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And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

—T. S. Eliot
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Prologue


There are some good things to be said about walking.

Not many, but some.

—Edward Abbey



Every now and then, I find myself confronted by someone who wants to know about the very worst moment that Pete McBride and I endured during the year we spent together inside the Grand Canyon, and I’m forced to explain that addressing this query properly is no simple matter. So many horrible things happened to us down there, I point out, that it’s almost impossible to single out just one because, really, any of them could have qualified as the most wretched and intolerable of all.

There was, for example, the afternoon I tripped and fell into a cactus, and the night that I unwittingly unfurled my sleeping bag atop an anthill—which happened to be the very same evening that Pete and I toppled into the Colorado River with our backpacks. Or the morning after the snowstorm when I was trying to thaw out my frozen shoes with our camp stove, and accidentally set them on fire.

And there was also the time the canyon got so bad that we quit and went home, resolving never, ever to come back.

But then, I admit, having given the matter due consideration, Pete and I now agree (and perhaps you will, too) that the moment the wheels completely fell off the bus was probably when the rat burrowed under Pete’s skin and started snacking on his intestines.

This happened at a place called Rider Canyon, one of hundreds of minor tributaries that branch off of the main canyon, and it unfolded during a time of day that I had come to despise more than any other, which was the hottest part of the afternoon when the fleeting freshness of early morning was nothing but a distant memory, and evening’s reprieve lay too far off in the future to even start dreaming about. A period of such incandescent misery that it felt as if a cackling, fork-tailed demon had flung open the door to the furnace of hell itself.

The sun stood squarely overhead, straddling the canyon’s rims, pouring a column of fire directly into the abyss and driving the shadows into the deepest recesses of the rock while causing the cushion of air that hovered just above the surface of the stone to tremble, as if the ground itself were gasping for breath. But the most striking element of all, the detail that could burn a hole in the center of your consciousness, was neither the brilliance nor the ferocity of that heat, but its heft: its thickness and weight as it draped itself over the top of your head and across the blades of your shoulders, as if it were a blanket braided from material that was already in flames when delivered into the hands of its weaver.

It was the kind of heat that would slap you dead if you lingered in its glare for too long, which was why Pete and I were so keen to lower ourselves off the exposed ledge we’d been stumbling across for the past hour and drop into the bottom of Rider to seek some shade. Getting there involved about sixty feet of down-climbing through a steep notch with an overhang, and the first move required Pete to place his palms on the edge of the ledge—ignoring that the surface of the rock was almost too hot to touch—then jackknife his body into the notch while scrabbling blindly for a foothold with his toes.

I was kneeling beside him, peering over the lip to see if I could pick out a place for him to jam one of his feet into, when something on his backpack drew my eye. It was a miniature thermometer clipped to one of the shoulder straps, and as he shifted his body, the device caught the light and twinkled, as if it were saying:

Hey, check me out.

The column read 112°F.

That was somewhat shocking—it was nearly October and the forecast had called for a temperature of only 105°F. But it sort of made sense, too.

Rider’s steeply angled walls, which comprise five separate layers of stone spanning a color palette that runs from caramelized honey and braised butterscotch to unfiltered bourbon, are aligned on a direct east-west axis. This meant that Rider’s interior had been hammered directly by the sun since the break of dawn, seven hours earlier, long enough to turn the space between those walls into a kind of convection oven.

The narrow patio at the bottom, however, was bathed in shadows and even featured a few small pools of water, each linked to the next by a thin stream penciling between them. The scene looked deliciously cool and inviting, and Pete’s progress toward it seemed to be unfolding smoothly—until, without warning, he grunted softly and froze.

We were now at eye level with each other, which meant that I could read the expression on his face: a hazy suspension of shock, bewilderment, and pain. A quivering dollop of sweat the size of a pinto bean glided down the center of his forehead, skidded off the bridge of his nose, and fell onto the front of his shirt, already soaked with perspiration and encrusted in rings of salt, with an audible plop.

He held himself in place for a moment before muttering something inaudible, then carefully hitching his body back up onto the ledge, where he leaned on his elbow and stared at me vacantly.

“What’s going on?” I asked, confused.

He swallowed hard and tried to speak, but was unable to push the words past his lips. So instead, he lifted the front of his shirt, exposing his belly and chest. Protruding from the skin directly above the rib cage was a distended lump, and as I watched in horror, the lump began to move.

It wriggled to the opposite side of his chest, then slowly descended toward his abdomen. Then it wormed across his belly before turning again and squirming back up the side of his torso toward his shoulders.

The lump was about the size of a Bushy-Tailed Woodrat, a mammal renowned for its foul temper and a fondness for lining its nest with cactus spines, and it probably stands as a testament to just how poorly I was dealing with the whole situation that for several long seconds I found myself wondering exactly how an actual rat—a live rodent—had managed to tunnel his way beneath Pete’s skin.

This was like nothing I’d ever seen before, a spectacle whose freakishness was intensified by its mystery, and the only thing surpassing my bafflement was an ardent sense of relief that whatever kind of rabidly deranged parasite this might be, it had seen fit to drill its way into Pete instead of me.

Relief, I hasten to add, that was swiftly expunged by a surging backwash of panic laced with deep concern for a person who, yes and true, was often profoundly annoying as well as a titanic pain in the ass—but who also happened to be my closest friend in the entire world.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I screeched.



As it turned out, there was more than one answer to that question.

Technically, Pete was suffering from a heat-related imbalance of sodium in his bloodstream that is one of the leading triggers for rescue and hospitalization among hikers in the canyon. What appeared to be a rat scurrying beneath his skin was a rolling series of intense muscle cramps. Soon those spasms would subside as tight knots formed in the major muscles along his arms and legs. If these were left unchecked, he would undergo severe cognitive impairment as the tissues in his brain began to swell, inducing a drunken-like stupor. Then sometime in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, he would succumb to violent convulsions and lapse into a coma from which there would be no recovery.

He clearly needed help. But I was in no position to offer assistance because I was saddled with my own problems, which had started a few days earlier, when I’d noticed several tender areas on my feet where the skin looked like uncooked bacon. Instead of fishing out some moleskin from our med kit, which I was too exhausted to extract from the bottom of my pack, I decided that if I ignored the problem, it would either get better or go away.

By the following morning, the hot spots had turned white and were filling with fluid. Soon blisters were everywhere—along the bottoms of my feet, around the balls of my ankles and the Achilles tendons, plus all ten toes. By the end of that afternoon, the blisters had burst and it looked as if I’d been given a pedicure with a belt sander. At this point, acting on Pete’s advice, I elected once again to bypass the med kit and go straight for the duct tape, which, for reasons that now seemed mystifying, I had applied somewhat overzealously, encasing each foot inside a plastic perma-sock whose sticky side, having bonded directly to the open blisters, was impossible to remove.

All the following day, my airtight duct-tape galoshes provided a moist, nurturing habitat for a colony of bacteria to steep in the brine of sweat, dirt, and foot funk. Within hours, both feet were infected and rotting. Now every stride I took felt as if I were stepping into a bucket of broken glass. Before long, I wouldn’t be able to walk at all.

Needless to say, we were in far over our heads, a condition stemming not only from our specific medical problems, but also from a deeper and more debilitating disorder. An affliction that could be addressed neither with antibiotics nor bed rest because it was not a physical ailment so much as an impairment of character—an infirmity rooted in the complexion of our personalities as well as the delusions we harbored regarding our competency and prowess in the outdoors.

Ours was a conflation of willful ignorance, shoddy discipline, and outrageous hubris: an array of flaws that we had been denying (perhaps, like the sores on my feet, in the hope that it would simply improve or disappear) ever since the moment Pete had gotten the two of us into this mess by pressing me to join him for what he’d billed, quite literally, as “a walk in the park.”

A misguided odyssey through the heart of perhaps the harshest and least forgiving, but also the most breathtakingly gorgeous, landscape feature on earth. A place filled with so much wonder, replete with so many layers of complexity, that there is nothing else like it, anywhere.






PART I Wild Country
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What a world of grandeur

is spread before us!

—John Wesley Powell








CHAPTER 1 Into the Abyss


A nugget of conventional wisdom peddled by the boatmen of the Colorado River suggests that if it were somehow possible to take every inch of the terrain wedged between the walls of the Grand Canyon, including the faces of all the cliffs, and pull everything out flat, you’d wind up with a chunk of real estate bigger than Texas. That’s a bold claim—and for anyone familiar with the average river guide’s fondness for doctoring up facts for the sake of entertainment, it should come as little surprise to learn that it’s a load of nonsense.

Strictly speaking, the topography of the canyon—which can perhaps best be imagined as a range of mountains roughly the length of the Pyrenees flipped upside down and countersunk below the horizon—has a total surface area no bigger than that of Delaware. But even so, those whitewater guides deserve some credit for putting their fingers on an important truth, because few things come closer to capturing the canyon’s stupefying depth and labyrinthine complexity than the possibility that it might somehow be capable of swallowing up the entirety of the Lone Star State.

If there’s a key to framing the scale and vastness of that abyss, it lies within the tiered walls that descend from the canyon’s rims—one set running along the north side, the other along the south—whose longest drop exceeds six thousand vertical feet: tall enough that if five Empire State Buildings were stacked one on top of another, they would barely reach the highest point on the North Rim. In fact, the total loss of elevation from rim to river is so great that the climate actually shifts, becoming significantly hotter as one descends. With every thousand feet of drop, the temperature increases by roughly 5°F, giving rise to a ladder of meteorological zones and niches so discrete that the flora and fauna at the top bear little if any relation to the forms of life on the bottom.

