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The meadow our family came to know as Paradise Creek was at the confluence of the north fork of the White River and a small obscure creek we called Paradise Creek. The meadow was on the White Mountain Apache reservation in the White Mountains of East-Central Arizona. My memory of this place and the people we met is like the stars in the night sky that no longer exist. Yet the light from these extinct stars is still hurling through time and space. My recollections of those people, places, and times are like that light.

I’m an old man now and hadn’t been to Paradise Creek in over fifty years. For that reason, my wife and I drove up to visit the meadow of my family’s summer getaways. A sense of joy washed over me as I noticed the little meadow remained untouched, just as it was when I camped there with my family as a child. Once again, I breathed in the scent of the ponderosa pine forest and heard the rush of the ice-cold waters of the White River colliding into the same boulders on its way down the western slope of Mount Baldy toward the Sonoran Desert.

My wife and I had a picnic on the south bank of the White River. We reminisced about our youth in San Ramon and this little meadow where we ate lunch. A lone hawk circled in the blue sky above the creek where we camped all those years before.

We first camped in the meadow during the summer of 1959. The two ice-cold creeks were full of rainbow and brown trout. The forest that surrounded the meadow was so dense with ponderosa pine and blue spruce it seemed, to my nine-year-old self, to be impossible to penetrate. Over thousands of years, the waters of these two mountain creeks had, pebble by pebble, created the small canyon. The icy waters of this minor river have crashed into and coursed around massive boulders that look as if they have been there from the beginning of time.

As we sit beside the river, I feel the soothing, soft breeze meandering through the pine forest. I’m captivated by being in the place that meant so much to me as a child. These days, this place, these sounds, and the smells are a state of mind where my childhood memories still live - the memories that have comforted me throughout my life.

My two older brothers were avid fishermen, but the fact is, like my father, I was never much of an angler. All my father and I needed was to have the privilege of being alongside the cold, flowing waters of the small mountain stream. This little corner of Arizona, with all its beauty, enthralled my family.

In the afternoon, the torrential thunderstorms of the summer were a daily event. The deafening roar of thunder would reverberate through the canyon, warning us of the impending storm. We’d watch the swollen forever changing shape inky colored clouds as they drifted eastward across the skies. The afternoon storm would immerse the small canyon in a thunderous noise and pouring rain would add to my exhilaration. Then, as quickly as the storm came, it vanished. The sunshine would re-emerge and fill the little canyon with an outpouring of warmth. From the view of the nine-year-old boy I once was, it felt like the storm brought the canyon back to life.

We camped there every summer during the late fifties and early sixties. I suppose the area spoke to each of us in unique ways. My parents made their annual pilgrimage to Paradise Creek. We made camp eight miles east of the small mill town of McNary, Arizona, on highway 260. We’d turn right at a place called Cowboy Spring onto the rough and tumble dirt road to Hawley Lake. The turnoff to the Paradise Creek campgrounds was less than a mile over a sometimes impassable dirt road. To get to our camp, we turned onto a road in even worse shape than the road to Hawley Lake. As we disappeared into the forest, it was like we were entering another world. This would be our wilderness home for the next two weeks. We’d hike the woods, go fishing, and enjoy our time together.

There were other campers we met year after year. Our family came to enjoy their company, swapping stories, telling jokes, and enjoying the crackle of a campfire.

Carl and
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