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The first time I ever had a glimpse of the canyon country was in the summer of 1944. I was a punk kid then, scared and skinny, hitchhlking around the United States. At Needles, California, bound home for Pennsylvania, I stood all day by the side of the highway, thumb out. Nobody stopped. In fact, what with the war and gasoline rationing, almost nobody drove by. Squatting in the shade of a tree, I stared across the river at the porphyritic peaks of Arizona, crazy ruins of volcanic rock floating on heat waves. Purple crags, lavender cliffs, long blue slopes of cholla and agave-I had never before even dreamed of such things. 
In the evening an old black man with white whiskers crept out of the brush and bummed enough money from me for his supper. Then he showed me how to climb aboard an open boxcar when a long freight train pulled slowly out of the yards, rumbling through the twilight, eastward bound. For half the night we climbed the long grade into Arizona. At Flagstaff, half frozen, I crawled off the train and into town looking for warmth and hospitality. I was locked up for vagrancy, kicked out of jail the next morning, and ordered to stay away from the Santa Fe Railroad. And no hitchhiking, neither. And don't never come back. Humbly I walked to the city limits and a step or two beyond, held out my thumb and waited. Nobody came. A little after lunch I hopped another freight, all by myself this time, and made myself at home in a big comfortable empty side-door Pullman, with the doors open on the north. I found myself on a friendly train, in no hurry for anywhere, which stopped at every yard along the line to let more important trains roar past. At Holbrook the brakemen showed me where to fill my canteen and gave me time to buy a couple of sandwiches before we moved on. From Flag to Winslow to Holbrook; and then through strange, sad, desolate little places called Adamana and Navajo and Chambers and Sanders and Houck and Lupton-all the way to Gallup, which we reached at sundown. I left that train when two roughlooking customers came aboard my boxcar; one of them began par-



ing his fingernails with a switchblade knife whi!e the ?ther stared 

at me with somber interest. I had forty dollars hidden 1n my shoe. 

Not to mention other treasures. I slipped out of there quick. Sud

denly homesick I went the rest of the way by bus, nonstop, a~ut 

2,500 miles, the ideal ordeal of travel, second only to a seasick 

troopship. 
But-I had seen the southern fringe of the canyon country. And 

did not forget it. For the next three years, through all the misery 

and tedium, humiliation, brutality and ugliness of my share of the 

war and the military, I kept bright in my remembrance, as the very 

picture of things which are free, decent, sane, clean and true, what 

I had seen-and felt-yes, and even smelled-on that one blazing 

afternoon on a freight train rolling across northern Arizona. 

I mean the hot dry wind. The odor of sagebrush and juniper, of 

sand and black baking lava-rock. I mean I remembered the ?ight of 

a Navajo hogan under a bluff, red dust, a lonesome horse browsing 

far away down an empty wash, a windmill and water tank at the 

hub of cattle trails radiating toward a dozen different points on the 

horizon, and the sweet green of willow, tamarisk and cottonwood 

trees in a stony canyon. There was a glimpse of the Painted Desert. 

For what seemed like hours I could see the Hopi Buttes, far on the 

north, turning slowly on the horizon as my train progressed across 

the vast plateau. There were holy mountains in the far distance. I 

saw gleaming meanders of the Little Colorado and the red sand

stone cliffs of Manuelito. Too much. And hard-edge cumulus clouds 

drifting in fleets through the dark blue sea of the sky. And most of 

all the radiance of that high desert sunlight, which first stuns then 

exhilarates your senses, your mind, your soul. 