The North Rim, the loftiest section of the park, is a world unto itself, stocked with its own special repository of plants and animals, where the fir and spruce trees can be buried in twelve feet of snow during the winter, and the only road in is closed from November to May. The timber up there shelters grouse and wild turkeys as well as Mountain Bluebirds and a multitude of Mule Deer, and the forests are interspersed with open meadows that are spangled with wildflowers in the summer. In the fall, the leaves on the aspens drop to the ground like gold coins, and at night, the woods resound with the hooting of Great Horned Owls.

Inside the canyon below, life-forms from three of North America’s four deserts—the Great Basin, the Sonoran, and the Mojave—all collide and commingle. Here the air temperature during the summer will push beyond 120°F, while the surface temperature of the stone can easily claw its way up to 170°F—hot enough to kill a snake caught in the open within a few minutes, or cook a Giant Hairy Scorpion in just less than an hour.

Under these conditions, only the hardiest things can persevere: tiny tree frogs that bide their time in rocky crevices for months on end; spiders capable of waiting two hundred days in a burrow without a drop of water; seeds with the patience to remain dormant for an entire century until, under just the right circumstances, they give themselves permission to sprout. There are species of cactus whose limbs retreat into the ground, and in some areas even the streams are rendered so tenuous by the heat that their waters recede into the stone by day and emerge only by night, trickling timorously beneath the bleached gaze of the moon and the stars.



All across the cliffs and terraces between the rims and the river, a range of distinctive habitats have woven themselves along various elevations. Nestled just below the stands of fir and spruce are parklike groves of Ponderosa Pine that can live for five hundred years.I The trunks of those trees are furrowed with an orange-and-black bark so tough that it can withstand wildfire, so sweet it smells faintly of vanilla or butterscotch, so nutritious it can be pounded into a flour and used to bake bread.

On the slopes and benches beneath the Ponderosa belt lie swales of sagebrush and bonsai-like shrubs called blackbrush, each spaced as if they’d been set down by a Japanese gardener. Together, they create a loose tapestry of cover for Black-Tailed Jackrabbits, Side-Blotched Lizards, and the Black-Throated Sparrow—perhaps the quintessential desert bird because it metabolizes moisture from seeds and insects, and thus never needs a drink of water.

Together, these strata of vegetation enable the canyon to function as a nexus in which some seventy-five ecological communities are spread across four distinct biomes and two geological provinces. The mosaic is so rich and varied that a hiker who descends from the highest point on the North Rim to the lowest point inside the canyon will pass through a spectrum of life equivalent to moving from the cool boreal forests of subarctic Canada to the sunstruck deserts of Mexico that lie just above the Tropic of Cancer—thereby compressing a distribution of plants and animals that typically stretch over more than two thousand horizontal miles into a single vertical mile.

Thanks to its extremes of heat and aridity, the canyon cannot come close to nurturing the plenitude of animals and plants that flourish in national parks such as the Great Smokies and the Everglades, which support either a larger biomass or a greater number of individual species. But what sets the chasm apart is the breadth and range of its biota. There are, for example, 167 types of fungus, 64 species of moss, and 195 varieties of lichen—all arrayed in specific elevation zones and thriving tenaciously among the vegetation one might more reasonably expect to find in the desert: saltbush and brittlebush, greasebush and rabbitbrush, plus nine different types of sagebrush and more than a dozen cacti, including the Prickly Pear, the Teddy Bear, and the Hedgehog.

As for animals, the canyon and its adjoining rims host more than ninety species of mammal ranging from Mountain Lions and Desert Bighorn Sheep to a carnivorous mouse that specializes in consuming scorpions and howls at the moon. There are thirty-eight types of reptile, twenty-two varieties of bat, and eight different amphibians, including a toad that eats bees. Plus, there are a ton of birds: 373 species and counting, fully one-third of the entire spectrum of winged fauna in the continental United States. Over the years, researchers have cataloged Snow Geese, Sandhill Cranes, and Trumpeter Swans, along with Bald Eagles, Belted Kingfishers, and Brown-Headed Cowbirds. During the winter months, avian concentrations along some sections of the river can exceed a thousand birds per square kilometer every hour. In summer, they run the gamut from Peregrine Falcons, which can dive at speeds of 235 miles an hour (the fastest organisms on earth), and California Condors (the largest of all North American vultures with a ten-foot wingspan), to the tiniest bird on the continent, the Calliope Hummingbird, which is about the same size as that bee-eating toad but weighs only one-tenth of an ounce, lighter than the page displaying the words you’re reading right now.

And let’s not forget the insects and other invertebrates. The canyon hosts 60 different species of terrestrial snails and slugs, 116 variants of stink beetle, 89 dragonflies and damselflies, and 140 different types of butterfly, 5 of which are unique to the canyon, including Nabokov’s Wood Nymph, which was discovered on the Bright Angel Trail by the author of Lolita in the summer of 1941. There’s also a tarantula endemic to the canyon floor that is hunted by a three-inch-long wasp capable of delivering a sting so painful it has been likened to dropping a hair dryer into the tub while one is taking a bath.

In no other national park can you find a broader span of geographic and climatic conditions supporting such a varied spectrum of life wedged inside such a tightly compressed space. Yet as remarkable as all of this may seem, what lies beneath that tapestry of life is perhaps even more astonishing.



Although the Colorado River spent roughly 6 million years carving out the canyon itself, the rock into which the river has cut is far older. The mile-deep walls on both sides of the gorge reveal no fewer than twenty-seven formations whose lineages straddle eight geological periods, during which nearly 40 percent of the planet’s chronology was etched directly into the stone. By some measures, those walls showcase perhaps the finest cross-section of terrestrial time visible anywhere on the globe, a vertical concatenation of history stacked in horizontal strata, much like the pages of an immense book—the most venerable manuscript of its kind.

The very first page of that monograph, known as the Kaibab Limestone, which forms the canyon’s caprock—the youngest and freshest folio of them all—was written approximately 270 million years ago, a point anchored so far back in the past that many dramatic events in the annals of our world still had not taken place. The first birds had yet to take wing, the first flowers had yet to bloom, and the massive asteroid that was destined to create the firestorm that would wipe out the dinosaurs would not slam into what is now the Yucatán Peninsula for another 205 million years.

Thousands of feet beneath the Kaibab, encased in the ledges and terraces, embossed on the faces of the cliffs, are strange and wonderful fossils: the wings of dragonflies, the stems of sea lilies, the teeth of sharks that swam through vanished oceans between the shores of continents that no longer exist. Each layer is older than the one above it until finally, all the way at the bottom, you arrive at rock whose bloodlines extend further back in time than the human mind can even imagine: almost a full 2 billion years, a third of the age of the planet, and roughly one-seventh the life span of the universe itself.

For thousands of years, human beings have occupied this space in successive waves of migration that are every bit as rich and varied as the layers of geology and ecology. Yet there are still a number of spots where neither ancient nor modern people have ever set foot, and other places sheltering creatures that the outside world is only just beginning to bump up against. Less than a decade ago, a group of researchers selected an uncharted cavern on the canyon’s North Rim to test thermal remote-sensing imagery that NASA one day hopes to use for cave exploration on Mars. During their work, they stumbled across four species—a cave cricket, a bark louse, and a pair of eyeless albino millipedes—that were completely unknown to science.

Nowhere else is the ground so broken and the past so exposed. Nowhere else can a person move simultaneously along so many different dimensions: forward in space, backward in time, and across the face of an entire hemisphere of life zones, ecosystems, and biological communities. Nowhere else is the simple act of putting one foot in front of the other so provocative, so destabilizing, so densely freighted with rich and interlocking layers of meaning.

And perhaps most extraordinary of all, the contours of no other landscape are so broadly recognized by so many even as its essence remains known—truly known—to so few, because glimpsing its deepest secrets and ferreting out its hidden treasures requires something that only a small number of us are willing to embrace. An undertaking that extends well beyond what Theodore Roosevelt called for when he referred to the canyon, in a speech he delivered on the South Rim in the spring of 1903, as “one of the great sights which every American, if he can travel at all, should see.”

Aside from simply looking at it, you must lace up your boots and actually step inside the place.



When Pete first approached me with his proposal for a walk in the park, I didn’t need much of an introduction. For most of my life I had been obsessed with the canyon and had even spent a number of summers living and working on the Colorado as an apprentice whitewater guide, a story we’ll get to in good time. This may not have qualified me as an expert. But I viewed myself as someone with enough knowledge and experience to feel that he knew what he was getting into by agreeing to tackle the place the hard way: moving through it on foot.

Alas, although I didn’t know it at the time, I didn’t have the faintest clue how truly unfit Pete and I both were, in every possible way, for a journey that would pull us into parts of the canyon where, for good reasons, few travelers have ever been. A journey that was supposed to last no more than a couple of months, but would ultimately turn into the longest, most arduous ordeal that either of us had ever endured while forcing us to confront at multiple points along its arc the question of why we had bothered to start, and whether it was worth the trouble of finishing. But it was also a journey in which the canyon would show us things we had never dreamed of.

