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Noel Crickmer Photo
Adobe house at Burks Ranch in Borrego Valley, as it appeared in 1937, was nucleus
for what was to become La Casa del Zorro.

By Lois von Voigtlander

Much of the history of the development
of Borrego Valley is contained, literally,
within the walls of La Casa del Zorro.

The first structure, in 1937, was a simple
adobe ranch house. Subsequently, it was
turned into a small resort, and through
more than three decodes of remodeling,
first as the Desert Lodge then as La Casa
del Zorro, not all of the original structure
was obliterated.

Adobe walls and beams of the ranch
house still form part of the lobby and
lounge of the modern, elegant hostelry as
improvement and expansion continue.

From the beginning, this historic land-
holding was developed by men who had
faith in the future of this desert valley.

One of these men, Noel Crickmer of El

Cajon, during o recent visit added many
details of the history of La Casa and
recalled names of those who had come to
the desert for vacation and recreation.

The Crickmers visited Borrego in 1936
and returned to Del Mar where Crickmer
was manager of the Del Mar Hotel. He was
full of enthusiasm for this valley and the
fascinating friendly folk they had met.
Everyone, it seems, offered lodging, food,
conversation and something to keep away
snake bites.

Crickmer ultimately purchased what. was
the old Burks Ranch.

"The unfinished building," he said, "was
slowly turned into @ commercial establish-
ment."

The Crickmers named it The Desert



lodge. The uncompleted buildings were
converted to suit o resort purpose.

Crickmer remarked that Dona Burks,
builder of the ranch, was also an early
developer of Palm Springs. "He could
foresee what the desert might become "
said Crickmer.

"Harry Woods, then developing Borrego,
interested Burks in this valley. Burks
acquired property, and then explored the
agricultural possibilities and the valley's
potential for a recreational and residential
future,” he said.

Fanning out as far as the eye could see
were vistas of extroordinary beauty un-
sullied by homes, roads and signs. But even
then the few residents complained because
agricultural activities had stirred up the
good earth, causing erosion and sand
storms,

Burks' method of building his original
ranch was to use an inside form against
which was poured a scil and cement mix of
adobe held in place with rocks. The bottom
of the form was wide, sloping to 10 inches
at the top, Then a bond beam for rafters
was fashioned.

Much of the original adobe and hand-
hewn rafters remain in La Casa del Zorro,
adding o quaint and authentic touch to the
present building.

When Crickmer took over the ranch it
consisted of the main house, o large and a
small room and a lean-to kitchen. The
kitchen was torn down and replaced with a
lorger more workable space later.

There was an engine house and two
uncomplieted restrooms. A room was
created beneath @ water tank and a bath
was added te a smail redwood house
formerly occupied by a caretaker,

Shortly thereafter, The Desert Lodge was
in business. By Thanksgiving Day, 17 guests
were dining on turkey from “old Mac's”
Turkey Ranch to the north,

With the arrival of the Crickmers the
population of Borrego Springs zoomed to 25
persons.

"The veiley wasn't dead," said Crickmer,
"It waos lifeless.”

Early residents included the Ed Duvalls
whao ran the Borego Store, Tommy Davis, Al
Mathis, Keith Ritchie, Bud Henry, a Dr. and
Mrs. Church and of course Doc and Mrs. Al
Beatty — without which no Borrego account
would be complete.

Tommy Davis helped start the Ensign
Ranch, now Borrego Springs Park, where
they grew alfalfa, daotes and kept a herd of
cows. Up at Tub Canyon, Fred Lanz
cultivated tomatoes.

Crickmer digressed to discuss how Tub
Canyon was named. In the eariy days cattle
roamed freely in the valley. They were
especially partial to wild flowers in the
spring.

Large tubs cut in half had been piaced in
the canyon to catch water for the cattle
from streams. The tubs remained in place
tar years, long enough to name the canyon,
but are now gone.

Ranche de Anza, up Coyote Canyon,
cultivated grapes. The old Briniger Ranch,
now disappeared, grew delicious grapefruit
and figs.

“"Along about this time," said Crickmer,
"county supervisors were urged to build a
better road into the valley.

"According to the supervisors, the road
would lead nowhere and they objected to
spending money on a useless, desoclate
area,” he said.