But this was only, as I said, the fringe. In 1947 I returned to the 

Southwest and began to make my first timid, tentative explorations 

toward the center of that beautiful blank space on the maps. From 

my base at the University of New Mexico, where I would be trying, 

more or less, for the next ten years, off and on, to win a degree, I 

drove my old Chevvie through mud and snow, brush and sand, to 

such places as Cabezon on the Rio Puerco and from there south to 

Highway 66. They said there was no road. They were right. But we 

did it anyhow, me and a kid named Alan Odendahl (a brilliant 

economist since devoured by the insurance industry), freezing at 

night in our kapok sleeping bags and eating tinned tuna for break

fast, lunch and supper. Tire chains and skinned knuckles· shovels 

and blisters; chopping brush to fill in a bog-hole, I missed ~nee and 

left _the bite of the axe blade in the toe of my brand-new Redwing 

engineer boots. {In those days philosophy students wore boots; now 

-more true to 1!1e trade-they wear sandals, as Diogenes advised, 

or go barefoot like Socrates.) Next we made it to Chaco Canyon, 

where we l?Oked amazed at Pueblo Bonito in January. And then to 

the south nm of Canyon de Chelly-getting closer-and down the 

foot-trail to White House Ruin. An idyllic place it seemed then• 

remote as Alice Springs and far more beautiful. Everett Ruess had 

wandered here {see Author's Notes). 

On one long holiday weekend another friend and I drove my old 



piece of iron with its leaky gas tank and leaky radiator northwest 
around the Four Corners to Blanding, Utah, and the very end of the 
pavement. From there we went by dusty washboard road to Bluff on 
the San Juan and thought we were getting pretty near the end of the 
known world. Following a narrow truck road through more or less 
ordinary desert we climbed a notch in Comb Ridge and looked 
down and out from there into something else. Out over something 
else. A landscape which I had not only never seen before but which 
did not resemble anything I had seen before. 

I hesitate, even now, to call that scene beautiful. To most Ameri
cans, to most Europeans, natural beauty means the sylvan-pas
toral and green, something productive and pleasant and fruitful
pastures with tame cows, a flowing stream with trout, a cottage or 
cabin, a field of corn, a bit of forest, in the background a nice snow
capped mountain range. At a comfortable distance. But from Comb 
Ridge you don't see anything like that. What you see from Comb 
Ridge is mostly red rock, warped and folded and corroded and 
eroded in various ways, all eccentric, with a number of maroon 
buttes, purple mesas, blue plateaus and gray dome-shaped moun
tains in the far-off west. Except for the thin track of the road, 
switchbacking down into the wash a thousand feet below our look
out ~oint, and from there climbing up the other side and disap
pearing over a huge red blister on the earth's surface, we could see 
no sign of human life. Nor any sign of any kind of life except a few 
acid-green cottonwoods in the canyon below. In the silence and the 
heat and the glare we gazed upon a seared wasteland, a sinister and 
savage desolation. And found it infinitely fascinating. 

We stared for a long time at the primitive little road tapering off 
into the nothingness of the southwest, toward fabled names on the 
map-Mexican Hat, Monument Valley, Navajo Mountain-and 
longed to follow. But we didn't. We told ourselves that we couldn't: 
that the old Chev would never make it, that we didn't have enough 
water or food or spare parts, that the radiator would rupture, the 
gas tank split, the retreads unravel, the water pump fail, the wheels 
sink in the sand-fifty good reasons-long before we ever reached 
civilization on the other side. Which at that time.would have been 
about Cameron, maybe, on U.S. 89. So we turned around and slunk 
back to Albuquerque the way we'd come, via the pavement through 
Monticello, Cortez and Farmington. Just like common tourists. 

Later, though, I acquired a pickup truck-first of a series-and 
became much bolder. Almost every weekend or whenever there was 
enough money for gas we took off, all over ~ew_ Mexico, over into 
Arizona, up into Colorado, and eventually, inevitably, back toward 
the Four Corners and beyond-toward whatever lay back of that 
beyond. 

