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Introduction
The 2016 annual Desert Symposium (DS) is the 30th 
anniversary of the “First Annual Lake Manix Arm 
Chair Field Trip and Air Conditioned Expedition 
(LMFTAACE)” group (Adams pers. comm. 1989). 
What follows is a brief history of how we moved 
from that informal gathering through some growing 
pains; everyone had trouble remembering what the 
unpronounceable MDQRC stood for, to our present DS 
Zzyzx meetings. The initial intent of that first meeting 
was to provide an opportunity for discussion among 
researchers interested in the Pleistocene of the Mojave 
Desert (Budinger pers. comm. 1985, Appendix 1). 
Besides, during the summer months no one really wanted 
to do field work anyway.

In the summer of 1985, Bob Adams and 
friends organized an ‘Air Conditioned Arm 
Chair Field Trip’ to share information about 
current work in the Mojave Desert. From this 
informal meeting in the recreational room 
of Bob’s apartment grew the Mojave Desert 
Quaternary Research Center. The second 
“Arm Chair” session (Appendix 2, 3) was held 
at the George C. Page Museum of Rancho La 
Brea Discoveries in Los Angeles, followed by a 
series of meetings in which the Mojave Desert 
Quaternary Research Center [MDQRC] was 
organized and an advisory board and steering 
committee was formed. By 1987, with the 
support of the San Bernardino County Museum 
and its Association, MDQRC became a formal 
organization, headquartered at the Museum in 
Redlands. —from Jefferson and Adams (1996), 
celebrating the 10th anniversary.

Over the past 30 years the MDQRC and Symposium 
morphed into the DS. In 2001 the meetings moved from 
the San Bernardino County Museum (SBCM) to the 
Desert Studies Center at Zzyzx.

History
In June of 1985, Fred Budinger sent me the following 
letter: 

I am sounding out people about the possibility 
of holding a discussion group/research strategy 
session (bull session) on Manix Basin geology, 
geomorphology, archaeology etc. The summer 
is too hot for field work but it might be a good 
time to get together and discuss who has done 
what, who is planning to do what, etc. I’m 
thinking of just a small group ---- Sunday, 
August 25.” (Budinger pers. comm. 1985). 

This first meeting was hosted by Bob Adams, and as 
I recall there was a tub full of cold beers available as 
needed. The meeting was well attended by both students 
and professionals from a spectrum of schools, museums 
and government agencies (Adams 1985, Budinger pers. 
comm. 2015).

About 0.00005% of the Quaternary has passed 
since the informal get-together last August. 
This time the locale for the air-conditioned 
expedition is the Page Museum and the date 
is Saturday, August 23rd; the time 9:00 A.m.” 
(Adams and Budinger pers. comm. 1986). 

The second meeting was held in the classroom at 
Page Museum. Quite unfortunately we didn’t have the 
tub of cold beers. I am now convinced that this had 
something to do with deciding that the group should be 
more organized, have a board or steering committee and 
a program for the next meeting, and present papers and 
publish the proceedings. We also decided to meet closer 
to the desert than in Los Angeles or Bob’s place in the 
San Fernando Valley, and selected the San Bernardino 
County Museum as a suitable location. The SBCM 
offered its facilities (see Greismer below), and The Friends 
of Calico also made space available at the Calico Early 
Man Site for a field studies center, equipped with maps 
and library materials.
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Also in 1985, Bob Reynolds organized the Cajon Pass 
to Manix Lake: Geological Investigations Along Interstate 
15 field trip (Reynolds, 1985). In many respects this 
SBCM Association Special Publication was the precursor 
to the present DS publications. It included a descriptive 
road log with stops written by Bob and a collection of 
invited papers on relevant sites and topics. Bob’s 1985 
trip and paper served as a pattern for the fledgling group, 
and our DS volumes still follow this format. A second 
field trip volume: Geology Around the Margins of the 
Eastern San Bernardino Mountains, followed in 1986 
(Kooser and Reynolds 1986). Three years later a field 
trip was added to the annual meeting program of the 
MDQRC.

Our third meeting, in 1987, was held in the 
SBCM auditorium and was called the Mojave Desert 
Quaternary Research Symposium (MDQRS). For the 
first time, we had a program and participants presented 
actual research papers, not just the informal results of 
the past season’s field work. The proceedings of that 

meeting, with the theme of Quaternary History of the 
Mojave Desert, were published in an SBCM Quarterly. 
The topics ranged from geology to paleontology and 
archaeology, and the presenters ranged from students 
through seasoned professionals from institutions 
scattered across California.

