Borrego

By Christopher Oleata

     It’s an easy drive out Interstate 8 and through El Cajon. The freak snowstorm lines the road and blankets the hills in a rare layer of white. I tell stories of history and geology as my girlfriend and I make our way towards Jacumba and the Desert Tower. It’s always dramatic when you get the first views of the Imperial Valley as the highway goes over the top and down 4000 feet to the desert floor.

     Soon we pass the town of Ocotillo and are on the S-2 going north above the Carrizo Badlands. Our goal is the campground of Bow Willow with new bathrooms and wooden sunshades. It’s a great place to camp but it is full so we continue just a mile up the road to Pygmy Grove and the Mountain Palm Springs Campground. Luckily we find a site among the motorhomes, old vans and cacti. It doesn’t take long to set up our tent and by 12:30 we are on a hike.

     It is warm and sunny on a trail towards palm groves where water miraculously flows over the desert sand. Green grasses are everywhere, just weeks before blooming with millions of flowers. We arrive at Pygmy Grove and rest below the tall old palms with blackened trunks from fires long ago. Their blackness contrasts strangely with their blue palms, the white granite sand and the silvery blue sky above. Not many birds are around, having eaten all the dates from the palms earlier in the season. Then up the muddy trail we continue to Southwest Grove, large and impressive with views now opening up of the great valley below.

     My girlfriend Marisa and I are really yearning for some hiking so we choose the trail steeply up the rocks twisting around any number of cacti, ocotillo, wildflowers and boulders. I always look for snakes or the secretive Gila Monster.  I’ve only seen one in my life, in Joshua Tree National Park.

     We reach the top of the ridge where the trail crosses over to descend towards Bow Willow Valley. Of course now the view is infinite, out across the desert clear to Arizona and México framed between two rare and beautiful Elephant Trees.

     We leave the trail and begin scrambling over boulders directly up the ridge. We summit and descend into Surprise Canyon before making another rocky ascent to the top of another ridge to finally see the amazing panoramic of Indian Valley on the other side and our future goal of the boulder topped Sombrero Peak at the back of the valley. It is fun making the quick descent over huge boulders to reach the desert floor and the sandy trail through Indian Valley and Indian Gorge. We’re back at camp just before sunset.

     There is time for a quick bucket bath in the tent and espressos as the golden light of sunset eases it’s glow against the sparkling desire of stars quickly appearing. I am on medication for a flu bug and after dinner I am quickly off to sleep. It isn’t cold but nine hours in bed on the hard ground is not fun when you are a type A person that doesn’t need much sleep.

     At sunrise we are quickly up with espressos and snacks, preparing for a long hike. I have forgotten a hat so I improvise and make a great one out of cardboard and some string. By eight we are on the trail through the groves and towards Bow Willow Valley.

     The trail passes through huge boulders and beautiful plants rounding the edge of the ridge into the huge Bow Willow Valley. The rocky Sombrero Peak comes into view 3000 feet above and four miles away. Entering the canyon we rest in the shade of the south wall stacked tall with boulders. From there it is a long sandy walk through a gentle valley of willow trees and jack rabbits where birds dart from bow to bow looping in a song of wonder. “When is the action going to start,” Marisa says, “This is getting kind of boring.” But soon we reach the twisted dry creek torn by flash floods where the boulder piled walls of the canyons close in. We rest near the Bow Willow Palm Grove in the shade of a boulder and I study the maps to find the correct route up Sombrero Peak. We can see tiny palm groves high on the mountain. It looks like a tough climb straight up the rocks of a nasty gorge but we choose the correct route and begin cautiously, looking for every sign of footsteps and snapped bushes where people have gone before.

     The steep granite cliffs close in as we scramble over boulders ever higher in the gorge. We reach the crux where house sized boulders are piled and we make our way through the maze with hearts pounding.  The route is clear now, but still 2000 feet up and time is slipping by so we hike and climb swiftly only occasionally noticing the immense panorama of the mountains and desert far below. This is a hard hike and it is interesting to see Marisa, who never gets tired, with salty beads of sweat on her face and a little sublime panic in her eyes as we make the most difficult desert hike of our lives. She had reached her limits of endurance and wilderness penetration. We reach the Sombrero Peak Palm Groves at around 4000 feet and rest in the shade before the final difficult climb to crest the ridge, never really knowing if we would ever reach it. Thankfully we see the enormous Indian Valley below and follow fresh big horn sheep tracks in the deep and steep sand down to the desert floor. That view is worth it all.

     The five miles down Indian Valley is like a death march but fun and beautiful enveloped in conversation and the continuous discovery of plants, flowers and the occasional animal darting by. Again we reach camp just before sunset with time to bathe and make espressos as the warm sun vanishes and the cool night descends. We make dinner and lie on a blanket in the sand telling stories below a heaven of stars. A perfect end to a wonderfully adventurous day in the arms of a friend at Mountain Palm Springs Campground, Anza-Borego Desert State Park.

