
Greetings from the “Super”!  Garratt Aitchison, District Superintendent

On behalf of the Ocotillo Wells SVRA staff, I would like to welcome you to your playground of adventure, 
recreation, and discovery.  Roughly one million visitors make their way to our desert each year.  While off-
road vehicle recreation is the major draw to this park, you will quickly discover that this place is home to 
a variety of plants and animals.  In addition, we are proud to be the keepers of significant historic sites and 
geologic wonders. Be sure to Tread Lightly! The stewardship of your park is appreciated. 

Congratulations!  You have made a successful 
getaway to Ocotillo Wells SVRA. Desert 

adventurers of all ages will find guaranteed 
thrills and plenty of room for relaxing here. 
Use this Visitor Guide to answer almost any 
question you might have about safe travel 
habits and awesome destinations. You’ll also get 
the scoop on action-packed exhibits and events 
that the whole family will enjoy.

Hop on your ride to explore your 85,000 
acres. Challenges await any type of off-road 
vehicle. Whatever your speed or ability, you’ll 
find enough variety and discoveries to make 
your day.

You’ll ride through territory that has been 
home over five 
million years 
to mollusks, 
walruses, jaguars, 
and mammoths. 
You might spot 
evidence of pre-
OHV human 
lifestyles from oil 
prospecting to 
hippie hangouts.  
Fascinating 
landforms and 
endless skies will 
inspire you.
Find a sweet camp spot... 
Your senses will sharpen as darkness falls.  
You’ll notice a wild world that features geckos, 
scorpions, bats, and kit foxes that are all well-
adapted to life with little rain.

At the end of your day, you’ll sit back and 
reflect on your travels with a smile on your 
face.  And you’ve just scratched the surface 
of this fascinating place. You’ll be back. Bring a 
friend!

 Inside...
Is this your first visit 
to Ocotillo Wells 
SVRA or have you 
been visiting for 
years and lost track 
of how many times 
you’ve ridden the 
trails of OW? In 
either case, you need 
to turn the page 
and get ready to 
experience the park 
like never before! 
This visitor guide is 
full of info for the 
rookie and desert 
rat alike.  As always: 
stay safe, have fun, 
and enjoy!

Photo courtesy of Sarah Perez

Your Adventure Starts Here...

Visitor Guide
Ocotillo Wells SVRA

Photo courtesy of Chris Davilla

Photo courtesy of Nick De La Torre



Ocotillo Wells State Vehicular Recreation AreaOcotillo Wells State Vehicular Recreation Ar                                                                                       

Pumpkin Patch
These round rocks were created long 
ago when the climate was wet, then 
shaped through centuries of erosion.  
Sadly, the Pumpkin Patch has shrunk 
over the years.  Leave the “pumpkins” 
here so your grandchildren can take their 
grandchildren to see the “Patch.”

Devil’s Slide
This ancient mountain nub was once 
the site of gold prospecting.  People 
have reported seeing ghostly lights 
here, usually at night after rare 
rainstorms.  Nowadays, its dark 
rock face and nearby sands present a 

popular challenge for a variety of OHVs.

Blowsand Hill
Strong winds have piled sand in this 
notch.  The finest, lightest sand 
grains are deposited on the top; the 
larger, heavier grains collect at the 
bottom.  This is the most impressive 
concentration of sand at Ocotillo 
Wells, and a popular, fun spot to ride.

Shell Reef
About five million years ago, this desert 
was covered by a sea.  At the top of 
Shell Reef, one can see the proof:  a 
five-foot thick layer of fossilized shells.  
This hard “coquina” resists erosion so 
well it has preserved the ridge, and a 
window to the past. 

Discovery Center
This is your “one-stop shop” at OW.  Learn 
about your desert through exhibits.  Stock 
up on water and maps.  Get face time with 
knowledgeable staff.  Enjoy the accessible 
nature trail, shaded picnic area, and come by 

later for night programs 
in the amphitheater.
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Coral Wash Arch
This astounding arch is roughly 1.6 miles 
west of Highway 86 along Coral Wash, 
a wash located in the area known 
as “Truckhaven.” Driving up Coral 
Wash offers technical challenges and 

maneuvers while winding between the 
narrow walls lined with prehistoric layers.

Photo courtesy of Allen Seligson
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      Gas Domes
Amazingly, this weird waterhole stays wet 
year-round and produces a stream of gas that 
bubbles up through the muddy water.  This 
“crown jewel” of Ocotillo Wells also offers 
views of the Salton Sea-a salty, below sea-
level lake accidentally created in 1905.  Stay on 
trails on the east side of Poleline Road.

Barrel Springs
Sand holds water like a sponge here, 
allowing thorny mesquite to grow and 
providing food and shelter for many 
animals.  Prospectors even drew water 
from a barrel placed in a hole, hence 

the name.  Badgers are sometimes seen 
here.  That’s right, OW has badgers!

Tule Spring
Following a subterranean fault line, 
water from the mountains trickles out 
here.  Named for the rare tule reeds 
that grow here,  Tule Spring is also 
very popular with the local wildlife as 

you can see in this shot from one of 
our motion-activated cameras.  

Tectonic Gorge
This huge canyon and neighboring 
badlands is not only a popular place 
for riding. It was also the location 
for the series finale of The X-Files, 
but don’t count on seeing Scully or 
Mulder.  The filmmakers blew up the 
set...then completely cleaned it up.

Ocotillo Wells SVRA is committed 
to the principles of Tread Lightly!  
This simple, common sense 
framework is an excellent way to 
ensure continued access to public 
lands for OHV recreation by 
respecting the places we all share.

Travel Responsibly

Respect the Rights of Others

Educate Yourself

Avoid Sensitive Areas

Do Your Part

By following these guidelines, you 
are helping conserve OWSVRA.  For 
more info, go to treadlightly.org.
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	 Holmes Camp
Once the homestead of a local turkey 
rancher (who planted the shady 
tamarisk trees that still stand), today 
Holmes Camp is a popular camping 
location.  This site features two fully-
accessible ADA campsites, as well as 
pay showers and much-needed shade.

           Dusty
This steep hill is used as a navigation 
point for exploring the Truckhaven 
region.  The peak of this unique point 
is topped with a novelty phone booth.  
Nearby, one can find some intriguing 

pieces of  “off-road folk art,” including 
totem poles and a concrete motorcycle.  

     Soens Youth Track
Enclosed and lined with protective hay 
bales, the Youth Track provides a safe 
riding area for children to practice.  
It is for riders 12 and under on 70cc 
engines or less, and is dedicated to 
Harold Soens, who worked tirelessly 
to open up the world of OHVs to kids.

Denner
ASI  Track

ATV Safety Institute classes are offered here.  
Children or accompanying adults must have 
an ATV Safety Certificate to ride (see page 14 
for more details).  This facility was named for 
Roy Denner, a champion of OHV recreation.

Main Street Event Center
Opened in 2015, this ADA-accessible facility 
is available for rental and is the ideal 
location for your events.  The enclosed area 
provides tables, shade ramadas, a central 
fire pit, grills, electrical outlets, lighting, and 

is adjacent to showers and restrooms.  For 
further information, call 760-767-0166. 
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The de Anza Trail
San Felipe Wash is the historic route of 
two epic expeditions led by the Spanish 
officer Anza in the 1770s.  Anza guided 
about 240 settlers from Mexico to San 
Francisco Bay.  Waysides detailing the 

experiences of these heroic settlers 
invite you to follow in their footsteps.

Artesian Well
In 1919, a derrick built here drilled for 
oil, but hit geothermal water instead.  
The well was abandoned, but became 
a local landmark.  Today a plane fuel 
tank holds water, and palm trees have 
been planted.  Panels here detail the 
search for “black gold” at Ocotillo Wells.