The words seem too romantic now, now that I have seen what 
men and heavy equipment can do to even the most angular _and 
sin lar of earthly landscapes. But they suit our m~ of that ume. 
We~ere desert mystics, my few friends and I, the ki1:d who read 
maps as others read their holy books. I once sat on the ~1m of ~ mesa 
above the Rio Grande for three days and nights, trying to ave a 



Cactus and rock. Rock and 
cactus. Life anyhow crawls into 
light on the tough frontiers of 
aridity. Old hedgehog, old 
prickly pear. They never give up. 

vision. I got hungry and saw God in the form of a beef pie. There 
were other rewards. Anything small and insignificant on the map 
drew us with irresistible magnetism. Especially if it had a name 
like Dead Horse Point, or Wolf Hole, or Recapture Canyon, or Black 
Box, or Old Paria (abandoned), or Hole-in-the-Rock, or Paradox, or 
Cahone (Pinto Bean Capital of the World), or Mollie's Nipple, or 
Dirty Devil, or Pucker Pass, or Pete's Mesa. Or Dandy Crossing. 

Why Dandy Crossing? Obvious: because it was a dandy place to 
cross the river. So, one day we loaded the tow chain and the spare 
spare, the water cans and gas cans, the bedrolls and bacon and 
beans and boots into the back of the truck and bolted off. For the 
unknown. Well, unknown to us. 

Discovered that, also unbeknownst to us, the pavement had been 
surreptitiously extended from Monticello down to Blanding, while 
we weren't looking, some twenty miles of irrelevant tar and gravel. 
A trifling matter? Perhaps. But I felt even then (seventeen years ago) 
a small shudder of alarm. Something alien was moving in, some
thing queer and out of place here. 

At Blanding we left the pavement and turned west on a dirt road 
into the sweet wilderness. Wilderness 7 It seemed like wilderness to 



us. Till we reached the town of Green River 180 miles beyond, we 
would not see another telephone pole. Behind us now was the last 
drugstore, the final power line, the ultimate policeman, the end of 
all asphalt, the very tip of the monster's tentacle. 

We drove through several miles of pigmy forest-pinyon pine 
and juniper-and down into Cottonwood Wash, past Zeke's Hole 
and onward to the crest of Comb Ridge. Again we stopped to survey 
the scene. But no turning back this time. While two of my friends 
walked down the steep and twisting road to remove rocks and fill in holes, I followed with the pickup in compound low, riding the 
brake pedal. Cliff on one side, the usual thousand-foot drop on the other. I held the wheel firmly in both hands and stared out the win
dow at my side, admiring the awesome scenery. My wife watched the road. 

The valley of Comb Wash looked like a form of paradise to me. There was a little stream running through the bright sand, a grove of cottonwoods, patches of grass, the color-banded cliffs on either side, the woods above-and not a house, not a human soul in sight, not even a cow or horse. Eden at the dawn of creation. What joy it was to know that such places still existed, waiting for us when the need arose. At that time I did not realize that what looked so open and free was, even then, tied up in cattle-grazing permits, de facto property of the local ranchers. 
We ate lunch by the stream, under the cottonwood trees, attended by a few buzzing flies and the songs of canyon wren and pinyon jay. Midsummer: the cattle were presumably all up in the mountains now, fattening on larkspur and lupine and purple penstemon. God bless them-the flowers, I mean. The wine passed back and forth among the four of us, the birds called now and then, the thin clear stream gurgled over the pebbles, bound for the San Juan River (which it would not reach, of course; sand and evaporation would see to that). Above our heads an umbrella of living, lucent green sheltered us from the July sun. We enjoyed the shade as much as the wine, the birds and flies and one another. 
For another twenty miles or so we drove on through the pinyonjuniper woods, across the high mesa south of the Abajo Mountains. The road was rough, full of ruts and rocks and potholes, and we had to stop a few times, get out the shovel and do a little roadwork, but this was more a pleasure than otherwise. Each such stop gave all hands a chance to stretch, breathe deep, ram~le, look-_and see. Why hurry? It made no difference to us where mghtfall rmght catch us. We were ready and willing to make camp anywhere. ~d in this splendid country, still untouched by development ~d m-

d 
· 1· almost any spot would have made a good campsite. ustna ism, . ·th Storm clouds overhead? Good. What's July m the desert~ out 

