Grand Canyon Summary March 2-6, 2013

I’m really glad I got to take this trip with the PLA. I hadn’t signed up at first because I was planning to go to Israel with the JNF (Jewish National Fund) for an alternative spring break with Hillel. But when my plans changed, I’m glad this opportunity was still available. Seeing the Grand Canyon is something I’ve wanted to do, but never really thought seriously about putting in the effort to go on this trip. So, I’m thankful that the PLA organized this trip on our behalf. The Grand Canyon didn’t initially spark any thoughts of leadership, but when I took time to think about it, there were so many topics that could be discussed—immigration, migration, water, art and culture, Native history, politics, economics, expeditions. This could be a very interesting trip I thought—and it certainly exceeded my expectations. 

There was a lot of travel for this trip starting with a three-hour bus ride from state college to Philadelphia Airport, then a five-hour flight to Phoenix, followed by another three-hour bus ride to Williams AZ, where we stayed for the night. So far 11 hours of traveling, not including layovers in between arriving at the airport and getting through security before boarding the plane or arriving in Phoenix and waiting for the bus, or stopping at the Golden Corral for dinner. Saturday was a very long day of traveling. And we weren’t finished yet! Sunday we woke up, packed, ate breakfast, and had our first speaker. Morgan O’Connor from Xanterra (the company that owned the hotels and restaurants up on the canyon in addition to the railway station and hotel at which we stayed) spoke to us about sustainability. There were a number of campaigns and initiatives he described that his company is employing to reduce their carbon footprint and make ecological decisions about how they run their businesses. He was a really engaging speaker. I think the part that stuck with me the most was the go strawless campaign where people are supposed to not use a straw for a day, just think of all the plastic that could be saved if people stopped using disposable straws. Also, I liked the shampoo and conditioner dispensers in the bathrooms—full sized bottles instead of the miniatures that get replaced everyday with housekeeping. This way, I think he said 97% of plastic waste is reduced, which is very impressive. 

After hearing Mr. O’Connor speak, we boarded the Grand Canyon Railway Train for our two and half hour ride up to the natural wonder. The train ride was very cool. We were in the luxury car, and mostly filled up the entire cabin (sorry to the folks who weren’t with our group!) We had huge windows and were able to see some beautiful and varied landscape for our entire journey. There was a vestibule on the caboose of the train were people could go outside while the train was moving. A bunch of us went outside together and took some pictures. We also had entertainment. Clarence Clearwater sang to us on the way to the Canyon and I didn’t catch the name of the gentleman who performed on the way back. Both were wonderful. 

Okay, so its noon and we just arrived at the canyon. Lisa went to get out lunch vouchers and the PLA made its way to the Bright Angle Lodge to get our first view of the canyon. They say pictures don’t do the canyon justice, and they are right. It is mind blowing. Hearing about the canyon didn’t prepare me for what I was about to see---it was enormous. Long, deep, colorful, the peaks were varied, just incredible. We took a few pictures (okay, a lot of pictures) before heading in for lunch. The Bright Angel Restaurant was where we had every meal for the two and half days we were at the canyon. After a quick lunch, almost everyone gathered to go on a hike down Hermit’s trail. What sounded like a four-hour hike, was actually only a two-hour hike, with an hour-long bus ride both ways. So, 45 minutes into the canyon and 75 minutes out. I wish we could have done more, but this hike was well worth it. Going down was the easy part, as much as my knees complained. Going back up 1000 vertical feet winded me more than I would like to admit. But the views were beautiful. I wanted to take pictures the entire hike, but if I looked at my camera, or the canyon, I wasn’t looking at my feet, and that could have been troublesome. Thank you Jennifer and Ty for leading our hike and answering our questions! 

After the hike, we went on a sunset bus tour, where buses drove us to various lookout points along the canyon. We got out to take a bunch of pictures in the different lights. Afterwards, we went back to the restaurant for dinner. Later, we were supposed to go stargazing, but it was too cloudy. So we hung out for a bit in each other’s rooms before turning in for the night. 

Monday began with our second group of speakers. After a late start at breakfast (the problem with a sit-down restaurant for 50 students for every meal) we heard from three different speakers on the topic of immigration. Bill Montgomery was the first of the speakers from the Real Arizona Coalition on illegal immigration. One of the first points he made was that there are no grey problems, only grey solutions. Problems are either right or wrong, but solutions can be more challenging to categorize. I would have to disagree with this statement. Defining the problem can be very grey. I think we can all agree that murder is wrong. Seems like a very black and white situation. But what if it was self-defense or an accident? Is it still just as wrong as a cold-blooded homicide? Our judicial system has defined them differently, but in every case, a human is dead. I would call this a grey problem. When trying to decide what charge to give the killer, the manner and motive behind the death must be determined, which then influences how the solution will be implemented. I can understand where Mr. Montgomery is coming from, but I think he simplified his statement too much. His speech focused on how the Real Arizona Coalition is dealing with the issue of illegal immigration. The plan is four-fold: secure sovereign borders, account for everyone without lawful authority, necessary bureaucratic reform, and engage all levels of government and community. It was a very well presented plan, but the ideas seem better on paper than what is actually happening in government. 

