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“There is something in a treasure that fastens upon a man’s mind. He will pray and blaspheme and still persevere, and will curse the day he ever heard of it, and will let his last hour come upon him unawares, still believing that he missed it only by a foot. He will see it every time he closes his eyes. He will never forget it till he is dead—and even then . . .”

—Joseph Conrad, Nostromo (1904)


Preface

“Nobody gets in and out of the Superstition Mountains completely untouched. Even the most hex proof infidels cannot escape the power of such a magic name, the glamour of the sinister reputation, the occult touch of all those bored and restless haunts, the spirits of the place.”

—Edward Abbey, “The Mountains of Superstition” (1972)

FEW MOUNTAINS ON EARTH HAVE PROVEN TO BE more treacherous, hauntingly beautiful, and deceptively enchanting as North America’s Superstition Mountains, located in what author Edward Abbey called, “A Dry Corner of the Continent,” and what Spanish explorers cursed as a despoblado, “uninhabited land,” that vast nothingness of the Ninety Mile Desert that once stood between Sonora, Mexico’s San Xavier del Bac Mission, and the foot of Arizona Territory’s Superstition Mountains. The 29,029-foot Mount Everest (Sagarmāthā) ranks above all other mountains in altitude, supernal beauty, and the number of climber’s and Sherpa’s lives it has claimed (295 people as of this writing). Tibet’s 21,778-foot Mount Kailāśa (Gangs Rin-po-che) is perhaps the earth’s most revered and elegant mountain, attracting thousands of Buddhist, Hindu, and other devote pilgrims of other faiths each year on sacred journeys to the holy peak that date back several millennia. The Seven Summits (including Everest) of Argentina’s 22,838-foot Aconcagua, Alaska’s 20,310-foot Denali, Tanzania’s 16,100-foot Mount Kilimanjaro, Russia’s 18,510-foot Mount Elbrus, New Guinea’s 16,024-foot Puncak Jaya, and Antarctica’s 16,050-foot Mount Vinson, have the distinction of being the highest summits on each of the world’s seven continents, among other attributes. Yet, Arizona’s 5,057-foot Superstition Mountains, which some might consider too lowly to be included among the world’s notable mountains, stands apart from all others for the sheer number of lives it has claimed.

As the ancestral ground of the Western Apache who called the mountains Wee-kit-sour-ah, “The Rocks Standing Up,” and sacred heights to the neighboring Pima, who knew it as Kakâtak Tamai, “Crooked Top Mountain,” no other mountain range in the United States has proven to be as perilous as what sixteenth century Spanish explorers called the Sierra de la Espuma, “Mountains of Foam.” Once a primeval Sonoran Desert biosphere of towering saguaro cactus forests, desert wildflowers, golden eagles, bighorn sheep, mule deer, Sonoran pronghorn antelope, cactus wrens, jackrabbits, and desert tortoise, the Superstition’s innocence was lost, and its sublime natural history was overshadowed, when the advance parties of Spanish conquistador Francisco Vázquez de Coronado ventured north into Nueva España, “New Spain,” from Mexico City in search of the mythic Seven Cities of Gold in 1540. The march of history and lust for gold changed perceptions of what once was the bountiful hunting-and-gathering domain of indigenous desert dwellers to that of a wild country under siege that was overrun with heavily-armed Euroamericans who knew little about the Sonoran Desert, and less about the traditional lifeways that sustained the Pima, Western Apache, and Southeastern Yavapai and the respect they had for their hallowed land.

Prospectors and forty-niners who went bust after the 1849 California Gold Rush turned their attentions to Arizona Territory in 1863, and discovered the rich placer gold on Lynx Creek and Walker Creek that gave birth to the mining boomtown of Prescott, and Antelope Hill near Wickenburg where $7,000 in a “float” of gold nuggets was picked up off the ground before breakfast. Mexican miners were among Tennessee mountain men and scouts Paulino Weaver’s and Captain Joseph Walker’s prospecting parties. Word got out about a rich mine owned by a Mexican family named Peralta located in the Superstition Mountains. And the genii got out of the bottle. The timing could not have been worse. The United States had declared war against the Apache and other “hostiles” who tried to protect their homelands against the tide riding and rolling west “from sea to shining sea” under the call of Manifest Destiny, the Homestead Act, Indian Removal Act, and Indian Appropriation Acts. Deadly conflicts and brutal massacres encircled and spilled over into the Superstitions creating a dreaded landscape of soaring cliffs, dead-end box canyons, and eerie hoodoos of stone that was the last place on earth many should have tread, a cursed domain of Diamondback rattlesnakes, Gila monsters, cactus spines and plants and animals that stick, sting, or bite, gun-wielding soldiers, pioneers, prospectors, dry-gulchers, and renegades, and, what one territorial newspaper opined, “snakes and other plaguery things . . . [that] grow, thrive, and erect their dangerous terror-inspiring heads.”