1 db t7 My old truck creaked and rattled on. Bouncmg too a c ou urs · k · b dd d · th f d . to a deep wash I hit a pointed roe im e e m e ast own 1n • ur. · 11 d h d h le through one of the tires. vve msta e one road and punc e a 0 

f h s and rumbled on. o t e s~a: af oon we reached Natural Bridges. We drove down Late m e terr~ ding dirt track among the pinyon pines-fraa steep, narrow, win 



grant with oozing gum-and into the little campground. One other car was already there. In other words, the place was badly overcrowd~d. We debated among ourselves whether to stay or go on. T~e girls wanted to stay, so we did. We spent the next day in a leisurely triangular walk among the three great bridges-Owachm~10, Sipapu and Kachina-and a second night at the little Park Service campground. It was the kind of campground known as "primitive~' meaning no asphalt driveways, no flush toilets, no electric lights, no numbered campsites, no cement tables, no police patrol, no fire alarms, no traffic controls, no movies, slide shows or press-a-button automatic tape-recorded natural history lectures. A terrible, grim, deprived kind of campground, some might think. Nothing but stillness, stasis and stars all night long. In the morning we went on, deeper into the back country, back of beyond. The "improved" road ended at Natural Bridges; from here to the river, forty-five miles, and from there to Hanksville, about another forty, it would be "unimproved~' Good. The more unimproved the better, that's what we thought. Assuming, of course, in those innocent days, that anything good would be allowed to remain that way. 
Our little road wound off to the west, following a sort of big bench, with the sheer cliffs of a plateau on the south and the deep, complicated drainages of White Canyon on the north. Beyond White Canyon were Woodenshoe Butte, the Bear's Ears, Elk Ridge and more fine blank areas on the maps. Nearby were tawny grass and buff-colored cliffs, dark-green junipers and sandstone scarps. As we descended gradually toward the river the country opened up, wide and wild, with nowhere any sign of man but the dirt trail road before us. We liked that. Why? (Why is always a good question.) Why not? (Always a good answer.) But why? One must attempt to answer the question-someone always raises it, accusing us of "disliking people!' 
Well then, it's not from simple misanthropy. Speaking generally, for myself, I like people. Though not very much. Speaking particularly, I like some people, dislike others. Like everyone else who hasn't been reduced to moronism by our commercial boy scout ethic, I like my friends, dislike my enemies, and regard strangers with a tolerant indifference. But why, the questioner insists, why do people like you pretend to love uninhabited country so much? Why this cult of wilderness? Why the surly hatred of progress and development, the churlish resistance to all popular improvements? Very well, a fair question, but it's been asked and answered a thousand times already, enough books to drive a man stark naked mad have dealt in detail with the question. There are many answers, all good, each sufficient. Peace is often mentioned; beauty; spiritual refreshment, whatever that means; re-creation for the soul, whatever that is; escape; novelty, the delight of something different; truth and understanding and wisdom-commendable virtues in any man, anytime; ecology and all that, meaning the salvation of variety, diversity, possibility and potentiality, the preservation of the genetic reservoir, the answers to questions which we 



. to the origin of 
d k a connection 

have not yet even learne to as ' of sanity for the pres-
things, an opening into the future, a ~urc:nough to answer such 
ent-all true, all wonderful, ~11 mo~e t a:,ilderness?" 
a dumb dead degrading question as Wh~ further answer any-

To which, nevertheless, I shall appen one like the smell 
way: because we like the taste of freedom. Because we 

of danger. . . b e scarce, give 
Descending toward the river the Jumpers ecom snake-

way to scrubby, bristling little vegetables like black b:s~Iiff rose 
weed and prickly pear. The bunch grass fades away,. d here 
and yucca fall behind. We topped out on a small nse an td k 
ahead lay the red wasteland again-red dust, red sand, the ard 

. hi 1 Shi mp an smoldering purple reds of ancient rocks, C n e, . na~ 
Moenkopi, the old Triassic formations full of radium, dinos~urs, 
petrified wood, arsenic and selenium, fatal evil monstrous things, 
beautiful, beautiful. Miles of it, leagues of it, glittering under the 
radiant light, swimming beneath waves of heat, a great vast aching 
vacancy of pure space, waiting. Waiting for what? Why, waiting 
for us. 