After Mr. Montgomery spoke, we heard from Tara Jackson and Alberto Olivas from Arizona Town Hall. They had us do an activity where we described a purple box with a stress ball and gorilla glue nearby. The purpose of the activity was to explore different perspectives. Different people approached the situation differently, and the way we described the box showed a lot about how we think and approach problems. They then passed out worksheets on civil discourse and lead us in a town-hall style conversation on immigration and the economy. I really enjoyed this program, mostly because they weren’t just talking at us. I wish there was more time to continue doing the civil discourse exercise because I wanted to see where it would take us. 

After these speakers on immigration, we had lunch before our next group of speakers. This discussion was on water, a topic that is very critical for the desert of Arizona. I wanted this discussion to be better than it was. Three men, Ed Fox, Rodney Lewis, and John Sullivan spoke to us about the importance of water. They opened with the famous saying “Whiskey is for drinking, water is for fighting” emphasizing the value of water in this region. However, the presentation quickly went downhill from there. The blinds were open, making the sun in our eyes and making the speakers hard to see. And the presenters just showed us PowerPoints filled with graphs and numbers that were not that engaging. The morning’s presentation was good because they involved us in the program and didn’t just speak at us. These gentlemen only spoke at us, and in a very monotone voice. It was difficult and challenging to stay focused. 

However, later that afternoon, Park Ranger Jennifer gave us a wonderful talk about how the river has shaped the canyon, and the importance of water in the geological formation. She did a really great job. We walked about two and a half miles from the hotel by the end of the talk. At this point, we could have gotten on a bus and rode back to the hotel, but a group of us decided to walk back. I’m really glad I walked because on this hike, we ran into some wildlife. We saw a condor (even though we missed the condor program earlier in the day). It was flying so close you could see the tag on its wing. We stared and gawked for about twenty minutes before continuing on our hike when we ran into a herd of elk having an evening snack. These elk were just wandering along the path, eating from the brush in the park. We got pretty close to them (not intentionally; they were just where we were walking) and took many pictures. We kept walking because none of us had flashlights and we wanted to get back to the hotel before sunset. After dinner, we went out to go stargazing. It is incredible what cell phones can do. Someone had an app that told us what we were looking at by holding the camera up to the night sky. We saw both the big and little dippers, Jupiter, Orien, Leo, Hydra and more. It was really cool. And if that weren’t enough, on our walk back to the Thunderbird, we ran into a group of mule deer. It was a really good day. 

Tuesday morning, I woke up to go see the sunrise. A group of us had talked about it since we first arrived and this was our last day to get sunrise pictures. However, only I and one other person from the senior group actually got up at 615 in the morning. It was well worth the early wake up call. The colors on the canyon as the sun comes up were just amazing. I took probably some of my favorite pictures here. We stayed on the rim until a little after 7 when we went and got breakfast before our first speaker. 

Tuesday’s first speaker session was on art and culture. The speakers we heard, Bob Booker, Allan Affeldt, and John Tannous were wonderful. I probably enjoyed listening to John Tannous’s talk the best—he had some very interesting stories about the Smoki people, a group of white men who dressed up as Natives to perform a traditional Hopi Snake Dance. John was the director for the Somki Museum, a museum that told the tradition and history of the Smoki people. It was a very interesting story that I had never heard of before, which I think was why I was so intrigued. Allan Affeldt spoke about the restoration he and his wife are doing to the La Posada hotel, a beautiful hotel in Winslow Arizona designed by Mary Colter. When Route 66 got bypassed by the interstate, Winslow, like many towns was abandoned. Allan is working to make it a destination site again by restoring this beautiful hotel. Allan said something that stuck with me “If people don’t feel a connection to the place, they don’t invest or feel a need to protect it” This is a sad, but true statement. People are willing to invest and protect things that they feel will benefit them in the future or that they have a connection to from the past. 

The final speaker, whom we heard after lunch, was probably the best speaker of all. Dion Bend, a member of the Navajo nation and masters student at an Arizona University spoke to us about the history and tradition of the Navajo. The passion with which he had for these topics was evident from the moment he stood up dressed in traditional Navajo garb. He spoke about tragic times in Navajo history all at the result of American invaders. He spoke about the connection his people have to their land and how the traditions of his people are disappearing with every generation. He connected with me because this was a new topic, something I had never really heard before. I mean we learned about this a little in school, but it was one page in a history textbook; this was his history, his life. It was really impressive to see such a young man speak so passionately about his history. What a wonderful way to end our trip. 


After a few final pictures at the Grand Canyon, we boarded the train back to Williams Arizona. We spent the night exploring the town that was built on Route 66 that got bypassed by the interstate. We went to bed and woke up before the sun to had to the airport and begin our journey home. Thank you so much to Melissa, Lisa, Mr. and Mrs. Hintz, Dr and Mrs. Erikson, Dean and Mrs. Brady, and Liz for making my last trip with the Presidential Leadership Academy so memorable. 

