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Grand Canyon

Into The Great Unknown, by Christopher Oleata

A few months ago I started my new job at an elementary school called the Delphi Academy, La Jolla. It is part of a national system that does amazing things with teaching kids how to learn and that it is fun. The kids in my class are from seven to ten years old and it was seventeen of these kids that we took to Grand Canyon National Park to go camping in the forests of the South Rim. It was early April and still winter so many parents were nervous about having their young child out in the cold with a 19-degree low and a 60-degree high. I myself felt the trip was quite daring and ambitious but I was not in charge and just did what I could to help. In fact it was the usual way we teach kids about life and learning by challenging them and having fun. Besides, we were prepared and had several extra sleeping bags. At this moment it is two-weeks later, I am writing this story from my sleeping bag at around 3800-meters in an alpine meadow of the Sierra Nevada Mountains of California. There are three meters of snow on the ground and I am sitting on a rock after a day of climbing as the afternoon shadows creep across the mountain and valley below. Yeah, I wasn’t worried about the cold, tonight I sleep in a snow cave. As I told the kids during the trip when I gave a practical lesson and demonstration around the campfire about how to use your sleeping bag properly, ”Zip it up tight and if you wake up cold it is because you gotta’ pee.”

Four parents volunteered their time and cars to lead our trip and on a Wednesday morning we left San Diego and crossed the California urban landscape towards the Mojave Desert and the high desert of Northern Arizona. I sat in the front seat as four kids talked or played in the back. I looked across the endless strip of American landscape and saw why it is so amazing. You see in breathtaking display the shift through mountain passes and open stretches of desert in a beautiful panoramic of wilderness. We played alphabet games and stopped for roadside lunches on the ten-hour drive to the campground. The last few hours are in Northern Arizona, a wonderful country of forest and desert spotted with isolated peaks and volcanoes. From off the great plateau and fed by the waters of the Rocky Mountains flows the Grand River carving the canyon. We arrived just before sunset, giving us a chance to drive a short and quick loop along the South Rim. The forest is tall and thick so you never know there is this big hole in the ground until you are about to fall right in. The sun was setting and we saw the endless layers of pink and yellow plunging into the forever depths of blue and purple, a color as yet unknown. At camp the cars had all arrived and seventeen kids and five adults began dressing for the cold, setting up tents and preparing dinner. It would drop to 17-degrees that night and there was wind.

The Mather Campground is the campground on the South Rim. There are 

many fine hotels but you must call and reserve them far in advance. The campground is in a wonderful forest with large deer that walk in through camp eating grass during sunset and big fluffy coyotes that pace in the shadows around the campfire. The kids go wild running around the forest, finding their favorite stick or shiny rock thing. Each kid was given a disposable camera and often you would see them setting up a nice picture with a friend. It was dark soon and after dinner we put all the kids into tents and sleeping bags for the night. The Northern Arizona night is a bright and beautiful thing. As my student Matthew from Korea says to me, “Wow, look at all the stars, so many stars, how beautiful.” I slept outside in the open to be able to quickly assist any kid needing to get up and out to the bathroom. Luckily Matthew woke up in the middle of the night and we had a chance to walk around and look at the stars again.

The next day began with a walk through the forest at dawn, learning about pine cones and trees on our way to the Visitor’s Center for hot chocolate. A bus tour of the South Rim followed. The bus would stop at unbelievable lookout points and we would all get out to look and take photos. Later that afternoon the sky cleared as we walked along the Rim Trail. The true and as yet unbelievable colors of the canyon came into view. We saw one of the 34 giant North American Condors sitting on a perch before a lecture by a ranger on the same subject. The Ranger almost did not believe our kids when they told her they were just looking at one nearby. The day ended as we saw the sunset from along the Rim Trail. Then we entered one of the many restaurants nearby. The views out the windows put everything in perspective. It appears that they are not windows at all but intricately created paintings of a colorful canyon beyond your imagination, and yet you realize they are not paintings at all, but the natural and wonderful creation of nature, the Grand Canyon, Arizona, USA.
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