
FOREWORD 

I
T 1s OFTE N SAID that to stand on the rim of the Grand Canyon is to be made aware of our 

human littleness and transience and it is assumed as a corollary that this experience is good 

for us. It brings us down to size. 'But I wonder. Transience, yes; littleness, not so certainly. 

Some observers may even feel a half-conscious satisfaction that simply by looking they are 

making that mighty gorge serve their human need. 

A river traverses time as well as topography, it runs not only through country but through 

mankind. So far as I can see, there is no particular sanity, health, or satisfaction in being forced 

to an awareness of geological time. Imagining what the Colorado River may have been like 

ten million years ago is an abstract exercise like imagining a moonscape. But imagining that 

minute in the year 1540 when Cardenas' men rode up to the Grand Canyon rim and looked un

believingly into the chasm-that is something else. The human response is somehow important. 

Magnificent as they are, the most instructive geological display and probably the greatest 

natural spectacle on earth, the canyons of the Colorado sometimes disappoint. They may op

press the observer instead of uplifting him. Sometimes an especially honest tourist, oversold 

on the cliches of grandeur, will admit to being bored, and many never stay long enough to 

adjust to this "great innovation in natural scenerY:' 

That adjustment is necessary, as Dutton insists, and it is more than getting used to bi

zarre colors and unfamiliar forms. It involves scale as well-and I don't think we adjust our

selves to inhuman size and geological time. Quite the reverse. The viewer must reassert human 

scale and human time in the teeth of a spectacle where time and topography are dismayingly 

one, and too big to be readily grasped. The reactions of dogs and poets on the rim are sugges

tive. Dogs, having no way of reasserting their doggish scale, very often get the shakes. Poets 

begin at once to put the canyon into words, and thus make it behave in a way that poets can 

understand. 

Incorrigibly anthropocentric as we are, we can only respond humanly. In the canyons I 

have seen people get so used to magnificent scenery that they quit noticing it, but I have never 

seen anyone who was not instantly galvanized by signs of human habitation down there, how

ever small: a walled granary tucked into a cave above Nankoweap Rapid, a line of steps chis

eled up the sandstone in Navajo Canyon, perhaps even a rare find such as a split-twig figurine 

put into a cave thousands of years ago by some stone-age hunter. A hunter who made such a 

figurine was trying by sympathetic magic to bend the forces of nature to his intense little hu

man purpose: to make the rabbit run into the snare, to bring the bighorn within range. He 

was not so different from the rest of us; and the more impressive the natural force or object 

that we try to control, the greater the satisfaction if we seem to succeed. I used to have a 

schnauzer dog that adored chasing moose up in the Grand Teton country. I am sure that when 

she put a bull with a six-foot rack down the meadow she felt twice as big and important as 

when she only made a marmot dive down his hole. 

In so~ethin~ !ike that fashion, I believe, the Colorado's canyons at first appall and op

press us with their mhuman scale and their message from inhuman geological time, but in the 

end reassure us. Even here, in this inhospitable rock desert, in this place where the earth is 
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gashe~ open to the dark mile-deep bone, people have made marks, even homes. The chasm 

that dismays me was once some Indian's front yard. 

is oo o prov1 e a profile of the Colorado River, not so much 

I T 1s THE ATTEMPT of th' b k t "d · 

through topography and geological time as through human time, human history. The river 

matters to men only insofar as they have discovered and used it and recorded what they knew. 

It is a surprisingly long record ·d · h l h · ' · · 
. , cons1 ermg ow ong t e nver was hidden m legend and guess, 

and how thm the population of the region, aboriginal or Spanish or American, has always been. 

For the first time within a single set of covers, it is possible to follow the process of discovery 

from the day when Cardenas reached the rim, a year before De Soto discovered the Mississippi 

and less than fifty years after Columbus made landfall in the Indies, to the day in August, 1869, 

when Major Powell's party floated out the gateway of the Grand Wash Cliffs. It is further pos

sible, in this same single volume, to trace the uses and abuses of the river by human agencies in 

the hundred years since Powell brought it into the known world. The Colorado's history may be 

thin, but it is longer than that of any major American river. 

Long, thin, and intermittent; much of what was known faded out and had to be redis

covered. Almost all of it had been forgotten when Lieutenant Ives and later Powell attacked 

the river from opposite ends and made the legendary stream into a factual one. The earliest 

history, that which was recorded only by' archaeological remains, had never been known; the 

beginning of knowledge in that line came when Powell found dwellings and granaries in Glen 

Canyon. What little we know of the prehistoric tribes of the Colorado basin has since been 

painstakingly put together by many hands, for human history is not a thing to be run and 

mapped like a canyon, but an artifact to be assembled, recorded, interpreted, and under

stood; it does not exist until it has been written. 

It did not exist for Major Powell. When he pushed off from Green River, Wyoming, on 

May 24, 1869, he knew nothing of what the Spaniards had discovered, and practically noth

ing about the mountain men who had trapped the headwater streams (he did not know who 

Ashley was, for instance) . He did know the reports of Lieutenant Ives, and he had read and 

discounted the newspaper reports of James White's raft journey. He also says that he carried 

with him a diary of Jacob Hamblin's covering the stretch from the Grand Wash Cliffs to Call

ville but he must have carried that on his second expedition, since he had not yet met Ham-

' blin when he made the first; and if he carried it on the second expedition he never got to make 

use of it, for he left the river at Kanab Wash. 

What men had discovered and then forgotten or mislaid when Powell started through the 

canyons is all here in this book, most of it in the words of the men who did the discovering. 

Nothing less than their own words will do, for they were very different men, of different cen

turies and different civj}izations, and no paraphrase could communicate so vividly their vari

eties of response: the dismay of the Cardenas party as reported by Castaneda; the laconics of 

Father Escalante; the muscular matter-of-factness of Ives; the romantic nature-appreciation, 

enlightened by science, of Powell and Dutton. 



