_' > ByRafaelBenavides PHOTOBY Ernesto A. Perez

—

SAN ANTONIO MAY
HAVE THE RIVERWALK,
but Laredo has kayaking on
the Rio Grandel

In the dry dessert, it is a
timeless channel of water
that spreads life to countless
communities. It has been
called by different names
through the centuries, in
different languages and by
different peoples that have
been displaced over time.
But its meaning has man-
aged to remain the same—it
is the “great river," or “life-
giver.”

The Rio Grande, or el Rio
Bravo del Norte, as they
call it in neighboring Mex-
ico, begins as run-off from
the snow-capped San Juan
Mountains of Colorado and
flows through Spanish haci-
endas in New Mexico's Rio
Grande Valley, then passes
through Pueblo Indian com-
munities.  Ranchers and
farmers in Texas and the
Mexican states of Chihua-
hua, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon
and Tamaulipas, depend on
it for their survival.

|t was here, on the Rio
Grande, that a boundary
dispute erupted between
two countries in the 1840s,
leading to a costly war be-
tween the United States and

Mexico. In 1848, the United

States had gained half of

Mexico's territory through
war and with the signing
of the Treaty of Guadal-
upe-Hidalgo, the two coum
tries designated their new
boundaries, splitting the
town of Laredo in two. That
same treaty also allowed for
shared use of the river.

In popular culture, the Rio
Grande is viewed as a place
of illegal activity and at
tempts for illegal entry into
the United States. In so many
words, we could sa that it
is the front porch for vari-
ous government agencies in
poth the United States and
Mexico. While it is guarde
by our governments, it does
not belong to them. It be-
longs to the people who live
on the border cities that de-
pend on its waters for sur-
vival.

Many in Laredo cross the
international bridges fre-

uently. Citizens may se€
the waters of the Rio Grande
and practically accept it as
fact that the river is pollut-
od and filled with disease.
They may not see the river
as an extension of their cit
ies. It can then be said that
in this city, the river, there-
fore, is not something to be
respected, rather, i is to be

controlled and contained.

In 162 years, the people
who live by the waters of the
Rio Grande have never taken
advantage of their rights 1o
reclaim their river. For many
who live by the river, it is
something that is very much
taken for granted.

Stephen Kazcor, who lives
in Panama and New Yorker
Eric Ellman saw a diamond
in the ruff when they came
to Laredo. Partners in busi-
ness, they have created what
just may be the biggest thing
in eco-tourism this side of
south Texas. With its lay on
words, “Big River Qutfitters.
offers kayaking on the Rio
Grande as a way to promote
eco-tourism and spread con-
sciousness about the wildlife
and connection Laredoans
have with their river.

In just a few months, their
business  has exploded
thanks to support from lo-
cal organizations and avid
environmentalist.  Imagine
waking up early and em-
barking on an adventure to
see all sorts of wildlife from
this iconic river. Such an
amazing feeling comes over
you as you paddle down this
special body of water remi-
niscent of ancient Native
American tribes, Spanish
conquistadors, Mexican rev-

olutionaries and American
adventurers.

During our adventure of the
Rio Grande, we saw no less
than three Amazon King-
fishers—-a rare bird almost
never seen anywhere else in
the United States. The wa-
ter was clean, and we were
amazed as to how beauti-
ful and peaceful everything
seemed. This is the view o
the old Laredo, a city still full
of culture, adventures and
discoveries.

Priding ourselves on origi-
nality, Laredoans can say
they live in the only city in
the entire country, and quite
possibly the only place in
Sil of North America, where
one can kayak in two coun-
tries at the same time. Rides
are only $20 per person for
a morning or afternoon of
adventure and fun on the
Rio Grande. Experienced
professionais accompany
every ride, and kayaks and
life-jackets are included. Big
River Outfitters is located
inside the Rio Grande Plaza
Hotel located in downtown
Laredo. Visit their Web site
at BigRiverQutfitters.org or

call (956) 209-1879. Take |

a date, your family, or your
favorite group of buddies to
explore the wild side of Lar-

edo. You'll be glad you did. |
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