In 1987 the organization was officially named the 
Mojave Desert Quaternary Research Center. As Allen 
Greismer, then Director of the SBCM, outlined at the 
first formal gathering in 1987, the goals of the MDQRC 
were: 

1. To organize and hold at the Museum 
an annual formal symposium each spring, 
preferably the third week of May. 2. Organize 
and hold an annual workshop and field trip 
each fall, site to be determined annually. 3. 
To provide tangible resources in the form of 
cooperative collections, library, site files, and 
limited facilities (laboratory/office space). 4. To 
offer the potential for publication of research 

in both a semi-popular 
and scholarly format. 5. 
To provide a computerized 
listing and storage for 
unpublished literature in all 
relevant disciplines including 
field notes, photographs, 
and indexes of aerial 
photographs.

At that time the MDQRC 
consisted of a secondhand 
4-drawer file cabinet located 
in Bob Reynold’s office in the 
basement of the Museum.

By 1988, we had attracted 
folks from out-of-state, and had 
merged with the biannual Anza-
Borrego Desert Foundation 
symposium on the Value of the 
Desert. We also added an evening 
speaker (Harris 1988), and a 
second day of talks.

In 1989, following Bob 
Reynolds’ 1985 template (Kooser 
and Reynolds 1986, Reynolds 
1989), a field trip road log and 
associated papers were added 
to the annual symposium Mojave Desert Quaternary Times 1985
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publications. This appeared as a separate SBCM 
Association Special Paper, prepared in conjunction 
with the MDQRS. The Abstracts and Proceedings of 
the meeting were still in a separate SBCM Association 
Quarterly. The proceedings (see 1990 MDQRC/
MDQRS Program) averaged about 30 presented papers. 
Registration for the two day meeting in 1990 was $5.

In 1993 the MDQRS and the Desert Studies 
Consortium Symposium (DSCS) meetings were jointly 
held at the SBCM and co-sponsored. This worked well 
for both groups. The DSCS had met in conjunction 
with the Southern California Academy of Sciences. 
The Academy meetings focused on marine topics, not 
the desert. The name of this new conference was the 
Desert Research Symposium (DRS). Meetings were 
held under this name until 2000, when it was shortened 
to the Desert Symposium (DS). By this time the group 
had expanded to include not only archaeology/history, 
geology, and paleontology but also all of the biological 
sciences.

Bob Adams died in 1995, 10 years 
after the first “Arm Chair” meeting 
(Jefferson and Adams 1996). In his 
honor, the DS instituted the Bob and 
Bobbe Adams Award for the Best 
Student Paper. The award was first 
presented at the DS in 2004 (Presch 
pers. comm. 2015). It is unfortunate 
that none of our biology students 
have followed up on Bob’s ground 
breaking research into the ecology 
of the elusive Subterranus mojavensis 
(Adams 1989).

The year 2000 was a time of 
change, and not just to the new 
century. Transition from SBCM 
to the California Desert Studies 
Consortium, Desert Studies Center 
at Zzyzx had been under discussion. 
Gerry Sherba of California State 
University San Bernardino, Bill 
Presch of California State University 
Fullerton and the newly appointed 
Director of the Desert Studies Center 
at Zzyzx, and Bob Reynolds of LSA 
worked together that year, setting up 
plans to move the DRS to the heart of 
the Mojave Desert at Zzyzx. Planning 
and logistics for the meeting, then 

reaching an attendance of 100+ participants, was 
ongoing in 2000. This was the last year that the group 
met at the SBCM.

The first meeting of the new DS was held at Zzyzx in 
2001. Since that time, the organization has continued to 
grow, and recent attendance numbers are challenging the 
Zzyzx facilities. Maybe we should start selling admission 
tickets? At 335 pages, the 2015 DS Field Guide and 
Proceedings was more than ten times the early page 
count and over twice that of most of the more recent 
editions.

Throughout the history of the MDQRC/DRS/DS, 
USGS geologists have conducted mapping projects in the 
Mojave Desert, and have participated in the symposiums 
and field trips on a regular basis. The DS and particularly 
Bob Reynolds’ efforts are now legendary. “This has 
inspired USGS geologists to help and lead field trips, 
organize themes for the talks, and help guide the DS, by 
contributing two members to the Steering Committee” 
(Miller pers. comm. 2015).

2nd Annual Meeting Announcement
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Memorable events and stories

“The 2008 trip to Blythe and Salton Sea started 
with a stop near Amboy, which was up rough 
roads to an outcrop of the Bouse Formation. 
[From there to Blythe] a total 
of 9 flat tires resulted (but of 
course none for yours truly, 
who led that trip stop and 
warned folks not to spin their 
tires on the sharp rocks). 
We limped to Blythe [a few 
long after dark], with some 
folks using a wrong-size spare 
from someone else’s vehicle... 
anything with the right 
number of lug nuts because 
it was the 2nd flat for that 
vehicle. The Blythe tire shops 
open Sunday morning had 
lots of business” (Miller pers. 
comm. 2015). 

