The Great I-8
by

Eyes Right

El Centro, CA -  The topography changes quickly as one heads east on I-8 out of San Diego.  Within 25 miles you climb from sea level to 4000 ft.  The artificially lush lawns and gardens of the coastal suburbs are soon replaced by the natural rocky, dry mountains guarding the flat desert ahead.
The mountains are not uninhabited.  Several Indian tribes have erected huge casinos to lure gamblers and their money.  The more interesting aspect of the Indian lands is that the tribes have recently erected a series of wind turbines on local mountaintops to generate electricity.  The same freedom from federal and state laws which allow the casinos to be built also provide the ability to avoid environmental issues and NIMBY concerns;  hence the tribes have plenty of inexpensive electricity, which they also can market to energy hungry Californians.
The dominant question which comes to mind as one crosses these boulder-laden mountains is how could the pioneers have possibly found a means to cross these monsters?  In some sections of the Coyote Moutains the terrain is all boulders, all the time.  These are not some typical large rocks, but immense round boulders unimaginable to penetrate, even on horse back, much less in wagons.  Anyone who made the journey from the east just 100 years ago had to have been made of hardy stock.

The mountains last only about 50 miles before I-8 descends into the Imperial Valley.  This is the home of vast farms, all irrigated with Colorado River water.  It is truly a case of making the desert bloom, with, of course, essentially all Mexican labor.  The irony is that there are numerous Border Patrol vehicles all along I-8 at designated checkpoints, and at random intervals, seeking to intercept new illegal entrants from the nearby border.  
El Centro is the epicenter of the Imperial Valley agricultural complex.  It is a rather large metropolitan complex (for the desert) and has all the usual fast food and chain store establishments, but with the addition of considerable farm equipment and supply retailers.  The border town of Mexicali sits just to the south with its own set of attractions, mostly lurid.
East of El Centro, the terrain quickly returns to its natural state, that is, total desert.  I-8 slants further to the south and, for a 16 mile stretch, parallels the Mexican border.  For long stretches, the newly constructed wall separating our two countries is plainly visible, along with numerous Border Patrol vehicles and equipment.

Soon the highway passes into the Algones Dunes region – a vast stretch of white sand blown into impressive dunes on both sides of the road.  In some sections wind is driving sheets of fine sand across the highway.  These dunes stretch in a 13 x 25 mile rectangle from the border to the north-northwest.  It is difficult to imagine any wildlife surviving in this harsh environment, but I suspect that there is plenty.

As I-8 nears the Arizona border, the source of all the water for Southern California and most of Arizona crosses under the freeway.  Here the Colorado River is, after countless aquifers have tapped into it to the north, only a modest stream, but still sufficient to supply both the twin border towns of Winterhaven, California and Yuma, Arizona and countless farms near its banks.  The fact that 90% or more of its life-giving water has been tapped before the Colorado flows into Mexico is a continuous source of friction between the U.S. and Mexico.  
Once east of Yuma, the desert returns until 25 miles east when the artificial community of Welton surfaces.  It appears mostly to be RV parks and double-wides sitting on green patches watered by the Colorado.  There is even a golf course surrounded by absolute desert outside each fairway.  It seems like total excess, and a waste of considerable water.
For most of the remainder of its path east through Arizona, I-8 roughly parallels the Gila River which is about 10 miles to the north.  I doubt that the river has much, if any, water now during August.  There are occasional small towns and periodic mountain ranges rising dramatically from the desert floor.  Mostly it is all wilderness, although, almost as a joke, there is the random sign off to the side advertising land for sale.  Shortly after passing through the Sonoran Desert National Monument lands, I-8 terminates with its intersection with coast-to-coast I-10 near the small town of Eloy.  
The next time you are down south, and out west, take a spin on I-8.  Even at 75 mph, you can find plenty to enjoy.
I thought you might like to know.
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