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C O N T E N T S

previous pages: Sunset afterglow illuminates canyon  

cliffs below Navajo Point, the highest natural viewpoint 

along the South Rim. left: Nature’s artistry frames a solitary 

piñon pine with glowing canyon walls near Toroweap  

Overlook in the canyon’s supersecluded western end. 
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A group of Havasupai, whose reservation lies 

within the Grand Canyon area, protest at Canyon 

Mine. “We are at the front lines of a contamina-

tion,” says Carletta Tilousi (second from right). 

Mines have poisoned springs in the region 

before, but Energy Fuels, which runs this ura-

nium operation, says it’s safe. 







Joshua trees spangle the Mojave Desert  

landscapes of Grand Canyon–Parashant National 

Monument. President Clinton created the 

reserve in 2000, with a presidential proclama-

tion that extended federal protection over a  

million acres along the western flank of Grand 

Canyon National Park. 



Expedition team members camp 

deep in the Grand Canyon during a 

two-month trek that took them east 

to west across the massive gorge. 
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Just ahead, the ledge that we’ve been walking on for the past several days vanishes 

into a deep indentation, or bay, in the wall of the canyon. This place is known as Owl 

Eyes, named for two enormous oval holes punched into the center of the cliff that 

looms over the middle of the bay. It’s a spooky place. Besides its ominous skull sock-

ets, Owl Eyes is part of a tragic story. Nearly four years earlier, on a sunny February 

day, a beau tiful young woman, a friend of Rudow’s, was crossing this passage when 

she fell to her death.

Now we’re staring across the same terrain, in far worse conditions. A storm had 

lumbered in the previous evening and coated the canyon in nine inches (23 cm) of 

snow. This is not what we’d imagined when we started this venture, an end-to-end 

hike of the Grand Canyon.

A N  8 0 0 - M I L E  T R E K 
T H R O U G H  A N  
A M E R I C A N  I C O N 

 I
f you break loose here, you can’t stop. You’re going into the abyss,” barks Rich 

Rudow. Normally he is unflappable, but as he knows too well, this is no place to let 

down one’s guard. We’re on a cliff roughly 3,500 feet (1 km) above the Colorado 

River at the tip of the Great Thumb Mesa, a spectacular formation that thrusts out 

from the South Rim of the Grand Canyon like the bow of an immense ship. It is one of 

the canyon’s most remote spots, rarely seen even by the most hard-core backpackers. 

If you come this far out on the Thumb, there is no way to get down to the river without 

climbing gear, and the dwindling food in your pack won’t allow you to make the eight-

day trek back the way you came. You have to move forward.

A flight over the eastern end of 

the Grand Canyon offers views of 

the Navajo Nation and Painted 

Desert on the far side of the gorge.

“

   Material in this chapter is drawn from an article that appeared in the September 2016 issue of  
   National Geographic magazine.
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It isn’t a particularly sane thing to attempt. There is no single trail or network of 

trails that stretches along the entirety of the North or South Rims. The most efficient 

way to travel the length of the canyon is to float down the Colorado River, which 

winds through the canyon for 277 sinuous miles (446 km). That’s why John Wesley 

Powell—who led the first documented traverse of the canyon—did so by boat.

After Powell’s achievement in the summer of 1869, more than a century would pass 

before the first known traverse by foot. During that time, the canyon progressed from 

a forest reserve to a national monument until finally taking its place as the crown 

jewel of the National Park System and arguably the most recognized and beloved 

landscape in America. It became a vacation destination for hundreds of millions of 

families, its image captured on innumerable postcards. Yet nobody figured out how 

to walk all the way through the thing until a 25-year-old river guide named Kenton 

Grua completed it in the winter of 1976, some 65 years after both the North and South 

Poles had finally been reached, and 23 years after Mount Everest was first summited.

Mathieu Brown (left), Kelly 

McGrath (center), and the author 

negotiate the Walter Powell Route 

to the South Rim during their two-

month canyon trek.

The canyon progressed from a forest reserve to a national  
monument until finally taking its place as the crown jewel of the 
National Park System.
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Think about that for a moment—and consider what it says about how complicated 

and wild this place truly is.

No one is sure of the exact distance Grua covered, but thanks to the countless bays, 

he probably walked more than 700 miles (1,125 km) during his 37-day thru-hike along 

the south side of the river from Lees Ferry to the Grand Wash Cliffs.

He never publicized his feat. But as word of what he’d done spread, a new challenge 

opened up to a tiny community of extreme backpackers, including an electrical engi-

neer from Phoenix named Rich Rudow. By the autumn of 2015, Rudow had completed 

hundreds of hikes and slot canyon explorations in the canyon and felt he was ready for 

his biggest challenge: a 57-day trek moving east to west across the canyon’s north side.

By the time Rudow and two companions were ready to launch—almost 40 years 

after Grua’s thru-hike—fewer than two dozen people had approximated his feat by 

stringing together a chain of separate hikes along the length of the canyon, known as  

a “sectional” thru-hike. The number of trekkers who had completed a “continuous” 

thru-hike in a single push was even smaller. Before 2015, more people had stood on the 

moon (12) than had completed a continuous thru-hike of the Grand Canyon (eight).

When photographer Pete McBride heard about Rudow’s plans, he called him and 

asked whether we could join his group. Pete and I had years of experience boating in 

the canyon, but we were woefully unprepared for what lay 

ahead. The only explanation for Rudow’s agreeing is that he 

was swayed by our primary reason for wanting to do it: to look 

into disturbing reports we’d been hearing about the canyon’s 

future, which included new tourist developments, increased 

helicopter flights, and a uranium mine.

SINCE IT ENTERED the American consciousness, the Grand 

Canyon has provoked two major reactions: the urge to protect 

it, and the temptation to make a whopping pile of money from 

it. During the years after the Powell expedition, miners rushed 

into the canyon to lay claims for copper, zinc, silver, and asbes-

tos. During the 1880s, one tycoon wanted to turn the bottom of 

the canyon into a railroad corridor to haul coal from Denver to 

California. (He drowned in the Colorado, along with two mem-

bers of his survey expedition.) In the 1950s, a mining company 

tried to get rich by building a giant cableway to move bat guano from a cave and sell 

it to rose gardeners; that didn’t last long. There was even a government plan to build 

a pair of giant hydroelectric dams in the heart of the canyon, a project that would 

have transformed large parts of the Colorado River into a series of reservoirs whose 

shorelines today would undoubtedly be clotted with houseboats and Jet Skis.

The successful campaign to stop those dams, spearheaded by the Sierra Club dur-

ing the 1960s, established the idea that the Grand Canyon is inviolable. And yet Pete 
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Former Grand Canyon ranger Amy Martin watches a winter 

sunrise over a section of the Colorado called Conquistador 

Aisle. No trails exist along 95 percent of the canyon’s North 

Rim or along 80 percent of its South Rim. As of 2016, fewer 

people had hiked the canyon’s entire length in a single trip 

(10) than had walked on the moon (12).
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Human activities may seem dwarfed by the 1,904 square miles (4,931 sq km) 
of the Grand Canyon, but their impact could be wide reaching. Rising  
tourist numbers, air traffic, mining, and development have increasingly  
encroached on the park’s landscapes. Meanwhile, the complex  
patchwork of federal, state, and tribal landownership complicates  
conservation efforts.

The Federal Aviation Administration caps air 
tours at 93,971 flights a year. This limit doesn’t 
apply to the Hualapai, who are free to run 
unlimited air tours from their land. The FAA 
doesn’t track Hualapai flights, and the tribe 
declined to say how many they allow a year.

SCALE VARIES IN THIS PERSPECTIVE. 

THE LINEAR DISTANCE BETWEEN THE GRAND CANYON ESCALADE SITE AND THE GRAND CANYON SKYWALK IS 114 MILES (183 KM).

The discovery of uranium in the 1940s led  
to decades of mining in the Grand Canyon 
area. One mine on Forest Service land is still 
active. In 2012, the interior secretary banned 
new uranium mining claims for 20 years in a 
million acres of federal lands near the park.

POLLUTED WATER 
Contamination has occurred 
near older sites, including Hack 
Canyon and Orphan Mines, 
where erosion and problems 
with containment have allowed 
uranium to seep into water-
ways such as Horn Creek. 

TOURIST ONSLAUGHT
Shortly after it became a 
national park in 1919, the Grand 
Canyon hosted some 37,000 
visitors a year. Today about 5.5 
million tourists arrive annually. 
It’s the second most visited 
national park after the Great 
Smoky Mountains. 

DOWN TO BUSINESS
The proposed tramway would have 
allowed visitors to descend 3,200 
feet (975 m) to a planned retail 
complex and food court overlooking 
the confluence of the Colorado and 
Little Colorado Rivers. 

PROTECTING THE FUTURE
A bill before Congress seeks to 
permanently ban new mines in the 
one million acres of public land 
surrounding Grand Canyon 
National Park.

MINING LOOPHOLES
The ban on new uranium mining 
doesn’t apply to preexisting claims. 
In 2015, Energy Fuels restarted work 
at Canyon Mine, which concerns 
environmental groups and the 
Havasupai tribe, who worry that 
their water could be tainted.

THE TREK
Writer Kevin Fedarko  
and photographer Pete 
McBride undertook a 
sectional thru-hike. 

GRAND CANYON WEST
In 2015, a million tourists 
visited this resort area, 
located just outside the 
park on Hualapai land. 
Attractions include boat 
and helicopter tours and 
the glass-bottomed 
Skywalk viewing platform, 
built in 2007. 

COMMERCIAL CANYON
Just outside the park, in Tusayan, 
a developer is proposing to build 
some 2,000 housing units and 
several commercial properties, 
including a resort. The plan is 
currently blocked but could be 
revisited if water and other 
impact questions are resolved. 

Two proposed projects, the Escalade tramway 
and the commercial development of Tusayan, 
were recently voted down. The projects raised 
concerns that additional tourism will further 
deplete limited water supplies, strain existing 
infrastructure, and mar natural landscapes.
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and I had heard about a range of new proposals—many of them driven by savvy 

entrepreneurs operating just outside the canyon’s boundaries in areas that were con-

trolled not by the National Park Service but by the Forest Service or one of the five 

Native American tribes whose federally recognized reservations are located around 

the canyon. From every point of the compass, threats ranging from colossal tourist 

developments and unlimited helicopter tours to uranium mining were poised to 

spoil one of the world’s premier parks.
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It seemed to Pete and me that the best way to understand what was really at stake 

was to follow Kenton Grua’s example and hike straight through the heart of it all.

“DUDE, ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?” Pete murmurs, shaking me gently. “Wanna try and 

eat something before you totally pass out?”

It’s late September, the sun is about to set on our first day of walking, and I’m 

splayed across the narrow patch of dirt where we’re supposed to spend the night.
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Human activities may seem dwarfed by the 1,904 square miles (4,931 sq km) 
of the Grand Canyon, but their impact could be wide reaching. Rising  
tourist numbers, air traffic, mining, and development have increasingly  
encroached on the park’s landscapes. Meanwhile, the complex  
patchwork of federal, state, and tribal landownership complicates  
conservation efforts.

The Federal Aviation Administration caps air 
tours at 93,971 flights a year. This limit doesn’t 
apply to the Hualapai, who are free to run 
unlimited air tours from their land. The FAA 
doesn’t track Hualapai flights, and the tribe 
declined to say how many they allow a year.

SCALE VARIES IN THIS PERSPECTIVE. 

THE LINEAR DISTANCE BETWEEN THE GRAND CANYON ESCALADE SITE AND THE GRAND CANYON SKYWALK IS 114 MILES (183 KM).

The discovery of uranium in the 1940s led  
to decades of mining in the Grand Canyon 
area. One mine on Forest Service land is still 
active. In 2012, the interior secretary banned 
new uranium mining claims for 20 years in a 
million acres of federal lands near the park.

POLLUTED WATER 
Contamination has occurred 
near older sites, including Hack 
Canyon and Orphan Mines, 
where erosion and problems 
with containment have allowed 
uranium to seep into water-
ways such as Horn Creek. 

TOURIST ONSLAUGHT
Shortly after it became a 
national park in 1919, the Grand 
Canyon hosted some 37,000 
visitors a year. Today about 5.5 
million tourists arrive annually. 
It’s the second most visited 
national park after the Great 
Smoky Mountains. 

DOWN TO BUSINESS
The proposed tramway would have 
allowed visitors to descend 3,200 
feet (975 m) to a planned retail 
complex and food court overlooking 
the confluence of the Colorado and 
Little Colorado Rivers. 

PROTECTING THE FUTURE
A bill before Congress seeks to 
permanently ban new mines in the 
one million acres of public land 
surrounding Grand Canyon 
National Park.

MINING LOOPHOLES
The ban on new uranium mining 
doesn’t apply to preexisting claims. 
In 2015, Energy Fuels restarted work 
at Canyon Mine, which concerns 
environmental groups and the 
Havasupai tribe, who worry that 
their water could be tainted.

THE TREK
Writer Kevin Fedarko  
and photographer Pete 
McBride undertook a 
sectional thru-hike. 

GRAND CANYON WEST
In 2015, a million tourists 
visited this resort area, 
located just outside the 
park on Hualapai land. 
Attractions include boat 
and helicopter tours and 
the glass-bottomed 
Skywalk viewing platform, 
built in 2007. 

COMMERCIAL CANYON
Just outside the park, in Tusayan, 
a developer is proposing to build 
some 2,000 housing units and 
several commercial properties, 
including a resort. The plan is 
currently blocked but could be 
revisited if water and other 
impact questions are resolved. 

Two proposed projects, the Escalade tramway 
and the commercial development of Tusayan, 
were recently voted down. The projects raised 
concerns that additional tourism will further 
deplete limited water supplies, strain existing 
infrastructure, and mar natural landscapes.
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One of the many things that I hadn’t prepared for is that there’s nothing gradual 

about this initial stretch of the journey. The canyon sucker punches its challengers 

with some of the most punishing territory right out of the gate. Add to that our 

50-pound (23 kg) packs and an early autumn heat wave that pushed temperatures to 

110°F (43°C), which wrung every bit of moisture out of our bodies and had begun 

peeling away the soles of our hiking shoes.