Truckhaven 4x4  Training Area

In March 2011, Ocotillo Wells SVRA was proud to unveil this new 
adrenaline-fueled addition.  Spread across 30 acres in the northern 
section of our park, it consists of 23 colorfully-named, top-of-the-
line obstacles constructed from huge tires, logs, concrete tubes, 
boulders, concrete, dirt, and more.   These obstacles are ranked in 
three difficulty ratings and await the brave (or crazy).  This one-of-a-
kind, state-of-the-art destination is the result of a dynamic partnership 

between CA State Parks, Tierra Del Sol, and W.E. Rock.  The course 
was designed to protect the area’s desert feel. Included as a shaded, 

vehicle-free, observation area, with picnic tables and restrooms, 
from which to watch the action. See you there!

Old Hippie Commune
This was home to a counter-culture 
commune in the early 1970s (seen below 
in a historic photo).  Trailers, shacks, a cellar, 
and even a bus housed the “hippies.”  Little 
remains except the concrete foundations 
for windmills that generated electricity and 
pumped water. Far-out man!
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Native Plant Garden
Begin an exploration right outside the Discovery Center door. 
Our breathtaking Colorado Desert is one of the harshest 
environments on earth, receiving less than five inches of rain 
in most years.  As such, the plants found in our native garden 
are among the most adaptable to be found anywhere. From 
the towering blue palo verde trees to the heavily-clad barrel 
cacti, each native plant not only survives but thrives in its 
beautiful and remarkable way. Perennials, trees, cacti, and some 
annuals are labeled for your convenience. Bring a camera and 
our Wildflower Guide in the spring for a spectacular show of 
blooms.

Tread Lightly!  RC Course
Conquer some new terrain! Bring your remote-controlled 
vehicles for some rock crawling fun on our Tread Lightly! RC 
scale trail. Test your nerve and your vehicle on more than a 
dozen obstacles, including bridges, hairpin turns, tunnels, and 
other challenges. Kids from ages 3 to 93 can explore these man-
made, yet very natural-looking features, both with your own rigs 
and with RC vehicles available for use during our Tread Lightly! 
afternoon RC events. 

Walking Path 

Beyond the garden, continue on the 1/3 mile ADA-compliant
paved loop for a relaxing stroll. Bring a picnic or a snack—
the ocotillo-inspired ramadas and tables along the way are
perfect spots to munch and tank up on lemonade. Beyond the
amphitheater, the garden gives way to native vegetation that
teems with wildflowers in spring. Look for birds nesting
in native trees and desert iguanas on the ground below. Finish
the loop after passing alongside our RC course. Wander back
to the Amphitheater on weekend evenings for stargazing,
scorpion safaris, and nocturnal “creature features.”
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First Day Ride

You will definitely start the new year off right by gearing up for our family-oriented First 
Day Ride. Families plan and follow their own adventure routes through the park to begin 
the day.  Afterward, they head back to the Discovery Center to log their miles and share 
their stories. Young riders take part in games and other activities that spotlight safety, riding 
responsibly, and off-road fun. The community of OW riders is like one big family, and you’ll 
feel like you’re a part of it after this event!

Hot Stars & Heavenly Bodies

Ocotillo Wells’ annual astronomy festival is out of this world.  For this special weekend 
rangers, scientists, and astronomy enthusiasts of all ages gather for a celebration of the 
cosmos.  From fun-filled Junior Ranger activities during the day to great dark sky star-
gazing at night, “Hot Stars & Heavenly Bodies” is sure to offer something for everyone. The 
weekend’s festivities blast off Friday night and continue through Saturday night.   Attractions 
include solar viewing, a range of amazing telescopes, guest speakers, constellation tours, 
astronomy-themed activities, a slew of cosmic videos, and, of course, free hot cocoa!  We 
hope you’ll join us for part or all of what is sure to be a stellar event!

Bug-a-palooza

Come springtime, Ocotillo Wells bursts to life amidst a cascading chorus of chirping, 
buzzing, and whirring wings.  Bug-a-palooza is a celebration of all things creepy and crawly.  
From beetles to butterflies to arachnids and more, the sheer variety on display in the 
desert is an insectivore’s delight! This weekend-long event features interpretive displays, 
insect-focused Junior Ranger programs, guest speakers, bug “magnets,” and a night tour 
to search for the infamous giant desert hairy scorpion!  Guests are invited to explore 
the desert from a bug’s eye view, examining how the web of life here derives much of its 
diversity from these crafty critters. 

Kids Adventure Connection

The Kid’s Adventure Connection is an action-packed weekend designed to open up the 
outdoors to California’s children and their families. Kids spend the weekend exploring the 
desert while discovering what makes Ocotillo Wells such a fascinating place.  Activities include 
scavenger hunts, desert animal games, seed-planting, stargazing, trail rides, demonstrations, 
and, of course, camping under the stars.  Group meals are enjoyed around the campfire, with 
everyone sharing laughs and exciting stories from the day. This family-focused event is a “must-
do” for Ocotillo Wells’ kids!

Halloween Spooktacular

Bwa-ha-ha-ha!  Welcome to our nightmare! Werewolf wannabes and goblin guests come 
trick-or-treating at dusk and mingle with monsters and superheroes of all ages. Eerie 
sounds from our haunted hut beckon the brave. If you’re not terrified after that, check 
out the disgusting remains of Dead Edgar. Warm nights at the end of October guarantee 
that your family will be able to observe glowing scorpions and prowling bats. These 
nocturnal beasts that call OW home might seem creepy and crawly, but you’ll learn their 
special ways of trick-or-treating on this spooky night.  After competing in our costume 
contest, enjoy a campfire treat. 
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Off-Highway PAL
Ocotillo Wells sponsors 
the OHPAL program that 
pairs at-risk youth with 
instructors and equipment. 
The program uses the 
appeal of OHV recreation 
as a “gateway activity” to 
welcome young people 
into a learning environment 
that promotes responsible 
recreation.

PAGE 8

Since you can’t comfortably 
carry one of our park 
naturalists around in your 
glove compartment, we 
offer five Desert Guides 
to visitors.  Pick up these 
booklets from the Discovery 
Center or one of our Traveling 
Exhibits and you’ll be able to 
show off your knowledge of the 
birds, mammals, reptiles, bugs 
and wildflowers of Ocotillo 
Wells.  Next thing you know, 
you’ll be one smart “desert rat.”

Guides At Your Fingertips
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Wildflower guide 
DESERT  

Sand Verbena, Abronia villosa 
Common, in sandy soils throughout the park 

Desert Five-Spot, Eremalche rotundifolia 
Occasional, in gravelly soils east to County Line 

Phacelia, Phacelia crenulata 
Common, under shrubs in sandy, gravelly soils 

Desert Heron’s Bill, Erodium texanum 
Occasional, in sandy soils near Ranger Station 

Ocotillo Wells SVRA 

bUG guide 

DESERT  

Darkling Beetle, Eleodes sp. 

Commonly found in the park near and under vegetation; 

body length 1-1 1/2  inches 

Master Blister Beetle, Lytta magister 

Commonly found feeding on a variety of flowers during 

spring and early summer; body length 3/4-1 1/4  inches 

Inflated Beetle, Cysteodemus armatus 

Commonly seen wandering the desert floor around 

wildflowers; body length 1/4 - 3/4  inch 

Elegant Blister Beetle, Eupompha elegans elegans 

Commonly found feeding on flowers of the sunflower 

family; body length 1/4- 1/2  inch 

Ocotillo Wells SVRA 
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Reptile guide 

DESERT  

Common Chuckwalla  

Sauromalus ater 

Desert Iguana 

Dipsosauras dorsalis 

Desert Banded Gecko 

Coleonyx variegatus variegatus 

Long-nosed Leopard Lizard 

Gambelia wislizenii 

Ocotillo Wells SVRA 
& 

Heber Dunes SVRA 
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CHECK IT OUT...
 Ocotillo Wells SVRA          	

is on Facebook!

