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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY  

 

Between July and October 2022, at the request of Terra Nova Planning and Research, 

Inc., CRM TECH performed a cultural resources study on approximately 10.5 acres of 

vacant land in the City of Palm Desert, Riverside County, California.  The subject 

property of the study encompasses two existing parcels, namely Assessorôs Parcel 

Numbers 694-190-011 and -032, located on the easterly corner of Gerald Ford Drive 

and Technology Drive, in the northeast quarter of Section 33, T4S R6E, San Bernardino 

Baseline and Meridian as depicted in the United States Geological Survey Myoma, 

California, 7.5ô quadrangle.   

 

The study is part of the environmental review process for the University Park Medical 

Center project, which proposes the construction of a 20,000-square-foot outpatient 

surgical center, an 80,0000-square-foot medical office building, paved parking stalls, 

and retention basins, along with associated utilities work and infrastructure 

improvements.  The City of Palm Desert, as the lead agency for the project, required 

the study in compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  The 

purpose of the study is to provide the City with the necessary information and analysis 

to determine whether the project would cause substantial adverse changes to any 

ñhistorical resources,ò as defined by CEQA, that may exist in or around the project 

area.   

 

In order to identify such resources, CRM TECH initiated a historical/archaeological 

resources records search and a Native American Sacred Lands File search, contacted 

the nearby Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, pursued historical background 

research, and carried out an intensive-level field survey.  Throughout the course of the 

study, no ñhistorical resourcesò were encountered within or adjacent to the project area.  

Therefore, CRM TECH recommends to the City of Palm Desert a finding of No Impact 

on ñhistorical resources.ò  No further cultural resources investigation is recommended 

for this project unless development plans undergo such changes as to include areas not 

covered by this study.  However, if buried cultural materials are encountered during 

any earth-moving operations associated with the project, all work within 50 feet of the 

discovery should be halted or diverted until a qualified archaeologist can evaluate the 

nature and significance of the finds.   

 

  



 ii  

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ................................................................................................................... i 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 1 

SETTING .............................................................................................................................................. 4 
Current Natural Setting ..................................................................................................................... 4 
Cultural Setting ................................................................................................................................. 5 

Prehistoric Context........................................................................................................................ 5 
Ethnohistoric Context ................................................................................................................... 5 
Historic Context ............................................................................................................................ 7 

RESEARCH METHODS ..................................................................................................................... 8 
Records Search.................................................................................................................................. 8 

Historical Background Research....................................................................................................... 8 

Native American Participation .......................................................................................................... 8 
Field Survey ...................................................................................................................................... 8 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS ................................................................................................................ 9 

Records Search.................................................................................................................................. 9 

Historical Background Research....................................................................................................... 9 
Native American Participation ........................................................................................................ 12 
Field Survey .................................................................................................................................... 12 

DISCUSSION ..................................................................................................................................... 12 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............................................................................. 13 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................................... 14 
APPENDIX 1: Personnel Qualifications ............................................................................................ 16 
APPENDIX 2: Correspondence with Native American Representatives ........................................... 20 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 1.  Project vicinity...................................................................................................................... 1 

Figure 2.  Project area ........................................................................................................................... 2 
Figure 3.  Recent satellite image of the project area ............................................................................. 3 
Figure 4.  Overview of the current natural setting of the project area .................................................. 4 
Figure 5.  Previous cultural resources studies within the scope of the records search ....................... 10 
Figure 6.  The project area and vicinity in 1855-1856 ........................................................................ 11 

Figure 7.  The project area and vicinity in 1901 ................................................................................. 11 
Figure 8.  The project area and vicinity in 1941 ................................................................................. 11 
Figure 9.  The project area and vicinity in 1956-1958 ........................................................................ 11 

 



 1 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Between July and October 2022, at the request of Terra Nova Planning and Research, Inc., CRM 

TECH performed a cultural resources study on approximately 10.5 acres of vacant land in the City 

of Palm Desert, Riverside County, California (Fig. 1).  The subject property of the study 

encompasses two existing parcels, namely Assessorôs Parcel Numbers 694-190-011 and -032, 

located on the easterly corner of Gerald Ford Drive and Technology Drive, in the northeast quarter 

of Section 33, T4S R6E, San Bernardino Baseline and Meridian as depicted in the United States 

Geological Survey (USGS) Myoma, California, 7.5ô quadrangle (Figs. 2, 3).   