By the next morning Pete felt even worse than me. He had muscle cramps so 

intense that when he removed his shirt, it looked as if a mouse had wriggled into his 

abdomen and was scurrying from his shoulders to his stomach and back, just 

beneath the skin.

On day six we acknowledged that we were in over our heads and bailed, leaving 

Rudow and his partners to continue. On the trek out, Pete was delirious and disori-

ented, and once back in Flagstaff, he was diagnosed with hyponatremia, a heat-

induced imbalance of salts and minerals, which, left untreated, could result in death.

In late October, intimidated but not defeated, we descended back into the now 

much cooler canyon and resumed our journey at the milepost where we’d pulled out 

three weeks earlier. Over the next several days, we threaded a route along a dizzying 

set of limestone ledges that dropped almost a thousand feet (300 m) straight down to 

the river. Near river mile marker 32, we could discern the shadowy portal of the cave 

where archaeologists have found artifacts of the ancestral Puebloans, who inhabited 

this landscape for more than 10,000 years, as well as the remains of Harrington’s 

mountain goat (Oreamnos harringtoni) and yesterday’s camel (Camelops hesternus), 

now extinct creatures that flourished until the end of the Pleistocene, about  

12,000 years ago.

A daily pattern emerged: Each morning we would stuff ourselves with oatmeal, 

then set out on a 12- to 14-mile (19 to 23 km) slog that usually involved hauling our 

packs up as much as a thousand vertical feet (300 m), descending impossibly steep 

slopes, or pushing through thickets of thornbushes. This would go on until the sun 

began to set, at which point, battered, scratched, and bone-tired, we would boil 

water, wolf down some rehydrated dinner, then lie back and gaze at the night sky 

while listening to the words of Edward Abbey on an audiobook Pete had downloaded 

onto his phone.

The book was Desert Solitaire, Abbey’s homage to the country of the Grand Can-

yon’s sister parks, Canyonlands and Arches. Although I was usually too exhausted to 

stay awake for more than a few sentences, I often asked Pete to replay the part where 

Abbey warns readers not to jump into their cars next June and rush out, hoping to 

see some of the wonders he had attempted to evoke:

The Grand Canyon has provoked two major reactions: the urge to 
protect it, and the temptation to make a whopping pile of money from it.
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In the first place you can’t see anything from a car; you’ve got to get out of the god-

damned contraption and walk, better yet crawl, on hands and knees, over the sand-

stone and through the thornbush and cactus. When traces of blood begin to mark your 

trail you’ll see something, maybe. Probably not.

Although that passage seemed to speak most directly to me in the moment, I 

always willed myself to stay awake for what followed:

In the second place most of what I write about in this book is already gone or going 

under fast. This is not a travel guide but an elegy. A memorial. You’re holding a tomb-

stone in your hands.

Those words, which Abbey wrote in 1967, carried a disturbing prescience because 

the wilderness of Arches that he once reveled in is now overwhelmed by so many vis-

itors—over 1.5 million in 2017—that the entrance to the park had to be closed inter-

mittently on Memorial Day weekend in 2015. And due to a dam project, the wonders 

of Glen Canyon, said to rival the beauty of the Grand Canyon, now lie beneath the 

surface of a 186-mile-long (299 km) reservoir named after John Wesley Powell.

As Pete and I were about to discover, changes that bear a disturbing resemblance 

to the forces that Abbey had warned against—growth, development, and the pursuit 

of money—are unfolding inside Grand Canyon.

SIXTY-TWO RIVER MILES (100 km) downstream from Lees Ferry, the reddish brown 

Colorado encounters its largest tributary within the canyon, a river known as the  

The Navajo and other Native 

American groups regard the  

multicolored confluence of the  

Little Colorado and the main river 

as a sacred place.
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Little Colorado, whose waters often run a brilliant shade of turquoise. The point 

where the two streams merge, known as the confluence, holds profound spiritual sig-

nificance for many Native Americans whose ancestral lands lie within the canyon, 

including the Havasupai, the Zuni, the Hopi, and the Navajo.

On the morning of November 2, we emerged on the north side of the river, inflated 

a pod of tiny rafts that we’d been carrying at the bottoms of our packs, and paddled 

across to begin an arduous 3,500-foot (1 km) climb through a series of steep breaks in 

the cliffs that eventually delivered us to a remote stretch of the canyon’s eastern rim 

and the western border of the Navajo Reservation. We selected this route because it 

runs parallel to the path along which a group of developers from Scottsdale intended 

to construct the Escalade tramway. Eight-person gondolas would have shuttled tour-

ists from the rim to near the river’s edge, where the developers planned to erect a 

retail complex, food court, and amphitheater overlooking the confluence.

The tramway would have been capable of delivering as many as 10,000 people a 

day to a spot that now rarely hosts more than a few dozen people on a typical sum-

mer day, and often none during the winter. The unprecedented development was 

voted down by Navajo Nation Council in late 2017.

Despite the canyon bottom’s  

harsh desert clime, life thrives 

there—like this Rocky Mountain 

toad making its way across the  

Little Colorado.
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The driving force behind this project was Rial Lamar Whit-

mer, a political consultant who persuaded a group of Navajo 

politicians that it would bring much needed revenue to the 

tribe. The opposition includes environmentalists as well as 

virtually every tribe in the region, including a group of Navajo 

who say that Whitmer and his associates tricked some tribes-

people into supporting the project with misleading promises. 

(Whitmer denies he misled anyone.)

This group calls itself Save the Confluence. When one of its 

members, Renae Yellowhorse, got word that Pete and I were 

scheduled to pop out of the canyon at a spot overlooking the 

confluence, she telephoned a friend and asked him to drive 

her 41 miles (66 km) from her home on the western edge of the 

Navajo Reservation so that she could share a pot of traditional 

mutton stew and give us a piece of her mind.

According to Yellowhorse, at the time, the 

reservation was abuzz with rumors that Whit-

mer and his allies were assembling investors to 

finance the billion-dollar project while simulta-

neously forging new alliances with Navajo leg-

islators in the hopes of making an end run 

around Navajo president Russell Begaye, a 

prominent opponent of the project. “We’re not 

opposed to development, but it’s not appropri-

ate here,” declared Yellowhorse, a fiercely determined woman in wire-

rimmed glasses and leather moccasins. “When my grandchildren 

come, I want them to see this place the way that my ancestors saw it. 

We don’t want this area developed—we do not want to see Disneyland 

on the edge of the canyon.”

As it turned out, the friend who had driven Yellowhorse to meet us, a man named 

Roger Clark, was able to provide some context for that statement. As a program 

director of the Grand Canyon Trust, a conservation group that has spent more than 

30 years battling an array of threats against the canyon, Clark is deeply troubled by 

the tramway plan. But he is even more worried that this project is part of a larger  

ring of threats that present an unprecedented assault on the integrity of the canyon. 

One of the other issues that concerns Clark and many other environmentalists is 

The reddish brown Colorado encounters its largest tributary within 
the canyon, a river known as the Little Colorado, whose waters often 
run a brilliant shade of turquoise.

The most popular way to hike 

east-west across the canyon,  

the 95-mile (150 km) Tonto Trail 

meanders through a prickly pear–

studded desert wilderness below 

the South Rim. 
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Tusayan, a small town composed of a strip of modest tourist motels and gas stations 

two miles (3 km) from the park’s main entrance at the South Rim. A consortium of 

investors wants to transform Tusayan into a resort, with potentially thousands of 

new homes and millions of square feet of commercial space, including luxury hotels, 

a European-style health spa, and a dude ranch.

All of this will require lots of water. The developers, led by an Italian company 

called Stilo, say they are reviewing ways to bring in water, including by train or a pipe-

line tapped into the Colorado River. But they also have the right to punch wells 

through the surface of the arid South Rim to access an aquifer that drives many of the 

springs and seeps deep within the Grand Canyon. These tiny pockets where water 

trickles from cracks in the bare rock make up less than 0.01 percent of the surface area 

inside the canyon, but each little oasis supports a web of complex plant and animal 

life. Thanks to the 6,000-foot (1.8 km) elevation difference between the Colorado River 

and the North Rim, the canyon boasts five of North America’s seven “life zones”—

more than any other national park. In latitudinal terms, it’s the equivalent of walking 

from the deserts of northern Mexico to the boreal regions of Canada, all in the span of 

little more than a vertical mile. Biologists say anything that might taint these springs 

or induce them to dry up would reverberate throughout the canyon’s biome.

Clark didn’t know it at the time, but in March 2016 the Forest Service did not 

accept the developer’s application for a road easement that is crucial for the project 

to go forward. But Tusayan’s backers already have overcome many obstacles.

Tusayan, however, isn’t the only threat to the region’s aquifers. Just six miles  

(10 km) to the southeast of the town—also outside the park—a company called 

Energy Fuels has reopened a mine that environmental groups and the Havasupai 

tribe have fought against, and it could possibly soon haul out uranium ore. A com-

pany official dismissed the possibility of a major accident. But according to U.S.  

Geological Survey data, 15 springs and five wells inside the Grand Canyon area have 

levels of uranium that are considered unsafe to drink, due in part to incidents in 

older mines, where erosion and problems with containment have allowed uranium 

to leach into the groundwater.

Meanwhile, a 22-mile (35 km) stretch of the river corridor at the bottom of the 

western end of the canyon has been opened to unlimited air traffic by the Hualapai, a 

tribe whose reservation borders the south side of the Colorado River. Thanks to a 

Federal Aviation Administration rule change requested by the Hualapai, the tribe 

may operate an unrestricted number of helicopter flights. These are filled with sight-

seers, many from Las Vegas, and fly below the canyon’s rim from sunrise to sunset. 

The noise they generate is so intense, and so continuous, that the area is locally 

known as Helicopter Alley.

“When you look across this vast landscape now, it’s hard to believe that it could 

possibly be damaged or lost due to acts of man,” Clark said. “But each of these 

threats is capable of eroding a piece of the canyon’s majesty, and together they will 

Located just outside the national 

park, Tusayan has emerged as a 

battleground between developers 

and those who see the town’s 

expansion as a threat to the  

Grand Canyon. 
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Winter is a mixed blessing in the Grand Canyon. Cooler 

weather makes for easier hiking in the canyon bottom.  

But snow means frigid temperatures and slippery footing 

higher up the walls. As these backpackers discover, it can 

also obscure the trail. 



strip the landscape of its ability to do the thing that makes it unique, which is to 

instill humility by demonstrating that human beings are tiny in relation to the forces 

that have shaped this planet, and that we are not the center of the world.”

The bigger threat, Clark contends, is that Tusayan, the tramway, and Helicopter 

Alley have the potential to accelerate neighboring development projects. He noted 

that the Hualapai’s wildly successful helicopter operation has drawn interest among 

some Navajo, who believe that the cable-driven gondola system could be an anchor 

for a similar explosion of air tours along the eastern flanks of the canyon. If that 

vision were realized and if Tusayan’s development were to move forward, Clark said, 

the impact would be enormous. “You would have a mega-resort perched directly 

above the central portion of the canyon and bookended by a pair of massive air-tour 

operations, each anchored to its own new development,” he said. “In a very real 

sense, the entire sweep of the canyon would be transformed into something that 

looks less like a national park and more like an amusement park.”

AFTER THANKSGIVING Pete and I headed back to where we’d ended our previous 

push and began hiking downstream. One hundred twenty-two miles (196 km) later, 

we climbed back out, at the park’s South Rim entrance. Next came a 66-mile (106 km) 

push that began just after New Year’s. Our pace each day was determined by the loca-

tion of springs, which we relied on for drinking water, hopscotching from one to the 

next. At a place called Horn Creek, we had to bypass a large spring contaminated by 

an abandoned uranium mine just below the South Rim that has poisoned its water 

since the 1960s.

At the end of January, as we were preparing for the most formidable leg of all— 

a 155-mile (250 km) thrust around the Great Thumb Mesa—our friend Rich Rudow 

reentered the picture. He and his partner, Chris Atwood, had passed 

through the Grand Wash Cliffs in late November, becoming the ninth 

and 10th people to ever complete a continuous thru-hike of the entire 

canyon. (Their friend Dave Nally had pulled out early with respiratory 

problems.) Rudow had been tracking our progress via satellite texts 

we’d been sending and was worried about the challenges Pete and I 

would face on the Thumb in winter, when storms can blow in with lit-

tle warning and dump several inches of snow.

Rudow had decided that he needed to return to shepherd us 

through. Which is how, on the afternoon of February 1, we all came to 

be standing in almost a foot of snow at the edge of Owl Eyes, wonder-

ing how we were going to make it across.

At the far end of the horseshoe-shaped bay was a massive ledge. If we could reach 

that flat piece of ground, we’d be OK. But getting there would require navigating 

directly across a steep slope of shale, hoping that if we slipped, we’d be able to stop our 

slide before shooting over the 400-foot (120 m) cliff. It was already late in the afternoon,  

Mountain lion tracks along a trail 

confirm that even apex predators 

are part of the canyon’s eclectic 

array of flora and fauna. 
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and if we failed to make it to safe ground before dark, we’d confront the appalling  

prospect of having to spend the night on the treacherously slick slopes of Owl Eyes.

After more than two hours, we’d only made it to the middle of the horseshoe, 

where a small promontory extended out from the slope. It was no more than 20 yards 

(18 m) long, but there was a flat space on top, and at the far end there was a small  

pile of stones. When we reached the stones, Rudow halted and bowed his head for a 

moment. Then he removed his glasses and wiped his eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” he said softly. “It’s very emotional to be standing here.” Then he told 

us the story of what had happened to the young woman in whose memory the stones 

had been placed.

HER NAME WAS IOANA ELISE HOCIOTA. She originally was from Romania, spoke 

four languages, and had degrees in mathematics and biology. She was 24, newly mar-

ried, and she and her husband, Andrew Holycross, were close to completing a sec-

tional thru-hike of the canyon.

By the winter of 2012, Hociota had set her sights on the 20-mile (32 km) stretch of 

ledges near the Great Thumb Mesa. When Holycross realized that his work schedule 

would prevent him from going, Hociota paired up with Matthias Kawski, a math  

professor and her academic mentor.