Facebook.com/OcotilloWellsSVRA

Please “Like” Us 
(after all, we like you)

What do bobcat latrines, 
X-Files set locations, casts 
of mammoth femurs, and 
glow-in-the-dark scorpions 
have in common?  They can 
all be spotted during Off-
Highway Adventure Tours at 
Ocotillo Wells State Vehicular 
Recreation Area, of course! 

Whether your interests lie 
in local history, the surprising 
complexities of desert 
geology, night-time off-roading 
under the full moon, or the 
ancient (and surprisingly 
water-filled) history of the 
Borrego Valley, we’ve got a 
tour to fit the bill.   

Along the way you’ll have an 
opportunity to test your off-
roading skills in some of the 
more seldom-visited locations 
the park has to offer.

Off-Highway Adventure Tour 
participants frequently come 
back for more.  When asked 
about the experience, one 
happy visitor responded: 
“I had a GREAT day of 
adventure. I learned so much 
about the composition of 
the desert that I had never 
known. Great fun and 
excellent info!” 

Regardless of skill level, tour 
leaders strive to make every 
experience rewarding for a 
wide variety of folks.

Whether you’re a curious 
beginner, a seasoned off-
roader, or a somewhere in-
betweener, the Off-Highway 
Adventure series at Ocotillo 
Wells is sure to provide a 
unique way of experiencing 
the desert to the fullest. 

Safety is of paramount 
importance to our 
knowledgeable tour leaders. 
As such, participants are 
required to have a high-
clearance 4-wheel drive 
vehicle, snacks & water, and—
perhaps most importantly—a 
sense of adventure!  Tours 
meet at a variety of locations 
throughout Ocotillo Wells 
SVRA, most frequently right 
at the Discovery Center off 
Highway 78 at Ranger Station 
Road. 
	
Tours take place most weeks 
of the winter season.  For 
more detailed information 
regarding specific tours, 
give us a call at (760)767-
5370.  Brochures highlighting 
each tour can be obtained 
at the Ocotillo Wells SVRA 
Discovery Center. We hope 
you’ll join us for a fun, 
excitement-filled adventure! 	

Off-Highway Adventure Tour Series

Our park is certainly in 
the big leagues.  What 
better way to celebrate 
our desert all-stars than 
with trading cards.  

Ocotillo Wells SVRA offers 
more than 180 unique cards 
featuring our MVPs from the 
animal, plant, geologic, historic, 
and OHV leagues.  Some are 
hidden in geocaches; some 
are waiting “on deck” at the 

Discovery Center; others are 
available at our Mobile Park 
Exhibits or on tours, and new 
ones are always coming off the 
bench.  Collect the whole set!  

Trading Cards

Programs

Photo courtesy of Joshua Seavey
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Visitors Guide

Making your riding destinations more 
enticing since 2009!  For times, dates and 
locations, check the Discovery Center, our 
website, or the park bulletin boards.  Join 
our e-mail list for updates and follow us on 
Facebook. 5              	 MUST SEE      

Programs!

Desert Animal Extravaganza
 An up-close and personal look into the 
lives of some of Ocotillo Wells’ year-round 
residents! From lizards to snakes, badgers to 
coyotes, tarantulas to black widows, plus bugs 
of all shapes and sizes — OW has its share of 
amazing creatures.  Be sure you see the live, 
glow-in-the-dark scorpion!

Stargazing 
 Join us at our amphitheater for an incredible 
look at our dark side—the night sky.  Our 
park astronomers will amaze you with views 
of the Milky Way, distant galaxies, nebulae, 
stars, and planets through our 11-inch 
telescope.  You will revel in close-ups of the 
Moon’s craters and lunar seas.  

2

Gnarly Beasts Of  The Past  
 What is the gnarliest beast to ever call Ocotillo Wells home?  

Imagine a time when massive mammoths and ancient camels were hunted 
by hungry saber-tooth cats. Picture a shark the size of an RV chasing 
walruses through the sea above Shell Reef.  Discover these and other mega- 
critters at the Gnarly Beasts of the Past.

3

Secrets of the Salton Sea  
 Delve into the story of California’s largest and 
most misunderstood lake.  A variety of maps, 
newspaper articles, and illustrations help you 
understand the past, present, and future of 
the nearby Salton Sea.  Check out vintage 
photographs of the Salton Sea when it was a 
paradise beach vacation destination.  We even 
bring a sample of the modern beach to you.  

4

Photo courtesy of Derik Thoma
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Junior Rangers
Discover the amazing geology, 
history, wildlife, and other secrets 
of the desert at your favorite off-
highway park, and earn a sweet 
Junior Ranger badge through our 
Junior Ranger programs located 
at the Ocotillo Wells Discovery 
Center.  

Join us for an action-
packed afternoon 
of games, crafts, and 
exciting fun-filled 
activities that will make 
this magical place come 
alive. There is no better 
way to discover the 
desert than learning 
about the desert! Get 
your kid a head start 

at being a responsible, educated rider. These programs are for 
kids ages 7 to 12.  Activities take approximately 45 minutes.  
Check at the Discovery Center, our weekly schedule, e-mail, or 
Facebook post for times, dates, and weekly themes.  

Mini Rangers
Designed specifically for 3-6 year olds, this program gives 
your kids an early start on understanding their desert with 
games, crafts, activities, and more! This program is full of fun 
experiences that will give your little one a greater appreciation 
for where they ride!

Traveling School Programs
Have you ever secretly wanted to pack 
up the desert and bring it home to 
share with your students?  There is no 
need to get your bags sandy because 
our park educators can take the desert 
to you!  Ocotillo Wells SVRA is proud 
to offer Traveling School Programs for 
area elementary classes.  Through these 
programs students have the opportunity 
to explore desert wildlife in an interactive 
and educational experience.  With the 
use of displays, crafts, and games, our park 
educators share our local critters and 
their adaptations to this harsh land.  Rest 
assured, this program is designed to meet 
curriculum standards.

If you are interested in scheduling a program, or for more 
details, please contact us at (760) 767-5393. 

Mobile Park ExhibitsPrograms

1

5
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Founded in 2008, the Friends of Ocotillo Wells is 

a 501c3 non-profit organization dedicated to 
supporting, preserving and promoting off-

highway vehicle recreation at Ocotillo 
Wells SVRA and the surrounding area.  

The Friends help provide a variety 
of programs and resources for this 
unique riding area.  These include 

boosting our educational programs, 
coordinating desert cleanups, and the 

general promotion of the park, not to 
mention various other projects.  Currently, 

Friends of Ocotillo Wells has a board made up of 
dedicated off-road enthusiasts who, in conjunction with guidance from park 
management, direct the association for the benefit of Ocotillo Wells SVRA. 

We encourage you to become a member of the Friends of Ocotillo Wells 
and enjoy the benefits and satisfaction that come with supporting Ocotillo 
Wells SVRA.  Membership benefits include an online newsletter, discounted 
merchandise, stickers, and more.  Because Friends of Ocotillo Wells is a non-
profit organization, membership fees are also tax deductible.                                                                                                                                   

Want to be a part? Just fill out the form and mail it to: 

	 Friends of Ocotillo Wells
	 5172 Hwy. 78 #10
	 Borrego Springs, CA 92004
 

Or you can simply log on to 
friendsofocotillowells.com.