 

The study is part of the environmental review process for the University Park Medical Center 

project, which proposes the construction of a 20,000-square-foot outpatient surgical center, an 

80,0000-square-foot medical office building, paved parking stalls, and retention basins, along with 

associated utilities work and infrastructure improvements.  The City of Palm Desert, as the lead 

agency for the project, required the study in compliance with the California Environmental Quality 

Act (CEQA; PRC §21000, et seq.).  The purpose of the study is to provide the City with the 

necessary information and analysis to determine whether the project would cause substantial adverse 

changes to any ñhistorical resources,ò as defined by CEQA, that may exist in or around the project 

area.   

 

In order to identify such resources, CRM TECH initiated a historical/archaeological resources 

records search and a Native American Sacred Lands File search, contacted the nearby Agua Caliente 

Band of Cahuilla Indians, pursued historical background research, and carried out an intensive-level 

field survey.  The following report is a complete account of the methods, results, and conclusion of 

the study.  Personnel who participated in the study are identified in the appropriate sections, and 

their qualifications are provided in Appendix 1. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.  Project vicinity.  (Based on USGS Santa Ana, Calif., 120ôx60ô quadrangle [USGS 1979]) 
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Figure 2.  Project area.  (Based on USGS Cathedral City and Myoma, Calif., 7.5ô quadrangles [USGS 1978; 1981]) 
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Figure 3.  Recent satellite image of the project area.   
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SETTING 

 

CURRENT NATURAL SETTING  

 

The City of Palm Desert lies in the heart of the Coachella Valley, a northwest-southeast trending 

desert valley that constitutes the western end of the Colorado Desert.  Dictated by this geographic 

setting, the climate and environment of the region are typical of the southern California desert 

country, marked by extremes in temperature and aridity.  Temperatures in the region reach over 120 

degrees Fahrenheit in summer, and dip to near freezing in winter.  Average annual precipitation is 

less than five inches, and the average annual evaporation rate exceeds three feet. 

 

Situated on the northern edge of the City, the irregularly shaped project area consists of two parcels 

of undeveloped but disturbed land, in an area that is undergoing accelerated residential and 

commercial development (Figs. 3, 4).  It is bounded by Gerald Ford Drive on the northeast, 

Technology Drive on the southeast, College Drive on the southwest, and another vacant lot on the 

northwest.  Land use in the immediate area is dominated by retail establishments and medical offices, 

with residential neighborhoods and gold courses further away in all directions. 

 

The ground surface in the project area has been cleared, graded, and thoroughly disturbed since 2005-

2006 (Google Earth 2005; 2006), leaving little vestige of the native landscape.  Currently there are 

two retention basins on the property, in the northeast and southeast corners.  The terrain is relatively 

level, with elevations that range around 160-190 feet above mean sea level and a slight incline to the 

northwest.  The surface soils are composed mainly of wind-blown fine-grained sand.  The scattered 

vegetation remaining on the property consists primarily of small desert shrubs and grasses, such as 

tumbleweed and brittlebush. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.  Overview of the current natural setting of the project area.  (Photograph taken on August 15, 2022; view to the 

northwest)  
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CULTURAL SETTING  

 

Prehistoric Context 

 

Numerous investigations on the history of cultural development in southern California have led 

researchers to propose a number of cultural chronologies for the desert regions.  A specific cultural 

sequence for the Colorado Desert was offered by Schaefer (1994) on the basis of the many 

archaeological studies conducted in the area.  The earliest time period identified is the Paleoindian 

(ca. 8,000 to 10,000-12,000 years ago), when ñsmall, mobile bandsò of hunters and gatherers, who 

relied on a variety of small and large game animals as well as wild plants for subsistence, roamed the 

region (ibid.:63).  These small groups settled ñon mesas and terraces overlooking larger washesò 

(ibid.:64).  The artifact assemblage of that period typically consists of very simple stone tools, 

ñcleared circles, rock rings, [and] some geoglyph typesò (ibid.). 