At the start of this quest, I had no way of imagining that long after it was over I would still be struggling to formulate a coherent response to the miseries the canyon inflicted on us, the satisfactions that would later overtake the memories of that misery, or the yearning and splendor that transcended them all. I had no way to fathom the force with which the canyon’s austerity, its grandeur, and its radiance—traits that stand implacably aloof to human hopes and ambitions—can impart a perspective that will enable you to see yourself as nothing more, and nothing less, than a grain of sand amid the immensity of rock and time and the stars at night.

All I knew was that the place was calling out to me—and that when the canyon calls, its voice is as impossible to ignore now as it was back in the summer of 1962, when a man from Wales with bright blue eyes and a bushy beard who would eventually be known as “the father of wilderness backpacking” stepped to the edge of the rim for the very first time, and found himself gazing into the abyss.


	
I. This may sound ancient, but the Ponderosa is decisively eclipsed by the life span of the creosote bush and the Kaibab Plateau Century Plant, desert flora whose individual members propagate by seed as well as cloning, enabling them to live for more than a millennium.








CHAPTER 2 The Man Who Walked Through Time


By the time that Colin Fletcher arrived at the Grand Canyon, he was already forty years old and had courted more adventure and risk than most people touch in their entire lives. After joining Britain’s Royal Marines and participating in the 1944 D-Day invasion of Normandy, he’d worked as a farmer in Kenya, a road surveyor in Rhodesia, and a prospector in Canada—all without ever truly settling down. In 1958, having drifted to San Francisco and taken a job as a janitor, he decided it would be a good idea to hike the length of California—all the way from Mexico to Oregon along the spine of the Sierra Nevada—to figure out whether he should propose to his girlfriend.

The journey took six months, yet the marriage that was consummated upon his return lasted only a few weeks. But the book that Fletcher wrote about the hike itself, The Thousand-Mile Summer, firmly established him as a “compulsive walker,” as well as a pioneer in the art of solo backcountry travel.

In the decades to come, Fletcher’s reputation as a world-class wanderer would be burnished by another half dozen books chronicling equally impressive pilgrimages—a year among the animals of Africa’s Serengeti Plain and the Great Rift Valley; another six months on a seventeen-hundred-mile paddle down the length of the Colorado River from the Rockies to the Sea of Cortez. But in the early 1960s, the fullness of Fletcher’s fame was still awaiting him when he veered off Route 66 in the midst of a road trip from New York City to the West Coast and took an eighty-mile detour to the edge of one of the great wonders of the world.

It was midmorning when he parked his car, and as he strolled toward the rim, Fletcher, who had already seen plenty of postcards and magazines with images of the canyon, thought he knew what awaited him. But none of that even came close to preparing him for what it actually felt like to step to the brink of the chasm and peer inside.

The photos had faithfully reproduced the basic lineaments of the vision laid before him: the immense benches and cliffs descending like a crudely hewn staircase toward the bottom far below, and the matching set of cliffs and ledges clawing their way out of the depths on the opposite side. But nothing had conveyed the clarity and crispness of the canyon’s light, or how piercingly all of that rock—rock that had been carved by water and abraded by the wind and polished by the passage of time—glimmered in the pale, clean countenance of day, absent any filter but the crystalline air of the high desert.

It felt like stooping to peer through the eyepiece of a telescope trained on the gray-white craters of the moon, with features so sharp and granular that they appeared impossibly distant, yet somehow close enough to reach out and brush with the tips of one’s fingers. Unlike the moon, however, the canyon was neither cold nor sterile. Light seemed to be pouring upward from its depths, and color was everywhere. Each square inch of stone was saturated in the lustrous tones—almond and rose, chestnut and salmon, chocolate and peach, coffee and eggplant and plum—of rock that had been left to marinate and mellow in the urn of time.

There were shadows, too: a limitless array, each extending at precisely the same distance in proportion to the height of its source, each pointing in exactly the same direction, suffusing the core of the chasm with texture and reach and dimensionality.

The sheer force of the canyon’s magnificence—the dignity of its bearing, the sternness of its architecture—all of that left the restless Welshman wide-eyed and spellbound. But what truly clobbered him was the stillness and tranquility of the stone, an absolute dearth of sound or movement.

The quiescence was heavy, mysterious, distinctly unnerving—yet strangely beckoning, too. “A silence so profound,” he would later write, “that the whole colossal chaos of rock and space and color seemed to have sunk beneath it.”

In those initial moments of shock, as he took in the unruffled solemnity of this monumental crevice, he felt a shift take place inside him as both his perception and his equilibrium were nudged into a new alignment.

“I knew that something had happened,” he said, “to the way I looked at things.”



Fletcher’s response, it should be noted, was in no way odd or unusual, either then or now. Each summer, thousands of tourists who flock to the main overlooks along the South Rim experience a destabilizing adjustment upon gazing into the canyon for the first time. The impact of the landscape’s immensity, combined with the absence of any references—roads or buildings or people—that might convey perspective and scale can be so disorienting that some visitors feel as if they’re on the verge of fainting. Over the years, a small number have even become so dizzy that they have lost their footing and toppled over the edge.

Perhaps the most horrific of these incidents unfolded in the spring of 1989, more than a quarter century after Fletcher’s first trip, when a young woman from Japan named Yuri Nagata was admonished that three days earlier a woman from Germany had lost her balance while watching the sunset and plunged four hundred feet to her death. Just after this warning, Nagata herself became wobbly and tumbled over the lip. She landed on a steep slope and rolled for several yards before skidding over a 360-foot cliff. Those on the rim could hear her screams as she fell.

As for Fletcher, he was in no danger of falling to his death back in the summer of 1962, but he found himself pulled into the canyon in a different way.

He spent hours sitting on the edge, staring out at the striated cliffs, studying the angles and orientations of the ledges, peering east and west as far as his eyes would carry him until late in the afternoon, when an idea finally presented itself—a resolution whose simplicity seemed to cut like an arrow across the twisted topography at his feet.

If there was a path or a route through that marvelous wasteland of rock, he resolved—right there on the spot—he was going to follow it, and traverse the entire length of the canyon on foot.



It may be worth taking a moment here to acknowledge what a unique and unlikely paradox the canyon represents in the context of America’s most stupendous landscapes. Back in October of 1540 when a small party of Spanish conquistadores approached the South Rim and became the first outsiders ever to gaze into the abyss, the rest of what would eventually become the United States was all but untouched by Europeans, who would not reach the shores of Cape Cod for sixty-seven years. It would be almost three centuries before they crossed the Continental Divide in Montana’s Bitterroot Mountains, and the better part of another half century would pass before they glimpsed the pewter-colored precipices of the Sierra Nevada.

Thus of all the great natural wonders in America—the graceful sandstone arches of Utah, the towering trees of Northern California, the snow-draped steeples of Wyoming’s Tetons—the Grand Canyon was the very first to be spotted by Europeans. Yet after pausing just long enough to dispatch a trio of soldiers over the rim with orders to inspect the river at the bottom (and making it less than a third of the way there), the Spaniards departed, convinced that the great gorge held nothing of material value—a judgment echoed by the handful of whites who would arrive in sporadic bursts during the next 329 years to look the place over and leave again.

All of which meant that when a one-armed veteran of the Civil War named John Wesley Powell finally led a survey party of nine men in four wooden boats down the Colorado River in the summer of 1869, the canyon would win the additional distinction of being the very last of the country’s major landscape features to be officially explored—although the tantalizing possibility that other voyagers may well have preceded Powell is suggested by the legend of Tiyo, a Hopi boy who is said to have floated through the canyon in a hollow log, riding the river all the way to the Sea of Cortez before returning to his people.I

Upon emerging from that ordeal and a follow-up expedition two years later, Powell pronounced himself stunned by the hostility the canyon exhibited to anyone with the temerity to take its measure. “It can be seen only in parts from hour to hour and from day to day and from week to week and from month to month,” he later reported, adding that the terrain was “more difficult to traverse than the Alps or the Himalayas.”

When Colin Fletcher finally showed up at the South Rim, almost an entire century had passed since Powell’s pioneering voyages, and during the intervening years the canyon had been swarmed by prospectors, dam builders, and even a gang of surveyors intent on constructing a railway along the bottom so that freight trains could haul coal from the mines of Colorado to the factories of San Diego. In addition, as early as the 1930s, the chasm had also become a magnet for adventure seekers. Every summer, hundreds of river runners were boating downstream in a recreational redux of Powell’s trip, while others were hiking or riding mules along a handful of trails down to the bottom, where they stayed in rustic cabins at a secluded tourist lodge called Phantom Ranch.

During this era, the canyon’s legal status was progressively elevated, first from a federal forest reserve to a game preserve, then a national monument, and from there to one of the country’s flagship national parks. By the end of World War II, this was perhaps the most recognized landscape feature in the entire country—rivaled only by the cataracts of Niagara and the geysers of Yellowstone—and the South Rim itself had become a mandatory vacation stop for millions of tourists, who harbored no doubts, after taking in its vision, that this was truly a crown jewel of America’s public lands, the standard against which all the rest were appraised.

Yet as Fletcher was about to discover, despite all this acclaim and activity, there wasn’t a single trail that would get a person from one end of the canyon to the other on foot. In all the time that had passed since the place was discovered by white explorers, nobody had figured out how to walk through the damn thing from one end to the other, because the canyon simply isn’t built to accommodate that.