Volunteer Opportunities

Volunteering at Ocotillo Wells SVRA is 
a rich and rewarding way to share your 
knowledge and passion for the desert 
and the off-roading sport, as well as 
learning new things along the way.  The 
opportunities here offer many diverse 
activities and assignments that can fit 
into almost anyone’s lifestyle.  

From park host to roving the trails, you 
are sure to find something that is both 
fun and rewarding.  Here are some of the 
opportunities we offer:

•	 Desert clean-up crews

•	 Hosts for the Truckhaven 4X4 Area

•	 Help with festivals

•	 Archaeological site stewards

•	 Volunteer patrols

Contact us now and let the fun begin!
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Save Your Pets’ Lives

Each riding season, numerous 
pets are lost in OWSVRA. 
Loud noises like the sounds 
of engines or illegal fireworks 
startle pets and cause them 
to run off.  Left unattended or 
allowed to wander off leash, your 
pets could become a meal for 
our local coyotes. 

Alcohol   Beverages 
containing alcohol may only be 
possessed and consumed within 
established campsites.  Do not 
carry alcohol while out riding or 
away from camp.

Open Camping   The park 
does not take reservations, 
nor does it charge for open 
camping.  Open camping is 
permitted in most of the park 
for 30 days per calendar year. 
No permits, passes, or stickers 
are necessary.  See park map for 
more information.

Weather   The desert here is 
a land of extremes.  Be prepared 
for quick swings in temperature, 
especially in winter.  Intense 
winds are common and flash 
flood danger exists year-round.  
Seasoned “desert rats” wear 
layers of clothing.  Always 
carry water and a map 
with you.  Be aware of your 
environment at all times.  

Respect Plants & 
Animals   Do not capture, 
disturb, harm, hunt, or harass 
wildlife.  It is unlawful to 
ride over, burn, cut, disturb 
or remove trees and plants.  
Respect these living things and 
we can keep this park open and 
available for future generations.

Firearms   It is unlawful 
to possess or discharge any 
weapons in the park.  Nearby 
public lands maintained by the 
Bureau of Land Management 
are available for shooting.  
Contact the BLM or stop by 
the Discovery Center for info.

No Collecting   
Everything that you find in the 
park—rocks, artifacts, plants, 
animals, etc.—needs to stay in 
the park.  Sadly, through the 
years, places like the Pumpkin 
Patch have shrunk due to 
collecting.  If trash looks old, 
leave it where you found 
it.  Historic “trash” tells an 
archaeologist a lot about how 
this place was used in the past. 

Park Radio Station   To 
keep informed, tune into the 
park’s informational radio 
station,  AM 1620, Radio    
Rock-otillo.  We broadcast 
current events, fun facts, park 
policies, and reminders about 
our programs and services.

Sky Lanterns   The use 
of sky lanterns spreads litter 
across the park and also creates 
unsafe fire conditions.  The use 
of sky lanterns within Ocotillo 
Wells SVRA is prohibited.     

Fireworks   You are not 
allowed to possess or discharge 
any fireworks, rockets, 
pyrotechnics, or explosives 
within Ocotillo Wells SVRA.

Litter   Nothing ruins our 
desert scenery like litter.  
Properly dispose of trash in the 
dumpsters provided by the park.  
Strong wind conditions can 
blow litter, so 
keep it bagged 
at your camp. 
Don’t forget to 
recycle.

Firewood   Only natural and 
untreated wood products are 
permitted for campfires.  You 

cannot transport, possess, 
or burn pallets.  Collecting 
native wood in the park is 
prohibited. 

RV Dumping   You are not 
allowed to dump waste water 
(“gray” or “black”)  into toilets, 
on the ground, or into any 
standing water.  Facilities are 
available in nearby communities.  

Military Munitions   This 
area was a military training site.  
Potentially dangerous ordnance 
may remain in the area. 
If you come across any 
munitions, leave them there 
and contact a Park Ranger. 
Do Not Touch!

Ocotillo Wells Rangers provide 24-hour emergency services.  
The three nearest hospitals are:  Pioneers Memorial in Brawley 
(760) 351-3333; Palomar Medical Center in Escondido (442) 
281-5000; John F Kennedy Memorial in Indio (760) 347-6191.  
Stay safe while riding.

Emergency?   CALL 911

Following these steps will help to keep your pets safe. 

•	Please keep pets under       	
	 direct supervision at all 	
	 times.

•	Control pets on a leash 	
	 no more than 6 feet long.

•	Make sure your pet has 	
	 ID tags on its collar.
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BURNING PALLETS 
EQUALS FLAT TIRES!

When a pallet is burned, the nails remain.
 

With up to 180 nails per pallet, that’s 180 
chances to get a flat tire!

No pallets at Ocotillo Wells SVRA.

=+

Accessibility 

California State Parks supports 
equal access.  Prior to arrival, 
visitors with disabilities who need 
assistance should contact the 
Discovery Center at (760) 767-
5393 or 711 relay service.  This 
publication can be made available in 
alternate formats. 

Critical Info
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Salton Sea

Salton City

RC Crawler Course

Tierra Del So l

Notches

Anza-Borrego Desert State Park Tierra Del Sol

Main Street 
Event Center

,5172 Highway 78, Box 10 • Borrego Springs, CA 92004 • 760.767.5391 Ocotillo Wells

You are responsible for knowing park rules and 
regulations. All provisions of the California Vehicle 
Code are enforced. A copy may be found at: 
www.dmv.ca.gov/pubs/vctop/vc/vc.htm.  If you 
have questions, please contact the park sta�, stop 
at the Discovery Center, or call (760) 767-5393.

The term OHV means o�-highway vehicle. Any 
motor vehicle operated o�-highway is an OHV. A 
highway licensed vehicle is an OHV when operated 
o� of the highway. Vehicles having green and red 
stickers are OHVs.

ALCOHOL: Open container and DUI laws apply 
o�-highway just as they do on-highway.  Don’t 
drink and drive. Alcohol is only allowed in your 
campsite.

ATV LAWS: There are laws which apply speci�cally 
to the operation of ATVs only. (For more informa-
tion, please see page 14.) 

LIGHTS: OHVs operated between sunset and 
sunrise must display at least one lighted white 
headlight and one lighted red taillight visible from 
200 feet. 

NOISE EMISSIONS:  The law limits noise emissions 
from all OHVs. Noise emissions for most OHVs are 
limited to not more than 96 dBA when measured 
from a distance of 20 inches using standardized 
test procedures. For more speci�c information, go 
to: www.ohv.parks.ca.gov/noise_emissions.

REACH AND OPERATE ALL CONTROLS: All 
operators of o�-highway vehicles must be able to 
reach and operate all controls.

REGISTRATION: When operating an OHV, you 
must display either a license plate or an OHV sticker.  
OHV stickers include “Green Stickers,”  “Red Stickers,” 
California Nonresident OHV Use Permits, and OHV 
stickers from states that have an OHV program.

RED STICKER RIDING SEASON:  Red stickers are 
allowed to operate in the SVRA from October 1st - 
May 31st. These dates are established by the 
California Air Resources Board (CARB) and are 
subject to change. Please call the park for updated 
information.

SPEED:  Please follow posted speed limits through-
out the park. In camping and developed areas, 
keep speeds to 15 mph or less. Never drive faster 
than is safe for conditions.

SPARK ARRESTERS: All vehicles operating 
o�-highway must be equipped with either a street 
legal mu�er or a spark arrester maintained in 
e�ective working order. 

