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Foreword

by Jonathan Waterman

In these plethoric times, American rivers are often bypassed by asphalt highways, harnessed by levees and dams, or overlooked for their natural beauty. Yet as a primary source of drinking water, wild waterways also support the entire web of life. To those who live alongside, visit, or travel on rivers, the esthetic and spiritual values are priceless. And these rivers literally carry our cultural history—think Washington crossing the Delaware, Lewis and Clark exploring the Missouri, Huck Finn lighting out on the Mississippi, or John Wesley Powell mapping the Colorado.

More than eighty years ago, to celebrate these American thoroughfares—built of two hydrogen atoms linked to one oxygen atom, and multiplied infinitesimally—a New York publishing house, Farrar & Rinehart, went to work on an immense and enduring project. Meanwhile, the Bureau of Reclamation and the Army Corps of Engineers were already busier than beavers on said rivers.

In 1937 Farrar & Rinehart released Kennebec: Cradle of Americans. Its author, Robert P. Tristram Coffin, had already written a dozen books of prose and nonfiction. Showing the artistic métier for the river authors who would follow, Coffin had just won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry.

Kennebec was the first book amid a veritable literary river system, conceived by the author and theater critic Constance Lindsay Skinner. As Farrar & Rinehart’s editor of the series, she aimed to interpret America through the history, exploration, and flow of its rivers. Rather than appointing river experts, she sought out prose stylists and scholarly novelists with historical sensibilities to chronicle the big picture of regions surrounding America’s rivers. She wrote, “This is to be a literary and not a historical series.” The plan, she said, was to capture “the folk life.”

The literary talent would include such luminaries as Marjory Stoneman Douglas. Her poetic reportage in The River of Grass would help preserve the Everglades. Then Paul Horgan’s Great River about the Rio Grande won the Pulitzer Prize for history. The series would also include renowned illustrators—the budding young artist Andrew Wyeth illustrated number 13 in the series The Brandywine (1941, written by the critic, editor, and Yale University professor Henry Seidel Canby).

While at her desk putting the final touches on The Hudson, Skinner collapsed and died from a heart attack. Undiminished, The Hudson—written by the best-selling author Carl Carmer, who would became one of four editors for the river books—numbered sixth in a series that the ambitious Constance Lindsay Skinner had envisioned to include a total of twenty-four books. But as the series became popular, it kept, shall we say, flowing. Ultimately, it included sixty-five iconic American rivers. All were published under the Rinehart name until 1974.

Eventually, the series became collector’s items, spawning a dozen other “Series Americana” (including American Trails, American Folkways, Regions of America, and a little-known young adult series of river books). In 1997, the surviving authors and illustrators of the river books were celebrated at the Library of Congress during the sixtieth anniversary of the series. In 2001, the two volume, 901-page bibliography of the American Rivers Series was published.

Today, as this nation of rivers ponders the wisdom of trying to control waterways subjected to increasing floods or drought, Lyons Press (under the aegis of the editor Rick Rinehart, grandson of the original publisher) has reprinted The Missouri, The Connecticut, and The Colorado. As the thirtieth book in the original series, The Colorado was first published in 1946 by Rinehart & Company. Its author, Frank Waters, from New Mexico, spent five years researching and writing the book while he worked for the Office of Inter-American Affairs as a propaganda analyst in Washington, DC, during World War II.

Waters, repeatedly nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature for his novels about Native American life in the American Southwest, had recently found a captivated audience with his fictionalized account of a young Pueblo hunter arrested for shooting a deer in the New Mexico National Forest two days after hunting season had ended. This book, The Man Who Killed the Deer (1942), helped persuade the government to return 48,000 acres of sacred Puebloan land to the tribe. In the sixties his Book of the Hopi developed a cult following among spirituality seekers. Yet Waters—ahead of his time as an environmentalist and a mystic—would remain one of America’s best known unknown writers in a time when Native American literature remained an obscure topic.

Until The Colorado, there were no books of reportage about the river. (John Wesley Powell’s Exploration of the Colorado River and Its Canyons was published in 1895 but was more an adventure narrative about a then unknown part of the continent.) Today, of course, there are scores of books reporting on the environmental and water-shortage crises of a river often referred to as The American Nile.

From its source in the Colorado Rocky Mountains, the Lower Forty-Eight’s most precipitous river drains 242,000 square miles and plummets 14,000 feet toward the vast trunk of river delta in what Waters refers to as the Colorado Pyramid. Despite more than a hundred dams now cemented throughout the Colorado River Basin (Waters wrote about the nine dams that existed in the 1940s), the flooding river still defies its confinement. In the mid-twentieth century, several species of Colorado River fish found nowhere else in the world were not yet endangered, the river still ran to the sea through its delta, and there was scant industry and sparse population. Waters reported 616,000 people living in the state of Arizona; today its population is over 7 million.

Even during World War II, the culture and lives of two dozen different Native American tribes who lived along the river were already fractured. This includes Kwapa, Cocopah, Quechan, Mohave, Chemeheuvi, Ak-Chin, Ouray, Zuni, Kaibab, Papagos, Pueblo, Pima, Apache, Hualapai, Havasupai, Navajo, Uintah, Ute, Hopi, and Paiute. In this respect, Waters, part Cheyenne, may have been the most qualified man anywhere to write about the river.

“We were both born in the high Colorado Rockies,” he wrote. “Progressively in childhood and youth we made our way down the peaks and mountains. Meandering back and forth across mesa and plateau our lives assumed their permanent color, our tempers set. On the desert below we both were harnessed to work for the first time. And the last part of this vast background that I saw, like the river, was its Mexican delta.”