To be sure, human beings can move from the rims down to the river and back by dozens of routes, most of which were originally established by the Ancestral Puebloans, who occupied this space long before the arrival of whites. But while the terrain grudgingly permits passage up and down, the general layout of the interior prohibits extended travel on a lateral axis.

Much of the ground next to the Colorado is too convoluted to allow for efficient trekking, and significant reaches have no shoreline at all because the cliffs drop directly into the river. Anyone hoping to forge a path along those stretches confronts a topographic puzzle that requires repeatedly ascending and descending through many different layers of rock. The hardest and most resistant of those strata—the limestones, sandstones, and schists—tend to form impassable vertical faces, so it is necessary to link together a chain of ledges, many of which are warped or broken by geological fractures and faults.

In addition, every half mile or so, the canyon’s main corridor is met by a smaller canyon forking in from one side or the other. Some of these offshoots have been excavated by a handful of permanent or seasonal creeks, but most are the work of horrifically violent flash floods or debris flows triggered by rainstorms. These branches come in all shapes and sizes—a number of them extend back for ten or even fifteen miles, and the largest constitute entire canyon systems unto themselves, replete with their own networks of tributaries. Subworlds so immense and convoluted that fully exploring any of them can justify a separate expedition.

In essence, the canyon is far more than just one giant cleft, as its name seems to imply. Instead, it is a fiendishly elaborate maze in which so many tributaries fork off the main-stem gorge—some 740 of them, by one count—that for anyone attempting a traverse on foot, every mile of lateral progress along the main-stem canyon has to be paid for with an additional two and a half miles of detouring. In getting from one end of the canyon to the other, a hiker will almost triple the 277-mile distance covered by the river.

Wild country. Wild enough to convince almost anybody who ventures into the place that moving overland for long distances by foot or on horseback is a fool’s errand, and that the only sane approach to extended travel inside this labyrinth is by riding the river in boats, as Powell had done.

For all these reasons, when Fletcher conceived the idea for his walk, vast stretches of the canyon’s backcountry were rarely trodden, and a number of features probably hadn’t been seen or touched in centuries, if ever. He had, in effect, stumbled across a code that had yet to be cracked by anyone in the modern era—perhaps the grandest riddle in all of long-distance hiking.



From the moment Fletcher began researching his project, it was clear that the goal he’d set suffered from too much ambition and not nearly enough pragmatism. After making inquiries about the basic topography and badgering park officials on the feasibility of feeling one’s way along the cliffs and ledges, he wasn’t sure he even understood where such a route might start, or how it should finish. “No two people,” he later grumbled, “seemed able to agree about where the canyon began and ended.”II

Accordingly, he dialed back the plan. Instead of tackling the entire length of the abyss, he would set his sights on a thru-hike of Grand Canyon National Park, whose borders then embraced only the central portion of the chasm—albeit, in Fletcher’s view, its “major and most magnificent part.” This offered two advantages: in addition to shortening the total distance, a chunk of the more modest transect was traversed by one of the park’s few footpaths, an east-to-west artery known as the Tonto Trail on the canyon’s south side, significantly reducing the untracked ground he would have to navigate. But even with these modifications, Fletcher would face some daunting challenges within those parts of the park that lacked any well-defined hiking routes.

It’s difficult to overstate how taxing and unpleasant movement inside the canyon becomes from the moment one steps off a trail. Forcing a passage where none has been laid out requires picking across shattered terraces or weaving along precarious slopes strewn with rocky debris known as scree or talus and, whenever progress is impeded by a cliff or precipice, laboriously struggling up or down to find a new way forward. Under these conditions, every step becomes a struggle; forward progress is achieved in increments, and often through a series of mad scrambles that involve grueling detours in every direction except the one you hope to go.

Hours, sometimes entire days, are spent thrashing through thickets of brush, fields of cactus, or acres of thorn trees. And when hikers find themselves shunted into the network of cliffs and ledges thousands of feet above the river, the search for water becomes an existential challenge. Up there, springs are either scarce or nonexistent, and survival can hinge entirely on potholes, cup-shaped indentations in the rock that collect thin pools of snowmelt or rainwater, many of which evaporate within a day or two after the last storm. Along those high escarpments, you hopscotch from one puddle to the next while knowing that if you venture too far from the last without finding another, you will be cut off, unable to retreat or advance—and that within hours, you’ll be dead.

With these challenges in mind, Fletcher spent the better part of the next year consulting the finest topographic maps he could find, compiling weather data, and pulling up old exploration reports. He reached out to park rangers, geologists, river runners, archaeologists, wildlife biologists—anyone who might have information to share about the problems he would confront.

In the end, he found only one truly qualified expert, whom we will meet in due course—a professor at a college in Flagstaff who specialized in Euclidean numbers theory, and who liked to hike the canyon during his free time. With the mathematician’s help, the ambitious Welshman was able to chart a course and identify sources of water that would enable him to work his way through the remote sectors of the park.

Next Fletcher turned to the question of supplies and logistics. To survive, he had to put together eight weeks of dehydrated-food rations, together with a long list of gear, clothing, and sundry items on which his survival or comfort would depend: matches and flashlight batteries, toilet paper and soap, foot powder and water-purification tablets, wax for his boots and white gas for his camp stove. When everything was assembled, he then had to divide it up and build his resupply caches.

Because one day’s allotment of dehydrated food typically weighs about twenty-four ounces, it’s possible for most people to carry only about eight days’ worth of meals at a time, so long-distance hikers tend to divide their rations into separate stashes and deposit them at designated locations with roughly a week of walking between them. Fletcher’s project required seven separate caches, two of which were air-dropped using a small plane, a practice that would not be allowed today. Each was placed in a five-gallon metal can and stuffed with additional goodies, including clean socks, extra notepaper, plus a few treats such as smoked oysters or canned frog’s legs, and a small bottle of claret, his favorite wine, to help keep his spirits up.

Then almost before he quite realized it, spring arrived, and it was time to go.



He descended into the canyon on April 17, 1963, and over the next two months he covered almost 250 miles, which equated with roughly one hundred river miles in the central portion of the canyon. Along the way, he met with a marvelous series of adventures, mishaps, and revelations. He was almost swept away by the Colorado while ferrying himself and his backpack across an eddy on his air mattress. He crossed paths with Bighorn Sheep, several rattlesnakes, and a beaver. He took long breaks, often pausing for days to meditate and write, and he saw so few people that he spent weeks at a time walking naked except for his hat, socks, and boots.

He emerged in the middle of June, almost exactly a year after he’d first peered into the canyon, with many pages of notes and a slew of photographs, and immediately headed home to California to start writing. The book took almost four years to complete, but when he was through, he’d composed a tale of beauty and substance, a story worthy of the place that had inspired him.

Instead of grandstanding as a trailblazer, as other authors in the outdoor-adventure genre tended to, he kept the spotlight squarely on the landscape: its vastness, its intricacy, and, perhaps the most intriguing of all its paradoxes, its capacity to alter the sensibilities of those who fell under its spell by making them feel not only profoundly diminished, but also radically expanded, often in the same breath.

“I saw that by going down into that huge fissure in the face of the earth, deep into the space and the silence and the solitude, I might come as close as we can at present to moving back and down through the smooth and apparently impenetrable face of time,” he wrote in one passage that evoked the title he had chosen for his manuscript, The Man Who Walked Through Time. “I was hopelessly insignificant and helpless, a mere insect.”

When the book was published in the winter of 1968, the story spoke to such a large number of people that it became a runaway bestseller. Like another work along similar themes that came out the same year—Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire—Fletcher’s book built an audience of readers who would elevate it to a classic in the canon of American wilderness literature.

In the years to come, more than four hundred thousand copies would be printed and sold—including a dog-eared paperback that was purchased for ten cents at a used-book sale by my father, who then placed it in my hands without knowing that by doing so he would change the shape and course of my life as profoundly as an irrigation channel alters the course of a stream in the desert.


	
I. The story of Tiyo, which is recounted in slightly different form among the Navajo, belongs to a larger repertoire of tribal stories whose antiquity and splendor attests to a human history in the canyon that radically predates the arrival of whites, who saw themselves as “discovering” the land for the first time.

	
II. This claim is a bit odd. A cursory glance at any decent map would have confirmed for Fletcher that the canyon starts at Lee’s Ferry, a break in the cliffs along the shoreline of the Colorado River less than ten miles south of Arizona’s border with Utah, and concludes just short of the Nevada border at a set of saw-toothed escarpments known as the Grand Wash Cliffs.








CHAPTER 3 Hell with the Lid Off


I was eleven years old when my dad handed me Fletcher’s book, so what initially captured my imagination had little to do with the writing, and everything to do with the image on the cover. It was a photo Fletcher had taken of himself, clad in a burly-looking pair of hiking boots as he stood at the edge of a cliff with a massive backpack strapped to his shoulders. His fists were wrapped around a stout walking stick, and he was staring resolutely into a landscape unlike anything I had ever seen or imagined.

Far beneath his feet stretched a river whose contours were dwarfed by a sweep of bare rock and shimmering blue air that, like the sea itself, appeared to go on forever. It was fiercely beautiful and starkly rugged, and it stood in radiant contrast to the place I belonged, which was a part of the country where nature had been ravaged so thoroughly and for so long that until quite recently, it had been regarded, literally, as a kind of hellscape.

