The Great Date Escape

A retreat to the middle of the desert is more quenching than you can imagine.

By Kate Silver

The unpaved, one-lane road down the hill is steep and windy enough that my first attempt out here, to China Ranch in Tecopa, California, I turned around and went home. 

That was years ago, and I was out for a weekend drive, exploring what lies within the heat-waves of Death Valley. I’d heard about China Ranch Date Farm, in the Amargosa Valley, and decided it would be a fun little adventure. Until I calculated the grade of the hill, the recent rains and the abilities of my “city car,” as Tecopa locals call it — sports car, as we city dwellers say. 

Though the curiosity never left, it was years until I returned. I’d read about Ranch House Inn, a bed and breakfast down there, and decided it was the perfect excuse to go back — accompanied, this time, and in a more capable car.

Located halfway (albeit a very rural halfway) between Las Vegas and Los Angeles, in a rustic area of California’s Inyo County, the lush, green surroundings of China Ranch come as a surprise. It’s pastoral, despite the barren and dehydrated backdrop. Fed by Willow Spring, this is a lush oasis, with a trickling creek, pomegranate and olive trees and, of course, hundreds of date trees. 

Despite the name, there’s nothing that feels particularly Asian about the ranch. Turns out it derives from a Chinese man named Ah Foo, who’d worked for years in the borax mines. Sometime after 1850, he moved here and grew fruits and vegetables and animals and sold the food to nearby miners. Sometime around 1900, a white man either purchased the land from Ah Foo or ran him off — stories vary. 

Pulling into the dirt lot of the inn feels like coming home. About two hours from Vegas, this darling house, with windows framed in scalloped pink wood, looks friendly and welcoming, surrounded by thick grass and shady trees, with lawn chairs set out, ready for a nighttime bonfire. Inside, my name is written in chalk on the door, as I’m greeted by Cynthia Kienitz, and her bluish dog, Blue. 

Smiling, wise and compact, Cynthia wears a muumuu that she sewed herself, talks about the non-profit she’s begun (oldspanishtrail.org), and lets advice flow freely, about life, love, work. She’s like a cartoon character, of the desert superhero variety. (“I am a cartoon character,” she laughs, when I tell her that later. “I’m Mabel. Death Valley Mabel.”). 

She lives alone here, and has for 7 years, since she quit her interior design business in Vegas and Chicago and headed for the mud hills. “I’m just one of those natural-born desert rats,” she shrugs. “And I wanted to be in the natural world and out of the rat race.” 

That’s an understatement, standing from where we are, in this four-bedroom bed and breakfast, surrounded by acres of what some would call nothing. And Cynthia’s fine with that. If you don’t like nature and a taste of communal living, there’s not much for you here. 

But for those who see the beauty, the hiking trails, the chickens who roam the property, the birdwatching, the relaxing, it’s a glorious spot. 

I walk around the property, swatting the horseflies (referred to by townsfolk as “blood-sucking horseflies” or “flesh-ripping horseflies”), following a trail by three rudimentary graves. They’re marked by crude headstones, straight out of “Bonanza.” Just beyond the graves is a bright red octagon — a stop sign, but with Arabic letters. I ask Cynthia about this, expecting a reverent account of Ah Foo, or something. 

“Props,” she says. Turns out they were left behind after the movie “The Sum of All Fears” was filmed here. 

Happy to give me a taste of Tecopa, Cynthia offers to take me on a tour. We hop into her truck and head back up the hill, driving about three miles to the Tecopa proper. The town has between 50 and 100 residents (depends on who you talk to), and it’s about like any small town in America, except for the fact that it’s in the middle of the desert. 

Like any small town, each person has a particular reputation, and the nicknames start to fly. I hear tales about “the activist,” ‘the artist,” “the highest paid person in town,” “Almost-Dead Wally,” “One-Legged Willy,” “the Vietnam Vet who’s still protesting the war.” We drive by trailers with tires on the roofs (“It’s a green practice. You put tires up there so the roof doesn’t knock around in the wind.”); past bottle walls with some parts in disrepair; around a home that’s lined by old refrigerators that a woman has started to put stucco on, forming a recycled wall; past “black dog corner,” where the black dogs who live there will chase passing cars (if they’re not following around their owner, who toots through town in her golf cart). 

We pull into Pastels Bistro, the only restaurant in town. Ryan Muccio, who’s the teenaged son of owner John Muccio (formerly of Mama Jo’s in Las Vegas) rushes out to kiss Cynthia on the cheek and lead us inside. We join some of Cynthia’s friends for a delicious dinner (chicken adobo), and the residents try to paint a picture of what Tecopa’s like. Karen, who runs the massage business in town, begins listing the frequently asked questions she gets, and the others join in. “How did you get to Tecopa?” “Do you live here alone?” “What do you do for entertainment?” 