Though difficult to imagine for most first-time visitors driving to the trailheads in the picture postcard scenery, the Superstition Mountains have claimed the lives of what by conservative estimates may be 654 or more people. Some died of thirst in the brick-oven heat, others froze to death in the icy rain, still others vanished without a trace never to be seen or heard from by loved ones again. Many were murdered—a single bullet to the head—or massacred wholesale. There are a hundred ways to die in what some called the “Killer Mountains,” America’s deadliest wilderness area. Almost to the man, woman, and child, most died on the ghost trails of Spanish gold and the Lost Dutchman Mine.

Since I first roamed the Superstition Mountains alone with my dog, and later as a wilderness guide, my adventures and journeys of discovery formed my foundation for understanding the Superstition Mountains. I viewed the Sonoran Desert’s remarkable beauty through innocent eyes evoked in the prose of writers like Mary Hunter Austin who roamed her own beloved desert:

For all the toll the desert takes of a man it gives compensations, deep breaths, deep sleep, and the communion of the stars. . . . Wheeling to their stations in the sky, they make the poor world-fret of no account. Of no account you who lie out there watching, nor the lean coyote that stands off in the scrub from you and howls and howls.

I prepared for the Superstitions’ dangers by making sojourns across the desert that stretched from my family’s home to twin hummocks of pink stone where I camped with my dog in a wonderful cave overlooking the Valley of the Sun and across the night sky that was streaked with comets and twinkling stars.

I was not influenced by the myriad books, and tall tales too tall to believe, which had been written about Superstitions’ lost treasures that shaped the perceptions and changed the reality of many who had visited the range.

By Grand Canyon standards, the 249.6-square-mile Superstitions Mountains Wilderness is dwarfed by the canyon’s 1,900 square miles of mile-deep chasms, and is more comparable in size to Utah’s Zion National Park and Florida’s Biscayne National Park. Yet, the Superstitions’ extreme summer heat and rugged topography rivals West Texas’s captivating and forlorn Big Bend National Park. Moreover, consider that nearly five million people live on the front range of the Superstition Mountains presents the dilemma of accessibility. Step out of your car or truck, and there’s a thin line between comfort and safety and a raw wild thornscape of cliffs and canyons that too often prove unforgiving for the unprepared.

I’ve been inspired to write this book to impart my experiences and explorations, and the lessons I’ve learned traveling alone and while guiding others, with an eye toward informing, entertaining, and keeping you safe. This new book, Exploring the Superstition Mountains: Tales and Trails of the Southwest’s Mystery Mountains, has been written for beginning day hikers, backpackers, ramblers, seasoned trekkers, adventurers, desert rats, and treasure hunters. It’s also been written for armchair adventurers, sophisticated travelers, winter snowbirds, and lost treasure aficionados. If you don’t want to scour the remote canyons and mesas looking for Spanish symbols highlighted in this book that some believe will lead to the “cave of the gold bars,” you can stay in the comfort of camp, tent, trailer, lodge, resort, or home, and delve into the early exploits of prospectors, treasure hunters, claim jumpers, cutthroats, Mexican miners, cowboys, Spanish aristocrats, artists, writers, pioneer photographers, and indigenous Pima, Western Apache, and Southeastern Yavapai.

To ensure the accuracy of the trail and route descriptions, I’ve only described those areas that I’ve personally day hiked, backpacked, traversed, canyoneered, climbed, or run. I’ve cross-referenced each trail and route descriptions with my maps, field notes, hikes, and treks, 7.5 minute topographical maps, and trip reports. I’ve devoted special attention to researching primary sources, historical surveys and accounts, scientific papers, and ethnographies to uncover, sift through, and glean nuggets of truth and insight in a genre that’s rife with hearsay and misinformation beyond the bounds of imagination. The discoveries are included in each trail description, historical overview, and mileposts, which also feature directions, geological, historical, cultural, and scenic highlights. Of special interest: If you’re inspired to search for the X on your map, I’ve provided Spanish treasure maps and Spanish/English translations, along with the clues and directions to hidden mine locations as I’ve understood them. Also included is a trilingual glossary, and the detailed appendix, Death Stalks the Superstitions, which features the dates, circumstances, locations, and names, where known, of the 654 victims who perished or vanished without a trace.

Segueing into the heart of the book are the accounts of three journeys of discovery I made on foot I’ve penned to help establish the Superstition Mountains’ Sonoran Desert setting that will provide insight into the people, the time, the place, and the irresistible lure the Superstitions still hold over many.

Stay safe above all else, dig deep, and enjoy your journey of discovery and adventure by walking the trails or reading the tales.

—John Annerino
 . . . somewhere out there in the Great Southwest, 2017



I

Journeys of Discovery
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One of Coronado’s Children on the trail of Spanish gold. Copyright © John Annerino Photography.


