Waterfall Hunter

 San Diego River Gorge

     For hikers in San Diego there’s a book you must have. Afoot and Afield in San Diego by Jerry Schad has bean like a Bible to me. With the help of this book and a few topographic maps I visited the San Diego River Gorge exploring this hidden wilderness, continuing my passion as a waterfall hunter.

     The first time I went there was just days before my wedding in 1996. I went alone to get away and surround myself in nature. I left Pacific Beach early one morning to reach Dudley’s Bakery in Santa Ysabel on Highway 78/79 in just an hour. After a snack I continue another mile towards Julian and the Inaja Trail and picnic area set up as a memorial to firemen who were killed in the gorge during the 60,000-acre Inaja Wild Fire of 1956. The 2004 Cedar Fire burned through here as well as the 2007 Witch Creek Fire. The gorge is deep and narrow, filled with thick Live-Oak and chaparral vegetation. The trail is short and great for kids while giving you views of Cuyamaca Peak and the upper river gorge fed by the valleys and forested hills around Julian.

     With a little research you’ll find the way to bushwack below the trail and down into the boulder-filled stream. It was mid-November, before the rains and the stream was mostly dry making it possible to rock climb down the many dry waterfalls and around stagnant pools through the gorge. It’s a fun process, like a puzzle or maze, finding the way down the rocky stream. It goes on like this for twelve miles until you reach El Capitan Reservoir. I only went about two miles because the climbing was hard work and I didn’t have all day.

     About a year later I took an old boss, his wife and their five-year-old daughter on the fun and unforgettable hike to Cedar Falls. It’s just six miles past Santa Ysabel and down a few dirt roads to get into the heart of the gorge. It was a little scary parking the car on the narrow dirt road near a steep cliff as many other hikers did the same. The dirt road continues steeply down and through a gate with views far below to the hidden meadow and stream below.

     It had been raining a lot that winter and soon we looked back up the gorge and to a side cliff where the tall a slender Mildred Falls leaps into the air. It’s surprising to see a ribbon of spray falling over a hundred feet to a tight boulder-filled creek below. It twists in this side canyon, soon reaching the meadows and joining the San Diego River. Most of the year it is a dry water-stained silent cliff, but today it hummed and breathed with life. I hope someday to return and explore this side canyon. These steep gorges make the quick-flowing creeks push and grind rocks that become trapped in pockets below waterfalls creating deep pools called punchbowls. You can see several far below. Our goal was the prize punchbowl of Cedar Creek Falls.

     The hike is only about two miles and soon the trail crosses over the ridge and steeply descends rocks to reach the piles of giant boulders, big oak trees and groups of hikers surrounding the large punchbowl at the base of the falls. It was amazing to see so much water exploding off the cliff ninety feet up and roaring down to the pool below. There are many safe and unsafe places to make high dives into the deep icy pool so people sit around and rest enjoying the view as people take their turn at a high dive. The return hike is not hard or far but it is steep so be prepared to work a little. The hike and waterfall were so amazing I returned the following week with my parents to repeat the experience.

     Over the years it has gotten very popular there, especially at night when young kids party and have fun. But that means trash, beer cans and broken glass. It still remains a treasure and a must visit after the rains if there ever are any. But be careful of the glass and hike out with a little extra trash as you go on your journey of Waterfall Hunting. So Remember Jerry Schad and search for his articles in the San Diego newspapers and do as I did, making your way to the hidden wonders of San Diego’s incredible landscape.