Powell is basic to any book about the Colorado, the great AnceStor, the firSt man who ob-

d 1 t h · t d f h t he wanted to see or what he persuaded himself he had seen serve w 1a e saw ms ea o w a · 
As this book amply demonstrates, it was he and his assistants Dutton, Gi~b~rt, T~ompson, and 
Holmes who made the Plateau Province a province of knowledge. Thus it is not mappropriate 
that The Grand Colorado is published on the hundredth anniversary of Powell's exploration. 
That trip tied headwaters to lower river and filled in the last great blank on the map of the 
United States. Powell began the geological studies that Dutton and Gilbert carried on; he 

founded the bureau through which later studies were largely made. 
It was not only as an explorer and scientist that he was seminal. Through his lectures and 

his Re port, through the sketches and paintings of his artists Moran and Holmes, through the 
stereopticon views taken by his photographers Beaman, Fennemore, and Hillers, he put the 
hitherto unknown canyons of the Colorado into ten thousand parlors. It was his publicizing that 
started the Grand Canyon toward becoming what it is-a symbol of natural majesty that has 

totally displaced the shopworn Niagara Falls that satisfied the young republic. 
In Powell begins the study of the native tribes, both historic and prehistoric, of the area. 

Even the sport of river-running owes its origin to him, and in these years when many thousands 
run the canyons every summer, there is hardly a cataract boat or neoprene raft without a copy 
of Powell's Report stowed away somewhere in a waterproof bag; and hardly a river captain 
passes the mouth of the Little Colorado without reading aloud-or intoning-Powell's omi
nous paragraphs that record his feelings at the inner brink of the unknown. 

Powell's explorations and his continuing survey of the Plateau Province helped turn to 
civilian purposes, to the opening of the unknown or half-known West, national energies that 
had been blown up dangerously by the Civil War. What he had learned on the desert pla
teaus led him to resist methods of settlement, water laws, land laws, and even time-honored 
methods of subdividing land into states and counties that he knew were inappropriate or 
disastrous in a dry country. He was not naive enough to believe, with the promoters of 
western homestead settlement, that rain follows the plow. He proposed that no western 
agriculture land be patented unless it had with it an indissoluble water right. He suggested 

modifying the sacred 160 acres of the homestead law downward in irrigated land, far upward 
in range land. He thought the boundaries of states and counties should be laid out along 
drainage divides. 

If his advice had been followed in his time, we would have been spared much built-in 

difficulty, much litigation and wrangling, including a lot of the wrangling over the water of 

the Colorado. In the years since the western irrigation interests broke him and discontinued 

his classification of the public lands, some of what he advocated has come laboriously and 

imperfectly to pass. Regional planners now make a bible of his Report on the Lands of the 
Arid Region, and the United States Geological Survey and the Bureau of Ethnology, which 
he founded, have been from the beginning models of government science. 

Though he was unaware of much of its human past, Powell gave the plateau country 

a solid present, and he foresaw its future problems with remarkable prescience. He stands at 



the end of the time of exploration and at the beginning of the time of human control. 

Having cleared away the myths about the physical river, he tried all the rest of his life to 

correct misconceptions about the arid West, to prevent monopoly of land through water 

control, to discourage the optimists who believed that you could ensure an adequate water 

supply by simply asserting it. 

The continuing controversies between preservation and reclamation interests are also in 

this book; a profile of the Colorado that showed it only as adventure and scenery would be 

sadly incomplete. It is probable that Powell would have approved some of the dams on the 

Colorado-Hoover probably, two or three of the upper-tributary dams possibly. He would 

not likely have approved them all, for he could read cost-benefit ratios and appreciate grand 

scenery; and he would have deplored the way in which the reclamation law he favored and 

did much to bring about has often been perverted to the uses of monopolistic groups of pre

cisely the sort he foresaw and resisted. 

A LONG WITH THE story of the human time through which the Colorado runs, the pages of 

r-1. this book contain bundles of "images" that are the next best thing to standing on the 

rim or running the river. The whole river is literally here, as I think it has been in no single 

book heretofore, not to make propaganda for a specific conservationist or resource-develop

ment position, but to illustrate the complexity-and I insist it is a human complexity-of a 

great river. 

If it is really consoling, there is the consolation of geological time for those who deplore, 

as I do, the engineering that would further tame and harness our greatest natural wonder 

and mutilate our greatest scenic ( which is to say spiritual) resource. It is completely true 

that human engineering can modify the Colorado, and to some extent has; can tame it, and 

to some degree has; can diminish it, and to some degree has. But kill it we cannot. All we 

have to do is to shift into geological time, and we can smile at the dams and power plants. 

The river will cut through them, after a century or two, as it has cut through the lava dike 

at Lava Falls, or as it has split the Uinta Mountains. There, as the mountains rose across its 

course, the river simply dug in. In Powell's words, it cut through the uplift as a saw cuts 

through a log held against it. 

He called it an "antecedent" stream, by which he meant it has the tools to overcome 

interruptions on its way to eternity, that gently rolling plain from which human engineering will 

be wiped away as the cliffs and towers and buttes of the Grand Canyon will be wiped away. 

But that is not much of a consolation. We are on our way to eternity too, but by a shorter 

path, and it is no help to us to have the dams wiped out by a process that wipes out everything 

else. We couldn't wait for it if we wanted to. So we must take the Colorado on our human 

terms, and from among the purposes that it might serve, elect those that seem most lasting 

and most satisfying. Both the ages and man have been at work on that river and those 

canyons. Short of a visit, or many visits, this book is the best way I know for a citizen to 

find out which has been doing the better job. 