Tourists document a helicopter 

flight into Grand Canyon West,  

a part of the gorge that falls 

within the Hualapai Indian  

Reservation on the South Rim.

If that vision were realized and if Tusayan’s development were to 
move forward . . . the impact would be enormous.
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They were in the middle of Owl Eyes when they stopped for lunch. Afterward 

Kawski headed farther up into the shale. Hociota opted for a more direct line that 

took her out of Kawski’s sight. A minute or two later Kawski heard a rock fall, fol-

lowed by a sharp scream, and then, after a few seconds, a hollow thump. Scrambling 

to the edge of the cliff, he peered down, looking in vain for Hociota. He called out 

over and over. Nothing.

The next day Hociota’s body was discovered, and a ranger tethered to a helicopter 

was lowered to retrieve it. When Rudow finished his story, he looked west, where the 

sun was angling toward the canyon’s rim. “Guys,” he announced. “We’re gonna have 

to spend the night here.”

That night all of our water bottles froze, even though we stashed them inside the 

two tents that we pitched on the tiny patch of flat ground next to Hociota’s memorial. 

Our shoes froze too, and the next morning we had to hold them over our camp stoves 

to thaw them out.

We broke camp and trudged the rest of the way across the snow-encrusted slopes 

to the flat ledge on the far side of Owl Eyes, where we dried our gear in the sun and 

looked back at the ground we had crossed.

It was a sad and dangerous place, and I was glad to be done with it. But I couldn’t 

help but note that it was also quite beautiful. In the morning sunlight, even the face 

of the cliff down which Hociota had fallen was coated in a honey-colored glaze that 

seemed to glow from within. In that moment I may have glimpsed part of what 

A pair of circular depressions  

fittingly called the Owl Eyes  

pockmark the side of Great 

Thumb Mesa on the Havasupai 

Reservation west of Hermits Rest. 



Edward Abbey meant when he wrote about how it’s necessary to crawl across this 

terrain and bleed before you finally see something.

What I saw—or rather, what I understood—was that of the many things that had 

drawn a math prodigy from Romania into this landscape was that the canyon is 

emphatically not an amusement park. It is without handrails, a place where the dan-

gers are real. But no less real are the rewards—among them the fact that when you 

move through an ancient wilderness that has not been compromised, you are 

reminded of our species’ humble place in it and the fragility of life. Apparently Ioana 

Hociota understood that she needed places like that. And I suspect that the rest of us 

may need them too.

Four days later we hiked out. And after resupplying in Flagstaff, Pete and I 

resumed our thru-hike in a series of pushes that, by the middle of March, brought us 

to within 50 miles (80 km) of the end. But the canyon wasn’t through with us. One 

morning the thermometer on Pete’s watch hit 111°F (44°C), hotter than the tempera-

ture that had triggered his hyponatremia six months earlier. Thirty minutes later we 

started hiking out.

When we began this quest, we had no way of knowing that even after flinging  

ourselves at the canyon on seven separate trips over the course of a year, the  

end would still lie before us. If you’re reading this story decades from now, say  

in 2066, we hope a vast Grand Canyon wilderness, in the truest sense of the word, 

still exists.



Nothing is quite as dramatic as a summer 

storm brewing over the Grand Canyon, a 

play of wind, rain, and light that reflects 

the canyon’s primordial origins. 



S O U T H  
R I M

C H A P T E R  2

Joe Yogerst



Like Miller, nearly everyone’s first glimpse of the Grand Canyon comes from some-

where along the South Rim, classic views like Mather Point and Desert View that have 

been luring awestruck visitors even longer than the gorge has been a national park. 

Much easier to reach than its northern counterpart, the South Rim is only about a 

90-minute drive from Flagstaff, gateway city to northern Arizona. And road trippers 

have three different scenic routes from which to choose. The canyon’s southern 

fringe is also close to legendary Route 66 and modern Interstate 40, and visitors  

can also fly, bike, or hop a train to the South Rim.

Perched at around 7,000 feet (2 km) above sea level, the South Rim is around  

1,200 feet (365 m) lower than the north. During the summer months, the canyon’s 

southern edge is hotter and more conducive to visitors who prefer shorts and 

T-shirts. Although it often snows in winter—a gorgeous mantle of white on the  

ponderosa pines and red-rock cliffs—the south is open to motorists year-round, 

while the North Rim is closed to vehicular traffic during the colder months. 

No matter where visitors sneak their first peek of the canyon along the South Rim, 

the effect is nearly always the same: a momentary absence of belief. As if the marvel 

A  L A N D S C A P E  O F 
AG E L E S S  D R A M A

 F
rom poets and presidents to explorers and environmentalists, people have 

long endeavored to describe their first glimpse of the Grand Canyon. Yet the 

one that seems to ring truest was penned by a most unlikely source—gritty 

American novelist Henry Miller—who first gazed into Arizona’s “big ditch” during a 

1940–41 drive from coast to coast. “It’s mad, completely mad,” wrote Miller, “and at 

the same time so grandiose, so sublime, so illusory that when you come upon it for 

the first time, you break down and weep with joy. I did, at least. For over thirty years 

I had been aching to see this huge hole . . . It is one of the few spots on this earth which 

not only come up to all expectation but surpass it.”

Only for those who embrace  

their vertigo, Grand Canyon  

Skywalk is a transparent,  

horseshoe-shaped walkway  

that hovers above the canyon  

on the Hualapai Reservation. 
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of geology that spreads out before them couldn’t possibly be real. In olden days, they 

would have said it resembled a painting, a fantastical landscape conjured in the 

mind of an artist. In modern times, we would simply say it’s photoshopped before 

realizing that nature’s grandest canvas is the real deal.

EIGHTEEN MILES WIDE

How real? The Grand Canyon stretches 277 miles (446 km) along the Colorado  

River between Lees Ferry in the east and Grand Wash Cliffs in the west. The gorge is  

18 miles (29 km) wide at its broadest point and around a mile (1.6 km) deep when  

measured from the South Rim. National Park authorities estimate that the actual can-

yon (both inside and beyond the park boundaries) covers around 2,770 square miles 

(7,175 sq km)—bigger than Delaware and nearly large enough to fit 60 San Franciscos. 

Because the canyon is so well known—and stupendously large—people tend to 

think of it as the world’s biggest. That honor actually goes to superdeep gorges in the 

Andes and the Himalaya. But without doubt, the Arizona version is the most visited 

of the world’s great canyons. Around six million people each year visit the national 

park, and roughly five million of them flock to the South Rim.

Nearly all of them pass through the Grand Canyon Visitor Center to collect maps 

and information on park activities, and browse exhibits on the canyon’s natural and 

human history. The egg-shaped courtyard is surrounded by other visitor services 

such as bike rentals, guided tours, and refreshments, and is also home to the best 

A cloud inversion fills the Grand 

Canyon between Desert View  

and Comanche Point, a rare event 

that occurs when a layer of warm 

air traps cooler air beneath the 

canyon rim.
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shop in the entire park for books and other Grand Canyon swag. Visitors can also 

leave their vehicles in the visitor center’s expansive parking lot to walk or take a 

shuttle bus to other landmarks along the South Rim—many of which cannot be 

reached via private vehicle. 

Mather Point and its classic view of the canyon is just steps away from the visitor 

center. The lofty vista is named for Stephen Mather, a mining millionaire who 

became a staunch conservationist. Considered one of the fathers of the National  

Park Service, Mather was the agency’s first director and helped expedite the Grand 

Canyon’s designation as a national park in February 1919. How apt that one of the 

park’s most celebrated viewpoints should bear his name, a panorama that takes in 

around a quarter of the gorge, including nearby landmarks like Cedar Ridge, O’Neill 

Butte, Cheops Pyramid, the Colorado River far below, and the Kaibab Plateau on the 

far side. Sunrise and sunset are spectacular from the cliff-top viewing areas. 

From Mather Point, it’s easy to reach other stunning vistas by hiking the Rim Trail, 

a 13-mile (21 km) hiking route that hugs the canyon’s southern edge from Hermits 

Rest to the South Kaibab Trailhead near Yaki Point. The route is refreshingly flat, 

mostly paved, and pet friendly (as long as the critters are on a leash), and sections of 

the trail meet accessibility guidelines. Shuttle bus stations are perched at strategic 

points for those who want to call it a day. 

Created as a rest stop on an early 

20th-century tourist stagecoach 

line along the South Rim, Hermits 

Rest was designed to resemble a 

mountain man’s cabin.
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Following the Rim Trail eastward, the first significant stop is Yaki Point, which juts 

into the canyon like the prow of some vast ship. Like many of the canyon’s geological 

features, the point is named after a Native American group indigenous to the Ameri-

can Southwest. During the Great Depression, Yaki Point served as a base camp for the 

U.S. Army’s Seventh Cavalry pack train, a mule platoon that supported construction 

of the South Kaibab Trail by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). Nowadays the 

trail is one of the major routes for backpackers hiking the canyon. But it’s also possi-

ble to undertake a six-mile (10 km) return day hike from Yaki Point that includes Ooh 

Aah Point, Cedar Ridge, and Skeleton Point with its vertiginous views of the river. 

Walking west from Mather Point, the Rim Trail soon reaches another of the South 

Rim’s famous outlooks—Yavapai Point. In addition to its stunning views, the point is 

home to the Yavapai Geology Museum, which illuminates the earth forces that have 

shaped the canyon over millions of years through topographic relief models and other 

exhibits. Opened in 1928, the museum was constructed at a spot identified by geolo-

gists as ideal for “making the out-of-doors intelligible.” The section of the Rim Trail 

between Yavapai Point and Verkamp’s Visitor Center doubles as an outdoor geological 

exhibit called the Trail of Time with display boards that help visitors match rock strata 

visible from the trail with their place along the canyon’s two-billion-year time line. 

The canyon’s geology is long and complex, stretching back around two billion 

years. The oldest section—the Vishnu basement rocks found deep in the canyon—

comprises metamorphic stone created by plate tectonics and igneous rocks spewed 

by ancient volcanoes. Vast tropical seas once covered the region, water bodies that 

deposited thick layers of sediment compressed into multiple layers atop the base-

ment rocks. Around 250 million years ago, plate tectonics came into the picture 

again, uplifting the entire region into the Colorado Plateau. Sometime between five 

and six million years ago, the Colorado River began flowing across the plateau on its 

long journey from the Rocky Mountains to the Gulf of California, and along the way 

it began to carve the Grand Canyon that we know today.

HISTORIC GRAND CANYON VILLAGE

The Rim Trail continues along the edge of the canyon to Grand Canyon Village, long-

time hub of tourism along the South Rim and venue for some of the nation’s most 

iconic national park architecture. The village is one of those “take it or leave it” places, 

especially during the busy summer season. Some people love its rustic ambience, the 

scent of pine, sagebrush, and pack animals mixed with timber architecture and rangers 

in Smokey Bear hats. Others cannot pass through the hustle-bustle village fast enough 

on their way to quieter corners of the park both in the canyon and along the rim. 

The village’s Grand Canyon Historic District embraces 44 structures built between 

the 1890s and 1930s during the early days of tourism development, and includes sev-

eral listed as national historic landmarks or that are on the National Register of His-

toric Places. 

The California condors that  

perch along the rim are part  

of a program that started in 1996 

to reintroduce North America’s 

largest bird to the region.
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Several of the buildings were designed by pioneering female architect Mary Colter, 

who came west from her native Pennsylvania to design buildings for the Santa Fe 

Railroad and Fred Harvey Company. Among Colter’s masterworks are the distinctive 

Hopi House (erected in 1905)—homage to Arizona’s indigenous architecture that 

houses a large souvenir store and a Native American art gallery—and the rubble 

stone Kolb Studio (1904), a bygone photo studio that now blends gift shop and 

exhibit space. Colter also designed the nearby Bright Angel Lodge (1935), a rustic, 

rim-side hotel and restaurant. 

The grandest building in the village is El Tovar 

Hotel, opened by Santa Fe and Fred Harvey in 1905 as 

the crown jewel of their visitor experience at the 

Grand Canyon. A mash-up of several styles popular at 

the time, El Tovar combines aspects of log cabin, 

alpine chalet, arts and crafts, and Spanish mission 

into a building that somehow works despite this mot-

ley pedigree. One of the exemplars of the rustic archi-

tecture that would spread to many of the early 

national parks, El Tovar has provided overnight digs 

for a number of luminaries, from presidents Teddy 

Roosevelt and Bill Clinton to Western author Zane 

Grey, Albert Einstein, and Paul McCartney. 

Among the village’s other noteworthy structures are 

the Verkamp’s Visitor Center (1906) with its exhibits on the canyon’s pioneer history, 

Kolb Studio, and the Grand Canyon Depot (1910). Once the family home and work-

shop of pioneering photographers Ellsworth and Emery Kolb, the studio now hosts 

art and photographic exhibitions, as well as a curio shop and bookstore. One of only 

three train stations built with logs left in the United States, the depot marks the 

northern terminus of the historic Grand Canyon Railway, a scenic passenger line that 

runs 65 miles (105 km) through the pine forest and meadows of the Coconino Plateau 

between Williams, Arizona, and the South Rim. Passengers can ride the train as a day 

trip to the Grand Canyon or combine it with overnights at South Rim lodging. 

On the other side of the tracks from the train station are the Grand Canyon  

Conservancy and its Field Institute. Founded in 1932, the park’s official nonprofit 

partner strives to educate visitors about the canyon through guided day hikes and 

overnight backpacking trips, natural and cultural history classes, service-based 

activities, as well as photography, art, yoga, and writing workshops. Guides and 

teachers include professional geologists, biologists, historians, artists, and Park  

Service rangers. The conservancy is also one of the movers and shakers behind the 

park’s 100th anniversary celebrations in 2019.

The train depot and conservancy both lie along the path of the Greenway Trail in 

Grand Canyon Village, a paved hiking and biking path that offers a fresh-air alterna-

Northern terminus of the  

Grand Canyon Railway, the  

South Rim’s timber train depot  

is a national historic monument 

completed in 1910. 
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tive to driving everywhere in the village. Heading east from the station, the Green-

way tags along the South Entrance Road to the indoor Shrine of the Ages and outdoor 

McKee Amphitheater where the bulk of the South Rim’s ranger talks take place. 