 

The Early Archaic Period follows and dates to ca. 8,000 to 4,000 years ago.  It appears that a 

decrease in population density occurred at this time and that the indigenous groups of the area relied 

more on foraging than hunting.  Very few archaeological remains have been identified to this time 

period.  The ensuing Late Archaic Period (ca. 4,000 to 1,500 years ago) is characterized by 

continued low population densities and groups of ñflexibleò sizes that settled near available seasonal 

food resources and relied on ñopportunisticò hunting of game animals.  Groundstone artifacts for 

food processing were prominent during this time period.  The most recent period in Schaeferôs 

scheme, the Late Prehistoric, dates from ca. 1,500 years ago to the time of the Spanish missions and 

saw the continuation of the seasonal settlement pattern.  Peoples of the Late Prehistoric Period were 

associated with the Patayan cultural pattern and relied more heavily on the availability of seasonal 

ñwild plants and animal resourcesò (Schaefer 1994:66).  It was during this period that brown and 

buff ware ceramics were introduced into the region.   

 

The shores of Holocene Lake Cahuilla, during times of its presence, attracted much settlement and 

resource procurement; but in times of the lakeôs desiccation around 1700, according to Schaefer 

(1994:66), the Native people moved away from its receding shores towards rivers, streams, and 

mountains.  Numerous archaeological sites dating to this time period have been identified along the 

shoreline of Holocene Lake Cahuilla.  Testing and mitigative excavations at these sites have 

recovered brown and buff ware ceramics, a variety of groundstone and projectile point types, 

ornaments, and cremations. 

 

Ethnohistoric Context 

 

The Coachella Valley is a historical center of Native American settlement, where U.S. surveyors 

noted large numbers of Indian villages and rancherías, occupied by the Cahuilla people, in the mid-

19th century.  The origin of the name ñCahuillaò is unclear, but may originate from their own word 

káwiya, meaning master or boss (Bean 1978).  The Takic-speaking Cahuilla are generally divided by 

anthropologists into three groups, according to their geographic setting: the Pass Cahuilla of the San 

Gorgonio Pass-Palm Springs area, the Mountain Cahuilla of the San Jacinto and Santa Rosa 

Mountains and the Cahuilla Valley, and the Desert Cahuilla of the eastern Coachella Valley.  The 

basic written sources on Cahuilla culture and history include Kroeber (1925), Strong (1929), and 

Bean (1978), based on information provided by such Cahuilla informants as Juan Siva, Francisco 
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Patencio, Katherine Siva Saubel, and Mariano Saubel.  The following ethnohistoric discussion is 

based primarily on these sources. 

 

The Cahuilla did not have a single name that referred to an all-inclusive tribal affiliation.  Instead, 

membership was in terms of lineages or clans.  Each lineage or clan belonged to one of two main 

divisions of the people, known as moieties.  Their moieties were named for the Wildcat, or Tuktum, 

and Coyote, or Istam.  Members of clans in one moiety had to marry into clans from the other 

moiety.  Individual clans had villages, or central places, and territories they called their own, for 

purposes of hunting game, and gathering raw materials for food, medicine, ritual, or tool use.  They 

interacted with other clans through trade, intermarriage, and ceremonies. 