In defense, Bob replies “I always encourage 
desert travelers to carry two spare tires.” (Reynolds 
pers. comm. 2015).

On a more personal note, an evening 
presentation by Ted Fay on the history of the 
Tonopah and Tidewater Railroad (T&TRR) cost 
me tens of thousands of dollars. Inspired by Ted’s 
talk, I now have (still a work in progress) a model 
railroad patterned after the T&TRR in a stand-
alone building behind my garage.

Dave Miller recalls: 

The 2015 trip, late in the afternoon of Day 
1, I led a stop that involved driving down 
a major wash south of Alvord Mountain. 
We posted guards at tortoises encountered 
along the route, and found several more out 
foraging near where we stopped to walk along 
outcrops. A total of 7 were seen in an area of 
perhaps 4 square km. For several desert lovers, 
it was their first sighting and for all it was a 
record number in such a small area on a single 
day.” (Miller pers. comm. 2015).
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Appendix 2. Desert Symposium, the start

Prehistory of what is today the annual Desert 
Symposium at Zzyzx

Fred E. Budinger, Jr., RPA
Archaeologist, 7010 Barton Street San Bernardino, CA 92404

During my tenure as the Site Curator at the Calico 
Early Man Site, I met people who were interested 
in desert studies of various disciplines. Many were 
geologists; others were zoologists and botanists. I often 
told them that they should contact such-and-such a 
person, who shared very similar interests. The idea 
evolved that there should be a way and a venue to gather 
together professional and avocational scholars for a 
“beer-and-pretzel” gab-fest. I was thinking of old-time 
college bull sessions, not organized and not the formal 
annual meetings of the Southern California Academy 
of Sciences. I was already working with people from 
Caltech, USGS, and USC etc. I was always impressed 
at how eager they were to share their knowledge and 
enthusiasm about features and phenomena peculiar to 
the central Mojave Desert.

The first person I told was R. A. “Bob” Adams. Bob 
had driven into the Calico Site one very rainy winter 
day. He had been washed out of his studies in Afton 
Canyon. We talked for hours about Calico per se and 
other interesting features in the area, especially those of 
Quaternary age. Bob continued coming out to Calico, 
especially in calmer weather. After about a year or so, I 
told Bob about my idea of inviting other “Desert 
Rats” to an informal bull session. Bob, who had 
studied geology at UCLA, until studies were 
interrupted by WWII (during which he worked 
as an aerial photo interpreter) was immediately 
interested in such a gab-fest.

My idea was to pick a month that was too hot 
for field work and have an “air-conditioned” field 
trip. My growing Rolodex file at Calico already 
held many names of people who might consider 
getting together – as long as it wasn’t formal 
and constraining. Bob suggested that he could 
probably get the use of the recreation building 
at his apartment complex in Encino. I quickly 
agreed to the venue. Most of the folks I had 
thought of inviting were from the LA–Orange 
County and Inland Empire areas. Attracting 
them to a large building with air–conditioning 
would be easier than getting them out to Barstow 
(during the hot summer). I worked up a mailer 

and selected names for a first mailing list. We would 
meet in August 1985 in Encino.

The “bull session” came off well. Attendance was 
good. People got to know each other. They shared 
particulars of their individual disciplines. It wasn’t a 
free for all. We spoke one at time, but interrupted with 
questions and comments freely. We all recognized the 
value of interdisciplinary perspectives. I was pleasantly 
surprised at how major scholars spoke to the lesser 
accomplished attendees. All were true educators. They 
were not put off that some in attendance were still 
young and without long resumes of publications. It was 
wonderful. It was much more than I had envisioned in 
my mind’s eye.

We could have talked all night, but that wasn’t 
practical, given individual schedules. I proposed that 
we meet again the following year. Most agreed. The 
following year Bob Adams couldn’t get the use of his 
rec-room. The gathering was hosted by George Jefferson 
at the Page Museum, La Brea Tar Pits in L.A.

The third year, we moved out to the San Bernardino 
County Museum. We had big plans to establish a center 
(library) and name it the MDQRC (Mojave Desert 
Quaternary Research Center). 

After being at the San Bernardino County Museum 
for many years, MDQRC was moved to Zzyzx (Soda 
Springs) and renamed the Desert Symposium, with 
the administrative help and management of Cal State 
Fullerton, especially Bill Presch.

The Lake Manix Task Force. This drawing by Dan Taylor summarized the 
mid-1980s perceived state of knowledge about the Pleistocene record of the 
central Mojave Desert. It first appeared in The Friends of Calico Newsletter and 
was adopted by Bob Adams and others, and a later version includes a pennant, 
attached to the ladder, titled The Lake Manix Task Force.