Right across the road is the Market Plaza, venue for a number of visitor services 

including a general store, post office, and bank.

The village is also ground zero for pack trips into the canyon and hikes along the 

Bright Angel Trail. Several viewpoints between Kolb Studio and Maricopa Point offer  

a bird’s-eye view of trekkers striding briskly down the switchbacks at the start of their 

hike or huffing and puffing up the trail at the steep conclusion to their walk. The Back-

country Information Center near the Bright Angel trailhead dispenses info, maps, and 

the necessary permits for overnight hikes into the canyon along any of the trails. 

The grandest building in the village is El Tovar Hotel, opened by 
Santa Fe and Fred Harvey in 1905 as the crown jewel of their visitor 
experience at the Grand Canyon.

G R A N D  C A N YO N  N AT I O N A L  PA R K  T I M E  L I N E
1908: Using power granted to him by the new  

Antiquities Act, Roosevelt creates Grand Canyon 

National Monument, giving the canyon proper federal 

protection for the first time.

1910–11: A bill to convey the canyon from national mon-

ument to national park status fails to pass Congress.

1916: The National Park Service is established.

1917: Senator Henry Ashurst of Arizona introduces 

another bill to designate the canyon a national park;  

a year later the Grand Canyon National Park Act passes 

in the House and Senate. 

1919: President Woodrow Wilson signs the act into 

law—thereby creating the park—on February 26. 

1975: Marble Canyon National Monument becomes 

part of the park via the Grand Canyon National Park 

Enlargement Act. 

1869: One-armed Civil War veteran John Wesley  

Powell leads the first known expedition down the  

Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. He later 

writes about his exploits and the fantastic scenery—

bringing the canyon to public attention for the  

first time. 

1882: Future president Benjamin Harrison—then a sena-

tor from Indiana—introduces legislation to declare the 

Grand Canyon as the nation’s second national park after 

Yellowstone. However, the bill dies in committee. Two 

subsequent attempts also fail to pass Congress. 

1893: Wielding his executive power, President Harrison 

creates the Grand Canyon Forest Reserve.

1903: President Teddy Roosevelt visits the Grand  

Canyon.

1906: Roosevelt proclaims the Grand Canyon Game  

Preserve.
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Sunset at Mather Point. Affording one of the 

South Rim’s most popular vistas, the viewpoint is 

named for Stephen Mather, first director of the 

National Park Service and a strong advocate of 

declaring the canyon a national park in 1919. 



The Bright Angel Trail offers another possibility for a day trip into 

the canyon ranging anywhere from a third of a mile (0.5 km) round-

trip to the First Tunnel to a 12-mile (19 km) return walk to Plateau 

Point. Given the 3,000-foot (915 m) elevation change, the trek to  

Plateau Point can be especially grueling during the summer. Any-

one venturing into the canyon should always remember that mules 

and uphill hikers always have the right-of-way.

In days gone by, most people used to motor the seven miles (11 km) 

out to Hermits Rest. Nowadays, the road is open to private vehicles 

only during the slower winter months (December through February). 

During the rest of the year, visitors can hike the western portion of the 

Rim Trail, hop the shuttle bus from the village, or bike Hermits Road. 

Along the way are eight different viewpoints and several of the can-

yon’s curiosities—like the remains of the old Orphan Lode Mine 

between Maricopa Point and the Powell Memorial. Prospector Dan 

Hogan found copper there in the 1890s. But the mine’s heyday came 

between 1953 and 1969 when uranium was extracted from the site. 

Among the noteworthy stops are the Abyss with its vertigo-inducing 

view 3,000 feet (915 m) straight down into the Monument Creek drain-

age and Pima Point, probably the best place along the South Rim to 

glimpse (and perhaps even hear) the Colorado River gushing through 

the canyon a mile (1.6 km) below. 

At the end of the trail and road lies Hermits Rest, a faux frontier cabin fashioned 

by Mary Colter in 1914. Although it was meant for tourists—with a snack bar and 

viewpoint at the end of the stagecoach tour from the village—Colter imagined it as a 

remote pioneer home with a stone fireplace and a front porch overlooking the can-

yon. Much like in the olden days, Hermits Rest still functions as a snack bar and 

overlook, with many furnishings and decorations among those that Colter chose 

more than a century ago. 

CRUISING DESERT VIEW DRIVE

East of the village and main visitor center, Desert View Drive meanders 25 miles  

(40 km) along the South Rim to Desert View near the canyon’s easternmost extreme. 

The shuttle bus and Rim Trail only run as far as Yaki Point; beyond that a private 

vehicle is necessary to access viewpoints and other sights along the drive. 

Several viewpoints between Kolb Studio and Maricopa Point offer a 
bird’s-eye view of trekkers striding briskly down the switchbacks . . . 
or huffing and puffing up the trail.
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Grand Canyon devotees debate which overlook along Desert View Drive affords  

the best canyon panorama. Lipan Point offers a view of the big bend in the Colorado 

River as it shifts its prevailing direction from south to west. From Moran Point you 

can gaze down on the Hance Rapid. Grandview Point speaks for itself. Most motor-

ists fly right past Shoshone Point because there’s no direct view of the canyon from 

the parking area. You’ve got to hike a 2.1-mile (3.4 km) trail to the edge. But it’s well 

worth the effort for the spectacular view and the refreshing lack of people along one 

of the South Rim’s lesser used trails. 

It was somewhere along the stretch between Moran Point and Desert View that 

many historians believe Europeans gazed down into the Grand Canyon for the  

first time. In the fall of 1540, Spanish conquistador García López de Cárdenas was 

dispatched from northern New Mexico to find a great river the local inhabitants had 

told the Europeans about. With the aid of Hopi guides, Cárdenas and his men even-

tually stumbled upon a vast canyon with a river at the bottom. However, the walls of 

the canyon proved too steep for them to reach the water, and they eventually turned 

back without claiming the Colorado for the Spanish king. 

The park’s chief Native American landmark is also found along Desert View Drive. 

The Tusayan Museum—located in a historic stone rubble-style structure built in 1928—

One of the larger animals found 

within the park, a lone female elk 

makes her way along a snowy  

winter path on the South Rim. 
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offers exhibits on local Native American culture, including ancient artifacts and modern 

handicrafts. A short self-guided trail leads through the pine-studded landscape to the 

small but significant Tusayan Ruin. The remains of a 12th-century ancestral Puebloan 

(Anasazi) village include a living area, kiva ceremonial circle, and storage areas.

Tusayan is the most easily accessible of more than 4,300 archaeological sites so  

far discovered in Grand Canyon National Park. And chances are there are many 

more: Archaeologists estimate the park may harbor as many as 60,000 spots where 

Paleo-Indians left their mark. The sites provide conclusive evidence that humans 

have been living in and around the canyon for at least 11,500 years. The earliest 

Paleo-Indians were nomadic people who hunted megafauna like giant ground sloths 

and bison that inhabited the region at the time. 

By around 1500 b.c., the region’s Archaic-era residents were experimenting with 

agriculture. This eventually led to the establishment of permanent settlements in 

and around the canyon. Here, people who lived in cliff dwellings or pueblos like 

800-year-old Tusayan made pottery, baskets, and other everyday items. By the 16th 

century, when the first Europeans arrived at the canyon’s edge, the modern-day 

Havasupai, Hualapai, and Navajo were the region’s dominant indigenous peoples. 

Inspired by the ancestral Puebloan style of Tusayan and other sites across the South-

west, Mary Colter designed the nearby Desert View Watchtower in 1932. One has to 

wonder if a slightly higher view into the canyon was even necessary. But the impressive 

stone building does offer an intriguing change of pace—85 steps ascending to an obser-

vation deck past murals of ancient Native American life by Hopi artist Fred Kabotie.

AWAY FROM THE RIM

Beyond the tower, Desert View Drive crosses the national park boundary into the 

Navajo Nation lands along the eastern edge of the Grand Canyon and the turnoff for 

Little Colorado River Navajo Tribal Park. The park provides interpretive displays and 

B E YO N D  T H E  S O U T H  R I M
Lowell Observatory: Evening stargazing programs  

and telescope viewing are the forte of this renowned 

astronomical facility in the outskirts of Flagstaff.  

lowell.edu

Arizona Snowbowl: Spread across the western flank  

of Agassiz Peak, the state’s top winter sports resort 

features eight lifts, terrain parks, and pistes ranging 

from beginner to double black diamond.  

snowbowl.ski

Grand Canyon Skywalk: Hanging 4,000 feet (1.2 km) 

above the canyon at Eagle Point, this horseshoe-shaped 

bridge on the Hualapai Indian Reservation boasts a see-

through glass floor and vertigo-inducing views of the chasm.  

grandcanyonwest.com

Bearizona: A drive-through wildlife park near Williams 

showcases fauna that still, or once, roamed the Grand 

Canyon region—like bears, wolves, bison, and bobcats. 

bearizona.com

High altitude, clear skies, and a 

refreshing lack of big-city lights 

make for excellent stargazing  

at many spots, including this  

twinkling vista from Desert View.
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lofty viewpoints down into a 3,000-foot-deep (915 m) ravine carved by a tributary of 

the main river. A miniature version of the big canyon, the Little Colorado Gorge 

stretches roughly 45 miles (72 km) across the Painted Desert. Desert View Drive con-

tinues another 15 miles (24 km) across the desert to Cameron, Arizona, a Navajo com-

munity renowned for its classic roadside souvenir stores. 

The South Rim’s other Tusayan is a lively little roadside community located about 

seven miles (11 km) south of the village, along Highway 64 near the park’s South 

Entrance Station. Although it’s named for the ancient ruins, Tusayan town is a thor-

oughly modern creation that didn’t really take off until the 1990s, when the ever 

growing number of visitors to the national park sparked the need for more accommo-

dation and other services. 

In addition to its many hotels and restaurants, Tusayan is home to the Grand Can-

yon National Geographic Visitor Center, which features a big-screen IMAX theater, 

information desk, and adventure activity opportunities like jeep tours, scenic flights, 

and helicopter tours from nearby Grand Canyon National Park Airport. A park and 

ride on the north edge of town offers shuttle service to the South Rim (between 

March and September). That same parking lot is also the jumping-off point for hik-

ing, biking, or even skating the 6.5-mile (10.5 km) Greenway Trail to the South Rim. 

Before reaching the canyon, the trail crosses Kaibab National Forest, which flanks 

the national park (and canyon) on both the north and south. A natural treasure in its 

It was somewhere along the stretch between Moran Point and Desert 
View that many historians believe Europeans gazed down into the 
Grand Canyon for the first time.

Rendered by Hopi artist Fred 

Kabotie in 1933, the Native  

American murals inside Desert 

View Watchtower complement 

Mary Colter’s ancestral  

Puebloan design.
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Humans have lived in and around 

the Grand Canyon for thousands 

of years, as evidenced by this kiva 

(ceremonial circle) at Tusayan Ruin 

near Desert View. 

own right, the national forest is a natural extension of the Grand Canyon ecosystem, 

a buffer zone that harbors similar flora and fauna, including the nation’s largest con-

tiguous ponderosa pine forest. Given its much lower visitation than the national 

park, Kaibab offers a better chance to see typical Grand Canyon creatures like deer, 

elk, coyotes, and collared peccaries. 

The national forest’s Tusayan Ranger District near Grand Canyon Village offers 

camping among the pines, fishing at Russell Tank, the 1930s Grandview Lookout 

Tower, and the 1880s Hull Cabin—the oldest surviving European structure along the 

South Rim. In addition to the Greenway Trail, the Tusayan District renders a number 

of other scenic hikes, including the scramble up Red Butte with its 360-degree view 

of the immense pine forest that frames the South Rim. 

Long-distance trekkers can traverse Kaibab National Forest and Grand Canyon 

National Park via the Arizona National Scenic Trail, an 800-mile (1,300 km) path 

across the heart of the Copper State from the Mexican border to the Utah frontier. 

Those who don’t have the time or energy to walk the entire route can tramp and camp 

three legs of the Arizona Trail below the South Rim, including the 24.5-mile (39.5 km) 

Babbitt Ranch section, 18-mile (29 km) Coconino Rim section, and 22.5-mile (36 km)

South Rim section between Grandview Lookout Tower and the South Kaibab trailhead. 

Walking the route from south to north affords something of what it must have 

been like for the first Europeans and Americans who laid eyes upon the Grand Can-

yon. A relatively flat trek through pine forest to a dramatic drop-off really does take 

your breath away the first time you see it. 
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A lone hiker makes her way through  

the Box, a section of the North Kaibab 

Trail between Phantom Ranch and the 

North Rim.



R I M  TO  
R I M

C H A P T E R  3

Joe Yogerst



In many respects, a trek across the Grand Canyon is the reverse of mountain climb-

ing. The temperature is going to rise rather than plunge as the path descends into the 

canyon’s desertlike depths. The easier part comes first—a downhill amble along a 

route that quickly shifts from best friend to dreaded nemesis once the uphill slog 

begins. And rather than staring down at creation from a great height, you’re looking 

up at what nature has wrought over two billion years, a geological time line embla-

zoned on the canyon walls. 

For many, hiking the canyon is life changing. For others, this journey into the 

rocky wilderness is akin to a religious experience. 

“I realized with a jolt, in a new and hard and certain way, that my journey was 

almost over,” wrote British author Colin Fletcher, who walked the length of the  

canyon from Hualapai Hilltop to Point Imperial in 1963. “The world was once again 

round and shining—rounder and more splendid than it had ever been. And I was 

D OW N  T H RO U G H  T H E 
A B YS S  O F  T I M E ,  R I M 
TO  R I V E R  TO  R I M 

 M
ore than 10,000 years ago, humans stepped to the edge of the Grand 

Canyon for the first time and, at some point, made a decision to descend 

into the great void. Most likely, those prehistoric ventures into the can-

yon were in pursuit of food, water, or shelter. But one imagines those early inhabitants 

of northern Arizona were also motivated by curiosity, an intense desire to know what 

lay below. More often than not, curiosity is what drives modern-day humans to walk 

into the Grand Canyon. Even if their primary motivation is physical fitness, photogra-

phy, or soulful contemplation, the journey is still laced with questions about what it’s 

going to be like to hike one of the world’s natural wonders.

