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THE WiLLOWS OF LA JARA CREEK

Following Ghosts Along the Old Spanish Trail
Loch Wade

There is nothing remarkable about La Jara Creek. There are hundreds of
minor tributaries in the San Juan basin, or even in the greater Colorado basin,
that are just like it- intermittent streams, dry mostly, save for times of spring
runoff and sudden summer flood. La Jara Creek originates along the low ridges
of the Continental Divide that comprise the heart of the Jicarilla Apache Indian
Reservation. From these ridges of cretaceous sandstone in northern New
Mexico, the stream flows for almost 100 miles west-northwest to its confluence
with the Rio San Juan. There is nothing remarkable about La Jara Creek, save
for the irony of its name- “jara” in Spanish means willow. And, as I tramped
along the upper reaches of the stream in the frigid days of February, 2011, I
noticed that there are no willows along La Jara Creek.

I walked there because I followed the ghostly path of the Old Spanish Trail.

I walked there alone, save for the not always pleasant company of two llamas,
named Jasper and Chalcy. These creatures had been impressed, with a steadily
growing resentment, into carrying my gear and supplies for a month-long
excursion along the historic path. Once trod
by Mexican traders in the decades between
1828-1848, the Main Branch of the Old Span-
ish Trail, (which I was following), wound in

a general northwesterly direction from its
start in Abiquiu, New Mexico. It would hold
this northwesterly course for some 400 miles
until it reached Green River, Utah. Here the
trail would swing west and then southwest in
a great arc that would eventually bring it 1200
miles to its terminus in Los Angeles. I was
hoping, over the course of the next few weeks,
to walk the easterly section of the trail from
Abiquiu to Moab.

I reached the banks of La Jara Creek on my
8th day of travel. The weather was bitterly
cold, with nightly temperatures plummeting
to well below zero Fahrenheit along the high
plateau that straddles the Continental Divide.
The average elevation here is about 7500 feet.
I saw very few people- a few Apaches passed
in pickups as they checked their cattle out on the range allotments. A Jicarilla
Reservation Game Warden stopped and asked me for my Tribal permits. The
only other people I saw were gas field workers. They passed by in powerful
four-wheel drive service trucks, loaded with air compressors, cranes, and arc
welding equipment.

A few people stopped and asked me what I was doing, but most were anony-
mous; shadows encapsulated in their warm, rolling shells of glass and steel.
They were ghosts along a lonely and ever more ghostly path through a winter
land of silence, frost, and the faint echoes of the old, the unknown, the Once,
But Now No Longer.
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La Jara Creek, where my route touched it, skirted the western edge of a basalt
outcropping called Dike Rock Ridge. This geographic anomaly ran before me in
a long north-south line, a hardened upwelling of magma that jutted out of the
surrounding layers of cretaceous sandstone like the disinterred bones of some
ancient Leviathan. Its long, black back was knobby with eerie, cantilevered hoo-
doos, eroded fairy castles, and buttresses of crumbling basalt. The creek played
tag with the dike for a mile or so, and then, it darted through a gap to the south,
as if making for the first opportunity of escape. The bottomland around the
creek was thinly dotted with wiezened junipers and pinons, sage and rabbit-
brush. Dried clumps of chino grass clung wearily to the gray and friable clay of
the overgrazed floodplain, and the creek itself- well, it was nothing more than a
gully, ten to fifteen feet deep. At the bottom lay a frozen puddle of water about
the size of a welcome mat. Sagebrush plants teetered to the edges of the gully,
their roots hanging in midair, still clawing for purchase on ground that had
been suddenly yanked from beneath them.

In all this, La Jara Creek was unexceptional. Willows? Of course there were
no willows. Maybe some ground water ran along a hidden shelf of bedrock yet
to be unearthed by the gnawing forces of flood, but there was no water table
here. If water was to be found, it was hundreds, even thousands of feet below,
trapped as fossil reserves in a deep and ancient sandstone aquifer.

Willows need water, and water was not to be had in La Jara Creek. But, as I
said, none of this was exceptional, or even slightly different from any of dozens
of watercourses I had encountered in my week’s walkabout. The Rio Cebolla
had no onions growing along its sere and eroded banks. The Rio de Las Nutrias
had probably not seen a beaver along its course for 180 years. Were I to take
sections of these rivers and place them side by side with La Jara Creek, it would
have been difficult to tell them apart. All were eroded gashes in the dun-colored
earth; sere, wasted gullies, waterless, fringed with tired shreds of dried cheat-
grass along an otherwise lifeless watercourse.