1

My First Bivouac

“The very air here is miraculous, and the outlines of reality change with the moment. The sky sucks up the land and disgorges it. A dream hangs over the whole region, a brooding kind of hallucination.”

—John Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez (1951)

AS A TWELVE-YEAR-OLD BOY, I HAD NOT YET READ OF John Steinbeck’s mesmerizing journey among the deserts, seas, and indigenous people of Baja California and mainland Sonora, Mexico, but I had discovered what desert rats, mystics, indigenous peoples, scientists, hermits, naturalists, and adventurers already knew about the world’s great deserts: You will either flee this hot, dry, and empty ground at first sight, or you will be drawn into it, captivated by the elements of sun, wind, sand and rock, your perceptions shaped by the illusion of time, distance, and space. Once you are drawn into a desert place, however, there is no escaping it—you will spend the rest of your life trying to unravel its mysteries.

Most likely you will try to do this one of several ways. You will study and classify its plants, animals, stones, or bones. You will get to know, where possible, the indigenous people who still live where modern man would likely perish. You will try to capture the marvel with your camera, paintbrush, or pen. Or you will simply need to cross the desert because it stands between you and the horizon line. . . . And, when by day’s end, you have not yet reached that distant point, you will need to sit and contemplate your journey in front of a crackling campfire, as the dark heavens unveil the star fire of the cosmos.

That’s how I came to know the desert as a boy. Two red stone monoliths loomed high above the Sonoran Desert in the eastern horizon outside my bedroom window. I knew this because whenever I climbed up on the rooftop, which was often, I could see the colossal red stones shimmering through the distant heat waves, as dust devils whirled across the desert floor. They loomed as large in my mind’s eye as photographs I’d seen in grade school of Ayer’s Rock (Uluru) in Australia’s Red Centre desert. I had to go to them. I did not know why. But to reach them, I had to cross the desert that stood between my parents’ home and the beguiling red stones.

The journey from our doorstep led my dog and me down a busy thoroughfare that was used by horse and wagon riders at the turn of the last century to travel between the distant Arizona settlements of Phoenix and the Pima Indian Reservation. In what seemed like an interminable mile, this paved wagon road eventually gave way to the desert bajadas, “lowlands,” which fanned out from the base of the red stones. These rolling bajadas were covered with saguaro cactus that towered above us with bizarre looking trunk-shaped arms.

The city and traffic behind us, I unleashed my white shepherd and watched in delight as he vainly tried to run down black tailed jackrabbits that exploded from beneath the creosote bushes and left him gasping in the distance. Whirring coveys of white wing doves and Gambel’s quail flew from palo verde to palo verde tree as the futile chase continued. When my dog finally retreated, he was limping, his long tongue was wagging from exhaustion, and his pelt was covered with golden burrs of needle-tipped cholla cactus.

After removing the spiny clusters from his black paws and tawny white coat with my comb and tweezers, we continued our journey across the desert toward the red stones. They loomed higher and higher as we approached. I soon discovered, though I could not articulate it, that we were crossing a mysterious, indefinable line that separated civilization from the magic and mystery of going deeper and deeper into a desert place. Nor did I know the names of many of the odd-looking plants—that would come much later—but I was held rapt by the sight of ocotillo waving their long thorny arms in the warm spring breeze, as roadrunners sped after lizards that scurried along our rocky path.

Named for the indigenous Papago (known as the Tohono O’odham, “People of the Desert”), who dwelled in the vast desert lands to the south, the 1,663-foot-high red stones were called Papago Buttes by most, and by 1914 they formed the heart of Papago Saguaro National Monument. Until Congress rescinded that designation in 1930, this desert hideaway covered 4,000 acres of lush Sonoran Desert that stood on what was then the outskirts of cowtown Phoenix. When we finally reached the foot of Papago Buttes, my dog and I faced an exposed rock climb to reach a large black cave I had eyed from the distance. But first I gathered firewood from beneath a palo verde tree and stuffed the dead gray branches into my canvas pack.

Comprised of copper-colored conglomerate rock geologists have identified as Tovrea Granite, and estimated to be five million years old, Papago Buttes were as mystifying and exciting to me as the plants and animals that thrived around them, because here wind, but mostly rainwater, sculpted wide shallow caves called tafoni, and they also overlooked the sprawling Valley of the Sun.

Three rivers converged in the Sonoran Desert basin below Papago Buttes: the Gila, the Salt, and the Verde Rivers. They were surrounded by black mountains and red peaks that floated in the dreamy distance. Long before anyone could remember, an ancient desert people called the Hokokam, once flourished around the red stones much the way Australia’s aboriginal Pitjantjatjara people hunted and gathered around Uluru. In the Piman lexicon, Hohokam has been variously translated to mean “those who have vanished.” Once my dog and I negotiated a perilous stretch of rock to reach our lofty bivouac cave, I felt we, too, had disappeared from the rest of civilization. I could not imagine a more remote or exciting place. Off in the distance, another cave had eroded to the point it created a hole-in-the-rock that was used as a prism through which the Hohokam viewed the summer solstice.