At that, I interrupt. “What DO you do for entertainment?” 

The whole table bursts into laughter. “THIS,” they say. 

“I’m playing cards,” adds Cynthia. 

Paul, who lives in the house with the bottle wall, tries to shed some light. 

“People come here for two reasons. They either come here to lose themselves, or to find themselves.”

After hours of talking and enjoying a dessert of ricotta cheese and coffee powder (it was so good I’m salivating thinking about it), Cynthia and I announce that we’re heading to the inn. Ten o’clock feels late out here, one valley’s distance from Death Valley, where you learn to get things done between the hours of 6 and 8 in the morning. 

As we leave, our fellow diners request that I don’t write anything good about Tecopa. They don’t really want their town to be “discovered” or changed. They like it like this. 

We retire to the B&B, but not before staring up at the sky. It has dimensions out here, away from light pollution and city living. The Milky Way stands out, stars twinkle, and the entire scene is a dizzying reminder of how small we are. 

In the morning, Blue, the dog, takes me on a tour of the date fields. In 1920, the date groves were planted by Vonola Modine, who was the daughter of RJ Fairbanks, one of Death Valley’s pioneers. The trees produce about 300 pounds of fruit each year, some of which are turned into date shakes, cookies and bread and sold in the gift shop. I wander around the serene trees, and see the signs for Dayri, the Halawy, the Khadrawy and the Barhi dates from Iraq, the Medjool from Morocco, Hayany from Egypt, Deglett noor from Algeria, Honey dates, which are an American variety, and many China Ranch hybrids. They hang in rich bunches from the date palm trees, like jewels from a woman’s ears. 

When I’m ready to turn back, I clap my leg to signal to Blue, breaking the natural silence. A whooshing suddenly fills the air, as a fleet of dark vultures takes flight from a date tree, heading for the nearby hills. Blue barks at them, protectively. This, I think, is solitude. Beautiful solitude. 

Cynthia and I get back in the truck and drive to Shoshone, a town just a few miles north. We pass through Tecopa again, past the mineral bath houses that the town is known for (summer, when I’m here, isn’t their season) and through the wetlands fed by springs, past salt flats and ancient lake beds, between mud hills that look like sleeping monsters. 

“I think the real treasure here, it’s called the ‘view shed,’” says Cynthia. “This is the same view people would have seen 10,000 or 20,000 years ago.” She looks around, smiling, as if this time is still as special as the first time. 

We arrive at Café C’est Si Bon, a charming little green house advertising “Wireless Internet” that smells like incense and feels like a metaphysical bookstore. We’re greeted by the owner, David Washum, who’s also a partner in Bistro Pastels. He serves us unrivaled crepes stuffed with spinach and havarti cheese and topped with sweet paprika. As we digest, we wander around the property, checking out the greenhouse David is building, so he can grow all of his own vegetables, and say hi to Pizza, his potbellied pig. 

Then, it’s back to the inn, past a bulletin board that announces star parties and updates inquiring minds about the status of a resident who’d recently become sick; around “black dog corner,” and beyond the bottle fences and refrigerator walls to the steep driveway leading to the bright greenery of China Ranch. 

By now, I no longer think twice about the grade to get down there, and I don’t consider the work that awaits me when I get home. Out here, it’s easy to live in the moment. To look at birds and bugs in wonder, to taste the difference between a Honey date and a Medjool, to savor a date shake. Life just feels different out here, surrounded by independent, hardy people who’ve left the “normal” world behind, in exchange for this tiny town whose charm is camouflaged from those who aren’t truly looking for it.  

Getting there

Take Interstate 15 South to highway 160. Go west (toward Pahrump) to Old Spanish Trail Highway. Go west on Old Spanish Trail Highway to Furnace Creek Road, turn left. Follow the signs to China Ranch; 760 852-4360, ranchhouseinn.com.

Where to do: Hike, birdwatch, rock climb, bike, relax, soak in the towns hot springs and star gaze at the Inn. Wander around the surrounding date farm and visit the date gift shop for tasty treat. Be sure and notice the seeming historic graves and Arabic stop sign near the gift shop. They were left behind by the movie crew of The Sum of All Fears, which was filmed here. (760) 852-4415, chinaranch.com. 

Where to eat: Pastels Bistro in Tecopa. The menu (and sometimes hours) change daily, which is half the fun of eating here. Café C’est Si Bon is located in Shoshone, Highway 127 #118. (760) 852-4307. The crepes here will leave you wanting more. Plus, there’s Internet access — a rarity around these parts.