 

Cahuilla subsistence was defined by the surrounding landscape and primarily based on the hunting 

and gathering of wild and cultivated foods, exploiting nearly all of the resources available in a highly 

developed seasonal mobility system.  They were adapted to the arid conditions of the desert floor, 

the lacustral cycles of Holocene Lake Cahuilla, and the environments of the nearby mountains.  

When the lake was full, or nearly full, the Cahuilla would take advantage of the resources presented 

by the body of fresh water, building elaborate stone fish traps.  Once the lake had desiccated, they 

relied on the available terrestrial resources.  The cooler temperatures and resources available at 

higher elevations in the nearby mountains were also taken advantage of. 

 

The Cahuilla diet included seeds, roots, wild fruits and berries, acorns, wild onions, piñon nuts, and 

mesquite and screw beans.  Medicinal plants such as creosote, California sagebrush, yerba buena and 

elderberry were typically cultivated near villages (Bean and Saubel 1972).  Common game animals 

included deer, antelope, big horn sheep, rabbits, wood rats and, when Holocene Lake Cahuilla was 

present, fish and waterfowl.  The Cahuilla hunted with throwing sticks, clubs, nets, traps, and snares, 

as well as bows and arrow (Bean 1978; CSRI 2002).  Common tools included manos and metates, 

mortars and pestles, hammerstones, fire drills, awls, arrow-straighteners, and stone knives and 

scrapers.  These lithic tools were made from locally sourced material as well as materials procured 

through trade or travel.  They also used wood, horn, and bone spoons and stirrers; baskets for 

winnowing, leaching, grinding, transporting, parching, storing, and cooking; and pottery vessels for 

carrying water, storage, cooking, and serving food and drink (ibid.).   

 

As the landscape defined their subsistence practices, the tending and cultivation practices of the 

Cahuilla helped shape the landscape.  Biological studies have recently found evidence that the fan 

palms found in the Coachella Valley and throughout the southeastern California desert 

(Washingtonia filifera) may not be relics of palms from a paleo-tropical environment, but instead a 

relatively recent addition brought to the area and cultivated by native populations (Anderson 2005).  

Cahuilla oral tradition tells of a time before there were palms in the area, and how the people, birds, 

and animals enjoyed the palm fruit once it had arrived (Bean and Saubel 1972).   

 

The planting of palms by the Cahuilla is well-documented, as is their enhancement of palm stands 

through the practice of controlled burning (Bean and Saubel 1972; Anderson 2005).  Burning palm 

stands would increase fruit yield dramatically by eliminating pests such as the palm borer beetle, 

date scales, and spider mites (Bean and Saubel 1972).  Firing palm stands prevented out-of-control 

wildfires by eliminating dead undergrowth before it accumulated to dangerous levels.  The Cahuilla 
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also burned stands of chia to produce higher yields, and deergrass to yield straighter, more abundant 

stalks for basketry (Bean and Saubel 1972; Anderson 2005).   

 

Population data prior to European contact is almost impossible to obtain, but estimates range from 

3,600 to as high as 10,000 persons covering a territory of over 2,400 square miles.  During the 19th 

century, the Cahuilla population was decimated as a result of European diseases, most notably 

smallpox, for which the Native peoples had no immunity.  Today, Native Americans of Pass or 

Desert Cahuilla heritage are mostly affiliated with one or more of the Indian reservations in and near 

the Coachella Valley, including Morongo, Agua Caliente, Cabazon, Torres Martinez, and Augustine.  

There has been a resurgence of traditional ceremonies in recent years, and the language, songs, and 

stories are now being taught to the youngest generations. 

 

Historic Context 

 

In 1823-1825, José Romero, José Maria Estudillo, and Romualdo Pacheco became the first noted 

European explorers to travel through the Coachella Valley when they led a series of expeditions in 

search of a route to Yuma (Johnston 1987:92-95).  Due to its harsh environment, few non-Indians 

ventured into the desert valley during the Mexican and early American periods, except those who 

traveled along the established trails.  The most important of these trails was the Cocomaricopa Trail, 

an ancient Indian trading route that was ñdiscoveredò in 1862 by William David Bradshaw and 

known after that as the Bradshaw Trail (Gunther 1984:71; Ross 1992:25).  In much of the Coachella 

Valley, this historic wagon road traversed a similar course to that of present-day State Route 111.  