My bedroll was a simple wool blanket that I rolled out on the rocky floor of the cave. My canteens were stainless steel one-quart surplus Army that we drank from whenever the ice melted enough to give up another swig of cold water. And our meal was a can of pork and beans that continually spilled and hissed in the coals of our little campfire. But for a twelve-year-old boy and his dog, there was no better camp to watch the sky suck up the land that decades later would fall to the blade of a civilization that was said to rise from the ashes of the Hohokam. A dream hung over the red stones because here, as night fell across the crimson desert, constellations climbed over the distant black ridges of a mountain I would later come to know as the Sierra Estrella, “Mountains of the Star.” My dog dozing alongside of me, his ears perked when coyotes yelped and howled on the desert floor below us, as my dreams and eyes were lulled deeper into the burning red coals.

In the years that followed that formative desert journey, the names of the deserts and bivouacs would change, as did the lessons I learned. But the allure of the desert never diminished. It grew stronger. It nearly always enraptured me. It drew me deeper and, at times, I thought closer to reaching the vanishing horizon that always seemed just out of reach.

The desert cast a lifelong spell on me. I sometimes cursed this spell, but I never broke it because I was drawn to explore the desert at nearly every turn in my life. Living in someplace as rugged and sublime as the American West, it was difficult to limit those journeys to the trackless sand-covered expanses that typically define the popular image of the desert.

I was drawn not only to Death Valley and the Mojave Desert in California, and El Gran Desierto in the frontier of Sonora, Mexico, but to explore the yawning desert chasms and burning rimrock of the Grand Canyon and Colorado Plateau of the Four Corners region; the rugged summit crests of imposing desert sierras like Picacho del Diablo in Baja California Norte; the Sierra Kunkaak on Tiburon Island in the Sea of Cortés; and the Sierra del Carmen, which soared above the Rio Grande’s Big Bend frontier of Texas and the Mexican states of Chihuahua and Coahuila. Yet, as far as those desert journeys have led me from Papago Buttes—by foot, raft, rope, camera, and pen—and as seductive a mistress as some of those adventures have been, the Superstition Mountains stood waiting to beckon me over the horizon.


[image: images]

Barren mountains rear up out of the silent wilderness that was forsaken by the Hokokam. Copyright © John Annerino Photography.
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A Journey in the Footsteps of the Vanished Ones

“From the Superstition mountain rose the Eagle; From the sluggish-moving Gila rose that Hawk . . . There I am going; there I am going.”

—VIrsak VáI-I, “Hawk Flying,” 1904 Pima festal song (1904)

I STOOD ALONE AT FOOT OF THE GREAT PEAK BALANCING myself with two wooden crutches. The summit seemed impossibly far away, but I needed to reach the distant perch to see if I could once again return on foot to the mysterious mountains of my teens.

In the beginning, before the time of myths and legends, no one was here to see this primal land that was roamed by longhorn bison, bow-tusked mammoths, herbivorous mastodons, dire wolves, five-hundred-pound lions, and Pleistocene jaguars.1 Paleo Indians had not yet migrated to North America where they hunted the late Pleistocene-aged mega beasts with wooden spears tipped with hand-fluted lanceolate projectile points. The lush desert that formed between eight and fifteen million years ago had not yet been called Sonoran. And the Valle de Sol, “Valley of the Sun,” was not thought of as paradise until Paleo Indians, Archaic Peoples, and the Hohokam vanished from the face of the earth. The silence and stillness of the crisp clean air was broken by summer monsoon thunderstorms and violent micro bursts that flooded rivers, streams, and dry arroyos and nourished an arid landscape that thirsted for torrential rain. During times of drought, windborn dervishes spun across the sun-seared desert floor, twisting and whirling through virgin forests of emerald green cacti that one day would be called saguaro.