Another of Mary Colter’s  

classic “parkitecture” designs, 

Phantom Ranch has provided 

meals, lodging, and fodder  

for hungry mules in the bottom  

of the canyon since 1922.
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beginning to understand too that the journey had conferred on me a rare but simple 

gift: an almost perfect confluence of what I thought and what I felt. Had offered me, 

that is, the key to contentment.”

Not every trek into the canyon is going to result in a personal epiphany. But even if 

it’s your umpteenth time, hiking the Grand Canyon is always going to be special in 

ways that you cannot predict before taking that first dusty step off the rim.

CANYON ESSENTIALS

Three main trails lead down into the void: the Bright Angel and South Kaibab from the 

South Rim, and the North Kaibab from the North Rim. Together they expedite hiking 

the canyon from rim to rim, or undertaking a round-trip walk to the Colorado River. 

Using a combination of the Bright Angel and North Kaibab Trails, the rim-to-rim 

trek is 23.5 miles (37.8 km). Via the South Kaibab and North Kaibab, the walk is nearly 

21 miles (40 km). All three of these trails can be used for the river round-trip. How-

ever, the most popular route is a combination of the Bright Angel and South Kai-

bab—total distance 16.5 miles (26.5 km) with Phantom Ranch as the U-turn.

Although some hearty souls are able to make these hikes in a single day, most folks 

split the trip with an overnight at Phantom Ranch, or the Bright Angel, Cottonwood, 

or Indian Garden Campgrounds. It is not advised to attempt to hike from the rim to 

the river and back in one day, especially during the months of May to September. 

Anyone planning to camp overnight in the canyon must obtain a National Park Ser-

vice backcountry permit at designated spots on the rims. 

One of the park’s most popular 

paths, the South Kaibab Trail 

starts from Yaki Point and wraps 

around O’Neill Butte before 

plunging to the Colorado River.
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In addition to that backcountry permit, the Park Service recommends that hikers pre-

pare for the trek by hydrating, eating an energy-packed meal, and getting a good night’s 

sleep before striking out in the morning. Hikers should pack enough food and water 

for their intended length of stay (and a little more in case the hike takes longer than 

expected), as well as a first-aid kit and sunscreen, flashlight or headlamp, topographic 

map or trail guide, and a whistle, portable mirror, or cell phone for emergencies. 

Some kind of hat or headwear and sunglasses are also obvious. And no matter 

what time of year, hikers should always dress in layers. Even during the summer 

months, when temperatures rise to triple digits along the river, mornings can be 

chilly on the rim and upper trail segments, especially areas that are shaded through 

much of the day. During the winter, snow is a distinct possibility at upper elevations 

and hikers should dress accordingly.

Hikers should be well aware that mules—whether or not they have people on 

them—always have the right-of-way on canyon trails. Likewise, those walking down-

hill should always give way to anyone hiking uphill. And please keep the canyon clean: 

Pack out your trash, don’t leave equipment behind, and use toilets located along the 

trails and at the campsites rather than answering the call of nature in nature.

Drinking water is available at stops along the Bright Angel and North Kaibab Trails 

between mid-May and mid-October, the height of the hiking season. To sustain your 

Autumn descends on Kaibab 

National Forest on the North Rim, 

a mosaic of aspens, evergreens, 

and the perpetually blue sky of 

northern Arizona. 
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energy and sodium levels, high-calorie foods and salty snacks are recommended. 

And if you don’t want your food snatched by canyon critters, be sure to make use of 

the food storage cans available at campsites. 

Always check the weather at the national park visitor centers before starting your 

trek. Always tell someone exactly where you’re going to be hiking and how long you 

anticipate the entire journey is going to take. Last but not least, don’t wing it: Estab-

lish a hiking plan beforehand and stick to that route. 

If a simple warning isn’t enough to convince you that planning and safety are para-

mount, consider the fact that more than 700 people have perished inside the Grand Can-

yon since the 1880s. The vast majority of those deaths, especially in recent times, were 

caused by heat stroke or dehydration rather than tum-

bling off the trail. Like that old Scout motto: Be prepared. 

TOUCHED BY AN ANGEL

Because it starts from Grand Canyon Village on the 

South Rim, the Bright Angel Trail is by far the most pop-

ular way to descend into the canyon. During peak hiking 

season, the stretch between the rim and Indian Garden 

sometimes seems like the wilderness equivalent of a free-

way. On the other hand, winter walks along the Bright 

Angel are often refreshingly free of other human beings. 

Given its enduring popularity, the Park Service 

makes sure the Bright Angel is also the canyon’s best 

maintained and safest trail, with regular water sta-

tions and shade structures along its length. Rangers patrol the trail on a regular 

basis, and there’s even a ranger station at Indian Garden. 

The Bright Angel might also be the canyon’s oldest trail, a path originally blazed 

by Native Americans along a natural fault line in the canyon wall. Their trail 

descended to an oasis area that’s now called Indian Garden, which they occupied 

seasonably for hunting, gathering, farming, and a reliable water supply. 

When American pioneers arrived at the Grand Canyon in the 1890s, some of them 

used the existing trail to reach their mining claims at Indian Garden. But they 

quickly realized that leading tourists into the depths was more profitable than mak-

ing a living with pick and shovel. 

One of those miners was Ralph Cameron, a future U.S. senator from Arizona,  

who along with his partners improved the trail, extended it from Indian Garden to 

the Colorado River, and began charging $1 a person for every tourist using the trail. 

Although it was often called the Cameron Trail, the path eventually took on the 

name of the clear-running creek John Wesley Powell named during his epic float  

trip through the canyon in 1869. The Bright Angel continued as a private toll road 

until 1928, nearly a decade after Grand Canyon National Park was established.

opposite: Blazed by Native  

Americans, the switchback-laden 

Bright Angel Trail later served as a 

pioneer-era toll road that charged 

a fee for every horse or mule.

In a 1947 photo of the Bright Angel 

Trail, a mule team returns to the 

South Rim in the long shadows of 

the late afternoon. 
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Starting out beside Kolb Studio, the Bright Angel descends rapidly from the South 

Rim via a series of switchbacks and tunnels, dropping more than a thousand feet 

(300 m) over a mile and a half (2.4 km) to the first rest house. There’s another shelter 

and drinking water three miles (5 km) out—and a set of wicked switchbacks called 

Jacob’s Ladder—before arrival at Indian Garden at 3,000 feet (915 m) below the rim.

In addition to a campground, Indian Garden boasts a ranger station that offers 

interpretive programs on geology, history, and wildlife. The big cottonwood trees 

that shade the camp were planted by Cameron. A side trail leads off to Plateau Point 

with a bird’s-eye view of the Colorado River.

From Indian Garden, the Bright Angel traces rock-strewn Garden Creek and tum-

bles down the Devil’s Corkscrew switchbacks. The trail levels out while crossing the 

shelflike Tonto Platform before a welcome rendezvous with River Resthouse, 

perched right above the Colorado. From there, it’s a fairly easy jaunt along the river’s 

south bank to Silver Bridge, with the Kaibab Trail’s junction, Bright Angel Camp-

ground, and Phantom Ranch, on the other side.

THE KAIBABS AND PHANTOM RANCH

Modern-day hikers can thank Ralph Cameron for the South Kaibab Trail, although he 

helped in a backhanded way. Miffed by his commercial exploitation of the Bright 

Angel Trail, the Park Service decided to blaze a new (free of charge) trail from Yaki 

Point to the river in 1924. 

Deep inside the canyon, the lower 

stretch of the Bright Angel Trail 

runs along the Colorado River 

toward Silver Bridge and Phantom 

Ranch on the north bank. 
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Even more so than the Bright Angel, the South Kaibab Trail unfolds as an open- 

air museum of Grand Canyon geology, an ever changing palette of colors from rim  

to river. The first section of the path drops rapidly through layers of Kaibab lime-

stone, the Toroweap formation, and Coconino sandstone to Ooh Aah Point—not 

some bygone Native American term but the reaction that most people have to the 

awesome view. 

The route continues along Cedar Ridge with great views of the canyon on either 

side. The trail curves carefully around the eastern edge of O’Neill Butte. Named after 

an Arizonan who rode with Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders and who was killed in 

action at San Juan Hill, the butte marks the geological transition from Hermit shale 

to the rust red Supai Group. Dead ahead (pun intended) is Skeleton Point, which lies 

around 2,000 feet (600 m) below the rim. Legend holds that the name derives from a 

rather gruesome mule accident that took place at this spot.

Beyond Skeleton Point is another steep drop-off, a set of switchbacks dubbed the 

Red and White because they descend through Redwall limestone and Muav lime-

stone before the trail flattens out (somewhat) on the Bright Angel shale of the Tonto 

Platform. The shale’s greenish hue betrays its creation as sediment on the bottom of 

an ancient sea. By the time you reach a spot aptly called the Tipoff—owing to its ver-

tiginous views into the inner gorge—you’re walking on Tapeats sandstone. 

Because it starts from Grand Canyon Village on the South Rim,  
the Bright Angel Trail is by far the most popular way to descend  
into the canyon.

P E O P L E  O F  T H E  B L U E - G R E E N  WAT E R
canyon’s fertile soil, has called the canyon home for 

around a thousand years. 

Nowadays there are around 200 year-round resi-

dents. Many of them are involved in running the lodge, 

store, restaurant, and campground, as well as the only 

U.S. post office where the mail is still delivered by mule. 

All visitors must have reservations and stay at least 

one overnight at the Havasu Canyon Campground or 

the Havasupai Lodge. The tribe forbids day hikes into 

the canyon. Those staying multiple days can undertake 

the 16-mile (26 km) round-trip down Havasu Creek to 

the Colorado River.

The Havasupai are the last of the Native Americans 

to live inside the Grand Canyon, in a small community 

called Supai, tucked into one of the oasis-like side can-

yons below the South Rim.

It’s about a four-hour drive from Grand Canyon Vil-

lage to Hualapai Hilltop, start of a foot and mule path 

that descends eight miles (13 km) into Havasu Canyon 

and a cluster of waterfalls that just might be the most 

photogenic spot in the entire region. 

Reflecting the color of those cascades, the name 

Havasupai means “people of the blue-green water.”  

The tribe, cultivating corn, beans, and squash in the 
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But not for long, because the South Kaibab is now set for its 

final drop, a 1,500-foot (460 m) dive to the Colorado River 

through a seam of dark Vishnu schist, the 1.7-billion-year-old 

basement rocks of the Grand Canyon. Black Bridge takes hikers 

across to the north bank and its historic overnight digs.

The name alone is enough to make Phantom Ranch alluring. 

But the canyon-bottom lodge also has a great tale to spin. 

Archaeological relics reveal that the canyon-bottom oasis was 

home to Native Americans at least a thousand years ago. Like so 

many places along the river, John Wesley Powell and his team 

were the first people of European descent to reach the spot. 

As Grand Canyon tourism took off at the turn of the 20th cen-

tury, mules transported visitors on overnight trips to Rust’s 

Camp—with the river crossing via a cable tramway suspended 60 

feet (18 m) above the water that carried humans and pack animals. 

When the national park was established in 1919, the Fred 

Harvey Company was granted the concession. It hired 

South Rim architect Mary Colter to create a small, secluded 

lodge that she called Phantom Ranch. The resulting struc-

ture—built with timber and local stone—is considered a 

masterpiece of National Park Service rustic design. 

Available year-round, cabins and dormitories at Phan-

tom Ranch are open to both mule riders and backpack-

ers. But reservations (through a lottery system) must be 

made well in advance. And anyone who wants to dine at the Phantom Ranch 

Canteen must make reservations before starting their trek into the canyon. 

The other overnight option is the nearby Bright Angel Campground. A self-

guided walking tour of historic Phantom Ranch includes the Mary Colter 

buildings, Bright Angel Pueblo, Boat Beach, and the grave of Rees Griffiths, 

killed in 1922 during construction of the first bridge across the river.

From Phantom Ranch, the North Kaibab Trail tenders an uphill hike of 14 miles  

(23 km) to the North Rim. The first segment snakes through a slot canyon called the 

Box, which can feel like an oven during the summer months unless you start the  

hike around dawn. The route follows a natural path carved by Bright Angel Creek, 

with a side trail to Ribbon Falls and its 100-foot (30 m) tumble down the red-rock 

escarpment. Seven miles (11 km) out is Cottonwood Campground, an ideal place to 

overnight if you’re allotting three or four days for the rim-to-rim hike. 

Bright Angel shale’s greenish hue betrays its creation as sediment on 
the bottom of an ancient sea.

Agaves dot the desertlike  

landscape along the Tonto Trail, 

the only route running east-west 

through the main part of the 

Grand Canyon. 
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Although uphill, the trek from Phantom Ranch to Cottonwood is relatively easy,  

a gradual ascent with no switchbacks and really only the heat to trouble you. But all 

of that is about to change, because hikers need to climb another nearly 4,200 feet  

(1.3 km) (over the course of 6.5 miles/10.5 km) to reach the North Rim. Manzanita 

Rest Area and Roaring Springs offer shade and cool water before a series of unrelent-

ing switchbacks finally take you to the top.

ROUTES LESS TRAVELED

In addition to the three maintained trails, a handful of other routes descend into the 

Grand Canyon from both sides. And for those who quest the ultimate hike, the Tonto 

Trail renders an epic east-west route that meanders across the desertlike shelf that 

separates the inner and upper gorges below the South Rim.

Located about halfway between Grand Canyon Village and Desert View, the  

Grandview Trail was blazed by an 1890s prospector, Peter Berry, who staked the Last 

Chance Mine on Horseshoe Mesa. The steep, strenuous trail is not for the faint of 

heart, with its rapid descent to the Coconino Saddle and then along a ridgeline to 

Horseshoe Mesa’s 360-degree views of the canyon’s eastern end. 