Between the turn of the twentieth century and the end of World War II, the mines and mills of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, produced roughly half the steel in the United States, turning out the thermite-welded rail lines that knit the country together, as well as the beams and girders that provided the skeletal core for America’s bridges, ships, and skyscrapers. All of that industry and growth, however, had come at a price.

The air was so polluted with residue from burning coal that the center of the city was coated in soot. Businessmen changed their shirt collars twice a day because they turned black by lunchtime, housewives washed their living room curtains once a week, and streetlights were forced to remain on during the daytime so that drivers could see where they were going. In the winter, not even the snow was white.

This was the world that Mike Fedarko, my grandfather, was born into, and it marked him indelibly. He grew up in what was known as a coal patch, a cluster of company-owned houses and a company-run store, directly adjacent to a mine and often named after the nearest headframe or winding tower—in this case Tower Hill Number Two. He left school in the sixth grade and by the age of fourteen was spending his days far underground in one of the many mines run by the Jones brothers, steel-industry barons who were consolidating control of the coal in the Monongahela Valley.

He would spend the next fifty years in those shafts, laboring alongside a squad of his male siblings and cousins that included his brother Mac, who always made sure to take his cake out of his lunch bucket and gobble it down first, so that if the tunnel collapsed before they finished eating, at least he wouldn’t have died without his dessert.

Some sections of the mines worked by Uncle Mac and my grandfather, whom we called Pap, were enormous, with cavernous vaults extending three or four stories underground. But many of the tunnels were extremely narrow, and they were often forced to work on their knees, or while lying on their sides. Either way, the coal they dug helped to stoke the roaring industrial forge that Pittsburgh had become, while simultaneously completing the city’s transition into an American version of a Dickensian nightmare.

This was a place in which the connective tissue that binds people to the land had been severed, and nothing illustrated that sundering more graphically than the disaster that was about to unfold less than five miles from where my grandparents lived.



The little mill town of Donora sits on a horseshoe bend along the Monongahela River about twenty miles south of Pittsburgh, with steep hills at its back and even steeper ones along the far shore. The town grew together with the city, and by 1945 it housed thirteen thousand residents, plus an American Steel and Wire plant, where most of the workforce was employed. Owned by U.S. Steel, the complex was the largest of its kind in the world, and on any given day it pumped enough fluoride and chloride gases through its smokestacks to kill all the emerging vegetation within a two-mile radius. Residents claimed they could tell which sector of the mill was firing from the color of the air: reddish brown from the open hearth, black from the blast furnace, and, thanks to the sulfur dioxide it contained, a sickly shade of yellow from the zinc smelter.

None of that deterred my grandparents from paying periodic visits to Donora. Although Pap refused to go to restaurants or the movies (both of which he considered a waste of money), the town was a magnet for my grandmother, whom we called Nanny, because it boasted a Dan’s Dollar Store as well as a JCPenney, where she purchased clothing on layaway. Donora might have been dirty, but it was also prosperous, and for many years people in the area considered that to be a fair trade-off. Pollution was a nuisance, something you lived with to have jobs and income. But in the autumn of 1948, that view was permanently recast.

On the morning of Tuesday, October 26, an unusual temperature inversion trapped a dense layer of air laden with toxic chemicals directly over the town, preventing the noxious mixture from dissipating as it normally did. No warning was given as the cloud thickened over the next several days into a stagnant yellowish haze, so the Halloween parade featuring children in costumes, as well as the high school football game, both went ahead as planned, even though bystanders could see little more than shadows moving through the gloom. On the sidewalks of Main Street, pedestrians had trouble finding the curb.

The first death occurred on Friday, from acute fluoride poisoning and asphyxiation. By Saturday, the town’s eight physicians were rushing from case to case, able to spend only a few minutes at each bedside. By Monday, half the population was sickened with vomiting, headaches, stomach pains, or respiratory distress, and a temporary morgue had been set up in the basement of the main hotel because all three funeral homes were full. Through it all, the zinc works and the steel mill stayed open and continued pumping fumes into the air.

By the time the rain finally arrived on the following Sunday, lifting the longest temperature inversion observed anywhere in America during the twentieth century, another nineteen people had died, although the exact number is still in dispute. For weeks after the event, the “Donora Death Fog” made headlines across the United States as one of the worst environmental disasters in the history of the country. Hundreds of the survivors would live out the remainder of their lives with permanently damaged lungs and hearts.

Although my grandparents’ home was only a ten-minute drive away, neither they nor my father and his two sisters were directly affected by the tragedy. Nevertheless, it was a landmark event in their world and took its place in our family lore.I

As for Pittsburgh, it didn’t even begin to get a handle on its pollution problems until well into the 1950s. Even by the early 1960s, when my mom and dad met and opened a small hairdressing salon in a community on the eastern side of the city, heavy smog was still recorded in the area between 250 and 275 days a year. One of the more potent memories from my childhood was how tightly my brother, Aaron, and I would squeeze our noses and hold our breath as we sat in the back seat of the family station wagon whenever our parents drove past Jones and Laughlin’s blast furnaces along the Monongahela River.

Even with the car windows rolled up, the sulfurous air reeked of rotten eggs. If we were driving at night, the sky and the water glowed orange from the flames, evoking Pittsburgh’s most notorious epithet, Hell with the Lid Off.



As a boy, I was only dimly aware of the history behind all of this. Despite the region’s problems, parts of southwestern Pennsylvania were still beautiful—and remain so to this day. But the effects of Pittsburgh’s industrial legacy were visible everywhere, and I could never quite shake the feeling that in my home state something had gone terribly awry in the way that nature was treated, even by members of my own family.

Among my grandfather’s most cherished pastimes, there was nothing he enjoyed more than driving up the road along the Youghiogheny River on a Sunday afternoon, dumping all the tin cans and glass bottles that my grandmother had saved up that week into the current, then jumping back in his car and racing downstream, where he would stand with his rifle and use the litter for target practice as it floated past. But perhaps the most telling sign of our relationship with the natural world was how my father introduced my brother and me to the form of outdoor recreation that he most enjoyed.

Whenever we visited my mother’s parents, who lived in a rural area north of the city, my dad would tell Aaron and me that it was time to go on a hike, and the three of us would traipse off through the grove of pine trees directly behind the house, climb a low hill, and head into the “spilly piles,” where local strip-mining operators had scraped off the topsoil and dug out the beds of coal, leaving behind rolling hillocks made of oily black slag and crushed gray shale.

In those years, almost nothing green would take root on the surfaces of those waste mounds, and the water that ponded in the sockets and craters turned a bright, poisonous shade of orange. In a reflection of how worthless and ignored the land had become, the slopes were littered with abandoned cars, rusted washing machines, and berms of garbage. Yet we spent our afternoons traversing the ridges and summits of those tailing fields. They were our mountains.

Judging by the manner in which the water and the land had been treated, it seemed to me that the place where I was born had been knocked off-center in a way that prevented us from treating it with respect, or even from recognizing how badly we had abused it. Which may, in turn, help to explain how radical it was for my father to hand me that copy of Colin Fletcher’s book—and also why the image on its cover took such a firm hold of me, refusing to let go.



If my father’s placing that book in my hands was an act of generosity and kindness, it was also a bit of a departure from the code by which he lived and navigated his life. Although my dad perceived the world through eyes that marveled at its vastness and wonder, he had little interest in moving beyond where he came from, taking comfort in the firmness of his resolve to remain close to home, and true to who he was. For me, however, that photograph seemed to offer concrete proof that there were places out there that hadn’t yet been marred by smokestacks or foundries or heaps of slag. Places where you could strap on a pack, tie up your boots, and follow your gaze out to the horizons and beyond.

And the image held forth something else, too, which was the possibility that any who were willing to follow that restless Welshman into the abyss might find themselves forever changed—expanded, deepened, maybe even made whole. Because whatever had passed between Fletcher and the Grand Canyon, there was enough of it to fill up the pages behind that photograph with an entire book’s worth of words.

In more ways than I could comprehend at the time, that image didn’t simply open a window to another world; it also confirmed a hunch I had that the road from a place like Pittsburgh to a place like the Grand Canyon was neither direct nor short, and that if I wanted to traverse it, I would have to be prepared to travel a very long way.

Over the next couple of decades, that’s exactly what I did. First to New York City and then England for college and grad school, followed by a job with a newsmagazine that covered events all over the globe, and finally to New Mexico for a stint with another magazine—in this case, one that published stories about adventure and the natural world.

All told, a quarter of a century would pass before I got my first glimpse of the canyon, and the sequence of events that delivered me to it kicked off with a white-knuckle drive over the Continental Divide in the winter of 2003.


	
I. Donora later became a national “scientific test tube” for the study of air pollution, which eventually led to the nation’s first clean air legislation. The tragedy also inspired one of my cousins, Brian Charlton, to become the archivist and curator of the Donora Smog Museum, which today memorializes the role that the town played in helping to shape the environmental movement that was to follow.








PART II The Witchery of Whitewater


[image: Image]


He sat on the bank, while the river still chattered on to him,

a babbling procession of the best stories in the world,

sent from the heart of the earth.

—Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows








CHAPTER 4 The Jackass Chronicles


It was early March, and a blizzard had engulfed much of the highway between Santa Fe and Flagstaff, where I was scheduled to visit the offices of an outfitter that ran guided whitewater expeditions on the Colorado to research a magazine story on river trips. At the time, I knew nothing about whitewater, so I had no idea what to expect when, after driving all night, I kicked the snow off my boots and stepped through the door of the boathouse into one of those moments you later identify as pivotal—a juncture where your life takes an abrupt turn, and you know that nothing after will ever be the same.