SUSPENDED OR REVOKED LICENSE: Anyone 
whose driving privileges have been suspended or 
revoked is prohibited from operating any motor 
vehicle, on- or o�-highway.

VEGETATION:  It is illegal to run over vegetation.

Park Rules and Regulations
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Travel on Trails and Roads Only
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Fire Station
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Restrooms

RV Dump
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Ocotillo Wells SVRA Map Legend
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some features may vary over time as a result of weather, 
maintenance, and other factors. Use appropriate caution when 
traveling through the park. Areas within Ocotillo Wells SVRA 
may contain private or Federal land. Observe all signage.
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The term OHV means o�-highway vehicle. Any 
motor vehicle operated o�-highway is an OHV. A 
highway licensed vehicle is an OHV when operated 
o� of the highway. Vehicles having green and red 
stickers are OHVs.

ALCOHOL: Open container and DUI laws apply 
o�-highway just as they do on-highway.  Don’t 
drink and drive. Alcohol is only allowed in your 
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to the operation of ATVs only. (For more informa-
tion, please see page 14.) 

LIGHTS: OHVs operated between sunset and 
sunrise must display at least one lighted white 
headlight and one lighted red taillight visible from 
200 feet. 

NOISE EMISSIONS:  The law limits noise emissions 
from all OHVs. Noise emissions for most OHVs are 
limited to not more than 96 dBA when measured 
from a distance of 20 inches using standardized 
test procedures. For more speci�c information, go 
to: www.ohv.parks.ca.gov/noise_emissions.

REACH AND OPERATE ALL CONTROLS: All 
operators of o�-highway vehicles must be able to 
reach and operate all controls.

REGISTRATION: When operating an OHV, you 
must display either a license plate or an OHV sticker.  
OHV stickers include “Green Stickers,”  “Red Stickers,” 
California Nonresident OHV Use Permits, and OHV 
stickers from states that have an OHV program.

RED STICKER RIDING SEASON:  Red stickers are 
allowed to operate in the SVRA from October 1st - 
May 31st. These dates are established by the 
California Air Resources Board (CARB) and are 
subject to change. Please call the park for updated 
information.

SPEED:  Please follow posted speed limits through-
out the park. In camping and developed areas, 
keep speeds to 15 mph or less. Never drive faster 
than is safe for conditions.

SPARK ARRESTERS: All vehicles operating 
o�-highway must be equipped with either a street 
legal mu�er or a spark arrester maintained in 
e�ective working order. 

SUSPENDED OR REVOKED LICENSE: Anyone 
whose driving privileges have been suspended or 
revoked is prohibited from operating any motor 
vehicle, on- or o�-highway.

VEGETATION:  It is illegal to run over vegetation.
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D.U.I. & Open 
Containers   Laws that 
pertain to driving under the 
influence of alcohol and open 
containers on the highway are 
exactly the same off the highway.  
Never drink and drive.

Speed    The speed limit 
within 50 feet of campsites, 
people, or animals is 15 miles 
per hour.  California’s basic 
speed law also applies: don’t 
drive faster than is safe.

Passengers   You are 
prohibited from carrying 
passengers on ATVs unless 
the vehicle is designed by the 
manufacturer for both an 
operator and one passenger.

Whips & Flags   To ensure 
that your ATV is visible, you 
must have a whip-pole, rod 
or antenna at least 8 feet up 
from the ground attached to 
your ATV.  Within 10 inches of 
the top there must be a solid 
orange or red flag. 

Curfew   If you are under 18, 
you cannot remain in the park 
between 10 PM and 6 AM unless 
you are with a parent, guardian, 
or designated adult. 

Safety Equipment   
All  ATV and ROV riders are 
required to wear a helmet, and 
OHV riders should wear proper 
protective apparel. 

Registration   All vehicles 
must be registered.  A current 
license plate and/or OHV 
identification sticker must be 
clearly displayed on your vehicle.  
“Red Sticker” season runs from 
October 1 to May 31.  If you 
are visiting from another state, 
and your vehicle does not have 
a current registration from your 
home state, you must purchase 
a California Nonresident OHV 
Use Permit before you recreate 
on any California public lands. 

Lights   Any OHV operated 
between sunset and sunrise 
must have one lighted white 
headlight and one lighted red 
taillight.  Both lights must have a 
range of 200 feet.

Garbage Dumping    The 
dumpsters located in the park 
are only for trash created while 
camping or visiting in the park.  
No toxic materials are to be 
disposed of in the park.

Dumpster Diving    In 
order to ensure your health and 
safety, entering or climbing on 
the dumpsters is prohibited, as 
is removing any contents.
 
Anza-Borrego Desert 
State Park Boundary
To the west, Ocotillo Wells 
SVRA borders Anza-Borrego 
Desert State Park.  This park 
is only open for street legal 
vehicles on designated trails.

ATV Safety Classes & Info....

Ages 14 - 17   All riders ages 14 to 17 must possess an 
ATV Safety Certificate, or be under the direct supervision 
of a parent, guardian, or other adult who has completed an 
ATV safety course AND has an ATV Safety Certificate in their 
possession.  

Ages 13 and Under    If you are age 13 or under, you 
MUST (1) Be under the direct supervision of an adult at 
all times, (2) Be able to reach and operate all of the vehicle 
controls, and (3) Have completed an ATV safety course or be 
under the direct supervision of an adult who has completed 
an ATV safety course AND has an ATV Safety Certificate in 
their possession.

Ocotillo Wells is proud to offer ATV Institute Safety Classes 
many weekends from October 31st through April 1st. For 
more information please contact the Discovery Center at: 
760-767-5393

ROV Laws: Operation and Safety 
Requirements:

• Operator must be 16 years old or under the direct
   supervision of a parent, guardian, or other adult.

• Safety helmet required for operator and passenger(s).

• Seatbelt/safety harness required for all occupants.

• Passenger(s) must occupy a separate seat location designed     	
  and provided by the manufacturer, except they may occupy 	
  a seat installed and fully contained in the vehicle rollover 	   	
  protection area in vehicles manufactured in 2013 and earlier.

• Passenger(s) must be seated upright with back against the 	
  seatback and able to grasp the occupant handhold when 	     	
  seatbelt/safety harness is properly fastened.

Contact Information

Park Hours:
24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

In an Emergency:
Call 911. 

For More Information Contact:
Ocotillo Wells SVRA
5172 Highway 78
Borrego Springs, CA 92004
General Information: 760-767-5391 
Discovery Center: 760-767-5393
© California State Parks, 2015
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◆   Riding east of Poleline Road is designated trails only.  If the          	
     trail is not on the park map and marked with carsonite    	
     signs, it is not a designated trail.  

◆   Camping east of Poleline Road is limited.

◆   Land ownership east of Poleline Road is a mixture of State 	
     Parks, Bureau of Land Management, and private property 	
     parcels.

These rules and regulations have always been park 
policy.  Enforcement is, and has been, in effect.

East of Poleline Road Policies

OHV Rules 
& Regs

Photo courtesy of Derik Thoma
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Night Out at Ocotillo Wells

Photo courtesy of Shiloh Sanders

Scorpion Safari    

Grab a black light and hunt for two kinds of scorpions that call OW 
home. Watch for the eerie green glow of their exoskeletons while 
you hear about how these extra-gnarly arachnids make a living. You’ll 
never wear flip-flops in the desert again.

1

Bats of Ocotillo Wells     

Where there be bugs, there be bats! Bats are our only mammal that can truly 
fly. Watch for several bat species that chow down on OW’s flying insects.  At 
the same time, listen to a translation of their sonar chatter made possible with 
special equipment. 