The mountains encircling the Valley of the Sun, and the wild waters they bore—the Salt, Gila, and Verde Rivers—once knew names that were lost to modern knowledge. In time, the mountains that stood before me would be called Vainom Do’og, “Iron Mountain,” by the indigenous Akimel O’odham. Formed nearly fourteen million years ago, Vainom Do’og was a dark 2,608-foot pyramid of schist and quartz that soared out of desert seas that stretched to the horizon in every direction. It was roamed by fleet-footed ancestors of the Akimel O’odham. They were remembered as the Huhugam, “Those Who Have Gone” and “Those Who Have Vanished.” Hunters and gatherers from the ancient desert culture climbed the rugged peak in braided yucca fiber sandals. They sought out its stony flanks to harvest sweet red fruit from towering Ha:sañ (saguaro cactus) they gathered using long sun-dried poles of saguaro ribs, and there they also dug up and rooted out the succulent hearts of agave to roast in stone hearths. Here, too, they hunted desert bighorn sheep and mule deer, and made sacred offerings to the sun, moon, and stars. From AD 600 to 1450, the desert river valley encircling Vainom Do’og was the hub of their great civilization that was said to peak at forty thousand Hohokam inhabiting thirty-eight thousand square miles of lower Sonoran Desert during the early 1300s. Using stone hoes fashioned from flakes of schist, tough digging sticks shaped from ironwood, and shovels fire-hardened from cottonwood, the Hohokam dug hundreds of miles of twelve-to-fifteen-foot deep canals they burrowed through the burning black malpais, sand, mud, and cement-hard caliche, constructing an irrigation network on a scale that was said to be unrivaled in the Western Hemisphere. Descending one-to two-feet per mile, the ingenious hand-tapered forty-five-foot-wide channels carried mesmerizing streams of cool water that coalesced and carried silt-laden flood-water irrigation that rumbled under the blazing yellow sun, providing the Hohokam with bountiful agrarian harvests of cotton, maize, tepary beans, and cushaw squash. Pioneer city engineer Omar A. Turney wrote that the Hohokam had “450,000 acres under ancient cultivation . . . the largest single body of land irrigated in prehistoric times in North or South America.” But after nearly a millennia, the Hohokam disappeared and the Valley of the Sun once again became the desert first viewed by Paleo men, women, and children.

Some anthropologists speculated the mysterious Hohokam fled to higher ground in the Tonto Basin and beyond, where visions of fertility could be realized closer to the source of the life-giving Salt, Gila, and Verde Rivers that gave birth to their civilization and created the Valley of the Sun. Other scholars said they’d journeyed south, as they had been doing for centuries, on ritual vision quests to the Gulf of California to collect the shells of marine bivalves (glycymeris gigantea) used for trade and jewelry.

Find the “Lost City” old-timers said of the phantom Hohokam village glinting in the broiling salt pan along what became the treacherous El Camino del Diablo, “The Road of the Devil”—that claimed the lives of hundreds of hardy prospectors, gambusinos, and forty-niners trying to reach the California Gold Fields—and you will discover an ancient encampment far from the nearest drop of any living water. Evidence of their artistry suggests many generations of Hohokam had been carving, etching, and polishing the saltwater clam shells at Lost City for hundreds of years, crafting bracelets, necklaces, finger rings, bird and animal jewelry, and turquoise and beaded pendants they wore with ceremonial copper bells and tropical bird feathers. Their trade, shell expeditions, and hypnotic desert journeys were not easy. Between Vainom Do’og and the Gulf of California in northwest Sonora, Mexico they traveled on foot along pathways that led from trail shrine to trail shrine two-hundred miles through searing creosote flats, scorching black lava, and shimmering desert pavement across El Gran Desierto, the largest sand sea and starkest no-man’s land in North America. Along the way, they paid homage at petroglyph shrines of shells and mystifying figures they’d pecked into the black basalt and granite stones and boulders that overlooked the “great bend” of the Gila River, and precious catchments of rain water called tinajas that sustained them in the austere landscape. Others insisted the Hohokam perished from the “Aztec Plagues,” epidemic diseases of zahuatl (smallpox) and cocoliztli (hemorrhagic viral fever) carried twelve-hundred miles north from the Mesoamerican center of Teotihuacan by ancient Toltec and Aztec traders who first brought them maize, copper, turquoise, and green, red, yellow, and blue macaw feathers.

Whatever befell the pre-Columbian Hohokam, they reemerged as a new people, the desert-dwelling Akimel O’odham, “People of the River,” (Pima), Tohono O’odham, “People of the Desert,” (Pápago), and Hia Ced O’odham, “People of the Sand,” (Sand Pápago), who believe they are the true descendants of these remarkable people. Their ancestors abandoned clan castles, sun-temples, ball courts, platform mounds, and the caliche-covered adobe dwellings and settlements of Casa Grande, “Great House,” once called “America’s first skyscraper,” Los Muertos, “the dead,“ named for human remains archaeologists unearthed, Snaketown, Ska-kaik, “many rattlesnakes,” in Hohokam Pima National Monument which opened the secret door to understanding the Hohokam as a people, and Pueblo Grande, “Big Village,” on the Salt River where one can still marvel at the remnants of their engineered waterways. These, and other Hohokam settlements, inspired contemporary Phoenix architecture and buildings that were said to rise from the ashes of the Hohokam. In time they would surround Vainom Do’og, which soared above the adobe-style homes and palaces nearly three times higher than the Great Pyramid of Giza. “When they forsook their last cities,” Turney wrote in his 1929 study, “Prehistoric Irrigation,” “all remained untouched: ollas and axes, bracelets and beads, votive and funerary offerings . . . dedications to the ruling forces of nature. All suffered and all became fugitives alike; the barren mountains and drought-stricken valley again became a long silent wilderness.”