Inside, I found myself staring at a fleet of rowboats, each about seventeen feet long. They had been painted in an array of bright colors, and the sterns of several were decorated with hand-drawn images of plants and animals from the desert rivers of the Southwest: a Swallowtail Butterfly, a Bighorn Sheep, a cluster of Verbena blossoms. What struck me most forcefully about the boats, however, was that they boasted some of the loveliest lines I had ever seen in a watercraft. The camber of their gunwales—the rails running along the upper edges of the hull—mirrored the swelling flare of their hulls, and all of those curves came together at their stems to form a point as bold and fair as the tip of an Ottoman scimitar.

Five boats took up most of the cement floor, parked so closely together that their oarlocks almost touched. The rest were stacked in racks against the far wall, each nesting into its neighbors like the shells of Easter eggs. It took a moment for my gaze to be pulled up to the ceiling, where a set of steel trusses cradled half a dozen jagged shards of wood painted in the same bright colors, and after a moment or two, I shuddered with the realization that those pieces—bow posts, transoms, hatch lids—were all that remained of several vessels that had been demolished by the rapids in the canyon.

Then off in the far corner, I spotted something else: a boat all by itself, suspended from the ceiling on several loops of frayed nylon webbing. She had a beryl-green hull and bright red gunwales. Her decks were covered in dust, and she was tilted at an angle that exposed her decking, which made it possible to see that just above her right oarlock, someone had taped a piece of cardboard inscribed with a hand-drawn cluster of three-leafed clovers, and an epigraph that read FASTEST LUCKIE THROUGH THE GRAND CANYON.

The words were as much a mystery to me as everything else. I had no idea that those diminutive craft were legends on the Colorado, renowned not only for their elegance and dexterity, but also for the demands they made on anyone hoping to row them through the river’s explosive hydraulics. I had no inkling that the men and women who had honed the skills required to pilot those boats, which were known as whitewater dories, belonged to one of the most rarefied confederacies in all of the outdoors: a company of tanned swashbucklers who were paid to spend their summers living and working in the heart of America’s most famous national park.

Perhaps the only thing I did know that morning was that I was entranced. So I decided—right there—that although I was thirty-eight years old and had no business walking away from a steady income, I was going to have to find some way to sign on as an unpaid apprentice and follow those dories into the water-ravished world at the bottom of the grandest canyon on earth.

It’s not unusual for men on the threshold of middle age to find themselves flirting with fantasies of turning the road map of their lives upside down. But most men are smart enough to abandon those visions after giving the matter some thought. Aside from my not having a family of my own who might have pulled me back to reality, I’m not confident that I can offer a satisfying explanation for failing to walk away from my own delusions, except to acknowledge a truth that anyone who has ever succumbed to the witchery of wooden boats finds impossible to deny—which is that dories are drop-dead gorgeous, and that a man who falls under the spell of that much beauty is apt to fling prudence and sanity straight out the window.

And if I’m being honest, something else was probably at work, too. Ever since I could remember, I had been seeking a place whose depths and distances extended beyond the furthest borders of my imagination. Consciously or not, some part of me understood that the prospect of stepping into a hidden kingdom of whitewater spoke to a longing that had taken root during my boyhood and had never relinquished its grip: the dream of leaving behind the world of my father and grandfather by immersing myself in the kind of wildness and grandeur that southwestern Pennsylvania had lost a long time ago.



When I say I wanted to “follow” those boats into the canyon, that’s not completely accurate. What I really had in mind was sitting at the helm of a dory, oars in hand, and rowing it down the river myself—a conceit that underscores the magnitude of my naiveté and cluelessness when, for reasons that baffle me to this day, the operations manager at the company that owned the boathouse agreed to take me on.

“We’ll put you on one of the early trips in April,” he said. “All you need to bring with you is your toothbrush and a pair of shorts—the rest will get sorted out on the river.”

In those years, a commercial dory trip through the canyon typically consisted of sixteen clients distributed across four dories, each captained by a guide who would fall in line behind the head guide, or trip leader—generally known as the TL—as the expedition made its way downstream. The boats covered roughly twenty miles a day, and it usually took just over two weeks to get all the way from Lee’s Ferry to the Grand Wash Cliffs.

A hallmark of the company that took me on was that each dory was named after a natural wonder that had been irreparably harmed by humans. Among these were the Hetch Hetchy (Yosemite’s sister valley, which was drowned by a dam in 1923), the Diablo Canyon (a pristine stretch of the California coastline where conservationists lost a bitter battle to block the construction of a nuclear power plant atop an earthquake fault in 1968), plus the Hidden Passage, the Tapestry Wall, and the Ticaboo—once-lovely features along the Colorado River now submerged beneath the waters of Lake Powell, the massive reservoir behind the Glen Canyon Dam, which sits a short distance above the entrance to the Grand Canyon.

The dories were also supported by a pod of two or sometimes three rubber rafts that were responsible for hauling most of the gear and supplies, along with the watertight bags containing the clients’ clothing and tents. In the eyes of some, those rafts were bulbous and ungainly, basically a set of giant inner tubes, and although they had the advantage of not smashing to pieces when they were accidentally driven into a rock—which is why they were assigned to the novice rowers—the rafts boasted none of the dories’ sleekness or finesse.

In keeping with the status of the trainees who piloted them, the baggage boats were named after things considerably less lyrical than vanished ecological treasures. Specifically, barnyard animals. There was the Mule, the Ox, the Clydesdale, and the boat I was posted to—which, fittingly, was called the Jackass.

It’s shocking to look back now and acknowledge the depth of my own ignorance during that first river season. Among novice boatmen mistakes are inevitable as they struggle to unlock the 160-odd rapids studded along the canyon, the most vicious of which will flip a raft upside down and tear it to pieces like a pack of hyenas devouring a wildebeest. But by the summer, the consensus was that I seemed intent on setting some kind of new record for the most unpardonable screwups of any rookie in the canyon.

On one especially awful trip in July, shortly after breaking one of my oars in House Rock, the first truly serious rapid, I partially melted the plastic floor of the Jackass with a bucket of hot coals from the previous night’s campfire. Then I slammed her into a granite wall just downstream from the Slate Creek Eddy, which runs next to one of the wickedest stretches of whitewater in the entire canyon, obliterating a second oar, plus one of my spares—they actually exploded from the force of the collision, something I hadn’t thought possible. (One of the other baggage boatmen had to lend me an extra oar so that I could keep going.)

A few days later, I arrowed straight into a beach where we were planning to camp without bothering to slow down, smashing up against a pair of dories. That evening when the trip leader summoned me aboard his boat for an unscheduled performance review, I was told that if I didn’t straighten up immediately, this would be my last trip.

You might think a warning like that would have been enough for me to get my act together. But on the very next trip, at a rapid known as Horn Creek, I rammed the stern of the Jackass into one of two large and highly visible midstream rocks that mark the entrance to the rapid like a set of goalposts, ricocheting the raft directly into a boat-eating hole deep and powerful enough to keep you submerged until you drown. When the compression wave at the front of that hole—aptly known as the Green Guillotine—surged over the bow, it hit me so hard that it slapped the wind from my lungs and the lenses from my sunglasses while catapulting me over the side of the boat.

Finding oneself tossed into the center of a major rapid is referred to as getting “Maytagged,” and in this case the wash cycle started with a nasty crack to the side of my head—the blade of my right oar—as the current sucked me toward the bottom. As best I could determine, I was down for the better part of a minute, surrounded by darkness, struggling to move my arms, and almost out of air, when the hydraulics let go and spat me to the surface. There, I seized the gunwale of the nearest dory and was dragged through the tail waves like a sodden cat, gasping for breath while scanning the shoreline through my empty sunglass frames for bits and pieces of my poor raft, which I assumed had been demolished as thoroughly as the three oars from the previous trip.

“Relax, Kevin—everything’s okay,” said Billie Ray Prosser, the skipper of the dory to which I was clinging, whose astonishment at my stupidity was surpassed only by her kindness and decency. “The Jackass had a much better run than you did.”

Sure enough, there she was: tucked neatly into an eddy on the far side of the river, having skated through the maelstrom on nothing more than the beneficence of the river and the shining force field of her own righteousness—an aspect of her character evidently called forth by my no longer being in the boat.



As late summer approached, it was becoming obvious to everyone that when it came to reading and rowing whitewater, I was a total washout. Sadly, I was even worse at my duties onshore, especially those that involved cooking. I oversalted the tuna salad at lunch, I undercooked the pasta for dinner, and in a ham-fisted effort to make up for those errors, while fixing breakfast I burned the bacon to a crisp and turned the pancakes into hockey pucks—twice. But the truly unforgivable blunder took place one night when I was asked to carry a tray loaded with two dozen pork tenderloin medallions that had been marinating in a honey-garlic sauce over to the grill, tripped on a rock, and dumped everyone’s favorite meal in the sand.

“You might want to find a place to sleep away from camp tonight,” the TL suggested. “Everybody’s pretty upset with you right now, including me.”

Somehow, the Jackass and I made it to the end of that season intact. The fact that I wasn’t sent packing stands as a testament to both the power of free labor and the forbearance of the guides who were forced to work with me. But another factor was at work, too—an epiphany that came to me after observing how the crew handled the least appealing aspect of a river expedition.