Eventually Borregans had an opportunity
to choose whether the narrow road over
Yaqui Pass or the one that crossed San
Felipe Wash would be rebuiit. The burning
question was resolved by placing a ballot
box in the old Borego Store. Yaqui Pass
won.

Work was slow. It was not until the start
of World War Il that brought Army units
here to train for the African campaign that
the work was expedited by the service.

Also under heated discussion around the
cracker barrel in the store along about mail
time was the correct spelling of "Borrego.”
It had been spelled with one "r" for years.

Doc Beatty recalled "Borego” meant the
name of @ mountain sheep in Spanish, the
kind of sheep with the curly horns which



still roams the surrounding hills of the
valley. Research picked up the fact that
"Borego" referred to the forage the sheep
ate — not the animal itself.

“In ony event,” Crickmer said as he
smiled, "the two R's did become official and
have been ever since. The only hold out
wos the Borego Store, which refused to
change."”

The sign is still there, mute testimony to
early pioneer days of the valley when
hopes and dreams were rampant and not
oll of them came true.

No man worked harder to bring the
valley to life, according to Crickmer, than
Harry Woods, the great deeply tanned oak
of @ man who was Fred Woods' father.,
Woods has a realty office in Borrego.

By 1920 a small community had func-
tioned here with an active Chamber of
Commerce. There was little work and not
enough clientele to keep businessmen
here.

Mrs. Milo Porter, who later moved to

Julian, was the first chamber secretary.
Crickmer talked a lot about the Beatty's,
whose first ranch was in Coyote Canyon,
There Beatty had o salad ond produce
garden ond cattle. One day o cowboy
checking cattle found Mrs. Beatty alone and
with a broken leg. The cowboy set the leg
and then waited until Beatty returned from
a trip before moving on.

On another occasion Beatty had broken a
wheel on his wagon in the vicinity of the old
Borrego Spring. While digging in the sand
he uncovered a fine silver crucifix of a type
used by early Spanish missionaries. Fred
Woeods has a picture of Doc holding the relic
that is still in the Beatty family.

Later, Beatty built @ ranch at Molina
Verde, now a part of the Aero-O-asis
complex which earlier was the motel where
Mearlon Brandon once stayed while filming
"The Young Lions." The original fireplace of
the Beatty farm home is the base of a
present day barbecue.

Mail in early days came into the valley

Noel Crickmer Photo
By 1940 at the former Desert Lodge additional adobe structures provided four
more guest rooms.
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Guests at Desert Lodge in 1946 enjoyed leisure in patio ringed by rock wall on
north side of main building.

three times a week by a circuitous route.
The route traversed Chuparosa Canyon,
crossed Jackass Flats and wound over the
high reaches of Tub Canyon through the
eastern slope of Montezuma Valley to
Ranchita.

Parts of the route could be traversed by
horseback. The rest was footslogging over
a trail.

Mrs. Beatty frequently carried the mail
enduring both summer’s heat and winter's
chilled winds over the pass.

Ultimately the mail was delivered to the
Borego Store,

Crickmer is an ardent admirer of the
Borrego pioneer woman, one of our earliest
settlers, Frances Beatty, according to Crick-
mer, was of Indian extraction and not only
a friend to the Crickmers and many others,
but a source of inspiration and admiration
as well. It was Doc Beatty who interested
Alta DuVall, o new bride and Los Angeles
school teacher, in collecting Indian ar-
tifacts.

Now 30 years later, Mrs. DuVall's
collection is enviable and her knowledge of
the desert is enhanced by hundreds of trips
to the desert outback.

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, the word
had spread and news of The Desert Lodge
brought guests flocking to the lodge.

The Crickmers had their hands full,
coping with guests and emergency break-
downs, power failures and crucial
decisions,

Happily, their guests were able to bend
with the desert willow ond accepted
conditions as they found them.

The Crickmers made lifelong friends of
guests who later became well known in the
cultural, business and civic milieu of San
Diego.

Among the first guests at The Desert
Lodge in 1939 was Tom Sefton, who came
down weekends with enough arms and
ammunition to equip @ small army.

Sefton, who is now president of the San
Diego Trust & Savings Bank, and his guests