Beyond the red desert was the shadowy crevasse where the river 
ran, the living heart of the canyonlands, the red Colorado. Note 
my use of the past tense here. That crevasse was Glen Canyon. On 
either side of the canyon we saw the humps and hummocks of 
Navajo sandstone, pale yellow, and beyond that, vivid in the morn
ing light, rich in detail and blue in profile, the Henry Mountains, 
last-discovered (or at least the last-named) mountain range within 
the coterminous United States. These mountains were noted, as one 
might expect, by Major John Wesley Powell, and by him named in 
honor of his contemporary, Joseph Henry, secretary of the Smith
sonian Institution. Beyond the mountains we could see the high 
Thousand Lake and Aquarius plateaus, some fifty miles away by 
line of sight. In those days, of course (seventeen years ago!), before 
the potash mills, cement plants, uranium mills and power plants, 
fifty miles of clear air was nothing-to see mountains 100 miles 
away was considered commonplace, a standard of vision. 

We dropped down into that red desert. In low gear. Moved cau
tiously across a little wooden bridge that.looked like it might have 
been built by old Cass Hite himself, or even Padre Escalante, cen
turies before. Old yellow-pine beams full of cracks and scorpions, 
coated with the auburn dust. Beneath the bridge ran a slit in the 
sandstone, a slit about ten feet wide and 100 feet deep, so dark down 
in there we could hardly make out the bottom. We paused for a 
while to drop rocks. The sunlight was dazzling, the heat terrific, 
the arid air exhilarating. 

I added water to the radiator, which leaked a little, like all my 
radiators did in my student days, and pumped up one of the tires, 
which had a slow leak, also to be expected, and checked the gas 
tank, which was a new one and did not leak, yet, although I could 
see dents where some rocks had got to it. We all climbed aboard and 
went on. Mighty cumuli-nimbi massed overhead-battleships of 
vapor, loaded with lightning. We cared not a fig. 



Coyote Gulch in the Escalante 
wilderness. The developers want 
to build a highway through this 
region to make it "accessible'.' 
But how did Phil Hyde get in 
here to take a picture 7 Why the 
damn fool walked, I suppose, or 
maybe floated in on angel wings. 

We jounced along in my overloaded pickup, picking our way at 
two miles an hour in and out of the little ditches-deadly axle bus
ters-which ran across, not beside the road, heading the side can
yons, climbing the benches, bulling our way through the sand of 
the washes. We were down in the land of standing rock, the world 
of sculptured sandstone, crazy country, a bad dream to any dirt 
farmer, except for the canyon bottoms not a tree in sight. Good. 

We came to the crossing of White Canyon, where I gunned the 
motor hard, geared down into low, and charged through the deep 
sand. Old cottonwoods with elephantine trunks and sweet green 
trembling leaves caught my eye. Lovely things, I thought, as we 
crashed over a drop-off into a little stream. Glimpsed sandpipers or 
killdeer scampering out of the way as a splash of muddy water 
drenched the windshield. Hang on, I said. Heard a yelp as my 
friend's girl friend fell off the back of the truck. Couldn't be helped. 
The truck lurched up the farther bank, streaming with water, and 
came to halt on the level road above, more or less by its own vol
ition. 

We all got out to investigate. Nobody hurt. We ate our lunch be
neath the shade of the trees. In the desert, under the summer sun 

I 

shade makes the difference between intolerable heat and a para-
disiacal coolness. The temperature drops thirty degrees inside the 
shadow line, if there is free ventilation. One of the interesting 
things this means is that if homes and public buildings in the 



Southwest were properly designed, built for human pleasure in
stead of private profit, there would be no need for artificial air con
ditioning. Is that asking too much from those who design our lives? 
Yes it is. The humblest Papago peasant or Navajo sheepherder 
knows more about efficient hot-country architecture than a whole 
skyscraper full of Del Webbs or R. Buckminster Fullers. 