3

Stargazing

Clear nights in our desert mean unrivaled views of planets, stars, nebulae, and 
the ever-popular globular clusters. Peer across vast galactic distances through 
our 11-inch Celestron telescope. Enjoy a truly cosmic journey without ever 
leaving the ground.

4

  Bug Magnet

Moths, beetles, ant lions, and their pals can’t resist the urge to visit our 
special light. The giant screen behind the light gives bugs a place to stop 
and visit. You won’t be able to resist the sheer variety of warm-weather 
bugs and their intriguing life stories.

2
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Sculpting Your Desert
Gnarly Beasts

So Fresh, So Clean

Storms keep experiences at the park always fresh. Water 
erosion has always modified park landscape, creating slots, 
washes, and playas. How many times have you noticed the 
condition of a route up a wash changing from sandy to 
hard-packed since you rode it last? 

Breaking Badlands

Running water turns soft sandstone and mudstone into 
fantastic arches, side canyons, and “dry” falls. Animals and 
humans enjoy shade and puddles in these not-so-bad 
badlands. The mixed light and shadow of morning and 
evening make magical photos.

Keep Your Eyes to the Sky!

To keep your family safe during storm season, check 
forecasts before leaving home. Watch for storm clouds 
forming over mountains and deserts, and note sudden 
changes in winds. Flowing water and debris pack a wallop. If 
you see them, turn around—don’t drown!

Know Before You Go!
If you haven’t been out riding recently, expect the unexpected! This fascinating desert landscape changes 
week to week, and your favorite route may offer new surprises and challenges.

Turn Around! Don’t Drown!

The power of flash floods makes for excellent adventure, 
dramatic scenery, and extreme danger. Most of us think of 
deserts as dry places, but flash flood flows are the number 
one force of erosion in the desert. One downpour can 
quickly reroute a wash, reform a canyon, or ruin a ride.

Photo courtesy of Torianna Perfect

Photo courtesy of Adam Gaeth

Photo courtesy of Adam White
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5 Million Years Ago

3  Million Years Ago

1  Million Years Ago

Long ago, Ocotillo Wells was home to a 
marine ecosystem which flourished amongst 
the warm waters of the Gulf of California. 
The fossils found in Ocotillo Wells dated to 
this era include bits of coral, shells, barnacles, 
and occasionally the bones of larger animals. 
Back then, walruses frequently gorged 
themselves on ever-present oyster buffets. 
In fact, the remains of these larger-than-life 
feasts make up the bulk of the fossil layer 
immortalized in Ocotillo Wells’ Shell Reef.
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Long ago, Ocotillo Wells was home to a marine 
ecosystem which flourished among the warm waters 
of the Gulf of California. The fossils found in Ocotillo 
Wells dated to this era include bits of coral, shells, 
barnacles, and occasionally, the bones of larger animals. 
Back then, walruses frequently gorged themselves on 
ever-present oyster buffets. In fact, the remains of these 
larger-than-life feasts make up the bulk of the fossil layer 
immortalized in Ocotillo Wells’ Shell Reef.

The Imperial Sea
5 Million Years Ago

Valenictus imperialensis
Imperial Walrus (extinct)

Colorado River Delta
3 Million Years Ago

Washingtonia sp.
Fan-palm

Gomphotherium sp.
Gomphothere Proboscidean (extinct)

Dinohippus sp.
Pliocene Horse (extinct)

As the mighty Colorado River carved out the Grand Canyon 
to the east, it deposited a large amount of sediment in this 
region, filling in what was once the salty gulf.  Trees such as 
willows, palms, and cottonwoods were washed down into 
the delta during flash floods. These trees ultimately became 
fossils, leaving modern researchers a variety of petrified wood 
samples which tell the story of this exciting time.  Fossils of 
extinct beasts like the Gomphothere can be found as well!

Borrego Valley
1 Million Years Ago

Equus scotti
Scott’s Horse (extinct)

Camelops hesternus
Yesterday’s Camel (extinct)

Ocotillo Wells was home to dense, water-
rich tropical forests which, over time, gave 
way to African savannah-like grasslands.  
About one million years ago, the mountains 
surrounding Ocotillo Wells began to uplift.  As 
the mountains rose to the west, a rain-shadow 
slowly engulfed the entire region. This shadow 
caused the drying which would ultimately 
convert this once water-rich region into the 
desert we know today. 

Mammuthus columbi
Columbian Mammoth (extinct)

Melanitta persipicillata
Surf Scoter

Gnarly Beasts

Artwork by John Frances, courtesy of George Jefferson.
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Predator or Prey:  Who’s on the Midnight Menu?
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Your Desert Neighbors

American Badger

Size:  Weighs 8-25 
pounds; up to 2.5 feet long 
with tail.

Survival Techniques:   
Massive claws for digging, 
major bad attitude, and 
loose skin to avoid being 
chomped on.

Diet: Burrowing rodents, 
snakes, lizards, scorpions, 
and burrowing owls.

Hunting Behavior: 
Solitary hunter may use 
different dens in its 1sq. 
mile territory.

Family Life:  In 10 ft deep 
burrow, 2-5 kits born in 
Mar-Apr. Mother cares for 
kits for up to 6 months.

Did You Know?:  The 
badger’s thick fur protects 
against snake bites!

Kit Fox

Size:  Weighs 3-6 pounds; 
about 1 foot tall 

Survival Techniques: 
Long, delicate ears make 
for great cooling by acting 
just like a radiator!

Diet:  Favorite food is the 
Kangaroo Rat, but likes to 
dine on rabbits too.

Hunting Behavior:  Uses 
its excellent hearing to 
locate prey. Catches prey 
with quick dashes using its 
short and stout legs.

Family Life:  Mates for 
life and raises 4-5 pups 
in dens. While mom is 
nursing pups, dad brings 
home the food.

Did You Know?:  Baby 
foxes are called kits.

Kangaroo Rat
 

Size:  Weighs 4.5 ounces; 
about 4 inches long.

Survival Techniques:  
Can jump up to 9 feet in 
a single bound, using only 
hind legs!

Diet:  Loves grass seeds. 
Sometimes stores the 
seeds in its cheek pouches.

Escaping the Hunter:  
Extremely fast; can turn on 
a dime; jumping is its best 
defense. Can bound away 
from snake strikes!

Family Life:  Females 
produce 2-5 young several 
times per year. Pups live in 
mom’s burrow for the first 
6 weeks.

Did You Know?: They can 
go their entire life without 
drinking water.

 Jackrabbit

Size:  Weighs 3-6 pounds; 
about 2 feet long.

Survival Techniques: 
Ears act like radiators to 
cool body. Fur protects 
feet from hot sand. 

Diet:  Enjoys plants all year 
around from green, to dry 
and woody.

Escaping the Hunter:  
Good off-roader, can reach 
speeds of 40 mph (zigzag 
running) and leap more 
than 10 feet.  

Family Life:  Females 
produce 1-6 young 
several times per year. She 
gives birth in a shallow 
depression on the ground.

Did You Know?:  They eat 
their own scat to get more 
proteins and nutrients.

Don’t Bring Me Down!    
Ironwood trees are the 
strongest, densest trees 
around. Dead wood takes 

forever to rot; toxic chemicals 
in their heartwood keep it from 
breaking down.

1

Iron Chefs!  Indigenous people from 
ancient Lake Cahuilla to the Gulf of 

California used ironwood seeds in 
recipes. Seeds could be dried and 
ground, then eaten “as is” or used for 
bread flour. 

2

Respect Your Elders!  The ironwood trees’ 
internal structure makes them difficult to date 
by counting their rings. Using other methods, 
some living trees have been found to be 800      	

    years old!