Because most of Grand Canyon National Park is managed as a wilderness zone in which infrastructure and services are kept to an absolute minimum, none of the shoreline camps along the bottom of the canyon has toilets or outhouses. Instead, every whitewater expedition is compelled to store, transport, and properly dispose of its solid human waste.I To comply with this rule, one of the baggage rafts carries a specially designed latrine system, which in those years featured a set of rectangular metal army surplus canisters that were originally designed to store antitank grenade rockets for the U.S. military’s M1A1 bazooka.

Each “rocket box” could handle approximately fifty deposits of human waste, and when full would tip the scales at about forty-five pounds. Its key feature was a hinged lid with a latch that created a watertight seal to prevent spillage while locking in the odors (mostly). Every evening after one of the canisters was set behind a screen of bushes at the edge of camp and the lid was pried up, a toilet seat was slapped on top, and the outhouse was open for business.

During an early river trip back in the 1970s, shortly after this system was invented, a toilet seat was accidentally left behind, and the sharp metal rims of the rocket box left telltale indentations on everyone’s bum, earning a permanent nickname for the box: the groover. A large expedition that spent two and a half weeks on the river could easily fill nine or ten groovers, several of which were lashed on either side of the rowing cockpit in the toilet boat, while the rest were stowed in a hatch on the rear deck. If you were in charge of that raft, you would therefore find yourself surrounded by two sets of groovers as you rowed during the day, and then sleeping atop the rest of them at night.

Responsibility for the poop boat typically rotated among the baggage boatmen, all of whom cheerfully accepted it as part of the job. But the insight I gleaned a few weeks into that first summer was that because transporting excrement through the world’s most sublime natural wonder ranked close to last on most people’s list of dreams and priorities, nobody was dumb enough to volunteer for this assignment on every single trip.

I also realized that although my skills were woefully deficient in every other aspect of river guiding, this was something I could handle. So the Jackass became the designated toilet boat, and I became known as the guy who would not only manage all the raw sewage, but would carry the rest of the trash, too.

By the end of the summer, I had a nickname of my own—Groover Boy—which would stay with me for the rest of my time on the river and beyond. I also had a tight system for rigging the rocket boxes, the toilet seat, and the garbage bags, plus the expedition’s entire supply of liquid bleach, Clorox crystals, hand soap, scented air freshener (both jasmine and evergreen)—and most critical of all, our entire stash of toilet paper. One roll per person for every five days, a total of at least seventy rolls, none of which could get a drop of water on them.

Lashing all this down properly took thirty separate cam straps, including double backups to ensure that nothing would be lost if the boat was flipped upside down. This meant that each morning when I untied my lines and cast off, I was piloting a dung barge roughly the size of a one-ton pickup truck surrounded by a pile of trash, toilet products, and other people’s poop—all of which would have to be steered through some of the biggest whitewater in the West.

Although the job placed me at the very lowest rung of the river ladder, captaining the Jackass yielded some useful dividends. In addition to conferring a measure of the dignity and pride that arise from the simple act of performing one’s duties faithfully and well, my self-appointed gig enabled me to contribute something of value to the rest of the crew. That was enough to prevent me from getting sacked, and it allowed me to do what I wanted most, which was to keep returning to the canyon in the hopes of one day rowing a dory.


	
I. Because the average person tends to produce about a pound of poop each and every day, conditions would become exceedingly unpleasant if waste management weren’t handled with exceptional care inside a narrow canyon that receives less than seven inches of annual rainfall, and where daytime temperatures in the summer can exceed 120°F.








CHAPTER 5 The Emerald Cannonball


Back then, it could take at least two or three years for a promising beginner to be promoted out of the baggage pool into the driver’s seat of a dory, and far longer for anybody who struggled. But in view of my inept oarsmanship, my bosses determined that I could be entrusted only with cargo, never the lives of others, and I was permanently relegated to schlepping sewage and rubbish on the Jackass.

This, it must be confessed, was something of a setback—or, to put it in terms that reflected my true feelings about the matter, transcendentally soul crushing. But as time passed, frustration and despondency were assuaged by the growing awareness that I was being introduced to a mode of travel very different from Colin Fletcher’s—and that for the most part, it was actually pretty great.

Moving through the canyon in a boat had little in common with lugging all of your gear and food on your back as you stumbled along crumbling ledges from one stagnant pothole to the next. The river permitted us to carry anything we needed, and a lot more that we didn’t, and although storage space on the dories was extremely limited, each baggage raft could haul a full ton, so we didn’t hold back.

We brought thirty-seven-pound propane tanks, aluminum serving tables, and eight-burner stoves for cooking; guitars and banjos for entertainment; giant beach umbrellas for shade; and a seven-pound collapsible camp chair for the comfort of each client and crew member—plus dinnerware. We carried high-tech rotomolded coolers with three inches of insulation to keep our eggs cool, our lettuce crisp, and our gin and tonics refreshed with ice. We even brought a rocket box labeled THE LIBRARY, which was packed with about forty-five pounds of books, including a comprehensive set of guides to the canyon’s mammals, birds, plants, fish, insects, reptiles, amphibians, and rocks.

These amenities afforded a level of comfort that long-distance trekkers such as Fletcher could only have dreamed about—but that was just the start of the difference between boating and backpacking. The corridor through which the river flowed was sumptuous and green, suffused with a lushness that made it feel like a watery domain unto itself, a realm set entirely apart from the arid catwalks looming high above.

In the mornings, the air along the river was alive with pink-and-green dragonflies that would perch on the shafts of your oars, quivering their wings as you rowed, while the trill of the canyon wrens, the sweetest birdsong on the river, dribbled down the walls. Along certain stretches, every mile or two seemed to yield yet another bubbling spring where a lacy umbrella of mosses and Maidenhair Fern jutted from the walls, and as you skimmed beneath them in the afternoon heat, you would be sprinkled with droplets of emerald-colored water. If the trip leader decided to pull over next to a grotto or stream for lunch, you could steal away for a catnap amid a bed of Golden Columbines, Scarlet Monkey Flowers, and watercress the color of chartreuse. Then late in the day you might find yourself drifting past clean, unmarked beaches in quiet, nameless coves, marveling at the ripples on the sand, the texture of the rock, and the softening tapestry of the light as evening drew near.

“Today was one of those days when I can’t believe we actually get paid to do this,” one of the guides would exclaim as we pulled into that night’s camp.

“Livin’ the dream,” the rest of the crew would reply in unison. “Livin’ the dream!”



Through my position at the tail end of our flotilla (given my inability to properly gauge the currents, the Jackass was invariably the last boat in our running order), I witnessed things that left me dumbfounded. I watched as summer rainstorms triggered hundreds of waterfalls at the same time, each of them stained red or orange with dirt, pulsing with truckloads of gravel as they thundered en masse from the tops of the cliffs into the river. I floated beneath Bighorn Rams battling on the terraces above, the clonking of their horns echoing off the stone. Once, I even rowed up on a mother bobcat with her three kittens crouching next to the water less than twenty feet from my boat. I was so enraptured by the sight of their tiny pink tongues lapping in unison at the olive-colored current that I froze in midstroke, neither breathing nor moving the blades of my oars, as the river silently ferried me past them, then drew me around a bend.

Early one morning, at a smooth, horn-shaped beach called Stone Creek, which abuts the end of a long rapid known as Dubendorff, a flock of a dozen waterbirds arrived just after breakfast. They were pelicans, a remarkable enough sighting on its own, given that we were several hundred miles from the inland lake where they breed. But what happened next surprised us even more.

They flew in a miniature echelon, cutting low through the angled light, and touching down in the smooth water at the very top of Dubendorff—where they tucked their wings to their sides and piloted themselves straight into the middle of the rapid, maintaining the same formation they’d held in the air as they slid pertly down the glassy tongue of entry water called the V-slick, bobbed through the tumbling helix of whitewater, and permitted the tail waves at the bottom to nudge them into an eddy along the far shore, directly opposite from where we stood. Then they circled up, took to the air, flew straight back upstream to the head of the rapid—and dropped in to do the whole thing all over again.

When we realized that their first run wasn’t just a one-off, we settled in to watch the show, which lasted for the rest of the morning as the pelicans ran the rapid again and again and again. As we admired their technique and studied the lines of current that they selected (which were quite elegant), we tried to guess what forces might be driving those birds. Were they lost and trying to recalibrate their bearings prior to flying out of the canyon? Were they hunting for fish in the eddies? Were they tormented by insects and using the turbulence to clean their feathers?

In the end, we were forced to concede that only one explanation made sense. The pelicans were simply besotted with whitewater—drawn to its beauty, captivated by its thrills, unable to break free of its joyous pull. Like us, they just couldn’t get enough of it. And like me, they apparently had no desire to fly back to wherever they had come from.



Witnessing these and many other splendors, I came to love not only the Colorado but also its guides, a community of misfits, outcasts, and dreamers who were bound together by their addiction to its beauty. Glimpsing the world of the river through their eyes helped me understand the impulses and aspirations that induce everyone who falls prey to the canyon’s seductions to hand over perhaps the finest parts of themselves to this landscape.