Hikers approach Ribbon Falls, 

reachable on day hikes from  

Phantom Ranch or rim-to-rim treks 

along the North Kaibab Trail. 
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Machinery and mine shafts speak of a rich past, when ore mined at Horseshoe 

Mesa won a grand prize at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair because of its extraordi-

narily high (70 percent) copper content. Many of the old mine shafts are now blocked 

by steel “bat gates” that allow passage of flying mammals but not humans. A primi-

tive campground caters to those who want to spend the night on Horseshoe Mesa. 

Another great day hike is the Hermit Trail, which descends from Hermits Rest on 

the west side of Grand Canyon Village. In similar fashion to the South Kaibab, the 

trail was developed in the early 1900s as a no-toll alternative to the Bright Angel. 

Fred Harvey once operated a passenger mule service along the trail from Hermits 

Rest to a canvas-tented inn called Hermit Camp deep in the canyon. The trail contin-

ues beyond Hermit Campground to an intersection with the Tonto Trail and the 

south bank of the Colorado River.

The Tonto Trail stretches 95 grueling miles (150 km) from Red Canyon in the east 

and Garnet Canyon in the west. Because it ambles across the top of the Tonto Plat-

form, the trail looks deceivingly easy. But it’s a roller-coaster ride, up and down 

through the deep side canyons that cut into the platform. There are primitive camp-

grounds along its length, but no facilities of any kind other than those that can be 

accessed by cutting up the Bright Angel or across the bridges to Phantom Ranch. 

Hard-core hikers (with canyoneering experience) can extend the Tonto hike via 

the Escalante and Beamer Trails all the way to the Little Colorado River Gorge in the 

east, or by continuing onto the Royal Arch Route and Esplanade Trail to the west. 

Much of the extended route is along the path that Kenton Grua walked in 1977, 

when he became the first person in recorded history to hike the entire Grand Canyon 

from end to end. Grua estimated that he walked around 700 miles (1,125 km) over the 

five-week trek from Lees Ferry to the Grand Wash Cliffs near Lake Mead. 

The 550-foot-long (170 m)  

suspension cables for Black Bridge 

(opened 1928) were carried into 

the canyon by a team of 42 

Havasupai workers walking single 

file down the South Kaibab Trail.

TA L L  TA L E S  A B O U T  T H E  B I G  D I TC H
His stories ranged from escaping hostile Indians 

by leaping into the canyon with his horse and gently 

gliding to the bottom, to the utterly outrageous brags 

that he himself dug the canyon. He explained a missing 

fingertip by claiming it had worn over many years of 

pointing out the gorgeous scenery. 

“I can make these tenderfeet believe that a frog eats 

boiled eggs,” he once quipped. “And I’m going to make 

’em believe he carries it a mile to find a rock to crack it on.”

Hance died in 1919, just before the Grand Canyon 

was designated a national park. He’s buried in the Pio-

neer Cemetery on the South Rim.

Of all the colorful characters that have graced the Grand 

Canyon over the years, one of the most beloved was 

John Hance. 

Arriving in northern Arizona in the early 1880s, Hance 

is believed to be the first person of European descent to 

homestead the canyon. After trying his luck at mining, 

he discovered a much more lucrative pursuit: guiding 

greenhorns down to the Colorado River on mule back.

Hance’s tall tales along the trail were just as much a 

part of the adventure as the awesome scenery, to the 

point where many visitors (including Teddy Roosevelt) 

insisted on his guidance. 
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Viewed from a lofty outlook along 

the North Rim, a rainbow arcs over 

the eastern end of the Grand Canyon 

in the wake of a summer storm.
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There’s something to be said for having fewer people sharing the same viewpoint, and 

the feeling of remoteness makes the effort to get there a distant memory. And for those 

who are willing to hike just a smidgen away from the roadside pullouts, there’s a great 

chance you can have that dazzling Grand Canyon panorama all to your lonesome.

The woodland behind the North Rim is also refreshingly empty, a vast expanse  

of ponderosa pine, aspen, and piñon-juniper forest that mantles the Kaibab Plateau. 

A wilderness populated by mule deer, mountain lions, a bushy-tailed endemic called 

the Kaibab squirrel, and even bison—the progeny of a herd transplanted to the area 

in the early 20th century. 

The North Rim is also blessed with patches of natural grassland, a blend of sub-

alpine and montane meadows that burst with wildflowers in the early summer, and 

provide year-round grazing for many of the aforementioned creatures, as well as a 

place where visitors can lie on their backs and gaze at a night sky almost completely 

THE HIGHER, COOLER, 
A N D  W E T T E R  S I D E  O F 
T H E  C A N YO N 

 O 
nly around 10 percent of the people who visit the Grand Canyon each year 

make it to the “other side”—the remote and rugged North Rim. It’s not 

difficult to fathom the reason. Plain and simple, it’s a lot harder to reach 

than its south-side equivalent. The shortest hiking route between the rims is nearly 

21 miles (40 km), with an elevation change of 6,000 feet (1.8 km) on one side and 4,500 

(1.4 km) feet on the other. And unlike the South Rim’s quick 90-minute drive from the 

nearest city, the North Rim lies nearly four hours from Flagstaff, Arizona, and three 

hours from St. George in southern Utah. But for those who take the time and make 

the effort, the North Rim offers a much different take on the big ditch. 

Viewpoints along the Ken  

Patrick Trail render awesome  

panoramas of Mount Hayden  

and other rocky landmarks below 

Point Imperial on the North Rim. 
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devoid of human-generated light. On any given night along the North Rim, orbiting 

satellites and shooting stars are a common occurrence, you can trace the constella-

tions with your finger, and the Milky Way seems to stretch across the entire sky. 

Lack of a huge human footprint means far fewer visitor amenities. The North Rim 

boasts but a single lodge and campground. There’s one road in and out, and fewer 

trails and turnouts than the south side. And much of the national park along the 

North Rim can only be reached by foot, four-wheel drive, or mountain bike. To some 

folks, this might be a negative. But for those who cherish the solitude and wide-open 

spaces of the north, it’s definitely a blessing. 

One of the first things that nearly every visitor learns about the Grand Canyon is 

the fact that the North Rim is about a thousand feet (300 m) higher than the south. 

That’s because it rests atop the lofty Kaibab and Walhalla Plateaus, which jut into the 

canyon like the prow of a gigantic ship. 

Higher elevation means the North Rim is colder than the south no matter what the 

season, but especially during the winter when the plateaus are often covered in 

snow. None of the roads or visitor services are open or available between December 1 

and the middle of May, when the only way to reach the North Rim is by hiking across 

the canyon, or cross-country skiing and snowshoeing from Jacob Lake in Kaibab 

National Forest.

The bison that roam the Kaibab 

Plateau on the North Rim are  

the descendants of a herd trans-

planted from Kansas in 1906 to 

help preserve the species. 

A wilderness populated by mule deer, mountain lions, a bushy-tailed 
endemic called the Kaibab squirrel, and even bison.
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BYGONE DAYS

When all of this—wilderness, weather, and wildlife—is taken into consideration, the 

North Rim offers fascinating insight into what the Grand Canyon was like in bygone 

days before tourism or national park status.

As the Transept Ruin between the lodge and the campground shows, humans have 

occupied the North Rim for at least 900 years. Park archaeologists think that a farm-

ing family lived in the modest two-room dwelling on a seasonal basis, most likely 

during the snow-free summer or autumn months when they could hunt, gather, and 

perhaps cultivate maize and other food crops. 

By around 1300, the ancestral Puebloans had disappeared from the region and 

Southern Paiute people were living along the North Rim. One of their most vivid leg-

ends revolves around the creation of the Grand Canyon by the great spirit Taavotz 

who carved an immense gorge in the landscape while guiding Chief Umbah to visit 

his deceased wife in the afterworld. As a condition of 

the journey, Umbah pledged to keep the route a secret 

by diverting the Colorado River into the gorge. 

By the 1860s, Mormon missionaries and settlers, 

particularly cattle ranchers lured by the grasslands of 

the Arizona Strip, were moving into the region. One  

of them was “Buckskin Apostle” Jacob Hamblin, who 

acted as an intermediary between the region’s Native 

American tribes and advised John Wesley Powell’s 

Grand Canyon expeditions. Hamblin also lends his 

name to Jacob Lake, the tiny Arizona community that 

is now the gateway to the North Rim. 

As far as we know, the first written description of the 

North Rim was rendered in the early 1880s when geolo-

gist Clarence E. Dutton published a landmark book 

called Tertiary History of the Grand Cañon District. 

Working for the U.S. Geological Survey, Dutton described one of his encounters with 

the North Rim: “Reaching the extreme verge the packs are cast off, and sitting upon the 

edge we contemplate the most sublime and awe-inspiring spectacle in the world.” His 

words live on in Point Sublime, one of the more imposing vistas along the North Rim. 

Another colorful figure in the North Rim’s history was Charles Jesse “Buffalo” 

Jones, a former buffalo hunter and skinner who went over to the other side. Realiz-

ing the American bison might soon be extinct, he shipped a small herd by train from 

Kansas to southern Utah in 1906, and herded them across the Kaibab Plateau to 

Teddy Roosevelt’s recently created Grand Canyon Game Preserve, where hunting 

was banned. Those animals are the ancestors of today’s North Rim bison herd.

Along with the rest of the gorge, the North Rim became part of Grand Canyon 

National Monument in 1908 and part of the national park in 1919. Tourism started 

Archaeological sites at Walhalla 

Glades (above) and Transept Ruin 

confirm the presence of ancestral 

Puebloans on the North Rim more 

than 900 years ago.
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around the same time, with a tented camp at Bright Angel Point that catered to the 

trickle of motorcar tourists who braved the rugged dirt road to the North Rim. 

Grand Canyon Lodge arose in the late 1920s. And other than adding a visitor cen-

ter and paving the roads, little has changed since. Even the gas station is vintage. In 

so many respects the North Rim is stuck in time, a snapshot of what it felt like to visit 

the Grand Canyon nearly a century ago.

EXPLORING THE NORTH RIM

Given its geographical isolation, it’s actually easier to combine a visit to the North 

Rim with Zion National Park and Lake Powell than the South Rim and Flagstaff area. 

U.S. Highway 89A between southern Utah and Page, Arizona, provides the means,  

7 0   |   G R A N D  C A N Y O N



a turnoff onto Route 67 at Jacob Lake that leads 30 miles (50 km) across the Kaibab 

National Forest to the North Rim Entrance Station.

Descending through heavily wooded Thompson Canyon, the road soon reaches 

North Rim village at Bright Angel Point. Stopping at the North Rim Visitor Center is  

a no-brainer when it comes to maps and brochures, as well as up-to-date weather 

and road conditions. The center also offers interpretive exhibits on the canyon’s 

north side and the Kaibab Plateau, and ranger programs during the summer and fall. 

From the visitor center and adjacent parking lot, an easy walk leads to other village 

landmarks—like the historic Grand Canyon Lodge. Designed by Gilbert Stanley 

Underwood, the father of National Park Service rustic-style architecture, the lodge 

was fabricated with local Kaibab limestone and ponderosa pine. It originally opened 

True to its name, Bright Angel 

Point affords heavenly views  

from the North Rim. John Wesley 

Powell coined the name as a  

counterpoint to the Dirty Devil 

River in southern Utah. 
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Lightning reflects in water-filled potholes on  

the Esplanade, a shelflike sandstone formation 

below the North Rim reached by hiking the Bill 

Hall Trail from Monument Point. 



in 1928, burned down four years later, and was reconstructed with Underwood’s 

supervision in the late 1930s. The building you see today is the second version.

In addition to cabins and motel rooms, Grand Canyon Lodge flaunts a restaurant, 

deli, coffee shop, saloon, and gift shop. Out back is a stone terrace with iconic canyon 

views and a short trail to Bright Angel Point with its sheer drop-offs.

The lodge is the centerpiece of a North Rim historic district that also embraces the 

North Rim Inn on the site of the original tented camp (now the general store), the 

service station, employee dormitory, and other residences. At the northernmost end 

of the village is the Backcountry Information Center, where hikers can obtain their 

overnight permits. Among the short, easy walks around the village are the two-mile 

(3.2 km) Transept Trail (with its ancestral Puebloan ruin) and the multiuse Bridle 

Path, which accommodates hikers, bikers, and pets. 

Right outside the village, the North Kaibab Trail parking lot is the jumping-off  

spot for all sorts of footloose adventures. The Uncle Jim Trail (4.7 miles/7.6 km) leads 

to a splendid canyon overlook even higher than Bright Angel Point. Ken Patrick Trail 

(9.8 miles/15.8 km) cuts across the Kaibab Plateau to Point Imperial with its views 

down into the eastern side of the Grand Canyon. 

This is also the place to descend into the canyon along the North Kaibab Trail.  

A wicked series of switchbacks marks the route through Roaring Springs Canyon and 

On any given night along the North Rim, orbiting satellites and 
shooting stars are a common occurrence.

C A N YO N  S C R I B E S :  F I V E  E S S E N T I A L  R E A D S
reflection on one of the world’s most photographed 

landmarks by author Stephen Trimble.

The Man Who Walked Through Time British long- 

distance hiker Colin Fletcher penned this autobio-

graphical account of his 1963 trek across the canyon 

from end to end, a book that helped spark the modern 

backpacking movement.

Over the Edge: Death in Grand Canyon Veteran  

river guide Michael Ghiglieri and canyon aficionado 

Dr. Thomas Myers compiled details on more than 700 

people who have lost their lives in the canyon since 

Powell’s 1869 expedition. 

Down the Great Unknown Drawing from original diaries 

and journals, Edward Dolnick paints a vivid portrait of 

John Wesley Powell’s triumphant and tragic 1869 journey 

down the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. 

Grand Canyon: Window of Time The ultimate guide 

to the canyon’s natural history was created by Stewart 

Aitchison, a longtime field biologist at the Museum of 

Northern Arizona and a 40-year veteran of exploring 

the Colorado Plateau.

Lasting Light: 125 Years of Grand Canyon Photography 

Edward Weston, Ansel Adams, the Kolb brothers, and 

David Muench are among those who feature in this 
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longtime landmarks like the Coconino Overlook, Supai Tunnel, and Redwall Bridge, 

named after the surrounding Redwall limestone formation. The bridge is a great 

place to pause a while and reverse direction for the climb back to the North Rim for  

a total round-trip of about five miles (8 km). 