3 Things You Didn’t Know About the Desert Ironwood

3

Photo courtesy of Shellene Manning
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Nature is not always nice.  The 
female tarantula hawk is one of 
those animals that you wouldn’t 
want to meet in a dark alley. 
As adults, tarantula hawks feed 
on nectar, but their young must 
devour an entire tarantula to 
make it to adulthood. 

When a tarantula burrow is 
found, the tarantula hawk evicts 
her victim from its burrow in 
preparation for the battle to 
come. With skills that would 
make a ninja proud, she delivers 
a powerful paralyzing venom via 
her 1/3” stinger. She will then 
lay her egg on the tarantula’s 
abdomen before she buries the 
tarantula in its own burrow. 

Once the wasp larva emerges, 
it will burrow its head into the 
tarantula’s abdomen. First the 
wasp larva will start sucking 
nutrients and blood. It does 
this until it is almost ready to 
metamorphose into a fearsome 
adult wasp. 

At this stage, the larva will tear 
into the tarantula’s abdomen 
and eat all of the vital organs 
that had been spared until 
that moment, finally killing the 
tarantula. Using the burrow to 
pupate, the tarantula hawk wasp 
will emerge the next year on 
a sunny spring day as an adult, 
continuing the cycle of life and 
death in the desert.
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You will probably see at least 
one desert iguana if you visit 
Ocotillo Wells SVRA in the 
spring. Iguanas don’t blend in 
with the sandy background 
like flat-tailed horned lizards. 
They are lighter in color and 
are active during the day. If 
you see what looks like a 
tiny dinosaur sprinting across 
the road on its hind legs, it 
could be a desert iguana or a 
zebra-tail lizard. 

An iguana can tolerate a lot 
more heat than its fellow 
lizards. Sometimes iguana 
body temperatures can rise 
above 108 degrees! When 
it has to, it will leave its 
basking rock and find shade 
under a creosote bush. 
Creosote bushes make up 
most of its diet, but it will 
munch on other scrub plants. 
Sometimes it will eat insects 
like grasshoppers. Its high 
temperature tolerance helps 
it digest gnarly plants. It even 

eats its own fecal pellets to 
get more nutrition out of its 
veggie diet.

These lizards don’t worry 
much about other iguanas 
invading their territory unless 
they are mating. Losers in 
the mating game can lose 
their tails. Like many lizards 
though, the desert iguana 
can regrow a lost tail. Iguanas 
of both sexes have pinkish 
color on their sides during 
breeding season. Females lay 
2-8 eggs in a den beneath a 
creosote bush, and then leave 
them alone to hatch in early 
summer, emerging as mini 
copies of the adults.

So, look carefully as you pass 
the nearest creosote or 
burrobush. You might see a 
basking iguana. You will get a 
good long look if you stay at 
a quiet distance.  It’s probably 
sizing you up, too!

Desert Iguana: Dino of the Desert

Battle Royale in the Desert

Your Desert Neighbors Caught on Camera!
Can you identify the animals caught on our hidden cameras?

Ocotillo Wells’ Resource Scientists install 
these cameras at various locations during the 
summer to survey the wildlife with whom 
we share our desert.  As you can imagine, 
water sources are rare and visited regularly by 
animals looking for some liquid refreshment! 
Take a look at these highly adapted animals that 
call your desert home. When would you rather 
be out and about during the summer heat? 
How would you survive?
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It should come as no surprise 
that people have been coming 
to Ocotillo Wells for thousands 
of years, but it may surprise 
you that one of the attractions 
they were coming here for 
was—get this—water! 

The huge freshwater Lake 
Cahuilla once existed where 
the Salton Sea is now, only 
much larger.  This provided a 
reliable year-round source of 
fish, birds, other animals, and 
various useful plants.  Native 
people built stone traps to 
catch fish, make pottery, 
baskets, stone tools, clothing 
and everything else they 
needed.  Ingenious.

But even before the lake 
existed (and after it dried up), 
people were still living in the 
desert seasonally.  When it 
got too hot, they would wisely 
head up to the mountains.  
While in the desert they 
harvested agave, mesquite, and 
other plants for food, clothing, 
medicine, fuel and shelter. 

A vast network of trade routes 
connected this area to the 
Colorado River, the Pacific 
coast, and beyond.  Ocotillo 
Wells was at the boundary 
between the territories of 

different native groups, but 
certain important places 
were used by all, such as 
Barrel Springs.  People came 
together here to trade, share 
information, date, get hitched, 
perform spiritual ceremonies, 
and, of course to party.  

At first glance, Ocotillo 
Wells may mistakenly seem 
just a “barren desert,” but 
for centuries it has provided 
food, clothing, and spiritual 
fulfillment to people living 

and thriving here.  If you come 
across an archaeological site, 
please respect the legacy of 
the tough, clever people who 
came before us—don’t disturb 
the site or pick up any of the 
artifacts; it is illegal to tamper 
with, damage, or remove them.  

Native People Adapt and Thrive

At the peak of the European 
struggle for empire in North 
America, Spain sent ambitious
expeditions to settle the rich 
province of California and 
protect it from England, France, 
and Russia.  Led by the very 
competent frontier officer 
Juan Bautista de Anza, this plan 
involved two parts: 

First was an exploration to find 
a route through the desert in 
1774.  Second was a trek along 
the new route leading some 
240 settlers and soldiers to San 
Francisco Bay in 1775. 

These adventurous and very 
successful expeditions passed 
through the harsh wilderness 

we now call Ocotillo Wells.  
Modern explorers can still 
follow Anza’s route through 
our park where signs 
explain the struggles 
and triumphs of his 
famous expeditions.  For 
more details, stop by the 
Discovery Center.

The Epic de Anza Expeditions Passed Through Our Desert

The Hunt For Oil

In the early 1900s, southern California was 
bursting with huge petroleum strikes.  With 
so much money being made, there was soon 
excitement that more gushers would be found 
here.  After all, the geology looked perfect.  Local 
investors and big oil companies sank fortunes 
into the search for “black gold” nearby. 

From 1919 to 1982, there were nine 
exploratory “wildcat” oil wells drilled within the 
borders of what is now our park.  Huge wooden 
derricks (seen left) and later, steel-framed rigs 
were erected across this area.  Though little 
remains of these structures, the name Ocotillo 
Wells itself is a product from this heady era of 
high hopes.  To learn more, take a tour or pick 
up a copy of our historical guide on this story.

Artwork courtesy of Juan Bautista de Anza 
National Historic Trail.
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While little remains now, 
the Hippie Commune was 
once home to a small, 
tightly-knit community in 
the early 1970s.  Some 
twenty men, women and 
children lived here in old 
buses, trailers, and even 
buildings made from scrap 
materials salvaged from 
local dumps.  The “hippies” 
disappeared as mysteriously 

as they arrived. Among the 
structures built at the Old 
Commune was a 6’ square 
underground room.  Was 
it used as a root cellar to 
store food, a bomb shelter, 
or something else? One 
of the windmills used to 
pump water and generate 
electricity at the Old 
Commune is now said to 
reside at the nearby Blu Inn. 

The Hippie Commune

The Past

Courtesy of Palm Springs Historical 
Society.  All rights reserved.

Photo courtesy of Shiloh Sanders
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There are a lot of weird things going on in your desert, if you 
believe our local legends. Is there a grain of truth to these tall 
tales???

El Chupacabra     
Translated as “The Goat Sucker” 
in Spanish, this creature is said 
to drain the blood of livestock! 
Scientists have now discovered 
a likely culprit, mangy coyotes 
and foxes. So if you have seen a 
mangy coyote, maybe you have 
seen El Chupacabra!