During the 1860s-1870s, the Bradshaw Trail served as the main thoroughfare between coastal 

southern California and the Colorado River, until the completion of the Southern Pacific Railroad in 

1876-1877 brought an end to its heyday (Johnston 1987:185). 

 

Non-Indian settlement in the Coachella Valley began in the 1870s with the establishment of railroad 

stations along the Southern Pacific Railroad and spread further in the 1880s after public land was 

opened for claims under the Homestead Act, the Desert Land Act, and other federal land laws 

(Laflin 1998:35-36; Robinson 1948:169-171).  Farming became the dominant economic activity in 

the valley thanks to the development of underground water sources, often in the form of artesian 

wells.  Around the turn of the century, the date palm was introduced into the Coachella Valley, and 

by the late 1910s dates were the main agricultural crop and the tree an iconic image celebrating the 

region as the ñArabia of Americaò (Shields Date Gardens 1957).  Then, starting in the 1920s, a new 

industry featuring equestrian camps, resorts, hotels, and eventually country clubs began to spread 

throughout the Coachella Valley, transforming it into southern Californiaôs premier winter retreat. 

 

The modern community of Palm Desert is located in the general vicinity of Sand Hole, an unreliable 

water hole on the Cocomaricopa-Bradshaw Trail that has since vanished into obscurity (Johnston 

1987:120).  The community was founded in 1945-1946 by three brothers, Randall, Clifford, and Phil 

Henderson, who organized the Palm Desert Corporation to promote their new desert town (Gunther 

1984:373-374).  Following the footsteps of Palm Springs and other ñcove communitiesò along 

Highway 111, such as Rancho Mirage and La Quinta, Palm Desert soon joined the ranks of winter 

resort towns favored by the rich and famous of the era, characterized by country clubs and golf 

courses.  The Palm Desert post office was established in 1947, and in 1973, after four unsuccessful 

attempts, the community was officially incorporated as the 17th city in Riverside County (ibid.:374).  
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More recently, growth has been focused on new residential and commercial development, the latter 

concentrated mostly along the cityôs most widely used thoroughfares, State Route 111 and Interstate 

Highway 10.  

 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 

RECORDS SEARCH 

 

The historical/archaeological resources records search service for this study was provided by the 

Eastern Information Center (EIC) of the California Historical Resources Information System.  

During the records search, EIC staff examined maps and records on file for previously identified 

cultural resources and existing cultural resources reports within a one-mile radius of the project area.  

Previously identified cultural resources include properties designated as California Historical 

Landmarks, Points of Historical Interest, or Riverside County Historic Landmarks, as well as those 

listed in the National Register of Historic Places, the California Register of Historical Resources, or 

the California Historical Resources Inventory. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND RESEARCH 

 

Historical background research for this study was conducted by CRM TECH principal investigator/ 

historian Bai ñTomò Tang.  Sources consulted during the research included published literature in 

local and regional history, historical maps of the Palm Desert area, and aerial/satellite photographs of 

the project vicinity.  Among the maps consulted were U.S. General Land Office (GLO) land survey 

plat maps dated 1856 and USGS topographic maps dated 1904-1979, which are accessible at the 

websites of the U.S. Bureau of Land Management and the USGS.  The aerial and satellite images, 

taken between 1972 and 2021, are available at the websites of the Nationwide Environmental Title 

Research (NETR) Online, and through the Google Earth software. 

