Hell Hole 

by

Eyes Right

Borrego Springs, CA   -  I have now been to hell, and I can report that it is lovely, at least in the spring.   Actually, I am talking about our recent hike into Hellhole Canyon, here in the Anzo-Borrego Desert State Park.  

The trail begins in the flat desert a few miles from the Visitor Center and gradually rises into the steep walls of the canyon.  Many of the various types of cacti were in full bloom, with stunning colors of purple, red, yellow, white, and green flowers.  One of the more spectacular plants in bloom was the octilla, which has tall, spindly legs arching upwards topped by spikes of brilliant red flowers at the tips.  We saw these beauties both on the desert floor, and also on the sides of rocky cliffs as we climbed in elevation.  Among the many cacti, my favorite was a barrel type which was covered with blooms of a greenish-yellow flower.  Although its flowers are much subdued compared to its flashy bright purple cousins, a closer inspection shows a wonderfully complex bloom full of life and delicacy.  We also saw many cholla cacti, which reproduce by dropping spiny balls which can roll across the desert floor until attaching somewhere to take root.
The temperature on this mid-March day was in the low 90’s and we had to ensure that we consumed sufficient fluids during our climb.  In the summer, the climate is absolutely forbidding, at least for scaling this same trail.  Temperatures range well above 100 o F on most afternoons from June through August, and it is not unusual for some days to have readings well over 120!   About two miles into the hike we came to a sign warning of the presence of mountain lions.  Apparently, these animals live here in full force, and occasionally attack without warning.  Duly warned (and frightened), we continued up the canyon.  There were numerous roadrunners scurrying about on the hills above us – we hoped that they were our lookouts.
Around mile 3, our sandy trail narrowed and we began a phase of climbing which was mostly rock scrambles along a dry creek bed.  As we continued to gain altitude, water suddenly appeared in the creek, and lush vegetation soon surrounded us.  There were numerous possible paths leading upward, and we had to often try several until finding the one which actually took us further up the canyon.  Soon we were in a canyon oasis, complete with a grove of California fan palms providing much-welcomed shade.  These beauties are the only native palm trees in California and provided food and shelter for the Native Americans who lived in these canyons years ago.  Here we were able to rest on some flat rocks with the sounds of the Maidenhair Falls providing background as we devoured some energy bars.  

We then opted to continue up the canyon, following the creek, which sometimes disappeared below ground, only to reappear with strength as we climbed higher.  We probably would have gone even further up the increasingly difficult climb if we had not spotted a large snake lurking near the creek bed.  It had black and white stripes around its lengthy body, and basically projected a very menacing look.  We opted not to go closer for a definite identity check.

As we scrambled back down the rocks toward the actual trail we encountered two scantily clad women, apparently in their 20’s, and a group of 4 seniors including a rather frail woman who had to be in her 80’s.  She was climbing over and through the large boulders just as well as the 20-somethings.  My titillation for the semi-naked women was overcome by admiration for the older hiker who served as an inspiration for those of us not yet that age.
Once back at the trail head, we found that we had each consumed our full 2 liters of water.  We had explored only a minute portion of the 600,000 acres of the park, which stretches from Riverside County in the north nearly to the Mexican border.  We did have the good fortune to sight one of the rare Peninsular Bighorn sheep grazing on the steep mountainsides on our drive into the park.  We also had the good fortune not to encounter one or more of the mountain lions in the park.

From the perspective of the desert, we were only the latest visitors in a long history of mammals in the area.  Pioneers came through here two hundred years ago on their journey to the Pacific coast.  Native Americans hunted here as long as 5000 years ago.  Before that, there were herds of mammoths and camels in the area, which apparently, for some reason, became extinct about 10,000 years ago.  I wonder what who will be visiting this spectacular region 10,000 years from now.
I thought you might like to know.
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