Many barren mountains reared up out of the silent wilderness that was forsaken by the Hokokam. To the west there was the 4,512-foot Sierra Estrella, Spanish for “Mountain of the Stars,” called Vialxa, “Berdache Mountain,” in O’odham. To the south, there was 2,526-foot South Mountain, Muhadagi Do’ag, which bore no indigenous translation; and beyond was 1,660-foot Pima Butte, Vii Vav, or Viva’va, “Solitary Mountain.” To the east there was 2,832-foot Red Mountain, S-wegi Do’ag, whose name still remains a mystery. And far beyond soared the lofty ramparts of the 5,057-foot Salt River Range, known today as the Superstition Mountains, that were called Wikwaxa, “Greasy Mountains,” in O’odham. In Pima festal songs, the mountains were also sung to life as Kakâtak Tamai, “Crooked Top Mountain.” According to Columbia-educated anthropologist Leslie Spier, “They [the Pima] thought of these . . . mountains as their own because they lived between them. They were not safe beyond these limits.” Standing in the midst of this ring of mountain peaks and ranges was the rough uncut black diamond of Vainom Do’og.

Italian missionary explorer Padre Eusebio Francisco Kino was one of the first Europeans to see the lone mountain when he gazed upon the Salt River during his seventeenth century entrada, “entry,” and named it Río Salado, “Salt River.” Between 1693 and 1701, the indefatigable Jesuit priest traversed 7,500 miles of “unexplored trails” on foot and by horseback among the O’odham in quest of souls, to forge indigenous missions, and to herd cattle from Mexico across the desolate deserts to provide food “. . . to nourish the Indian converts . . .” of Pimería Alta, “Upper Pima Lands.”

Long after the “Padre on Horseback” rode into legend, a hardscrabble trail was hacked into the jagged schist of Vainom Do’og to reach an eight-foot deep vein prospectors dynamited into a small notch below its summit to test for copper and gold fever-inducing ore. It may have been the site of the Discovery No. 1, Seal Rock mining claim that was noted in March 1916. Records are sketchy. But years after the glory hole’s surprising yield of quicksilver (mercury) played out, Valley of the Sun residents began hiking up the mountain for their health. They called it Squaw Peak. Most did not know it was a disparaging term for indigenous women adopted by English colonists from the Plains Cree’s, iskwe’wiwin, and Powhatan’s, usqwausum. Befitting the times, the US Board of Geographic Names changed the name to Piestewa Peak in honor of Lori Anne Piestewa, the first Native American woman who sacrificed her life in modern combat. Her family still remembers her by the Hopi name, Köcha-Hon-Mana (or Qotsa-hon-mana), “White Bear Girl.” Today, one thousand or more Phoenicians make pilgrimages up Piestewa Peak each day. Many refer to it as “the peak” or “the mountain” or “up the trail” because it is the most important destination in their daily lives. Seen from the distance, the Peak could be mistaken for a mountain of daunting proportions. It is dark, angular, and brooding, yet it is always captivating. For those it has touched it remains sacred—a Sonoran Desert Mount Kailāśa—beckoning many others who approach it.

For many, the peak was both a testing place and a training ground en route to more sublime and distant destinations like Mount McKinley (Denali), the Grand Canyon, and the Superstition Mountains, which beckoned me from the distance. As I struggle up the stony trail with my crutches, I realize I had come full circle. The peak was now my testing place if I were to return to the Superstitions of my teens when I explored the mysterious mountains alone with my dog, shouldering a canvas pack filled with canned beans, beef jerky, and dog food, and carrying surplus Army canteens and my trusty pocketknife and compass. I gasp for breath and stare at the distant summit of this ancient Hohokam refuge. It is far beyond my feeble reach. So I resign myself to seeing how far I can get before turning back.

Forged with picks, shovels, and prybars into the steep rocky flanks of this craggy peak, the old miners’ trail climbs and weaves twelve-hundred vertical feet through prickly saguaro, ocotillo, barrel cactus, mesquite, ironwood, and palo verde trees, chuckwallas, occasional rattlesnakes, and rare lucky-to-see Gila monsters in a little over one mile. To ascend so abruptly, the trail angles steeply, frequently zigzagging back and forth on itself in a series of switchbacks stacked atop one another, which climb high above the tallest saguaros. As soon as I reach the first set of the steep switchbacks, my progress slows to a crawl. I stop, ease into a sitting position, and stick my left leg out in front of me across the trail. I lean back against the warm black rock and catch my breath as hikers carefully step around me.

