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Chiriaco Summit: Success by Love in the Desert 
 

A California business history by Mary Contini Gordon 
Story Consultant: Margit Rusche Chiriaco 
	
Contact:  Mary Contini Gordon, m.gordon2@cox.net, 520-792-1843.  Photos available upon 
request. 
 
“Wine was free but we had to pay for water.” Joe Chiriaco and his thirteen siblings would hear 
this from their Italian immigrant father from time to time as he recounted his ocean journey to 
America from Italy. Little did Joe know he would make a life and livelihood where water was 
truly scarce and where the fight for it would be ongoing. 
 
Chiriaco Summit is the historical account of a California desert oasis founded by a son and 
daughter of immigrants (Italian Joe Chiriaco and his Norwegian wife, Ruth Bergseid) starting in 
the late 1920s up to today. It is a story of pioneer family values, foresight, and fortitude—all of 
which combined to overcome prejudices and to beat the odds of any small family business to 
survive to the fourth generation. 
 
The story starts in the face of no water, no power, no phones, and rudimentary dirt roads. It is 
told integrating the effects of its historical backdrops on individuals and on the oasis that came to 
be known as Chiriaco Summit—backdrops including the building of aqueducts, highways, 
World War II military camps; national park lands, and memorials. The story plays out through 
economic, social, political upheavals and through times of prosperity. And yes, there were family 
dynamics. As the story unfolds, the reader will see why success came and endured in spite of 
them. 
 
The 24/7 challenges are lightened with the courtship of two feisty lovers, the frolicking of 
children and teenagers in the desert, the youthful energy of a new generation of industrious 
immigrants, and the juxtaposition of some very imposing personalities including General 
Patton’s interactions with Joe Chiriaco. 
 
In addition to many interviews and archival searches, research for this book includes visiting and 
living on site several times and an eight-mile all-day hike with bouldering in Joshua Tree 
National Park to find the pipes and water sources from the 1930s.  Found--and increased 
admiration for what our pioneer forebears achieved! 
 
Dr. Gordon’s credentials, specific to this book, include experience and expertise in business 
leadership, innovation, and organization development. Her former book, TIQ SLO’W, the 
biography of Chumash leader, Charlie Cooke, is a leadership story which also chronicles the 
American Indian Movement along with the development of the Santa Monica Mountains 
National Recreation Area. It is currently at major museums, some California park sites, some 
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California book stores, on Amazon, and is being used at UCLA in the upper division Native 
American Studies program.   
 
Margit Chiriaco Rusche is CEO of Joseph L. Chiriaco, Inc.  She is also an artist and very active 
community leader in the counties of Riverside, and San Bernardino, California. Chiriaco Summit 
is an immediate exit off the I-10 between Blythe and Indio in California.   
http://www.chiriacosummit.com/ 
 
Chiriaco Summit will be ready for release to a publisher in late 2016 or early 2017. 
 
  