Why contaminate a reminiscence of something clean and sane 
and fit for human consumption with any reference to the squalid 
rottenness of, for example, Phoenix, Arizona? Would it not be bet
ter to remember the Southwest as it was-and write it off? You have 
to do it sooner or later. Do it now. 

I won't. 
We went. (Black shadows on the rosy rock. One buzzard, red-

Out of the shade and into th 
heat: a cattle drive near F _e 
Capitol Reef. A hard waynuto ta, 

1. · lllake 
a tvtng-and a good one. 

l 



necked bald-headed black-winged anarchist, hangs in the blue, 

floats on the thermal, regarding us with a tolerant indifference.) 

After the siesta, in midafternoon, we drove up from the ford and 

around a bench of naked rock several miles long and through a 

notch or dugway in a red wall. Below us lay Hite, Dandy Crossing, 

the river. 

We descended, passed a spring and more cottonwcxxls, and came 

to the combination store, gas station and post office which was not 

only the business center but almost the whole of Hite. At that time 

I believe there were no more than three families living in the place, 

which must have been one of the most remote and isolated settle

ments in the forty-eight states. There were also a few miscellaneous 

individuals-prospectors, miners, bums, exiles, remittance men

hanging about. The total population fluctuated from year to year 

with the fortunes of the uranium industry. Eventually the dam was 

built, the river backed up, and everybody flooded out. 

We stopped to buy gas-fifty cents a gallon, cheap at the price

and a round of beer. I met Mr. Woody Edgell, proprietor, who was 

already unhappy about the future prospects of Glen Canyon. He 

took a dim view both of the dam and of the Utah State Highway 

Department's proposed bridge-building schemes for the vicinity. 

Not because they would put him out of business-they wouldn't; 

he could relocate-but because he liked Hite and Glen Canyon the 

way they were, neolithic. 
Not everybody felt that way. I talked with a miner's wife and she 

said that she hated the place, claimed that her husband did too, and 

said that only lack of money kept them there. She looked forward 

with gratitude to the flooding of Hite-a hundred feet under water 

was not deep enough, she thought. She'd be glad to be forced to 

leave. Well, that's the way most women would feel about a place 

like Hite; it was not the kind of place that women like. 

There was a middle-aged fellow sitting outside the store, on a 

bench in the shade, drinking beer. He had about a month's growth 

of whiskers on what passed for a face. I bought him another can of 

Coors and tried to draw him into conversation. He was taciturn. 

When I asked him what he did around there he looked up at the 

clouds and over at the river and down at the ground between his 

boots, thinking hard, and finally said: "Nothing~' 

A good and sufficient answer. Taking the hint, I went away from 

there, leaving him in peace. My own ambition, my deepest and 

truest ambition, is to find within myself someday, somehow, the 

ability to do likewise, to do nothing-and find it enough. 

Somewhat later, half waterlogged with watery beer, we went for a 

swim in the river, stark naked, and spouted silty water at the sky. 

The river tugged at our bodies with a gentle but insistent urge: 

Come with me, the river said, close your eyes and quiet your 

limbs and f ]oat with me into the wonder and mystery of the can

yons, see the unknown and the little known, look upon the stone 

gods face to face, see Medusa, drink my waters, hear my song, feel 

my power, come along and drift with me toward the dist.ant, ulti

mate and legendary sea .... 



Sweet and subtle song. Perhaps I should have surrendered. I al
most did But didn't. We piled ourselves wet and coo~ed ~nd 
strangely ~ired back into the old truck and drove on down t e s ore 
to the ferry crossing. d · This was perhaps a mile beyond the store. There was a . ut-
covered rock landing built out from shore, not far, and a pair of 
heavy cables strung across the river to the western bank. T~e fer~ 
itself was on the far side where Art Chaffin, the ferryman, lived in 
a big house concealed by cottonwoods. A man appeared among the 
trees on the opposite shore, stepped aboard his ferry and started the 
engine, engaged the winch. The strange craft moved across the 
river's flow toward us, pulling itself along the sagging cable. It was 
not a boat. It appeared to be a homemade barge, a handmade con
traption of wood and steel and baling wire: gasoline engine, pas
senger platform, vehicle ramp and railings mounted on a steel pon
toon. Whatever it was, it worked, came snug against the landing. 
I drove my pickup aboard, we all shook hands with old Art Chaffin 
and off we went, across the golden Colorado toward that undis
covered West on the other side. 

