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Grand Canyon, words fail miserably.
Numbers, wo, Between Glen Canyon
Dam and Lake Mead, the Colorade
River flows 277 miles. The riversaverage
depth iz 35 feer; its average speed is 4
miles an hour; its temperature, coming
as it does from the depths of Glen Can-
yon Dam, 50 degrees, There are more
than 160 rapids within the Canyon's
confines; in some, the river’s speed in-
creases appreciably, “1 was rold rafting
through the Grand Canyon wonild be
the best experience of my life,” a woman
once told me. “And rafting the Grand
Canyon would be the second best ex-
perience of my life, and the third ..."7

Such whispers had reached me for
years. 5o [ decided 1o ke the only pos-
sible course. | went to see for mvself.

ere’s the best thing abour rafiing
H down the Colorado. Unlike other
grand adventures — climbing

Everest, meditating with puff adders
prenty much anyone can do it. Choase 1o
sign on with a professional river o or
the waiting list for private trips is cur-
rently 15 years, though cancellations can
rake the wait shorrer), and most compa-
nies require only thar you be ar lease 12
vears old for an oar trip and 8 to ride in a
mioterized crafr. Other than that, you juse
have o adjust to a single pertinent realiry.

“Some people really embrace the soli-

tude, and some people dont expecr it,”
smiled Cliristian Seamans on the <i|iuJ_v
fall moming of aur own departure.
Christian dipped his oars into the
cocoa-brown Coborado and smiled again.
“Welcome, evervone,” he said, a we
moved out inte the main current. “Ir's
always nice to push away.”

Enjoying nature is about pushing away,
and all of us — 19 paying customers who
had signed on for a 14-day ear wip with
Wilderness River Adventures — had en-
sured ourselves addirional solirude by
coming to the river in Okcrober,

It is somiething of a secrer, and 1 will
likely be tossed into the Colorado tied o
an anvil for saying so in print. bue fall and
spring are the river's unsung scasons;
quicter, cooler, heavierwith repose, In July,
the average high in the canyon is 106
degrees. In Ocrober, it is 85, and the low,
on average, is a still-quite-pleasant 59. In
summer, 150 people a day pur on to the
river ar Lees Ferry, 15 miles below Glen
Canyon Dam, and plenty more would
join them if the Park Service didn'tenforce
this cap. On the morning we left, only
three other groups were starting off, Cwver
the next 13 days we saw them now and
again, but mostly it was just us. October
offers a final plus. No motorized craft are
allowed on the river after rnil:l-';l‘l:llflnll!r,
making it easier to heara raven's wing beat
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or the sound of your own heart in the last
wink of silence before 2 rapid's roar.

Qur party numbered 26: 7 guides, 19
clients, 6 rubber boars, and enough food
and drink ro embarrass Club Med.

Our Wilderness guides proved su-
premely competent, bur they didn’t take
their competency too seriously, preferring
instead o dye their hair green., announce
dinner with a {}l-glri:,lrl chon, and even,
on the proper occasion, wear women's
underwear. There was Christian, Heather,
Brets, Jeffe, Mate, Nute, and our trip leader,
Okie. It quickly became obwvious they all
lowved the river and the canyon, They knew
itz history, its wildlife, and its geology, but
mustly they knew how o righdy enjoy ir.

hough it is casually labeled a river
I wripy rafting the Grand Canyon i

far more. Traveling down the Colo-
rado gives you access to remote places
otherwise reached only with great diffi-
culty or avery long fall. We saw hikers now
and then, dirty, bedraggled figures who
regarded us dully with the vacant eyes of
a mongrel dog. We simply hopped ashore
from ourhappy blue-rubberboars, lunched
on taco salad and fistfuls of Oreos, and,
duly fortified, strode into side canyons
serencand glorious, hushed places pressed
in by walls 25 smooth and cool a5 satin
sheets, where clear creck trickles ran, and
here and there sat truck-size rocks de-
posited ar rimes when the creek was noth-
ing like a trckle,

Some side canyons were dry — tomb-
still and quier. Others drummed — warer-
alls cascading into poals with 2 sonosmus
boom blew sprays of rinbow mist. One
canyon held rguoise pools so clear and
still they appeared w be not pools ar all,
bur vast emerald gems set in the earth. In
some of these places we sat apare in con-
templative silence. In others, we did whar
was only right, plunging into the pools
aml hooting beneath warerfalls like 10-
year-oldswho had discovered their parents’
hooch, These places had magical and aps
names: Elves Chasm, Shinumo Creek, Mat-
katamiba, and Blackrail Canyoen, They sat
stoic and seemingly untouched. Tt felt as
if we were the first to set foot there.

Weweren't, of course. O our sinth day,
68 miles downriver, we hiked up to abutee
averlooking Tanner Rapid and then fol-
loweda trail along the stoped hillside, Here
and there were metare and mane — stone
wough and handstencs used by the Ana-
sazi Indians vo mill corn, They were scar-
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tered about as if the Anasazi had just up
and left, perhaps 1o take advantage of this
lowely day and go for a hike.
Olkie picked up a shard of porery, m-
ing it slowly in his fingers.
“How old is thari" I asked.
“Close 1o 1,400 years old,” said Okie.
It was as if pastand present had collided
as one.
Okie looked roward the Colorado, run-
ning brown beneath the sun.
“Yep," he said. =T
they saw.”
And the Anasazi were mercly members
of the Newcomer's Club.
Inanether silent side canyon, Christian
crouched and splashed water on a rock. A
shape appeared, trumpet shaped and
maybe five inches long,
*Crinoid,"” said Christian. “Thar's prob-
ably 400 million years old.”

ur days unfolded in languid
fashion. We woke, warm in our
sleeping bags, to coal silence on

white-sand beaches, the tops of the canyon
walls catching the first tracings of dawn.
Breakfast followed, the smell of coffee and
bacon residing beside the river, and then
the guides would break down camp and
pack their respective boats, meticulously
lashing down piles of gear like fussy moms.
By 9, we would be on the river.

