Tourism

Iguazu Falls

Experience a Life-Affirming Hum in Brazil

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

The River

The river flows over 800 miles across the Parana Plateau of Southern Brazil.  It grows as other tributaries join its course encountering over 70 waterfalls along the way.  The mighty Iguazu Falls appears as a sea ripped open creating a great rift, rocky and treacherous.  From there the river falls into this rift along a curving curtain of cliffs for over 2.5 miles.  Along this cliff, over 275 waterfalls tumble in a thunderous torrent of red earth-stained water.  Many fall 269 feet into the gorge bottom, mist-filled and hidden.  Other falls descend halfway before booming into spray on boulders or cliffs.  Brazil is on the east side of the river and Argentina is on the west with the entire area being surrounded by an ancient sanctuary of protected jungle.  I visited Brazil where you face the falls and the view is awe-inspiring.  From Brazil one walks a path just below the largest part of the falls called “The Devil’s Throat”.  Walking along the path you see down steep forested cliffs, wet and green with life.  Several hundred feet below is the river, raging and potent.  You continuously hear the sound of the falls, a thunderous lullaby, raging in a state of calm within constant movement.  This life-affirming hum, sublime and awesome, fills your life and you embrace it.  The surging river moves along to your right and the view stretches out across to the curtain of waterfalls entangling the opposite cliff.  The river becomes more disrupted with speed and rapids as you walk the path upstream.  Rainbows appear in a glow, rising from the billowing mists of clouds the falls create.  If you didn’t know better, you might think this is where all the clouds on earth were born which rain down to form the sea.  The birthplace of the waters, thus the river’s name Parana, meaning, “Mother of the Sea.”  After about a half-mile you begin to enter the heart of Iguazu Falls and the largest part.  The cliffs close in to form a horseshoe with “The Devil’s Throat” being at its center.  From there the sound is profound, subtle, distant and roaring.  Within this caldron of water emanates a continuous billow of mists and clouds that rise and fill the sky.  Rainbows now become constant and illuminated as the path exits the jungle and continues out on a raised wooden walkway a few meters above the water.  You look out from the elevated walkway, off the edge of the falls now, above it. The view opens up, looking directly down the gorge as the river flows away from you.  Turning your head left your eyes pass a wall of falls to settle into the far away eternal gaze of “The Devil’s Throat”.  You realize that you are not at the top of the falls, but on a wide step half-way up.  Looking up the river that you are walking above rises a high cliff raging with a seamless curtain of water in explosions close and wet.  Luckily we had our waterproof rain jackets or we would have been soaked.  Now you are in the true breath of the falls.  Shifting breezes pulsing and speaking.  Sideways rain and falling mist.  The elevated walkway ends at a larger platform actually protruding out over the falls surrounded by this giant force of water, rainbows and clouds.  This is why people come again and again to Iguazu.

The National Park

The protected area of The Iguazu National Park offers many unique and wonderful surprises for the traveler.  The jungle is old and dense.  Filled with countless plants of bamboo, palms, ferns, wild orchids and bromeliads.  At every turn along your walks delicate emerald plants will arch down from the canopy of trees to touch your cheek with cool dew.  Colored parrots gather in high trees and flocks of bright parakeets crowd the leafy trees close to the ground.  Swallows swarm the mists along the edge of the cliff and curtain of water.  Many say they actually fly in the thunderous clouds below “The Devil’s Throat”.  The amazing Toucan is elusive, but once you see a glorious beak you start to see them everywhere.  First flying from one high tree to another, joining a friend.  Then out across the river and back, always with friends.  Looking closer you see the countless butterflies.  There are tiny black butterflies with what appears to be a number 88 on their back.  I witnessed an enormous morpho butterfly struggling up the waves of mists towards the top of the falls.  I watched in awe as this majestic blue flower flipped and rose from the falls towards me and passed the walkway, continuing up to battle the final cliff of waterfalls.  The tragic end came after several attempts, as it succumbed to the magnetic force of the falls and collapsed into the great waters.  The tragedy continued as I later sat at the path-side café for a beer and snack as an aggressive anteater jumped up on my table to steal my food.  All I was left with were muddy footprints all over the table, the giggles of nearby tourists and my own smile.

What to Do

The Hotel Das Cataratas is a wonderful place to stay.  It is just meters from the river and directly across from a massive wall of waterfalls.  Our room from the second floor had an incredible view of these falls.  From the hotel you just walk outside and get on the path.  The hotel itself is fabulous with everything you would want.  Make sure you visit the observation tower rising from the center of the hotel for the commanding panoramic view.  The town of Foz do Iguacu is close by and filled with many other choices for accommodations.  You can even go native and camp if you want.  Imagine the sounds at night!  There is a flood of choices for things to do.  You can walk the terraced walkways of the Brazilian side, or you can take a boat ride across the river to Argentina and walk the paths there.  You can even walk behind the falls at one point.  A real incredible addition to the tour is a trip in an inflatable riverboat that takes groups up into the rapids and mists below the falls.  If that does not get your heart pumping, then a trip in a helicopter over and around the worlds’ largest waterfall hopefully will do the trick.  My favorite memory is of walking out along the path at sunset, seeing the amazing vibrant tropical colors saturated with moisture.  After dark, the tourists went away.  My friend and I continued along the path again, alone.  The full moon rose from above the falls casting moonlight down into the illuminated bowl of clouds and mist. Then, in the mists, as the moon rose higher into the sky, a glowing sphere of light emerged below us.  The glow rose into an arching moonbow encircling our space with a rainbow of pure white ever-loving moonlight, enveloped in the life-affirming hum of Iguazu Falls.