 

NATIVE AMERICAN PARTICIPATION  

 

On July 13, 2022, CRM TECH submitted a written request to the State of California Native 

American Heritage Commission (NAHC) for a records search in the commissionôs Sacred Lands 

File.  In the meantime, CRM TECH also contacted the nearby Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla 

Indians by electronic mail for information on potential Native American cultural resources in the 

project vicinity and to invite tribal participation in the archaeological field survey.  In light of AB 52 

requirement for future government-to-government consultations to be initiated by the City of Palm 

Desert, other Cahuilla tribes in and around the Coachella Valley region were not contacted during 

this study. 

 

FIELD SURVEY  

 

On August 15, 2022, CRM TECH archaeologist Daniel Ballester carried out the field survey of the 

project area with the assistance of Native American monitor Nicole Raslich of the Agua Caliente 

Band of Cahuilla Indians.  The survey was conducted on foot at an intensive level by walking a 

series of parallel north-south transects spaced 15 meters (approximately 50 feet) apart.  In this way, 
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the ground surface in the project area was systematically and closely examined for any evidence of 

human activities dating to the prehistoric or historic period (i.e., 50 years or older).  Ground visibility 

was excellent (80-100%) due to lack of any significant vegetation growth on the property.  

 

 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

 

RECORDS SEARCH 

 

According to EIC records, the project area had not been surveyed systematically for cultural 

resources prior to this study, and no cultural resources had been recorded within or adjacent to its 

boundaries.  Outside of project boundaries but within the one-mile scope of the records search, EIC 

records indicate over 30 previous studies completed between 1978 and 2018 on various tracts of land 

and linear features, including an adjacent property to the northeast carried out by CRM TECH in 

2013.  These past studies identified four historical/archaeological sites and two isolates (i.e., 

localities with less than three artifacts) within the one-mile radius, as listed in Table 1.   

 

One of these known cultural resources was prehistoric in origin.  Isolate 33-012698, discovered over 

half a mile to the south, consisted of two artifacts, a single Tezon brownware sherd and a granitic 

mano fragment.  The other five cultural resources dated to the historic period, including the Southern 

Pacific (now Union Pacific) Railroad, the San Cayetano (Bell) Ranch, the site of the Thousand 

Palms dry camp and siding, and various refuse items.  None of these seven localities were found in 

the immediate vicinity of the current project area, the nearest ones being nearly a half-mile away 

along the Union Pacific Railroad.  With no potential to receive any impact from the project as 

proposed, none of these sites or isolates require further consideration during this study. 

 
Table 1.  Previously Recorded Cultural Resources within the Scope of the Records Search 

Resource No. Recorded by Description 

33-003439 Arkush 1990; Ashkar et al. 1999 Site of Thousand Palms dry camp and siding 

33-005619 Warner 1982 San Cayetano (Bell) Ranch, 1932 

33-009498 Various Southern Pacific Railroad 

33-012698 Doan and Hogan 1993 Isolate: brownware sherd and granitic mano fragment 

33-015432 Eckhardt 2006 Isolate: blue glass insulator  

33-024269 Goodwin 2015 Glass fragment scatter 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND R ESEARCH 

 

Historical sources consulted for this study yielded no evidence of any settlement or development 

activities within or adjacent to the project area throughout the historic period (Figs. 6-9).  Prior to the 

completion of the Southern Pacific Railroad in 1876-1877, no human-made features of any kind 

were known to be present in the project vicinity (Figs. 6, 7).  By the mid-20th century, the extensive 

agricultural activities had become evident at the Bar Bell Ranch to the northeast of the project 

location, across the Southern Pacific Railroad and U.S. Highway 60/70/99, the forerunner of todayôs 

Interstate Highway 10 (Figs. 8, 9).   

 

By the early 1970s, scattered residential development began to emerge to the southwest of the 

project location, while farming operations continued at least into the mid-1990s, mostly to the north  
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Figure 5.  Previous cultural resources studies within the scope of the records search, listed by EIC file number.  Location 

of historical/archaeological resources are not shown as a protective measure.   

 


