to huddle inside while rain soaks the countryside, helping to replenish the water lost this summer in our own drought. As you prepare your yard for winter, remember to rake or sweep leaves and grass out of the streets by your house and compost your yard waste to help keep our Minnesota water clean. 
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