The Hite Ferry had a history, short but rich. Following old Indian 
trails, Cass Hite came to and named Dandy Crossing in 1883. It was 
one of the very few possible fords of the river in all the 240 miles or so between Moab and Lee's Ferry. That is, it could be negotiated 
by team and wagon during low water {late summer, winter). But it 
did not become a motor vehicle crossing until 1946, when Chaffin 
built his ferry. The first ferry sank in 1947; Chaffin built a second, 
which he sold in 1956 to a man named Reed Maxfield. In 1957 Reed 
Maxfield had an accident and drowned in the river. His widow kept 
the ferry in operation until a storm in November of 1957 tore the 
barge loos~ from its mooring and sank it. By this time the ferry had become fairly well known and its service was in some demand· the 
State Highway Department was obliged to rebuild it. Mrs. Max
field was hired to continue running it, which she did until Woody 
Edgell took over in 1959. He was the last ferryman, being finally 
flooded out by the impounded waters of Glen Canyon Dam in June 
1964. To replace the ferry the Utah Highway Department had t~ 
build not one but three bridges: one over the mouth of the Dirty 
Devil, one over the Colorado at Narrow Canyon, and the third over 
White Canyon. Because of the character of the terrain in there
hard to believe unless you see it for yourself-there is no other feas
ible way to get automobiles across the canyons. Thus, three big 
bridges, built at the cost of several million dollars {your money and 
mine, not the Utah Highway Department's), were required to per
form the same service which Art Chaffin's home-designed ferry had 
provided quite adequately, and much more beautifully, for eight
een years. This being only an infinitesimal fraction of the total 
price we have all had to pay for that grand monument to stupidity 
known as Glen Canyon Dam. (Let all the Faithful living down
river from this dam take warning: there are thousands of us who 
never forget, during our bedtime prayers, to ask God for one little 
precision earthquake in the immediate vicinity of Glen Canyon 
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Dam. We are devout; we have faith; and someday soon our prayers 
shall be answered.) 

Back to 1953: As we were leaving the river, Mr. Chaffin, glancing 

at the clouded sky, advised me to watch for flash floods in North 
Wash. 

North Wash? I said. Where's that? 
Where you're going, he said. 
So it was. 
The road to Hanksville and from there to Green River led through 

North Wash. The only road. 
We followed the right bank of the river for a couple of miles 

upstream, rough red cliffs above shutting off the view of the moun

tains and high country beyond. The sky was dark all right. The 

willows on the banks were lashing back and forth under a brisk 

wind and a few raindrops exploded against the windshield. 

Somebody suggested camping for the night beside the river. A 

good idea. But there was one idiot in our party, I won't identify him, 

who was actually hoping to see a flash flood. And he prevailed. In 

the late afternoon, under a turbulent sky, we turned away from the 

river and drove into a deep, dark, narrow canyon leading west and 

north, where the road (you might call it that) wound up and out, 

toward the open country twenty miles above. According to my Tex

aco road map. Which also said, quote, Make local inquiry before 

attempting travel in this area. 
A fine map. A lovely quote. All maps should be sprinkled with 

such remarks. 
A good canyon. A little creek came down it, meandering casually 

from wall to wall, in the rhythm of its force. Vertical walls. The 

road we followed crossed that stream about ten times per mile, out 

of necessity. I tested the brakes occasionally. Wet drums. No brakes. 

