Grand Canyon

By Christopher Oleata

     When I hike in the wilderness, I usually go alone. I like the feeling of one on one with nature. Any way, I kept turning down my cousin Bruce Carr when he would ask me to go backpacking with him. It took him a year of gentle invitations and this past Halloween we went on a trip through the Grand Canyon, hiking rim to rim. Bruce actually drove there one weekend the month before from San Diego to get the permits. Thanks to him, this was one of the most wonderful and magical hikes of my life. But there were many lessons to be learned for no one gets out of the canyon easy, not even on a mule.

     There are lists that come out every year in the various hiking magazines with exotic names like The Khumbu Trail to Mount Everest or The Kalalau Trail on Kauai. These are the greatest hikes on the planet and The Kaibob Trial through the Grand Canyon is one of them. It’s not easy, it’s about as insane as the brutal twenty-two miles to summit Mount Whitney. But the Grand Canyon has its’ own unique wonder, a landscape that defies imagination. It is not about checking off the list or conquering the canyon, it’s about the magical experience of that space, like a meditation or thought only available there.

     I left San Diego at five in the morning. With my Dad Ed, 68 and his friend Jim Skelly, who I think is 70, it took us eight and a half hours of driving and storytelling to reach the Grand Canyon in Northern Arizona. In a thick forest of Juniper and Pinyon pine we found our lodge with time to walk on the Rim Trail during sunset. Bruce’s sister Laurie says, “ You never see the same canyon twice”, which helps to explain the continuously changing views of the canyon. We found others in our group of eleven like my sister Robin and her boyfriend Tim Bessell and made our way to a restaurant along the rim, The Arizona Room.

     In the morning we pack, meet for breakfast then load two vans for a five-hour drive around the canyon to the North Rim. The drive is amazing, through ancient forests with views out across the plateau to the snowy peak in Flagstaff. We stopped at a dramatic overlook into the canyon before continuing across the Painted Desert and the Navajo Indian Reservation. For two hours we drove near a dry stream were small houses lay in clusters below the great Echo Cliffs. Finally we reach the bridge and cross over the Calorado River at Marble Canyon, continuing below the Vermilion Cliffs. Out of the desert we rose steeply into forests to reach the restaurant at Jacob Lake for lunch. It was opening day for deer hunting and the place was swarming with men in green camouflage. The muddy truck right out front had a deer in the back, with the head leaning out of the bed. The tongue was hanging out and there was blood all over the bumper. We enjoyed these social moments before the last short drive to the trailhead on the North Rim at 8,300 feet.

     Now this is where it all begins. My heart races, as I’m eager to get out of the car and shoulder the pack. I’m tense with excitement. At the nearly empty parking lot we spread out our packs and Jay passes out the food bags and shared equipment. Several begin complaining of their pack weights as they bulge with supplies. This backpacking is a serious business and it is a common mistake to bring too much gear. We took a group photo, then had a short meeting going over introductions, rules and trail information. There is a final passing out of three radios and a radio test, then one by one we stepped down into the canyon.

     I thrive on drama, It’s my problem and I create it. But drama makes good stories and we entered into one. The trip would be three nights and four days of hiking, breaking up the many miles. This afternoon we will hike seven miles and descend over 4,000 feet to a meadow at Cottonwood Camp half-way into the canyon. The trail is very steep, often cut right out of the sandstone walls. Things get hectic quick, as after just an hour calls go across the radios that one man can’t handle his pack. As hikers pass I wait and play flutes.

     As a team, five of us encouraged our friend and unloaded many things from his pack, spreading them around to our packs. My pack got really heavy as I’m sure others were also and I decided to head for camp on my own without stopping. With five miles to go I set a good pace and enjoyed the view as the canyon narrowed and the sheer walls rose a thousand feet. I can’t describe it, it’s a surreal scene out of a Dungeons and Dragons game or a fantasy book like The Hobbit. It felt like we were entering the center of the Earth.

     At 5,000 feet after coming out of the slot gorge I pass Roaring Springs where a powerful waterfall appears miraculously out of the rock., exploding out and tumbling down the cliffs. Much of it is capped and forced into a great pipeline that quenches Grand Canyon Village on the other side. The pipeline rests below the trail for most of the hike. As I approach camp, exhausted, there is a call on the radio, “Send Chris up with an empty pack to help others.” So instinctively and like a fool, when I reached camp I emptied my pack and hiked fast back up over a mile to the others. I filled the empty pack and took a whole pack of another and began down the one mile with two packs. As the sun set I hiked that last mile, observing the awesome beauty. But things got bad and my right knee sent me a few messages I didn’t hear. When I reached camp, that was it, I had a knee injury.

     I was one quarter of the way into the canyon, with over ten miles to hike and 8,000 feet to descend and climb. I was worried. But what could I do? I soaked my legs in the freezing Bright Angel Creek and did yoga in a quiet empty campsite under an endless sky of impossible stars. Then I went off to sleep in the magical embrace of the canyon.

