
JULIAN: The One with the Harry Potter Wand 
  
One of the advantages of living in Southern California is having a wide variety of natural 
landscapes within a two-hour drive in any direction (except west—unless you’ve designed an 
underwater submersible, in which case, you should be hearing from the government any day 
now).  
  
An hour east of San Diego, the city noises were replaced by country calm as we drove to the 
quaint little town of Julian. An historic landmark, Julian is an old western town, frozen in 
time of its glory Gold Rush days. But instead of what I can only imagine were smells of 
whiskey and horse poop in 1870, the Julian of today is full of the aromas homemade soaps, 
leather, and of course, their world-famous apple pie (I’m ashamed to say that had I Googled 
Julian before we went, I would have known that it was sacrilegious to leave the town without 
having tried some apple pie. My waistline would’ve forgiven me, right? It’s a cultural 
requirement!)  
  
Walking down Main Street, I felt that I was living in the Old West. All I needed was some 
boots, a bustle, and a beer stein and I could’ve been Annie Oakley of the West Coast. The 
residents keep the rich heritage alive with their western storefronts, quaint cottages and 
mom-and-pop cafés, and locally owned shops, some of which have been continually in 
business since the turn of the century! 
  
We browsed the local nature shop, The Birdwatcher, ate an incredibly huge and delicious, 
homemade lunch at Soups & Such Café, and visited Stella’s Dress Shop, which was in a 
house so cute, I almost wanted to ask if I could move in.  
  
But the “Whoa, there!” store in Julian is The Warm Hearth. This half-store half-barn shop 
was so big and had so many different types of stuff that I probably could have lived very 
comfortably inside without ever leaving for a good 5 years. Not a single inch was left bare of 
merchandise in this hangar-sized store. They have everything from jewelry, candles, and jams 
to wine ferris wheels, miniature gnome villages, and doormats that read, “WELCOME, 
where friends and marshmallows get toasted at the same time.” This rustic irreverence is my 
kind of one-stop shop! Having seen a posse of Harley-Davidson riders pull into the local 
bar, we figured we’d seen the best of Julian and could move on.  
  
We drove up to Vista Point so we could get some shots of the incredibly, fluffy white clouds 
that were rolling over the valley.  As soon as we got there, that’s when it started—rain. But 
wait, rain? In Southern California? In August? It’s not generally known, but SoCal does 
actually receive quite a bit of precipitation. In this case, there were almost 19 whole drops on 
my windshield! Big, fat ones. And the weatherman said there was 0% chance… hah! What 
does he know?  
  
Still, we stayed steadfast in the torrential downpour (almost 30 drops by now!!) because the 
shot is always worth it. Those clouds encroached on the valley like the alien spacecraft in 



“Independence Day”—slow, deliberate, and menacing. Three thunderclaps echoed across 
the valley ominously. But it was so far away in the distance that I laughed at the suckers who 
got caught in it. That’s when it rained on us again. Karma’s a bitch.  
  
Our next stop was the trailhead for our hike up to Cuyamaca peak (pronounced KWEE-
UH-MA-CA). Had I known the hike was going to be as difficult as the pronunciation, I 
probably would’ve followed my own instincts and gone back to the Julian pub for a pint. As 
it was, all I knew was that it was the second highest peak in all of San Diego County and had 
epic views of the sunset.  
  
By the time I got to the top, I’d renamed the trail Jacob’s Ladder. That’s right—2.5 
miles straight up the whole way. Okay, maybe not straight up, but definitely a climb steep 
enough to make my legs burn like IcyHot and my lungs breathe harder and faster than a 
woman in labor (Note: this is called a hyperbole. Please no nasty comments from women 
who have been in labor. Thank you.)  While my body screamed at me, I was determined, 
propelled by nothing more than my pride, my FitBit, and those stupid birds that kept 
mocking me every step of the way showing off their effortless flight. 
  
Interestingly, like women in labor (while not having been through the experience myself), I 
always hear that the moment your baby is born, all thoughts of pain recede and immediately 
melt into happiness and joy. Until I actually have a baby, this was probably as close to that 
feeling as I’ll get. The view from 6,512 feet looking west over San Diego County was 
astounding. Every breath I heaved was a personal achievement and the thought occurred to 
me that those birds weren’t mocking me—they were encouraging me.  
  
I sat down on the huge boulders, which were still warm from the heat of the day. The only 
sounds I could hear were the leaves, the breeze, and my pen scribbling on my notepad. I 
looked at this one enormous stone that hung precariously on the edge of the cliff, thinking 
of how many sunsets it has witnessed over the millennia, and how humankind is but a small 
drop in the geological history of our beautiful planet.  
  
The sun sank further towards the sea, its streams of light kissing the tops of the mountains 
‘good night’. The colors were so intense that even when I looked away, I could still see the 
red spots. I like to think that it was my mind trying to etch this beautiful moment forever in 
my soul—instead of what it most likely is, which is the ultraviolet rays burning my corneas. 
Only when the tired sun had gone to bed and the anxious city lights awaken did I start to 
think about walking back. Downhill. At night. Suddenly, I really wish I hadn’t seen that 
“Mountain Lion Area” sign before we hiked up.  
  
Luckily, Apple came through for us as our iPhone flashlights protected us from a horrible 
mauling by wild predators. It turns out that waving it around like a wand and shouting 
“Protego!” Harry-Potter style really does work! Go J.K. Rowling.  
  
Our hike down took nearly as long as the hike up, but this time it was because we had to 



stop and take photos of the stars. The Milky Way Galaxy emerged from her slumber and sat 
at the centerpiece of millions of stars that had more bling than Kanye and Jay-Z put 
together. This was the best part of the night—literally looking up into infinity, it’s difficult to 
wrap your mind around how big the universe is. It’s so primitive, authentic and pure that 
you are both humbled and uplifted simultaneously. 
  
The problem is it’s also very photogenic. Especially for photography addicts. What’s a 
photography addict? Someone who has an excessive need to take a photo, then feels 
satisfied and relieved after they take it; then they put their camera and tripod away and 
continue on—only to come across yet another scenic spot and the incessant cycle begins all 
over again. I won’t name names, but when your husband has blisters from opening and 
closing the tripod so much, that’s the first step to recognizing he has a problem.  
  
Although, from the looks of the final product, I’d say it was all worth it, wouldn’t you??  