But it hardly mattered, since we were gradually ascending. The 

little sprinkling of rain had stopped and everyone admired the 

towering canyon walls, the alcoves and grottoes, the mighty boul

ders big as boxcars strewn about on the canyon floor. The air was 

cool and sweet, the tamarisk and redbud and box elders shivered in 

the breeze on their high alluvial benches. Flowers bloomed, as I 

recall. Birds chirruped now and then,. humble and discreet. 

I became aware of a deflating tire and stopped the pickup right in 

the middle of the wash, spanning the little rivulet of clear water. It 

was the only level place immediately available. 

The two girls walked on ahead up the road while my buddy and I 

jacked up the truck and pulled the wheel. We checked the tire and 

found that we'd picked up a nail somewhere, probably down by the 

river. 
We were standing there bemused and barefooted, in the stream, 

when we heard the women begin to holler from somewhere out of 

sight up the canyon. Against the background noise of the constant 

wind, and something like a distant waterfall, it was hard to make 

out their words exactly. 
Mud? Blood? Crud? 
As we stood there discussing the matter I felt a little sudden surge 
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of the flood now appeared around the bend up canyon. ~gnifi
cent spectacle. We got back in the truck, got the motor gomg, and 
lurched and yawed, flat tire flopping, out of the bottom of the wash 
and up onto the safety of higher ground. As the flood roared past 
below. 

The girls joined us. There was no rain at all where we were, and 
the ground was perfectly dry. But you could feel it tremble with the 
resonance of the flood. From within the flood, under the rolling red 
waters, you could hear the grating and grumble of big rocks, boul
ders, as they clashed on one another, a sound like the grinding of 
molars in a pair of leviathan jaws. The kind of sound, in other 
words, for which neither imagination nor fantasy can ever really 
prepare you. The unbelievable reality of the real. 

Our road was cut off ahead and behind. We camped on the bench 
that evening, made supper in the dense violet twilight of the can
yon while thousands of cubic tons of semiliquid sand, silt, mud, 
rock, uprooted junipers, logs, a dead cow, rumbled by about twenty 
feet away. Deep and rich as our delight. 

The juniper fire smelled good. The bacon and beans were better. 
A few clear stars switched on in that narrow slot of sky between the 
canyon walls overhead. We built up the fire and sang. My wife was 
beautiful. My friend's girl friend was beautiful. My old pickup 
truck was beautiful. 

Sometime during the night the flood dropped off and melted 
away, almost as abruptly as it had come. We awoke in the morning 
to the music of canyon wrens and a trickling stream, and found 
that our road was still in the canyon, same canyon, though kind of 
folded over and tucked in and rolled up in corners here and there. 
It took us considerable roadwork, much hard labor and all day long 
to get out of North Wash. And it was worth every minute of it. 
Never had such interesting work again till the day I tried to take a 
Hertz rental Super-Sport past Squaw Spring and up Elephant Hill 
in The Needles. Or the time another friend and I carried his VW 
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Capitol Reef, old road, clay hills 
in foreground, clouds to watch. 
Watch those clouds: they have 
much to say. 

Beetle down through Pucker Pass off Dead Horse Point after a good 

rain. Or the time-well, it's a long list. 
At North Wash we had a nice midday rest at Hog Spring, half

way out. We met a prospector in a jeep coming in. He said we'd 

never make it. Hogwash. We said he'd never make it. He looked as 
pleased as we were, and-went on. 

Today the old North Wash trail road is partly submerged, the 

rest obliterated. The state has ripped and blasted and laid an as

phalt highway through and around the area to link the fancy new 

tin bridges with the outside world. The river is gone, the ferry is 

gone, Dandy Crossing is gone. Most of the formerly primitive road 

from Blanding west has now been improved beyond recognition. 

All of this, the engineers and politicians and bankers will tell you, 

makes the region now easily accessible to everybody, no matter how 
fat, feeble or flaccid. That is a lie. 

It is a lie. For those who go there now, smooth, comfortable, quick 

and easy, gliding through as slick as grease, will never be able to 

see what we saw. They will never feel what we felt. They will never 

learn what we know. 


