Canyon Chronicles

By Christopher Oleata

     OK, I’ll tell you the truth, my secret struggle. I’ve been addicted to the senses, satisfying passions through touch and smell, taste and sight and yes I hear very well. Also, I’ve had the idea that I need the validation of another to survive. I was misguided and filled with fear, not my true Self. Then finally my girlfriend asked me to leave and the learning began. First, I gotta stop drinking and also, I’m learning to meditate on my perfection. I think of my wholeness, separate from my body and thoughts. This trip to the Grand Canyon was very difficult. It reflected these struggles in my life and mind and I’m having trouble putting it down in words. While the canyon is so vast it is nearly incomprehensible, my meditations place my mind on ideas that encompass the canyon and more. But to remain focused and in balance I’ll go back in my memory to bring you a few more pieces of my positive experience in The Grand Canyon, Arizona.

     We had four days and three nights to hike from the North Rim at 8,200 feet down to the bottom at 2,500 feet and back up the other side to the South Rim at 6,800 feet. While the friends in our group were experienced hikers, most carried too much gear and soon began hurting under heavy weight. The drama began when after an hour one man was really hurting and several of us did the right thing and took away a lot of his gear. It was a strange experience, huddled in a circle humbling him and sharing his weight while surrounded by sheer rock walls that rose a thousand feet. It felt like we were entering the center of the earth, some sort of mystic and hypnotic hell. We could see across the canyon to the other side, and while we had descended steeply quite a lot we really had just barely entered the canyon. The scale is unimaginable.

     There’s great change in my life now and I’m learning to ask for help and communicate better. My huge phone bill is still cheaper than a therapist, but the lessons come hard and this day I confronted a big one. At the end of the first day, after six miles and a 4,000-foot descent I reached Cottonwood Camp. I passed the famous old man, jacket all sewn with patches. He was on his 89th crossing for the year, intending on making over one hundred. It was nearly dark and a call went out on the radios to send me up with an empty pack to help. Yes I did it, without thinking, hiking a mile back up to reach a few of them. I filled my empty pack and took another pack and put it on my chest. It didn’t seem like a problem, it was only a mile, but the extreme weight put a strain on my knee and when I reached camp I was injured bad.

     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.

     On day two the glow of the sun was visible high in the sky but we were hidden down in the shadows and folds. The creek flows by in a gentle hum as light creeps slowly down the great walls. We had breakfast together and packed up, passing around the shared equipment. Jim gave me his tent to carry and his bottle of scotch. And then after everyone had gone we saw someone forgot to take his or her food bag. So under heavy weight I began slowly and alone down the magical Bright Angel Trail towards the bottom of the canyon and the Phantom Ranch.

     The view was worth it all. To be a part of the magnificent light and gentle breeze, passing great cottonwood trees yellow like fire. On every side, giant red rock walls rose dripping with water stains, purple shadows and black spots. It was a hard hike and when I reached my Dad, sister Robin and others they saw my pain and did me the favor of taking weight off my pack. I sat and rested as their shapes moved on down the trail.

     You might be sick of me telling you these stories about the wilderness, but I won’t stop. She calls and I make sacrifices to enter her. I work hard and take risks. But it is something you can’t explain and shouldn’t. In this open space I enter another world of internal bliss and imagination where small shifts of perspective give huge and wonderful changes to your experience. And the severe pain in my knee, or the sixty-pounds on my back are like small thoughts, unnoticed as I enjoy the wonder of the wilderness.

     We finally reach the bottom and the Phantom Ranch, where cabins and cowboys host tourists and hikers in an environment of fun. The story goes on forever as it should but one subtle thing came to our minds as we dropped our gear, relaxed and recovered. At cottonwood camp the creek was quiet and we could hear many crickets and sounds and here at Phantom Ranch the stream is loud and we can’t hear the crickets. In the dark of night, after a long meal and hot drinks, as several of us sat up sharing cigars and stories around or campfire made up of a paper bag filled with sand and a few small candles inside, I shared this story.

     Once a great Guru was in his room beginning to meditate by the window and he was having trouble focusing, interrupted by the multitude of sounds in the wilderness outside. So this powerful monk yells out the window for quiet and sure enough the world goes silent. He returns to his meditation but soon realizes the horrible thing he has done and he runs to the window and yells back at the animals, the winds and the trees to begin singing again. So I went off to bed that night, in the bottom of the canyon knowing that my knee pain or heavy weight, or the loss of love, are just crickets in my ear as I move on my path through life.