Yet La Jara Creek made me consider the fate of these streams. In the heyday
of the Old Spanish Trail, the rivers of the New
Mexican plateau, indeed the watercourses
of all the upland Southwest, presented an
entirely different character. They flowed in
pools and meandering loops along the surface
of broad, grass-covered floodplains, not in
deep and inaccessible gullies as they do now.
Dense clumps of willow and buffalo berry,
groves of cottonwood and perhaps, in certain
upland locations, aspen, adorned the banks
of the lazy meandering streams which flowed
from pool to limpid pool, the handiwork of
legions of beaver, who dammed the streams
and slowed the water in its passage along the
valley floor.

The water table then lay scant inches be-
neath the surface of the ground, and the grass
grew tall, until, as the saying goes, it brushed
the horse’s bellies. Herds of elk, mule deer,
even buffalo, grazed along the valley floors,
providing ample food for grizzlies, wolves,
and cougars. Only on the hillsides would one find sage and rabbitbrush, or
clumps of chino grass. These were the dry zones. On the hillsides, the water lay
too deep for thirstier plants. Pinons and junipers also grew on the wide hill-
sides, and never did these plants, adapted for dry conditions, venture down into
the bottomlands.

The mechanics of the change is no mystery. Trappers led the first attack, and
descended upon the country in the first decades of the 19th century. The New
Mexican plateau was one of the richest trapping grounds in the West. In less
than thirty years, the beaver were gone, felted away into the stylish hats of New
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York, London, and Paris.

As the beaver vanished like the fumes of mercury used in the felting process,
their dams fell into disrepair, the cottonwood and willow sticks of their con-
struction silvering and shrinking in the summer droughts. The dams broke
away during spring runoff and autumn deluge, and were swept downstream.
Now the water ran faster, and cut deeper into the soft clay soil.

Not 30 years passed before Anglo cattlemen brought their herds into the
country, where they fattened on the long grasses of the bottomlands before be-
ing driven to the newly built train depots in Santa Fe, or to those on the plains
of Texas and Oklahoma. The cattle were selective. They ate the sweetest and
most palatable grasses, and left coarser and less palatable varieties alone.

Then, sheep were brought in, and they ate what remained. By 1900,
22,228,620 sheep grazed ranges in the Western states. The Navajo reservation
alone boasted 1.72 million sheep and goats in 1892. In 1883, 5.2 million sheep
munched away at New Mexico, and the number of sheep increased until well
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into the first decade of the 20th century. (By way of contrast, the 1900 census
lists the entire human population of New Mexico as 195,310.)

By 1911, little vegetation remained. Every ponderosa, pinon, or juniper seed-
ling, every aspen shoot, every blade and clump of grass, had been bitten off and
eaten . Even the tree roots and grass rhizomes were pawed up and devoured.
The bark of cottonwoods was eaten, and not a single willow remained that
could be nibbled into oblivion by the ravenous herds. The herdsmen competed
with each other for available range, and they followed the practice of “range
wasting”, where they would deliberately overgraze a particular section to stra-
tegically deny forage to their competitor’s herds. Small gullies ran everywhere
across the naked gray dirt- along the livestock trails, down small drainages, and
of course, along the dessicated creek beds of every watercourse across the up-
per Southwest.

And then, in two days, it all washed away.

The trouble began a very long ways
off, both in space and time. Above the
African Continent, perhaps as early
as June, a low level flow of air, the
African Easterly Jet, had begun its
long seasonal migration to the north.
This low level stream of air is caused
by a complex dynamic between tem-
perature and soil moisture gradients
that exist in the boundary between
Saharan and sub-Saharan Africa. High
above the dusty expanse of the Sudan,
superheated air rose and began to
create waves in the African Easterly
Jet. These waves...subtle undulations
in pressure...propagated westward
across the Sahara, growing in inten-
sity until they reached the Atlantic
Ocean. These waves, now significant
variations in atmospheric pressure,
moved with a purposeful westwards
motion across the tropical waters of
the Atlantic.

Like swingers in a nightclub scene,
the low pressure waves were in search of a particular set of existing conditions-
a certain “chemistry” that would allow for the creation of a powerful, self-rein-
forcing dynamic. If revelers in a disco search for certain indefinable emotional
and sexual compatibilities, the African low pressure waves, (now called “tropi-
cal waves”) were in search of certain specific and well defined ocean condi-
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tions...if seawater temperatures in excess of 27.5 degrees C, to a depth of 50
meters, were encountered by the tropical wave, a large amount of water vapor
could be pulled into the atmosphere; if this warm water were combined with

a steep atmospheric temperature gradient, rapid condensation would occur,
releasing enormous amounts of heat energy into the moisture-laden air. Addi-
tional conditions would be even more propitious- a low wind shear in the upper
atmosphere would allow for vertical convection, further increasing the energy
release of the rising columns of air. If all of these conditions were to be found
in an area north of 5 degrees latitude, Coriolis force would lend a cyclonic twist
to the growing storm. With all the conditions in place, a tropical wave, just a
blip of low pressure wafting across the tropical sea, would have the potential to
develop into a tropical storm, or even into a hurricane.