Recovered, I get up and tackle the next series of switchbacks with as much momentum as I can muster. But I am lucky if I can match the slow determined pace of a desert tortoise for a few dozen yards before I sit down, catch my breath, and rest again. To the Chemehuevi, Nüwüwü, “The People,” of California’s Mojave Desert far to the west the desert tortoise, or aya, was revered for its “will and ability to endure.” Fearing someone will trip over my leg cast, I struggle to my feet again and resume my journey to see if I have the ability to endure.

I am sweating profusely, just as I had the last time I climbed Superstition Mountain along a faint half-century old mule trail that lead to the saddle and summit passage between a hidden cave some called Robber’s Roost and another cavern that was believed to be the lair of Haskay-bay-nay-ntayl, the “renegade” Apache Kid and tracker who served under Chief of Scouts Al Seiber during the United States Apache Wars. The rocky path I’m following now winds through spring blossoms of golden poppies, yellow brittlebush, and purple lupines. I breathe in the sweet scent of spring. I listen to the pleasant hum of bumble bees flying from flower to flower. And I watch white wing doves scurry effortlessly back and forth across the rocky trail in front of me coo-cooing, “hooo-hooo-hooo . . .” For a few moments, the pain falls away.

The next switchback tops out on a small vista. It’s a good place to sit down and rest. White quartz litters the ground near flakes and slabs of shiny black schist. I wondered if it was a Hohokam shrine. No one knows for certain, but Omar Turney wrote that the Hohokam used ceremonial caves in the Phoenix Mountains, one cave altar was located at the foot of the terra cotta stone pyramid of 2,706-foot Camelback Mountain, Cew S-wegiom, a descriptive name said to mean “long red.” Further south, the Hohokam and the Akimel O’odham made offerings of beads, shells, sacred cloth, and creosote branches near the hundred-foot long intaglio of a human figure outlined with stones on the desert floor called Hâ-âk Vâ-âk, Hâ-âk Lying in the 3,010-foot San Tan Mountains. And atop the foothills of Mummy Mountain to the north, the Hohokam built a solar observatory from native stone and aligned the chamber door to view sunrise the first morning of summer solstice.
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Portrait of Pima man, Panhop, 1902, Sacaton, Arizona. Frank A. Russell, black and white glass plate negative. Courtesy: National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution

I ease into a sitting position and lean back on a vertical slab of black rock. My head is spinning. I close my eyes. And I see the pebble and stone figure of Hâ-âk Vâ-âk, Hâ-âk Lying tended to by a Pima shaman. The Kúlañ O’odham, “Medicine Man,” is shaking a gourd rattle, holding an eagle feathered-prayer stick, chanting and fanning ceremonial tobacco smoke over the sacred giant who stopped to sleep on his mythic journey to the secret cave of Hâ-âk Teia Hâk in the Ta-atûkam mountains. I open my eyes. I take a deep breath. And the spinning stops. A warm breeze fans my sweat-soaked t-shirt, and a red tail hawk soars on a spring thermal. The raptor drifts aloft, sweeping back and forth in the blue sky in mesmerizing concentric circles, searching for pocket gophers it will pluck from the rocky cactus-studded slopes in the clutch of its sharp talons. The feathers of the Víshúk, “hawk,” were used by Pima shamans to invoke spiritual power and visions. I hoped it was a good omen for me.

North of this mountain-high vista, I can see the trail snaking its way along a serrated ridgeline. I can rest on that stretch, I muse, before it climbs again, swing-and-hop step up the next set of switchbacks, catch my breath again, then crawl the last quarter-mile if I have to. For the first time, I can actually see the summit up close. The thought of somehow reaching it makes me struggle to my feet.

I crutch on in the soothing desert breeze that caresses my face and arms, slowly, methodically, one swing-and-hop step at a time, up one switchback then another, until I finally reach the summit horn of black rock. A short scramble from the end of the trail up a chimney-like gully will put me on top of the mountain. I put both crutches in front of me, hop up, and grab the black rock with one hand. I push the crutches up the rock overhead and reluctantly let go of them, fearing I might slip, fall, and catapult down the rocks without them. I grab the rock overhead with both hands, and I stand squarely on the toes of my right foot. I hold my left leg out in the air. I hop up to the next little foothold. I push the crutches up again, caress the next hold, one hand at a time, and hop up again. I repeat the painful, awkward process until I can’t go any higher. Suddenly, I can see over the other side. I am on the summit. I slide across the summit rock on my right hip, lever the crutches beneath me, and struggle up.

I stand up with my crutches and sway in the gentle buffeting breeze. I’m overcome with exhaustion and joy. Tears and sweat sting my eyes and sunburned lips, but I’m on top of the world. “I made it!” I whisper. Crimson stone hoodoos called “Fingers of Fire,” that some believe were “people-turned-to-stone” during the Great Flood, crown Superstition Mountain which calls out to me in the distance: “From the Superstition mountain rose the Eagle; From the sluggish-moving Gila rose that Hawk . . . There I am going; there I am going.”
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SUPERSTITION INTERLUDE

Many moons have orbited my world since I first crutched up and down the Hokokam’s black peak of Vainom Do’og.

