Waterfall Hunter

Valle Guadalupe

By Christopher Oleata

     My brother Patrick is also a waterfall hunter, drawn by the beauty and wonder of falling water in the wilderness. So when he heard about a waterfall near where he lives, I came for a visit.

     This past winter was full of rain, water still flows from the mountains and every waterfall is breathing with passion. To see this is awesome, for usually most waterfalls lay dry and still for years at a time, waiting for the ten-year arrival of Spring. But they don’t last for long, slowing down to a ribbon by mid summer.

     So I spent the weekend with Patrick in Ensenada México. We surfed and fished, ate, and drank to our content. We took the short drive up Highway 3 towards Tecate through the Valle Guadalupe. Small streams feed the fertile valley filled with orchards and wineries. Above rise the peaks of the Sierra Blanca spiked with pines.

     Just fifteen miles from the beach we turn off the rural highway on dirt roads through the grapevines. The horizon in bloom with yellow mustard flowers everywhere. A few more miles and we stop at a farm. Patrick knows the owner and they talk a little. Five dollars gets us in and he lowers the chain for us, saying there’s just one car of hikers in so far.

     The farm sits at the opening of the small Canyon Agua Caliente where a stream pours through. The dirt road follows the twisting stream, crossing it three times. The first crossing is easy, only a foot deep, rocky and hard. The second doesn’t go so well, a little deeper and we run into trouble. He enters fast and the water splashes up into the engine killing it dead. We wait for it to dry and then it starts up fine. Pat’s a great driver and he leaps the truck right out of the water and up the rocky road to the opening to park the truck.

     The trail is easy and short, sun baked and surrounded by the whispers of the stream. A family of local cowboys trots by, adding dust and timelessness to the scene. One rider looked about eight or nine. They were heading to villages higher in the mountains.

     Soon we see the ridge falling into the canyon and the slender shadow of the waterfall. It is really a series of waterfalls falling a few hundred feet through vertical walls of polished and colored granite. The top one slides over smooth granite reflecting the sun and the tall one below falls as mist down to a deep green pool in the shade. The other hikers pass us going down just as we arrive below the falls.

     We change and go in the water, an icy pool pulsed with showers as decided by the wind. Patrick swims first, across and to the sun of the large boulders on the far side. I climb around taking photos before braving the ice bath. I climb below the falls along the wet green rocks coated with slime and mosquitoes. It is fun.

     A few hundred yards up the stream water bubbles from the hillsides and into the stream. Small thermal pools form alongside the stream hemmed in by stacked rocks and grasses. The pools are hot and we cool off by going in the stream again.

     Hiking out we pass another group of hikers just arriving. The trail is hot and quiet and we stop many times to look at the stream. In the car, the stream crossings go well and at the farm I see a sign, “Queso Fresco”, and my mind dreams of the cheese I buy in Peru, in the Andes. Hard white cheese, it’s my favorite. Patrick is so cool, he goes in alone and comes out with a huge block, a kilo wrapped in plastic, and as we drive through the grapevines we feast on the savory sweetness and the crisp pleasure of country cheese from fat happy cows.

     Halfway out the dirt road we stop at the winery Dona Lupe and visit the Bar/Giftshop, a beautiful old building with large beams and healthy flowers draping the walls. They sell fine wine, marmalade, sage, clothes and the same wonderful cheese, pushing free wine samples onto you and plates of food.

      I had so much fun that I returned again a month later on Memorial day. I traveled with my girlfriend and her daughter enjoying Patrick’s hospitality, great food, and fun times. We played frisbee and relaxed in the sun on another quick weekend in Baja.

     We spent the mornings walking the beaches, reefs and tidepools, finding shells, crabs, and sea urchins. After lunch we took the tour out the Valle Guadalupe and to the waterfall and hotsprings. It was the same wonderful experience, just a lot more people and a lot less water in the falls. But slower water makes for warmer water in the stream and really steaming water at the hotsprings.

     There were many highlights but one that I remember most was when we came across a large King Snake, a rare and magical sight. Dark brown and banded with tan and black stripes. It moved quickly through the grass alongside the trail, its skin shiny and wet. We followed it around for several minutes before it went into the stream, racing to the other side quickly and away. It was a day I’ll never forget, exploring once again the beautiful country of México and living a dream, Waterfall Hunting.