In 1911, the tropical waves that emanated from the African Continent did not
find conditions much to their liking in the Western Atlantic. There were only
six tropical storms in that region that year. So the tropical waves kept moving,
across Central America and Southern Mexico, and over the waters of the East-
ern Pacific. Here, the conditions were just right for the formation of tropical
storms.

Eleven known tropical cyclones formed in the Eastern Pacific in 1911. Largely
this was caused by the El Nino effect (which also contributes, by increasing
wind shear, to a decrease in Atlantic tropical storms). Essentially, an “El Nino”
is a lessening of the strength of the equatorial trade winds. These winds nor-
mally push warm Pacific water westwards towards New Guinea and Australia.
In 1911, the trades diminished in strength, allowing warm tropical water to
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remain close to the shores of the Americas.

So, in the last days of September, 1911, while the Basque, Navajo, Anglo and
Hispanic sheepherders of the upper Southwest were busy guiding their flocks
towards the last spindly grasses that survived on their overgrazed ranges, a
tropical storm began to form two-thousand miles to the southwest. No-one
knows the intensity of the storm. That it was able to push as far inland as the
spine of the Rocky Mountains says something about its strength. But alone, this
tropical intruder would have not been able to wreak the damage that it did. A
lone Bonnie, no matter how cruel and bloodthirsty, needs a Clyde before she
begins to wreak any serious or noteworthy havoc. The tropical depression that
was born in the middle days of September, and which crossed overland as a
fully developed cyclonic storm in the fist days of October, found her Clyde in a
massive polar cold front that was, at the same time, pushing down out of the
Gulf of Alaska and into the Pacific Northwest.

The two storms collided in much the same way that certain lovers, who
perfectly accentuate each other’s worst
self-destructive tendencies, collide.
The place of their collision was over
the crest of the San Juan Mountains;
and if the tenuous analogy between
sexual pyrotechnics and meterology
can be tolerated just a bit longer, the
collision of these two weather systems
was positively orgasmic. How can any-
one estimate the amount of energy re-
leased as the warm and cold air masses
met, climbed atop one another, mixed,
reformed, and eventually shed their
combined passion in the form of rain-
fall? How many equivalents of how
many nuclear bombs were expended in
that momentous union? Were such a
collision to occur today, we would have
the opportunity to study it, to pick it
apart, but of that storm a century ago,
we have only the deductive picture
we form rainfall measurements, the
breathless accounts in local papers,
and the silent witness of the gullies.

In a 36 hour period between October 5 and October 6, 1911, the Four Corners
region, and larger areas of the four states of Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and
Arizona, received between 2 and 4 inches of rainfall. In a region that averages
about 11 inches of total precipitation each year, mostly in the form of snowfall
in the higher elevations, a quarter of that amount, falling as liquid water in less
than 48 hours, is a catastrophic event. For several days prior to the deluge, it
rained steadily, and the soil of the denuded slopes, plains and ranges, already
saturated with water, had no choice but to be taken away by the floodwaters as
they sought a pathway towards the ocean.

In the San Juan River drainage, every bridge, (save for two on the Los Pinos
River at Ignacio and La Boca) washed out, and the Denver and Rio Grande
Railroad estimated that some 500,000 dollars (roughly 50 million in today’s
dollars) worth of damage was done to its rail network. At least five people were
carried away by the flood, and in downtown Durango, five feet of water flowed
over Main Avenue near 15th Street. All the bridges in town were washed out,
including the railroad bridge near the smelter, which had two loaded coal cars
parked on it. An estimated flow of 150,000 cubic feet per second was recorded
in Needles, California as the Colorado crested there a week later on the 11th of
October.
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Floods of equal ferocity washed out bridges, inundated croplands, and dam-
aged towns and railroads on the upper Rio Grande, the Gunnison, and the up-
per Colorado Rivers. Total damages across the region were estimated at around
two million dollars in 1911 money. In the aftermath of the flood, the human
structures were not only quickly rebuilt, but improved- ten years later, the flood
was no more than a tale, told whenever a particularly dramatic downpour oc-
curred, until the event faded from living memory.

But the gullies remain. If you drive by a ragged gash in the gray dirt that
is between ten and twenty feet deep, and slashes across a dusty sage bottom
where nothing else grows save for a windblown clump or two of cheatgrass,
chances are you are looking at the handiwork of the 1911 flood. And it is this
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