Waterfall Hunter

By Christopher Oleata

     It really should be called waterfall priestess because a woman led me there. I was with my friend Shelly and her eight-year-old daughter Shaela on their annual family reunion camping trip in Northern California. It wasn’t easy, driving thirteen hours up California’s Central Valley in a hot car packed with camping gear, but thanks to Shelly and her great ideas we were able to continue my dream of Waterfall Hunting.

     We left San Diego at 4am, moving the sleeping Shaela from her adorable Hello Kitty bedroom to the back seat of the SUV all warm and wrapped in blankets. After ten hours we turned off the interstate and drove up into the mountains. This is the northern Sierra Nevada Mountains where the hundreds of miles of glaciated granite peaks become the volcanoes of the Cascade Range. A dense forest spreads out across the rugged landscape dotted with tall pyramid volcanoes like Lassen and Mount Shasta. Soon the road turns narrow and twisted in rocky gorges high above the rapids of a river. We spend two wonderful nights among RV’s, tents and tall pines on the north shore of Lake Almanore. Shelly’s twin sister Sherri was there and her father Jerry with his side of the family. There were gentle forest hikes, long dinners around the fire and an afternoon kayaking around bird-filled sand islands on the huge lake. It was wonderful to see the kids play because just weeks before I taught Shaela to ride a bike and she was able to join her cousins biking around the campground.  When the trip was over Sherri and Jerry offered to take Shaela back to San Jose so that Shelly and I could have a night alone camping in the mountains.

     When the last RV drove away we began the short drive north and up into Lassen Volcanic National Park. The drive in is steep, up past meadows bubbling with thermal steaming pools. Many places smelled of sulfur. We camped at a lake high in the ancient volcano. Few campers were there and it was easy to choose a campsite. After setting up camp we began a good hike up through the forest and down to another lake hidden in the wilderness. I swam in the clear still water before we began the hike back. I enjoyed watching the happy Shelly hiking through a forested paradise. Back at camp we enjoyed a romantic evening of cooking and relaxing in the tent during a sunset in the forest. A tiny baby deer came by and we sat near it together from just a few meters away.

     The morning light spread beautifully across the forest as we ate and packed the car. A last few minutes relaxing on a log before we continued our mission to Burney Falls, north near Mount Shasta, almost at the Oregon border.

     I took a wrong turn and we argued a little but soon we were cruising out of the volcano and through lava fields with views out for many miles. We were hungry and the forest was so beautiful that we just stopped on the side of the road for lunch. It was not often that we would enjoy such simple pleasures and smiles together. It didn’t take long from there to reach the waterfall parking lot.

     Just a short walk down a steep path in shaded trees you see it, though you can here it as soon as the car doors open. It felt good to leave the hot sun and descend into the cool forest. Steep cliffs drip with water and a mighty wind of spray blows from the base of the falls. We walked the slippery boulders around the misty green pool of icy water. The sound was incredible. Shelly took my picture as I dove into the large pool of rushing water. Underwater the sound was amazing, and seeing the water and foam below exploding and pushing deep I had to get closer. My body was freezing fast so I only had a few seconds. I took a few breaths, looked back at Shelly and swam deep towards the torrent of thundering bubbles. The current and cold pushed me away and I swam back to the sun on the rocks.

     After driving just a few turns below the waterfall parking lot you come to the large reservoir with beaches full of people and boats. A short swim in the cool water and then back on the road for the six hour drive to her childhood home in San Jose. It wasn’t over and now we enjoyed our time with her mother Marilyn and her side of the family cooking food and talking by the pool. We came from one California Dream to another.

     Waterfalls, with their drama and movement are wonderful to me. Their presence gives me clarity and peace. There’s something about the sounds of the water. I’ve done this many times in places throughout the world, laying or sitting still beside the waterfall or river. The sounds are a million voices talking and whispering. The sounds just continually come and slip by off with the water. Herman Hesse states, with his book and character Sidhartha, “The river is everywhere at the same time, at the source and at the mouth, at the waterfall and at the ferry, at the current, in the ocean, and in the mountains, everywhere, and that the present only exists for it, not the shadow of the past, nor the future.” There is no time, it doesn’t exist. There’s only the eternal present and the shadow of memories. But I’m thankful for these shadows and this moment when I stood with an open heart and with a friend in the shadow of a waterfall.