Not long after, I hired a horseshoe-less mustang to carry me into the Superstition Mountains to take me where I couldn’t possibly crutch and stumble alone. Still hobbled by a full leg cast, I needed to resume guiding and teaching my students as I’d been scheduled to do, come hell, high water, or the broken cinch on my saddle that dumped me on the floor of La Barge Canyon. Much earlier, I had led a different band of adventurers on what we believed was the first contemporary traverse of the hoodoo-crested ridgeline of Superstition Mountain from Carney Springs across the skyline to the foot of Siphon Draw. In the company of many other students, I had the good fortune to guide them on a climb and sometimes a bivouac atop the mythical Peralta Gold and Lost Dutchman compass point of 4,553-foot Weavers Needle perhaps two dozen times during the course of my tenure as a rock climbing instructor. I had also lead a ten-day “challenge discovery” adventure for young teens whose parents said they were “troubled.” They were normal, healthy young people who just needed a good dose of the wilderness, and we agreed to hike through the 249-square-mile “look alike” terrain of the Superstition Mountains Wilderness from Fish Creek Canyon beneath the shadow of Weavers Needle where we picked up and traced the footsteps of environmental essayist Edward Abbey down Peralta Canyon to the trailhead. No less compelling was the route of artist Ettore “Ted” DeGrazia I traced from First Water Ranch through the labyrinth of cliffs that led to Angel Springs where the renowned painter burned $1.5 million dollars in paintings. Much later, I culminated my early explorations of the Superstitions by threading the maze of canyons leading north from Apache Leap, past J. F. Ranch, to the 7,667-foot summit of the Mazatzal Mountains the Yavapai called Wikedjasa, “Chopped-up Mountains,” during a month-long journey run from Mexico to Utah. On occasion, oftentimes out of the blue, I was hired to guide tinhorns, treasure seekers, and get-rich-quick “prospectors,” some armed, some not, on their search for the fabled Lost Dutchman’s treasure, one pair promising me a 50 percent-50 percent split for whatever they found; and others, like two New Jersey gold seekers who paid real money to horse pack them in and out of Needle Canyon three years running. These adventures and journeys of discovery formed my foundation for understanding the Superstition Mountains; it’s remarkable Sonoran Desert environment, beauty, and dangers, not the myriad books that had been written about its lost treasures that changed the perceptions of many who visit the range.

Many came to believe, or were enticed about what they’d read about the Superstition Mountains. Early writers described it as “The Other World,” where “The most terrible things told are the swinging stones that turn out from the walls of the canyon and crush the passerby . . . trees that reach out their branches and entangle all who come near them . . . wild animals by the thousands that come right out of the solid rocks. Fishes with legs come from the lakes and drown all within their reach. Fire and smoke and horrible groans and howls fill the air on all sides.”

The region encircling the mythic Superstitions was, indeed, “another world,” an area of the globe where the wildest tales imaginable are believed by some to be gospel: Take the young logger who reported seeing “a fire in the sky” before he was abducted by aliens in a forest clearing on the edge of the Mogollon Rim north of the Superstition Mountains on November 5, 1975. Or imagine being one of ten thousand people who were reported witnessing the mile-wide V-shaped UFO formation of the “Phoenix Lights” flying over Phoenix and Vainom Do’og (Piestewa Peak) west of the Superstitions on March 13, 1997. And there was an astute Lost Dutchman treasure seeker who photographed what he reported was ectoplasm (paranormal) spirits in a hidden cave in S-wegi Do’ag (Red Mountain), northwest of the Superstitions in 1997. If these incidents weren’t enough of a stretch into the realm of fantasy, a Minnesota native reported seeing Big Foot—yes, a Sasquatch—at the ancient Hohokam desert settlement of Painted Rocks on the Gila River southwest of the Superstitions in May of 1988. Among the eight hundred recorded carvings at the proposed Great Bend of the Gila National Monument are two petroglyphs that archaeologists reportedly said were “. . . picturegraphs [that] represent a half-man, half-beast creature!” that substantiated the Minnesotan’s claim to the Phoenix television station that interviewed him in Bigfoot’s desert hideway. Missing from the Channel 3 News “Searching for Bigfoot Team” 2013 broadcast was a detailed physical description of the bipedal, grizzly-sized Gigantopithecus blacki, “giant ape,” and whether or not the snow-birding Bigfoot was wearing sunglasses, a straw hat, and a xxxxxxxxxx-sized t-shirt stenciled with a sunbathing, cocktail-sipping skeleton reclining next to a saguaro cactus parroting, “Yeah, but it’s a dry heat.”
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