Waterfall Hunter

Latigo Falls, Malibu

By Christopher Oleata

     I make it a goal in life to seek out the wonder and life-giving breath of waterfalls. I get outfitted with boots, camera, and some lunch to head off with friends into the Santa Monica Mountains. They took me to “Secret Falls” they called it, up Latigo Canyon.

     Secluded from the many cars and eyes of the nearby Pacific Coast Highway back a half mile at the end of a steep box canyon is Latigo Falls. For most of the year a tiny trickle brings mineral deposits in the many folds and caves of the tall and slender cliff. In the winter a rapid curtain, six-feet across slips off into the wind and green pool fifty meters below. Thick moss and grasses cling to every surface of the cliff. Overhanging sheets of mineral deposits form roofs to several caves behind the curtain of water.

     Years ago, the first time I was taken there, I was led by a group of local friends where we parked in the quiet forested neighborhoods above the waterfall. Along the street a tiny stream gathered then meandered behind a house off into the forest thicket. A pack of dogs came ferociously growling. Lucky for us they were behind a fence. Deeper into the bushes, leaving the houses behind, our way turned to hopping from rock to rock between the lacing stream growing below our feet.

     The stream widens and descends steep in a thick forest of oak trees and tall twisted sycamores, bright white with aging golden leaves. Birds sang from every direction, with swallows swooping frequently in their usual loops. Passing rocks and pools encircled with grass we saw bright red crawfish in the shallows and the strange aquatic salamanders with their gills and suction cup feet . Deer tracks are often found in the wet sands along the stream.

     It is a short hike, only a half-hour. At the midpoint, the stream tumbles steeply down boulders and granite slabs in a series of cascades. Large trees fold from every angle, many are torn out during flash floods and thrown about. Often we have to climb around and under them, between leaves and limbs while listening to the subtle voices of the water passing swiftly underfoot.

     On one visit, I nearly stepped on a silent baby rattlesnake. It had a tiny nub on its tail, the first nugget of the rattle. It sat coiled in our path. I used a long stick to push it out of the way and into the swirling cascades. Snakes are great swimmers and it rode the water down through boils and swirls to the safety of a pool far below.

     When the trail begins to widen and flatten out you are coming to the precipice of the falls where the six-foot wide stream pours over big slabs of slick granite and off the edge. Steep mountain ridges descend from either side of the box canyon holding many tall trees in the small space below. The trail begins to rock climb down on the left, hugging the cliff and twisting behind tall boulders. At the bottom you reach the shaded magic pool at the base of the falls where a constant stream of healing mist spirals down with the wind.

     From the pool below I look up through the falling mist pulsing with the changing wind. Sometimes a good breeze will blow the cascade into spray and rainbows while during calm moments the water vaults from the top clear down to the pool below. I notice while looking up that mineral deposits have formed arching roofs over two caves. A tall tree leaning on the right clings to a crack and I quickly begin to climb the thirty feet of tree and cliff to enter the cave behind the curtain of water. The experience was singular, in the cool womb of the cave where moss and grasses grew from every space of earth and water dripped or poured all about. Wind shifts reveal the canyon or no wind left the curtain clean and wide concealing me.

     I went to this waterfall many times alone or with friends. Others knew about it also and we would meet a couple of people here and there. Sometimes people rode horses on the trail below as it crossed the open grassy meadows of the small canyon. One year we couldn’t get to the top of the trail as the local homeowners barred the entrance. We had to drive back down Latigo and park at the trialhead on the PCH. Strangely enough, the trail was marked by the city and yet it was so subtle. Another year a cop was at the trailhead barring our entrance. He said that the trail is on private land and the owner defaulted on the mortgage so the bank seized the land and closed the trail. That was the last time I went there.

     The whole idea that this waterfall even exists is strange, hidden in the dry mountain folds of Malibu. Since then I’ve seen many more waterfalls but I still remember Latigo and the magic of finding it for the first time. I’ll return there someday, I have to. To fill the need within me to move off the couch or chair, out of the office, away from the TV, and into a world of unbelievable inspiration living my life as a Waterfall Hunter.

