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From 6,000 feet above Guyana’s rain forest, the jungle canopy below spread to the horizon in every direction, like wall-
to-wall green carpeting. Winding, mud-brown tributaries of the Demerara River shimmered in the sunlight. My endless
view of the jungle and the aggressive hum of the plane’s propellers eventually drowned out the grittiness I’d experi-
enced in the capital, Georgetown. Headed for Kaiteur Falls, I began to relax, for the first time in three days.

I’d come to this South American nation to
see where my father-in-law grew up, and
my husband prepared me for conditions I

wasn’t exactly used to. The gargantuan bugs,
he warned, were as ubiquitous as the abject
poverty. I went into the trip with an open
mind but slathered myself with insect repel-
lent so strong that it actually rubbed varnish
off wooden furniture. 

Those first days in Georgetown, though, I
felt  l ike a target.  Crime is rampant and
unemployment is high. I was hassled by ven-
dors working from ramshackle stalls, and I
was told it wasn’t safe for me to go any-

where alone, even during the day, or walk
anywhere at night, even in groups. One bar-
tender insisted we take a taxi three blocks as
the sun was setting, and he provided a pass-
word to make sure we got the cab he called:
“ambassador.”

Self-sacrifice
I couldn’t wait for our excursion to the

country’s interior. The plane took off from a
small airfield near Georgetown, hooked a left
for an aerial view of the low-rise capital, and
veered south over the vast expanse of green.
About 90 minutes later, we bounced onto an

airstrip with the buzz from a brief, disconcert-
ing alarm and came to a stop about 200 yards
from the cliff that produces one of the world’s
largest waterfalls.

A guide told our group of about a dozen
that the Potaro River drops a staggering 741
feet, about the height of the Time Warner
Center in New York. The waterfall gets its
name from Kai, a Patamona chief who accord-
ing to legend paddled his canoe over it in self-
sacrifice to appease Makonaima, the Great
Spirit, and protect his tribe from raiding rivals.
As the guide led us through lush vegetation,
he helped us search for tiny golden frogs,

small as yellow M&Ms, that live their entire
lives in pools in the leaves of giant bromeli-
ads, a relative of the pineapple that grows 15
feet tall. He pointed to other highlights: a rub-
ber tree with a fruit resembling a red onion; a
vine you can slice and drink water from; a
sticky scarlet moss that traps insects, one of
six carnivorous plants in the park.

Closer to the falls, the distant “shhhhhh” of
crashing water rose to a low rumble. I clam-
bered over and under gigantic boulders and
up to an overlook, taking in my first view of
the cascade freefalling into the verdant
canyon. 
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