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A year ago I would have never imagined that I could be here in Zion overlooking these magnificent canyons where everything is bigger than me, where I am a speck in the workings of things. A year ago I had spine surgery for a herniated disc. Before the surgery I couldn’t walk; I could barely stand. After the surgery I wanted to walk, to run, to climb a mountain! And that’s exactly what I did. 

My journey began Monday morning. I met seven other honors students as well as the group leaders. We rationed our food and headed off on our adventure. In the first section of the trip we trekked in the backcountry for two days. I'll be honest, it was very much a physical challenge for me because of my medical history. Thankfully the boys in my group were more than happy to lighten my load. I never realized how kind complete strangers could really be. Hiking uphill was definitely not my strong point. I was the one lagging behind because I couldn't walk as fast as the others. My group leader hung behind with me and we enjoyed conversing but I still found it a hardship not to be with the group most of the time. Getting to the campsite after seven miles was a joy at first, but problems quickly surfaced. It took some teamwork to find the lighter and start a fire and then the water filter was not working and had to be cleaned out. What a relief  when those issues were solved!
Camping in the tent was an experience in itself. I have never camped before, well only in my backyard. Our tent at Zion was basically two tarps with a disconnected floor, which meant that any small creature could creep in. How scary that was! Waking up the first morning was simply dreadful. Our tent had flooded and I awoke in a puddle. I unzipped the tent and to my awe I saw snowflakes falling from the sky. I just couldn't believe it, snow in Utah! The snow was falling heavily that breakfast wasn't an option. We grabbed some trail mix and headed out on our final seven miles of the backcountry. Just five minutes into our hike we came to our next challenge. The path stopped right at a river that was raging past us. The tree bridge had been taken downstream and the only way to get across was to jump! The girls and I could not believe this was happening; how could we jump! We took our packs off and watched boys leap across. Then we threw our packs over.  I was the first of the girls to overcome this river. Many thoughts were running through my mind like what if I fall in, am I going to die? I am crazy for doing this! Even thought I had theses fears I knew that I could do it. I mustered up the courage to bend my knees and hurl myself over to Justin, who was there to brace me. We all made it over unharmed but what an experience that was—total strangers helping each other to safety.  It is a wonderful feeling knowing the kindness and concern that another has for you. The snow made everything difficult but still we were enthralled by this winter wonderland, so beautiful and perfect yet unexplainable. A picture could not capture the purity of the scene. Still, the last mile was the hardest for me. My back started to ache and I just wanted to make it out, to accomplish this impossible journey. Seeing the road flooded me with mixed emotions. I was joyous to have made it, angry at how strenuous it was, proud that I accomplished so many unthinkable challenges.

 

The next part of my journey was in the front country, very much different from the backcountry I must say. For one I did get cell phone service, thankfully had a bathroom facility, and a campfire! I was resentful about using my cell phone because I feel that it is a cause of my many stressors at home. So, after assuring my parents that I was alive, I kept my phone off for the whole trip. Being detached from my life at home allowed me to get fully immersed in a more natural state, no stress just the beauty of the outdoors. 
We met with park rangers, which was a treat. They are really passionate about the parks and the wildlife living within them. I never realized how tough it is to uphold a national park, so many things from animal protection, plant re-vegetation, and even preserving the actually land takes a lot of work. I went on a psychology and sound seminar, which opened my eyes to the sounds around me and showed me how much they affect not only humans, but the animals as well. Different sounds like a plane or a bird have different sound signatures. An acoustic specialist, Mike Walsh, showed us how he records a certain area for about a month to see what noises occur in those places. In any one area planes, birds, mountain lions, even sheep are recorded. It was amazing listening to animals’ natural sounds; I loved learning that the sheep make a burping sound. My next seminar was Peregrine Falcon watching. After an hour of no luck we changed our observation spot and finally saw the wonderful bird. Seeing a falcon in its natural habitat soaring above the canyon was just wonderful. We learned that it had a favorite perch and could see this clearly through the ranger's high tech binoculars. During our “circles” each group eagerly told of our amazing experiences and what we had learned in the park. I couldn't believe the knowledge I had acquired, and having fun doing it was a great plus! I learned how to spot a falcon, I looked through the binoculars, I asked questions of the rangers. Learning hands on helped me soak up more information than I ever thought possible. It definitely beats sitting in a classroom and passively hearing about a subject. To learn more fully one has to get up and seek knowledge from experiences; this is what it takes to become immersed and gain more insight. 

 

My favorite experience by far was hiking up Angel's Landing. At first I was not going to hike it at all. People fall off and die because it is such a strenuous and dangerous hike, and I did not want to fall off! The group talked me into climbing half way, but by the time I got to the hard part I thought, I have come this far, I jumped over a raging river, I hiked 17 miles in the snow, why can't I get to the top of Angel's landing! I did crawl most of my way up and did lose my footing in some areas. Was I scared! I am deathly afraid of heights, but it was impossible not to look down. How small I felt compared to the vast canyon. I pulled myself up, holding on the every chain I could. How much I wanted to get to the top in spite of my fear. I had my new friends telling me I could do it, that I was help enough. Reaching the top was unexplainable. I felt alive. I had done something most people would never get to do; I was on top of the world, risking my life in the process nonetheless. We sat for a while, taking in the view, overcoming the flood of emotions. As a group it felt like we had conquered the world, and maybe we did. The hike down was even more difficult but I knew now that I could do what I put my mind to. If I wanted something I could attain it, despite my size I am a strong individual.

 

Leaving Utah was something I did not want to do. I kept telling myself that I will come back, I will go on a trip with these amazing individuals again, that I will take what I have learned and become a different person. I held back my emotions when I landed in J.F.K. airport. How I longed for the beauty of the mountains, the crisp air, the sound of the grass rustling beneath me. As I approached the glass doors I saw my father jumping up and down, for his baby girl was home. It made me realize how blessed I am to have a wonderful family, how I want them to come and experience the beauty of our parks with me, because in all honesty, telling my story does not even amount to experiencing what I experienced. I do miss Utah, but I am still in touch with my wonderful friends, and I am a changed individual. I see the world differently, I know of the wonders of nature, I realize the strength of a person, and I have experienced the kindness of a stranger who in just a few days can become a great friend. I feel as a species we need to get up, experience the wonders of this earth for ourselves. The national parks are one of the most American things we have that people do not realize are even accessible. I hope to pass on the word, to make it a necessity for my friends and family to want to visit these incredible parks, to experience what I have experienced, to be changed by those experiences and ultimately become better people because of it. For my character has most definitely been transformed by my journey.
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