Like many close-knit communities, those guides could be reserved and haughty. They also sensed what I was slowly coming to recognize, which was that I would never truly be one of them. Yet they accepted my presence, overlooked my shortcomings, and even took me under their wing—in part because I was living and laboring in their midst (and hauling their sewage); but mainly, I think, because they were kind and openhearted people, and because they could see that I, like them, had been smitten by the river.

They never let me touch their oars or permitted me to pilot one of their boats—sensing, rightly, that the trick to mastering the dories was well beyond my grasp. But they did take the trouble to teach me how to read water and, eventually, to row a raft well enough to avoid making an ass of myself. Even more important, they permitted me to sit in on a ritual that unfolded around the same time each day: the moment when the sun slipped beyond the rimrock, gilding the tops of the canyon’s walls while lavender traces of twilight suffused its bottom. At this hour, with the passengers padding off to their tents, and the first of the planets and stars winking in the darkening sky, the guides gathered around the campfire or on the decks of one of their boats to do what they did even better than tackling whitewater, which was to entertain themselves by telling river stories.

Some of those tales were precise and accurate, while others amounted to nothing more than shameless fabrication, and together they ran the spectrum from the high-minded to the heroically vulgar. But they were all entertaining, and the more nights I spent beneath the stars listening to those tales unspool, the clearer it became to me that so many of them were revolving and cohering, like the constellations in the Milky Way above, around something larger than themselves. A set of narratives that had unfolded during one magnificent river season more than twenty years earlier, involving a man whose influence on me, at least when it came to the canyon, would far exceed that of Colin Fletcher.



Kenton Grua was raised, for the most part, in a small rural town in the northeastern corner of Utah, a place where there were few opportunities to see the outside world. But from the moment he got his first glimpse of the canyon on a river trip as a teenager in the summer of 1962, he knew he had no need to travel farther, because he was hooked. A few years later, he dropped out of college and returned for a series of gigs that eventually led him to the only outfitter that was committed to running the river exclusively in dories.

His friends observed, correctly, that he was built like a wolverine—short and wiry, ferociously strong, with a thick coat of hair covering his arms, legs, and back—and they were equally accurate when they admitted that it would be something of an understatement to say that he was obsessed with every aspect of the dories. In his hands, the boats responded like floating mandolins, vibrating in tune with the harmonics of the river. But the folks who knew him best also understood that this fixation was a proxy for an even deeper fascination with the canyon, which he could never seem to get enough of.

“It just seems like it’s going to go on forever, and then—boom—it’s over,” he would exclaim at the end of his trips. “I want to do this again!”

One manifestation of that obsession was his conviction that when you were in the canyon, there was an absolutely right way and an absolutely wrong way to do absolutely everything, regardless of whether it was gathering sticks for a campfire, boiling water for coffee in the morning, or rigging a temporary patch for a hole in the side of a boat that had been driven into a rock. He also developed a fondness for measuring himself against the landscape.

Once, for no justification other than that it seemed like an elegant thing to do, he tried to row an entire river trip without ever taking his oar blades out of the water; another time, for similar reasons, he decided it would be fun to see if he could ascend and descend a series of rock ledges along a chain of waterfalls without using his hands. His most celebrated test was at Deer Creek, a place of special significance for members of the Paiute tribe that features a gap between two towering walls of sandstone. Although the space appeared to be too wide for a person to jump across, a set of prehistoric handprints affixed to the stone suggested that the fissure may once have served as a prehistoric initiation site.

Finally one summer after screwing up his courage and making the leap, Grua discovered that he enjoyed the thrill so much that he kept repeating the jump for the rest of the season until the approach of autumn, when he launched himself into the air—only to realize halfway across that something was off. He barely cleared the gap, landing so awkwardly that he was on the verge of toppling into the crevice and plummeting to his death when, mysteriously, he felt a pair of invisible hands take hold of his body and pull him back until his balance was restored.

Prior to this, Grua hadn’t devoted a great deal of thought to spirituality or the afterlife. But from that moment forward, he was convinced that the ancient peoples of the canyon maintained a physical presence on the landscape, a force as tangible and real as the rock itself.

To outsiders, stunts such as the leap at Deer Creek—which he never tried again following his near miss—may have appeared pointless and contrived. But to Grua, they were simply an expression of his desire to know the landscape in its entirety and to touch its essence as directly as possible: with the tips of his fingers and the soles of his feet. In time, he would come to consider the canyon to be as essential to his vitality as the air he breathed—and perhaps the tensile nature of that bond accounted for his response in the summer of 1983, more than a decade into his career, when the Colorado’s runoff reached a level of savagery that hadn’t been witnessed in a full generation.I



The crisis was set in motion earlier that winter when a series of El Niño–driven “superstorms” collided against the Central Rockies, blanketing the headwaters of the Colorado with a snowpack that continued building throughout the spring. Then in late May, the temperatures shot up without warning, sending a rush of meltwater cascading down the west side of the Continental Divide toward Lake Powell and the Glen Canyon Dam.

When federal officials realized that water was pouring into the reservoir faster than it could be released through the dam’s power plant, raising the possibility that the dam might be overtopped, they began dumping as much water as possible downstream by opening Glen’s enormous spillway tunnels—which, despite their size, weren’t designed to handle an overflow of that magnitude. The force of the water inflicted catastrophic damage to the spillways, while simultaneously transforming the bottom of the canyon into a torrent studded with boat-sucking whirlpools and immense standing waves.

In that moment, with engineers scrambling to save one of the largest gravity-arch dams in the United States, Grua spotted an opportunity to test his limits once again while deepening his connection with the canyon even further. He proposed to two of his fellow river guides, Rudi Petschek and Steve Reynolds, that they use the flood as a hydraulic catapult to propel them through the canyon fast enough to break the speed record from Lee’s Ferry to the Grand Wash Cliffs, which at the time was just under forty-eight hours.

The key to pulling this off was Grua’s dory, which boasted self-bailing footwells and a double set of oarlocks. She was named the Emerald Mile after a towering stand of California redwoods that had been slated for clear-cutting by a lumber company intent on disqualifying the grove from inclusion in a national park. She was also the very same boat—the one with the beryl-green hull and the bright red gunwales hanging from the corner of the boathouse—that would catch my eye twenty years later, on my first morning in Flagstaff.

When Grua and his crew shoved her into the Colorado at 11:00 on the night of June 25, they did so in defiance of the park’s superintendent, who had shut down all river traffic to enable his rangers to concentrate on rescuing a number of boating expeditions that were already trapped inside the canyon. Grua’s plan was for each man to take turns hauling on the oars as hard as he could in twenty-minute bursts. They would row day and night without pause, while calling on all their skills and stamina to keep the dory upright and in one piece until they punched through the Grand Wash Cliffs.

It was reckless, misguided, illegal—and utterly glorious: a once-in-a-lifetime chance to cannonball through the Colorado’s deepest and most magnificent canyon under some of the most treacherous conditions imaginable, while coming face-to-face with the ancestral fury of a river that, before it had been shackled by a phalanx of twentieth-century dams and irrigation canals running from its headwaters to its delta, was once the wildest and freest waterway in the West.

To the astonishment of everyone, including themselves, they not only broke the record, but smashed it to pieces, besting the previous time by more than ten hours. It was the kind of feat that could have turned Grua into a minor celebrity, inscribing his name in the annals of the canyon, had he made the slightest effort to trumpet what they’d pulled off. But in the years to come he resisted any temptation to promote himself, opting instead to devote his energies to what he loved more than anything else, which was rowing dories.

As a result, the legend of the speed run was confined mostly to the world beneath the rims, an anecdote trotted out around the campfire by guides who had known and worked with Grua, and whose deepest feelings about the Colorado were neatly encapsulated by the events surrounding the runoff of 1983.

All of which gave me something to ponder each night when the storytelling was over, and everyone headed off to sleep.



Listening to those yarns may not have been especially helpful to my career, at least not right away. Given my less than stellar boatmanship, the smartest move would have been for me to abandon the canyon and head off to find a half-decent desk job before my dory-addled delusions drifted even further onto the rocks. But the more I listened, the more my fascination deepened. Not just with the trio of deranged boatmen who were hell-bent on riding the crest of a giant flood through a place that most people strive to linger in rather than race through, but with all the other drama that had unfolded during that magnificent and terrifying deluge, including a second race to save a colossal, state-of-the-art dam that was supposed to have rendered such flooding a thing of the past.

It was one of the few stories that could, in my view, rival the greatest river legend of them all, which was John Wesley Powell’s seminal odyssey in the summer of 1869. And in addition to being an exciting, turbocharged adventure, Grua’s speed run also seemed to embrace a set of larger themes tied to the complexities and contradictions of the canyon: its beauty, its brutality, and the power it can wield over those who love it most deeply.

So, for better or worse, by the end of that first season I had decided that I was never going back to work in an office. Instead, I would somehow find a way to keep myself afloat during the winter by stringing together freelance magazine assignments, hopefully earning enough so that I could keep returning to the river and working next to the dory guides, until I’d gathered the material for a book.

A book that would lay out the history of the canyon and recount the story of the speed run in a straightforward manner, while simultaneously addressing something more mysterious and emotionally fraught, which was the impulse to compose a kind of extended note of appreciation—a love letter, really—from me to the world of wooden boats and whitewater at the bottom of the canyon.


[image: Image]
Kenton Grua in his dory




	
I. For more background on why the runoff of that year was unique, please turn to the notes for chapter 5 at the end of this book.
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