Though much ado is—rightly — made
of the Colorado’s vaunted mpids, most of
the river is rapidless. Yes, there are more
than 160 rapids berween Lees Ferry and
Lake Mead, but they compase 9 percent of
that scction of river. And so we Aoated, lazy
a5 2 dream, between brown river and blue
sky, the canyon walls ever-rearing up on
both sides, while bensath the boat, the
siver made small commotions and fdgets.

Great blue herons, dragonilies. gossa-
mer strands of spider webs, they all wafved
past usat asyrupy pace, Late afterncon, we
“‘ﬂ.l]ll I]I.I.I“Il '.Ill‘ H&lil\hl an EI“_I][}' .hfﬂiil
and, in short order, we would be dining on
shrimp scampi or prime rib, ki torches
throwing fickering light on the sand.

My favorite rime came after dinner
when the guides recounted stories of ex-
plorers and river runners, folks like John
Wesley Powell, who went down the river
with one arm, wood boats, scarce and
spoiling supplics, and no surfeit of deter-
mination and courage. We would listen
appreciatively, our bellies digesting brown-
ir.\ rlf\]] I-“JIII 'I“.— [}II'LI](I\':II. h]';llk\ rll'lll
the campfire drifting up to join the stars,

s the same river

QOhir existence mirrored the siver’s, and
the river, in turn, proceeded like life, long
spells of quiet interspersed with wild bous
of feverish activity.

Because, ves, there were the rapids.
Again, floods of words have tried to define
the Colorade’s rapids — infamous torrents
like Crystal, Hance, and Lava Falls, [ will
say only this: Those rapids, and others
you've never heard of, are a force of nature
that should be miet ar beast once in your life.
Forthe 19,000-plusfolk who proceed down
the Colorade cach year, the rapidsarea wet
and wonderful Mr. Toad's Wild Ride. But

rhe:,' have meted out injury and death, oo,

which, of course, adds wo the thrill.
We each came ro these rapids with our
own style, Just before a rapid called House

Rock, Denniz Sericgel wrened o me. “Ev-

ery time after we go through one of ¢
I wonder, Do have my har, do [have my
glasses, do | have my teechi®”
As we Hoared deep into the Canyon,
il'l'r Ill"g;lﬂ 1w [Hk[’ ona [[l'f'ill!'ll cane,
We could actually see the river dropping
away, an odd sight cthat leads one to betrer
understand the trepidation of ancient
mariners convinced they would drop off
the edge of the world.

The Colorado’s closest approximation
1o this is Lava Falls, 179 miles downriver
from Lees Ferry, and the granddaddy of
them all. As irs name implies, it begins
with an atention-gesting spillover. Then
all hell breaks loose.

Running a rapid is like dancing with a
psychotic partner; all proceeds smoothly

unil you seep out of line, and then you
are slapped, throttled, and otherwise
rudely mistreated. In the case of Lava Falls,
the partner is trebly psychotic, the drub-
bing proportionatcly severe, Rafis flip,
They wrap around rocks, And you go for
a memorable swim,

Lava arrived on the second 1o last day
of our trip. A half-mile away, the river was
ncarly still. s if holding its breath, Then
we heard the sound, like the thunder of
horses. Fromithe bowof Okic'sboat, ] peered
ahead. Over the passing days | had noticed
how, from upstream, the bigger rapids
looked like the splashing of children ar play.
These children were abso blowing mist.

We pulled ashore just upstream o scout
Lava, hiking up a shorr trail. Swear was
funncling into bodily crannics 1 didn't
know existed. | notced with detached inver-
est that | still had miy life preserver on.

W crowded together at the edge of the
small overlook and looked down.

‘"i:\\tll rll?l'" dl?uv:. I-I'!'d |‘HJL\ Iil«.c"l’l:
of those whitewater boils thar precede the
surfacing of some monstrous sca creature.
There were badly placed rocks, too, and
enormous waves that rose and crashed,
followed immediately by more enormous
waves that did the same; a train wreck thar
never ended. The guides studied the rapid
and spoke quietly to each ather.

Olkie rurned on hiz heels.

“My boat, we're going,”

Lava Falls is a shore rapid. | have lietle
recollection of the run. Okie followed a
slick tongue of water that moved dreamily
toward the ledge, The oar locks creaked as
he applied pressure, then the boar lurched
and bounded and everything disappeared.
Warer enveloped us: nor cold. nor violenr.
anly heavy and pressing away the world.

And then ir was gone and we were
through, and Okie had yanked us into a
small notch of eddy against the shore;
everyone was talking ar once.

The river, and themoment, were passing.
I stond there mrying wo remember ivall. The
sur and wer on my face, the dap of waves
rocking the boat, the giddy closeness | felt
for my companions, 2 small lizard, an armis

lengeh awy, nipping ants off a rock.

The next day, 188 miles from Lees
Ferry, we stepped ashore for good. The
river ran o, -
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