Legend of Devil’s Slide   
Seen by the prospectors at the 
Three Buttes Mine over a century 
ago, the green glow of Devil’s Slide 
is a perplexing mystery. Some say it 
is the ghost of Peg-Leg Smith, while 
others say it is the phosphorus in 
the rocks that creates the greenish 
glow. What strange things have you 
seen in the desert night?

The Desert Galleon  
Filled with exquisite Sea of 
Cortez pearls, this Spanish 

ship is said to have floated up the Colorado 
River on a tidal surge that left it stranded 
in the Salton Sink!  Where do you think it 
washed ashore?

The Borrego Sandman     
Did you think “Bigfoot” 
sightings were confined 
to the forest? Actually, the 
first Bigfoot sightings and 
reports were from the 
Spanish missionaries in 
Southern California! The 
Borrego Sandman is said   
to be 8’ tall and weighs   
over 500 pounds. Have you 
encountered the Borrego 
Sandman?

Peg-Leg Smith     
Are you riding on a gold mine? Traveling through 
this area before the gold rush, Peg-Leg might have 
found gold nuggets covered with desert varnish 
in OW! Of course, when he realized what he had 
found, he didn’t remember where he had picked 
up those particular nuggets! More and more 
prospectors have flooded into the region over the 
last 100 years as the story spread, looking for Peg-
Leg’s gold. One trickster has even made wooden 
peg-legs and dropped them down holes 
throughout the desert to trick 
the poor prospectors! 
Is the gold really out there? 

              PAGE 21    	
	        

Legends of Our Desert

After the sneak attack on Pearl 
Harbor on December 7, 1941, 
Ocotillo Wells went from a sleepy 
backwater to a focal point of military 
training for the Second World War.  

Navy planes that had been occasionally 
using nearby Benson Dry Lake (shown 
below), now began bombing practice 
targets located all across the area. 

Soon Army and Marine units were practicing anti-aircraft artillery 
fire and performing combat maneuvers out here as well.  

The conditions in the harsh and rugged deserts of southern 
California were perfect for conditioning American troops to fight 
against the Germans and Italians in the deserts of North Africa.  
In fact, this place was such a good match for the Sahara Desert 
that they even filmed a war-time movie here called “Sahara.”

Eventually, Caltech 
tested early rockets 
here for some 
high-tech research 
programs of the US 
military.  Potentially 
dangerous relics of 
this exciting past 
remain in Ocotillo 
Wells.  

Training For World War II

If you find relic ammunition, leave it alone and contact a Ranger immediately!

The Past
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Desert terrain
changes very quickly!
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Family Photo AlbumStaying Safe

Photo courtesy of Anna Stirling

			 

Extreme heat is part of the adventure at OW. Be ready for it by prepping your rig and yourself. Trouble can have unpleasant 
consequences; be ready to address them. Safety is no accident!

Desert readiness—Bring lots of water and food, a tarp, a tire pump, and a shovel. Bring a buddy to read the map!

Delay your visit—If high temperatures make you too uncomfortable. Check forecasts, and know your limits.

Destination plan—Let someone know your route, destination, and what time you will return. 

Dress for the occasion—Light-colored clothing on hot days, and always wear your safety gear.

Drink water all day—Drink lots, and drink often.  Alcohol and soft drinks don’t keep you hydrated.

Don’t leave your vehicle—If you are in trouble. Signal with a white cloth, a mirror, or a raised hood.

Dangerous heat illness—Know the symptoms! Call 911, move the person to shade, and have water available to drink or douse. 

Don’t Die in the Desert!   7 D’s to Keep you Alive
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Ocotillo Wells 
SVRA History

It all began with Jeeps left 
over from the Second 
World War.  With the 
fighting finished, the military 
sold them cheap—$50 
apiece on the docks.  Soon 
a new form of recreation 
was born, as a motorized 
breed of desert explorers 
began coming to Ocotillo 
Wells and Truckhaven. 

Over the years, new designs 
were created and vehicles 
such as the Manx, Baja 
Bug, and sand rail made 
their appearance.  As the 
technology improved and 
adapted to the rough 
conditions, our desert 
hosted some intense off-
highway races like the 
epic Borrego Rough 100.  
These drew thousands of 
spectators and participants, 
including the actor James 
Garner.  Legend has it 
Hollywood racing fan 
and “King of Cool” Steve 
McQueen rode here too.  

As the popularity of off-
roading increased, in 
1971 the OHV Division 
of California State Parks 
was created with ongoing 
funding through the 
Chappie-Z’berg Law.  In 
1976, Ocotillo Wells became 
a State Vehicular Recreation 
Area with a focus on family-
friendly opportunities and 
sustainable riding.  

We’d love to present more 
of this history, but little has 
been recorded.  We need 
your help.  Please share so 
we can celebrate this past 
together.     
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Family Photo Album
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California Off-Highway Vehicle Adventure Guide!

California has many opportunities for you to explore in your off-highway vehicle. So grab one of the 
guides from our Discovery Center or field exhibits and find some new places to play! Here are some 
of your fellow visitors’ local recommendations.

PAGE 24

Your Adventure
Continues

Imperial Sand Dunes 
Recreation Area, BLM

Located in the southeast corner of California, 
the Imperial Sand Dunes are the largest 
mass of sand dunes in the state.  Formed by 
windblown sands of ancient Lake Cahuilla, 
the dune system extends for more than 40 
miles in a band averaging 5 miles wide.  Widely 
known as “Glamis” and a favorite location for 
OHV enthusiasts, the dunes also offer fabulous 
scenery, opportunities for solitude, and a home 
to rare plants and animals.

Hungry Valley SVRA

Hungry Valley is the second largest unit of 
California State Park’s Off-Highway Motor 
Vehicle Recreation Division. Located in the 
Tejon Pass north of Los Angeles and along 
the Interstate 5 corridor, Hungry Valley offers 
19,000 acres and more than 130 miles of scenic 
trails for motorcycles,  ATVs, dune buggies, and 
4x4 recreation.  All levels of OHV operator 
skills will be challenged by the wide variety of 
terrain and trails at Hungry Valley SVRA.

Heber Dunes SVRA

Heber Dunes, located three (3) miles north of the 
Mexican border crossing at Highway 7 (Calexico/
Mexicali) in Imperial County, is a 343-acre day use 
only SVRA. It is especially popular with ATV riders; 
however, some dune buggies, utility vehicles and 
motorcycle riders also visit the park.

Johnson Valley OHV Area, BLM

Johnson Valley is a varied landscape for the off-
highway vehicle driver. It is punctuated by steep 
red rocky mountains, rolling hills, open valleys, 
dry lake beds and sandy washes. Elevations 
range from 4,600 feet at Hartwell Hills to 2,300 
feet at Melville Dry Lake. Vegetation consists 
of creosote scrub, annual grasses, wild flowers 
and Joshua Trees. The 188,000 acre off-highway 
vehicle riding area has something for every rider 
at every skill level.

Onyx Ranch SVRA

Our newest SVRA is open! Laid out in a 
checkerboard fashion, Eastern Kern County 
Onyx Ranch SVRA is surrounded by mostly 
BLM land that also offers visitors varied and 
exciting OHV recreation opportunities. Eastern 
Kern County Onyx Ranch SVRA provides 
many miles of trails and open riding areas that 
traverse across BLM, State Parks, and private 
land. Open riding is also available at both 
Jawbone Canyon and Dove Springs.

Ocotillo Wells SVRA

Due to unpredictable changes, we recommend contacting the appropriate 
land management agency for site specific information including operating 
hours, fees, and site/trail maps.

Photo courtesy of Emily Sterne