Past the wooden span, the North Kaibab Trail plunges down to Roaring Springs, 

where a waterfall tumbles 30 feet (9 m) down the Bright Angel shale to freshwater 

pools and a tree-shaded picnic area where you can soothe your weary muscles before 

the return hike. The Park Service strongly recommends that day hikers do not con-

tinue beyond Roaring Springs—a round-trip of roughly nine miles (14 km) from the 

rim—because of the time and energy it takes to ascend the 3,000 feet (915 m) back to 

the top. 

It’s also possible to explore the North Rim by car via a scenic drive that follows 

Cape Royal Road to some of the canyon’s most astonishing overlooks. The round-

trip—around 50 miles (80 km) from North Rim village—takes anywhere from an 

entire afternoon or morning to an entire day depending on how many times you  

stop and what activities you undertake when you exit the vehicle.

The first part of the drive, across the thickly wooded Kaibab Plateau, ends in a fork 

with a road off to Point Imperial on the left and Cape Royal on the right. 

Perched at 8,803 feet (2,683 m) above sea level, Point Imperial offers the highest 

viewpoint in the national park that you can reach by car. And what a view it is, an 

awesome panorama of the eastern Grand Canyon, Marble Canyon, and Painted  

Desert. Leaving the car behind, you can set off along the Point Imperial Trail, an 

Bright red Indian paintbrush  

flourishes on both rims and inside 

the Grand Canyon, including a 

species unique to the Kaibab  

Plateau (Castilleja kaibabensis). 
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audacious rim-side path that leads four miles (6.4 km) round-trip to the boundary 

between the national park and national forest. 

Hanging a right at the “Y” junction takes you down onto the Walhalla Plateau and 

along the edge of the canyon to the Vista Encantada and Roosevelt Point before a 

spectacular dead end at Cape Royal. The cape area offers several places to park, take 

in the view, stretch your legs, and snap amazing photos. 

From Walhalla Overlook, you can gaze across the red-rock void to Freya Castle, 

Vishnu Temple, and the Colorado River far below, or hike a short trail to the ruins of 

Walhalla Glades Pueblo. In addition to the six-room pueblo, archaeologists have dis-

covered more than 100 farm sites in the Walhalla area that were cultivated between 

a.d. 1050 and 1150. Researchers postulate that because the area is surrounded on 

three sides by the canyon, warm updrafts led to earlier snowmelt and better farming 

and living conditions for the ancestral Puebloan people who called Walhalla home.

Nearby lies the dirt parking lot for the Cape Final Trail (4.2 miles/6.75 km round-

trip) to a secluded point above the spot where the Colorado River (and by extension 

the Grand Canyon) makes a huge turn from south to westward flow. From the Cape 

Royal parking lot, you can hike to an overlook atop a natural arch called Angels  

Good grazing and rich forest 

attracted settlers to the Kaibab 

Plateau before the region was  

protected within the confines  

of Grand Canyon National Park 

and Kaibab National Forest.
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Window or the end of the cape with its outstanding view of flat-

topped Wotans Throne, a huge mesa hewn from Kaibab lime-

stone and Coconino sandstone and one of the canyon’s most 

incredible geological features.

Heading west from the village along the edge of the canyon 

takes a lot more gumption. And specialized equipment. The 

route to Point Sublime runs along an unpaved wilderness road 

and is best undertaken in vehicles with four-wheel drive and 

high clearance. The Park Service also recommends a towrope 

and saw—in case you have to cut through fallen trees blocking 

the road. But the payoff is incredible: the same view that aston-

ished Clarence Dutton and landscape artist William Henry 

Holmes in the 1880s. If you don’t feel like making the drive to 

Point Sublime as a day trip, you can camp overnight at the very 

edge of the rim with a Park Service backcountry permit. 

The best hike in this part of the park is the Widforss Trail, 

which meanders along the rim on the opposite side of the Tran-

sept from the village. The path starts from a dirt parking lot 

along the first stretch of the Point Sublime road. The total dis-

tance is just less than 10 miles (16 km). Alternatively, from the 

same turnoff you can head north on the Kaibab Plateau sector of 

the Arizona National Scenic Trail, the 800-mile (1,300 km) path 

that crosses the state from Mexico to Utah. This portion runs a 

dozen miles (19 km) through pristine pine forest to the park’s 

North Rim Entrance Station. 

KAIBAB AND PARASHANT

Like the South Rim, the north side of Grand Canyon National Park boasts a buffer 

zone of Kaibab National Forest. In this case, the North Kaibab Ranger District,  

which sprawls around 1,000 square miles (2,600 sq km) across the Arizona Strip.  

The Kaibab Plateau Visitor Center at Jacob Lake, a joint venture between the Forest 

Service and the nonprofit Grand Canyon Conservancy, offers books, maps, and  

information on activities and amenities in the national forest.

Many of those amenities—like a gas station, general store, restaurant, and gift 

shop—cluster around the Jacob Lake junction of Highway 89A and Route 67. The 

tiny forest community also offers overnight digs in the form of a campground, RV 

park, and rooms or cabins at the historic Jacob Lake Inn, which opened in 1923.  

The North Rim offers fascinating insight into what the Grand Canyon 
was like in bygone days.
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Just 45 miles (72 km) from North Rim village, the town is a good alternative when 

national park lodging is full.

Compared to the adjacent national park, Kaibab National Forest offers a fairly 

dense network of old logging roads and trails across the plateau, routes that are 

equally good for hiking, biking, or horseback riding. 

Some of these routes are nothing short of epic, like the Rainbow Rim Trail, which 

snakes 18 miles (29 km) around the edge of the Grand Canyon to five secluded over-

looks in the national forest. Or the spectacular rim-top portion of the Bill Hall Trail, 

which crosses into the national park and affords panoramic views of the Grand Can-

yon’s western end from Monument Point. Three sections of the Arizona National  

Scenic Trail cut across the national forest, and there are overnight backpacking 

routes through Kanab Creek and Saddle Mountain Wilderness Areas. 

Unlike the north side of the national park, Kaibab National Forest stays open  

year-round to accommodate visitors who like their snowy wilderness with as few 

people as possible. Cross-country skiing and snowshoeing are viable on many of  

the backcountry roads, and the Forest Service has created a 100-mile (160 km) 

round-trip snowmobile route from Jacob Lake to Timp and North Timp viewpoints 

along the Grand Canyon. 

Prior to 1975, the portion of the North Rim that lies between the Kaibab Plateau 

and Lake Mead was protected within the confines of Grand Canyon National  

Monument. But that year, Congress passed a bill that folded the monument into  

the national park, an extenuated section wedged between the canyon’s edge and  

Even more wild and remote than 

the national park, Grand Canyon–

Parashant National Monument is a 

largely roadless wilderness jointly 

managed by the Park Service and 

Bureau of Land Management. 
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the Colorado River. Other than floating down the river, 

the only way to reach this far western section is via 

Grand Canyon–Parashant National Monument in Arizo-

na’s far northwestern corner. Jointly managed by the 

Park Service and Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 

the massive monument is larger than Rhode Island. 

Reaching Parashant is an adventure in and of itself. 

The drive is less than 90 miles (145 km) from Jacob Lake 

to the monument’s Mount Trumbull/Tuweep area. But  

it can take as long as four hours to navigate unpaved 

County Road 109 across Antelope Valley and the Kanab 

Plateau to the edge of the North Rim. Like the route to 

Point Sublime, high clearance and four-wheel drive are 

musts on the rough and rugged roads of Parashant. The 

national monument doesn’t have a visitor center. And 

the area is so remote that cell service and GPS are some-

times problematic, which means that good maps of the 

area are also recommended. 

Because it’s the closest to civilization, the Mount 

Trumbull/Tuweep area of the national monument is the most visited. Not a lot of 

people make it this far, even during peak summer tourist season, but there’s actually 

a lot to see and do. 

The Nampaweap Petroglyphs and Historic Sawmill Site reflect the area’s human 

past. Ancient lava flows and cinder cones speak of the region’s volcanic roots. Hikers 

can tramp through the forested Mount Trumbull and Mount Logan Wilderness 

Areas. Drivers can motor into an isolated section of the national park (accessible only 

through Parashant) and gaze nearly 3,000 feet (880 m) straight down to the Colorado 

River from vertigo-inducing Toroweap Overlook.

Parashant’s western end is anchored by the immense Grand Wash Cliffs. Although 

the gorge continues into Lake Mead, Grand Wash is considered the western end of 

the Grand Canyon, 277 river miles (446 km) downstream from its eastern terminus  

at Lees Ferry. 

Anyone who makes it out this far along the North Rim is surely astounded by the 

change from the Kaibab Plateau, the evolution from lush forest and flower-filled 

meadows to a stark Mojave Desert milieu of sagebrush and creosote. 

Even though it’s one of the most remote corners of the lower 48 states, the area 

boasts relics of Native American and American pioneer settlement—places like Tassi 

Ranch, an early 20th-century homestead set amid a spring-fed oasis of cottonwood 

trees. For those who endeavor to venture this far, Tassi offers an entirely different 

take on the Grand Canyon’s human and natural history, yet the same could be said 

for the entire North Rim, a side of the canyon that never fails to surprise. 

Accessed via Grand Canyon– 

Parashant National Monument, 

Toroweap Overlook delivers a 

hair-raising view nearly 3,000  

vertical feet (880 m) straight 

down to the Colorado River in  

the canyon’s western sector. 
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Rafters relax around a campfire at  

the bottom of the Grand Canyon after  

a day of running rapids along the  

Colorado River. 



T H E  
R I V E R

C H A P T E R  5
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Along the way it drops more than 10,000 feet (3 km) in elevation as it passes through 

five American and two Mexican states. In addition to the Grand Canyon, the Colorado 

River watershed harbors 11 national parks and national monuments, national recre-

ation areas, national forests, national wildlife refuges, state parks, and tribal parks.

Scenic wonder aside, the Colorado Basin was also the cradle of some Native Ameri-

can civilizations counted among the most advanced in the Western Hemisphere. 

Highly sophisticated cultures that cultivated the land, built great pueblos and cliff 

dwellings, traded ideas and goods with the Toltec and other Mesoamerican societies, 

and developed a rich and elaborate spiritual life with an emphasis on the incredible 

nature that surrounded them.

None of this would have been possible without the life-sustaining liquid of the 

Colorado River and its tributaries. 

But the river also had its drawbacks, a rugged topography that prevented the  

Colorado from becoming a corridor of trade or transportation. Too many rapids, 

T H E  WAT E R S  T H AT 
CARVED THE CANYON 

 P
oet Philip Wofford called it the “liquid snake,” a ribbon of water that echoes 

“the sound of time working here in the birthplace of monuments, the beginning 

of temples . . . a gorge so deep the sky is narrow as a line of blue thread.” • He 

was referring, of course, to the Colorado River. The waterway that along with wind, rain, 

and other natural forces, carved that immense indentation in the Earth’s surface that 

came to be called the Grand Canyon. • It may not be as long as the Nile, as wide as 

the Amazon, or as storied as the Mississippi, but the Colorado is a fluid force to  

be reckoned with. Starting as a trickle in La Poudre Pass on the western slopes of  

the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, the river meanders a grand total of 1,450 miles  

(2,300 km) to the Gulf of California in northern Mexico.

Cape Solitude provides a bird’s-

eye view of Marble Canyon and 

the polychromatic confluence of  

the Colorado River and its Little  

Colorado tributary.
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rocks, and whirlpools. Canyon walls that were too sheer, too high, and too impossible 

for humans to overcome. These conditions contributed to a river that was still largely 

unexplored and unknown until the late 19th century.

PEOPLE AND THE COLORADO

Around 12,000 years ago, it’s likely the first people to settle along the Colorado  

were indigenous Paleo-Indians who evolved into the ancestral Puebloans that  

predated the tribal nations that call the region home today. They fished the slow-

flowing lower reaches of the Colorado River in reed boats. But it would have been 

nearly impossible for them to navigate the treacherous stretches through southern 

Float trips through the Grand  

Canyon alternate between tran-

quil flat water and monster rapids 

that range up to Class X on the  

difficulty scale. 

8 4   |   G R A N D  C A N Y O N



Utah and northern Arizona, in particular the roller-coaster river through the bottom 

of the Grand Canyon.

The Spanish expedition of 1540 that “discovered” the Grand Canyon never reached 

the river. The thirsty conquistadores spent days trying to figure out a way to get 

themselves and their horses down the red-rock escarpment before finally giving up 

and returning to their base in New Mexico.

More than two centuries passed before the Spanish were back, on an expedition  

led by Franciscan friars trying to blaze an overland route between their missions in 

New Mexico and the California coast. The Domínguez–Escalante party crossed the 

Colorado River upstream from what is now Grand Junction, Colorado. They crossed 
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again in southern Utah, using a series of sandbars to ford the river at Crossing of the 

Fathers, now submerged beneath the waters of Lake Powell. But they never ventured 

farther downstream.

Even after the Mexican-American War of the 1840s, when the United States 

assumed control of the Southwest, the great gouge carved by the Colorado River  

was still so little explored it was often called the Great Unknown. 

First Lt. Joseph Christmas Ives of the U.S. Army Corps of Topographical Engineers 

endeavored to resolve that issue during an 1857–58 expedition. Setting out from the 

Gulf of California in a stern-wheel steamboat, Ives and his men got as far as Black 

Canyon (below present-day Hoover Dam) before wrecking their craft. They contin-

ued overland and descended into the depths via Diamond Creek on today’s Hualapai 

Reservation. In so doing, Ives and his men became the first people of European 

descent to reach the bottom of the Grand Canyon. 

Despite his obvious awe for the canyon—“fissures so profound that the eye  

cannot penetrate their depths”—Ives couldn’t see far enough into the future to 

envision the region as anything other than a wasteland. In his report to the bigwigs 

back in Washington, D.C., the lieutenant said, “The region is, of course, altogether 

valueless . . . Ours has been the first, and will doubtless be the last, party of whites 

to visit this profitless locality. It seems intended by nature that the Colorado river, 

along the greater portion of its lonely and majestic way, shall be forever unvisited 

and undisturbed.” 

A one-armed Civil War veteran by the name of John Wesley Powell chose to ignore 

that admonition. Garnering support from various industries and institutions, Powell 

launched his own expedition along the Colorado on May 24, 1869. It was just two 

weeks after the “golden spike” had been driven into the ground at Promontory Sum-

mit in Utah, the finishing touch on a transcontinental railroad that linked the Atlan-

John Wesley Powell designed  

and personally oversaw the  

construction of the wooden  

dory boats that transported his 

two Grand Canyon expeditions. 
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tic and Pacific coasts. Yet no one had yet to navigate the entire length of the Colorado 

River or even knew what lay in the bottom of its greatest gorge.

Assembling a team of trappers, mountain men, and fellow vets—in four wooden 

dory boats that Powell had custom made in Chicago—the expedition departed from 

southwestern Wyoming. They floated down the Green River to its confluence with 

the Colorado in today’s Glen Canyon National Recreation Area, and then through the 

uncharted depths of Cataract Canyon and Marble Canyon to the river’s junction with 

the Little Colorado. 

Powell’s journal entry for August 13 famously reads, “We are now ready to start on 

our way down the Great Unknown . . . We have an unknown distance yet to run; an 

unknown river yet to explore. What falls there are, we know not; what rocks beset the 

channel, we know not; what walls rise over the river, we know not; Ah, well! we may 

conjecture many things . . . With some eagerness, and some anxiety, and some mis-

giving, we enter the cañon below . . .”

Despite desertions by men who thought it was impossible to survive the full jour-

ney, Powell and his men reached St. Thomas, Nevada, on August 30, a full three 

months after their start. Powell made another run down the river two years later. His 

account of the journeys was published in 1875 in a classic of geographical insight and 

travel writing called Exploration of the Colorado River of the West and Its Tributaries.

Notwithstanding subsequent expeditions, pioneer settlement along the rim, and 

the advent of tourism, the Colorado River and its passage through the Grand Canyon 

continued to provoke mystery through the early 20th century, sparking conspiracies 

and conundrums that continue to resonate even today. 

In 1909 a story appeared on the front page of the Arizona Gazette newspaper 

claiming that a Smithsonian explorer had discovered a large cave in the Grand Can-

yon that contained a long-forgotten underground city with mummies, hieroglyphics, 

and other evidence of ancient Egypt. The article postulated that the Pueblo peoples 

and cliff dwellers of the Southwest must be descended from Nile Valley immigrants.

It was obviously a hoax, but the story has persisted into modern times as part of a 

theory that the Park Service and the Smithsonian have conspired to cover up the truth.

Another mystery arose in 1928, when newlyweds Glen and Bessie Hyde disap-

peared during a honeymoon float trip down the Colorado. Bessie was also vying to 

become the first woman to run the river through the Grand Canyon. About a month 

into their trip, the couple paused briefly to hike the Bright Angel Trail and give inter-

views to press assembled at the South Rim. Resuming their romantic float trip on 

November 18, the couple was never seen again.

Scenic wonder aside, the Colorado Basin was also the cradle of some 
Native American civilizations counted among the most advanced in 
the Western Hemisphere.
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RUNNING THE RIVER

Not only is 2019 the 100th anniversary of Grand Canyon National Park, it also marks 

150 years since John Wesley Powell’s momentous first trip along the Colorado. One of 

the companies that offers Grand Canyon float trips says that 1869 journey “can easily 

be anointed the greatest first descent of all time.” This legacy endures in modern-day 

adventure trips through the canyons of the Colorado, as well as white-water rafting 

and kayaking along wild rivers. 

The Park Service allows more than a dozen private outfitters to run float trips down the 

Colorado through the national park. They utilize four types of watercraft: paddled rafts, 

oared rafts, motorized rafts, and wooden dories that recall Powell’s mode of transport.

Half-day and one-day float trips are only run between Glen Canyon Dam and Lees 

Ferry, leisurely journeys along a calm, 15-mile (24 km) stretch of the Colorado that 

includes Horseshoe Bend, Waterholes Canyon, Hislop Cave, and Petroglyph Beach. 

Ranging anywhere from three to 18 days, overnight trips through the heart of the 

Grand Canyon depart from Lees Ferry, Phantom Ranch, and Whitmore Wash, with prim-

itive riverside camping throughout. Overnight trips vary greatly depending on the mode 

of transport. Using motorized rafts, you can make the 88 river miles (142 km) down to 

Phantom Ranch in as little as three and a half days. Nonmotorized float trips along the 

277 river miles (446 km) between Lees Ferry and Pearce Ferry take nearly three weeks.

Although the rates for Grand Canyon river trips generally depend on length of 

journey, another factor is how you’re getting out of the canyon at the end of the trip. 

Powell’s legacy endures in modern-day adventure trips through the 
canyons of the Colorado. 

I M AG I N G  T H E  C A N YO N
Some of the best-ever renderings were produced 

by William Henry Holmes, who accompanied Clarence 

Dutton on a landmark scientific expedition in 1880–81. 

His vivid illustrations and paintings offered a first 

glimpse of the canyon for many Americans. 

The Kolb brothers captured the early history of the 

park with their cameras, legendary photographers 

Edward Weston and Ansel Adams snapped incredible 

black-and-white photos in the 1940s, and Sierra Club 

shooter Philip Hyde exposed the canyon’s chromatic 

moods with his 1960s color photography. 

Although it’s impossible to improve on nature’s canvas, 

artists have long attempted to capture the canyon’s 

essence with pencil, paint, and photographs. Some suc-

ceeded while others seemed overwhelmed by the red-

rock spectacle. 

Frederick von Egloffstein, one of the artists who 

explored the western end of the Grand Canyon in 

1857–58 with Joseph Christmas Ives, produced grandi-

ose engravings and line drawings that one critic called 

“phantasmic suggestions of a nether world” rather than 

true-life images of the canyon. 
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Bighorn sheep graze beside the 

Colorado River. Their uncanny 

climbing skills allow them to roam 

parts of the canyon that are nearly 

impossible for humans and other 

large animals to reach.

Floats that end at Phantom Ranch require a strenuous (but free of charge) hike up 

the Bright Angel or Kaibab Trails. Trips that terminate at Whitmore Wash often 

include an expensive helicopter flight to Las Vegas.

As if that’s not enough options, the Park Service also allows noncommercial or self-

guided float trips through the Grand Canyon. Those interested in undertaking their 

own trips must apply for a permit through a weighted lottery that’s held each Febru-

ary. The Park Service insists that lottery applicants meet a number of requirements, 

including a stipulation that at least one member of the float trip must have the expe-

rience and skills required to navigate the Colorado River through the canyon.

Assuming that you win a float-trip date through the lottery, the Park Service rec-

ommends a number of river trip support companies—most of them in northern Ari-

zona or southern Utah—that provide river equipment and boat rental, shuttle service 

to your put-in and takeout points, food and beverages for the trip, as well as the 

washable, reusable toilet systems that are required for the journey. 

LEES FERRY TO LAKE MEAD

Another of the many colorful characters that spangle Grand Canyon history is  

John Doyle Lee, a Mormon pioneer who in 1873 established a ferry service across  

the Colorado River near the top of Marble Canyon. In keeping with his faith and the 

era, Lee allegedly had at least 20 wives and 56 children. Starting the ferry may have 

been his most notable achievement if not for the fact that Lee was convicted and exe-

cuted by firing squad in 1874 for his part in the 1857 Mountain Meadows Massacre.

The boat service endured until the late 1920s, when the Navajo Bridge—which 

looms above Lees Ferry today—was finally finished, providing the first road link 

between the remote Arizona Strip and the rest of the state. The remains of Lees Fort 

and Lonely Dell Ranch are located just north of the ramp that most outfitters use to 

launch their Colorado River trips.
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Redwall limestone forms an elegant  

“gooseneck” along the path of the Colorado 

River at Horseshoe Bend between Glen  

Canyon Dam and Lees Ferry. 



Marble Canyon dominates the first leg of the float trip, the Navajo Nation on the 

east bank, the national park along the western edge of the river. Navajo Bridge is  

the last sign of civilization as the Colorado enters a watery wilderness framed by 

thousand-foot (300 m) walls.

The first serious white water looms around 20 miles (32 km) downstream, the so-

called Roaring 20s, which are just a preview of what’s to come. Farther along are 

immense Redwall Cavern and a trail in Nankoweap Canyon that provides access to 

ancient stone granaries hovering 700 feet (210 m) above the river, one of numerous 

archaeological sites that reflect how ancestral Puebloans lived deep in the canyon. 

River runners should also be on the lookout for birds along this stretch. Marble 

Canyon and the nearby Vermilion Cliffs have been designated an Important Bird 

Area (IBA) by the Audubon Society because the corridor supports an outstanding 

number of migrating winter waterfowl as well as impressive year-round residents. 

Among the many avian species that frequent the canyon are the belted kingfisher, 

osprey, passerine, great blue heron, and bald eagle, as well as the California condor, 

which was reintroduced to the region starting in the 1990s. 

The confluence of the main river and the Little Colorado is one of the major stops 

on any float trip, first and foremost because it marks the start of the Grand Canyon, 

but also because tragedy unfolded nearby—a 1956 midair crash of two commercial 

airliners that took the lives of 128 people (some of the victims are buried in the Pio-

neer Cemetery on the South Rim). There’s also a curious hydrological phenomenon: 

a rendezvous of muddy, silt-laden water from the Little Colorado and clearer blue-

Rafts approach Redwall Cavern,  

a large cave on the right bank at 

Mile 33 along the Colorado River 

downstream from Lees Ferry. 
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green liquid in the main river that run side by side for about a hundred yards 

beneath the confluence, finally blending into a milky jade color. 

Below this vivid meeting of the waters, the Colorado River turns savage, a 

sequence of rapids including a monster called Hance, considered one of the most  

difficult segments of the entire river. Given all that white water, it’s hardly surprising 

that most people don’t notice the big bend in the river that takes the Colorado from 

southward to westward flow. 

A landing at Phantom Ranch provides a temporary respite and a chance to dry  

off before bouncing through another series of rapids through Granite Gorge and its 

ominous-looking Vishnu schist. Among the challenges along this stretch are Hermit 

Rapid, with its rowdy waves, and Lava Falls Rapid, with its vertical drop of 37 feet  

(11 m)—equivalent to slipping and sliding off the top of a tilted three-story building. 

Crystal Creek Rapid, another violent maelstrom, marks the start of the Gems, a 

string of relatively mild rapids with the names Agate, Sapphire, Turquoise, and Ruby. 

At just 76 feet (23 m) across, Granite Narrows is the closest the canyon walls come 

together along the entire river in the Grand Canyon. 

This middle section of the river offers a number of intriguing detours, including 

Elves Chasm with cool pools you can take a dip in, and the sinuous lines of the slot 

canyon called Matkatamiba, where the undulating walls are reminiscent of the Wave 

at Vermilion Cliffs. Longer trails lead to Deer Creek Falls and Thunder Falls. If time 

Carved into the sandstone by 

ancestral Puebloans around  

a.d. 1100, the Nankoweap grana-

ries in Marble Canyon are reached 

via a steep trail from the riverside.
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allows, you can also trek up Havasu Creek to the Native American village of Supai 

and its celebrated blue-green waterfalls.

Toroweap Overlook—nearly 3,000 feet (880 m) straight up from the river—

announces the approach to Whitmore Wash, one of the main takeouts for Grand  

Canyon float trips. But plenty of river remains, 92 miles (148 km) of white water 

flanked by Grand Canyon National Park and Parashant National Monument on the 

right, and the Hualapai Reservation on the left.

Among the riverside landmarks downstream from Whitmore are Pumpkin Spring, 

encased in a bizarre orange rock formation that really does resemble a pumpkin, and 

Diamond Creek, where Joseph Christmas Ives and his men reached the Colorado 

River in 1858, as well as Travertine Grotto with its refreshing waterfall.

The final stretch of river cuts through Separation Canyon, where three men who 

were convinced they wouldn’t survive the rest of the downriver passage abandoned 

the Powell expedition in 1869. They were never seen again, their deaths attributed to 

accident, the elements, or perhaps hostile locals. 

The river splits the Grand Wash Cliffs at the extreme western end of the Grand Can-

yon before gliding down to Pearce Ferry, the takeout point for float trips covering the 

entire canyon from east to west. Once upon a time, an actual ferry linked the Ute Trail 

on either side of the river. As an apt bookend to Lees Ferry, the boat service was estab-

lished by Mormon pioneer Jacob Hamblin in 1863, and operated through the 1890s. 

Mixed emotions ensue on reaching the end of such an epic journey, a sense of tri-

umph that you’ve actually done it—completed a watery passage down the Colo-

rado—and a lingering sadness that you must now part ways with a river and canyon 

you’ve come to know so well during the previous weeks. 

As John Wesley Powell wrote at the end of his first expedition, “The relief from 

danger and the joy of success are great . . . The river rolls by us in silent majesty; the 

quiet of the camp is sweet; our joy is almost ecstasy. We sit till long after midnight 

talking of the Grand Canyon . . .” 

C O LO R A D O  C R E AT I O N  S TO R I E S
the great spirit Taavotz, who carved the Grand Canyon 

as a pathway for a loyal chief to visit his wife in the 

afterlife, and then made that path impassible to other 

humans by filling it with the Colorado River.

The Quechan people of the lower Colorado believe 

the river was created by Kumastamxo, son of their cre-

ator god, who struck water by plunging a giant spear 

into the Earth and then used the weapon to carve the 

Colorado River channel.

Native American traditions offer various stories about 

how the Colorado River came into being.

Hualapai legend holds that the river was created 

when the wicked god Ho-ko-ma-ta flooded the Earth 

to thwart his rival. Once the rains subsided, a survivor 

named Packithaawi used a wooden club and flint knife 

to carve a giant canyon that channeled the deluge  

to the sea.

The creation myth of the Southern Paiute attributes 

Forged by thousands of years of 

water rushing over rock, Matkata-

miba slot canyon is concealed 

deep inside the larger gorge at 

Mile 148 along the Colorado.
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opposite: A century and a half after John Wesley Powell’s  

epic trip, dories are still a popular means of running rapids  

on the Colorado River.
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