Until his dying day in 1995, Waters believed that a conventional Western European outlook could not understand the environment surrounding the Colorado River. Waters asserted that it took a patient, intuitive person respectful of the land—in other words, a Native American.

In his preface to a more recent edition, Waters wrote: “We are discovering that ecology always has been the core of Indian religious belief.… Our Mother Earth, fructified by Father Sun, gives birth to all her children, which are given by air the breath of life, and are nourished by the waters.” Today the Mother Earth vernacular might be perceived as a cliché, but more than seventy years ago Waters—who had become a New Ager before the term even existed—had captured one of many paradigms for those who live close to nature.

While many have tried in vain to capture the river’s essence, the appropriately named Waters refers to it simply as an outlaw. “As no other, it is savage and unpredictable of mood, peculiarly American in character. It has for its background the haunting sweep of illimitable horizons, the immensities of unbroken wilderness.”

In The Colorado, Waters breaks the region and its cultural history into four parts, beginning with “Its Background,” dropping from the apex of the pyramid though the high country, the shining mountains, mesa and plateau, desert then its delta. To the original indigenes of the west, the shape of the world was essential, Waters wrote, since pyramids are a universal symbol of strength and durability—such as the pyramid on the Great Seal of the United States (used to authenticate federal documents). “The Colorado Pyramid,” he wrote, “carved out of the continent, might well be the mother shape, the ancient and eternal prototype.”

As his narrative descends through the plateaus, he described ancestral Puebloan ruins “that stand as if in a vacuum; like little pink stone castles in a child’s glass ball.” Into the desert, which he describes as the antithesis of the mountains, he related his experiences working as a lineman in what felt like “molten” heat. Throughout, his prose descriptions of the landscape are interspersed with local vernacular about farting mules and crusty characters still found about the river basin today.

Such as an old desert rat describing the land: “Pert near anybody can tell you what it ain’t,” as the author captured the quote, “there ain’t nobody can tell what it is.” Yet Waters, a masterful storyteller, shows us exactly what the river is.

Particularly in Chapter Six, “Its Delta,” a highlight of the book. Describing the base of the Colorado Pyramid as 2,000 square miles of “wild terra incognita” with abundant game amid “a crazy quilt of waterways,” he tells the forgotten story of the once mighty bore tide that swept up from the Gulf of California and into the river delta. In November 1922 a 36-ton steamer made its way north up the river from the sea with 125 farmhands bound for Mexicali. Cabled to the shore for the night with its passengers sleeping on board along the now abandoned hamlet of La Bomba, everyone on board was “awakened by a terrifying roar. It sounded like a gigantic waterfall booming downriver.” Those who rushed on deck under the moonlight saw a fifteen-foot-high wall of water, and with “hardly time for a cry” the tidal bore snapped the two steel hawsers anchoring the big boat to shore and rolled them all over. Eighty-six passengers drowned.

And three years later, after a Mexican friend suggested that he take the trip for a “pleasant” stroll, Waters himself boarded an “unpainted, repellent and inexpressively dirty” steamer called the Rio Colorado. His adventure riding out the bore tide, along with his description of his fellow passengers and riverscape that has long since been lost, remain a classic of Colorado River literature.

* * *

More than eighty years later, living in the headwaters of the Colorado River, I too had a desire to experience the delta. So starting in June of 2008 I took a journey, often alone, from the headwaters in northern Colorado to Mexico. Along the way I learned that the river touches many lives. As Frank Waters believed, the story of the river has to be told through the people who live with it. Among this culture, I met a belligerent rancher who tried to kick me off the river where it flowed past his land. I interviewed engineers devoted to reclaiming the Colorado River water. Or boatmen in the Grand Canyon who held forth on birds, geology, and history—all while navigating rapids. I took notes while listening to a Las Vegas water manager spout out acre-feet calculations as quickly as a blackjack dealer slings cards. I met a farmer in Imperial Valley saving river water by installing drip irrigation. And repeatedly, I saw how the drying river had a devastating ripple effect among Native American communities. Near the end of my journey, five months out, I experienced the Colorado River’s greatest tragedy, one that Frank Waters fortunately didn’t live to see. In January at the Mexican border I paddled past plywood shacks and children flipping stones into the narrowing stream, holding my breath, hoping the river wouldn’t stop. Upstream, on the border bridge, trucks free of mufflers tore through the morning haze, redolent of burning garbage. Two miles into Mexico, my hopes of a complete 1,450-mile descent ended in a foamy pond of congealed fertilizers, distillate of countless American lawns and 3.4 million thirsty farm acres. I splashed out in bare feet, worried that our most iconic white-water river would make me physically ill and tried to wipe the river muck off my pack raft with tamarisk fronds, cursing the system that has diminished the mighty Colorado to a stinking cesspool. Then I deflated and folded the little boat onto my pack and began walking the route Waters once rode in a steamship. Bushwhacking and trudging through sands washed from the Rockies, baked by the hot sun, I perspired faster than I could drink as I stumbled a dozen miles south into Sonora, Mexico. The sun faded over the distant Sierra del Mayor, dappled an incandescent-carrot hue through steaming Mexicali air pollution, and I collapsed a dozen feet above one of many dried-out stream banks. The Colorado River, I had learned, has been engineered to death. Its plethora of dams and canals divert its water to most every farm, industry, and city within a 250-mile radius of the river. Each year, seven western states and northern Mexico take 16.5 million acre-feet (enough water to supply 33 million American households) of river water. Amid a mega drought in the southwest, climate models show that conditions will continue to dry the snowmelt-fed river. Add explosive population growth, increasing the demand for water, and the river’s future becomes a ticking time bomb.

This was my sleepless perspective from the 3,000-square-mile Colorado River Delta, being subsumed by the Sonoran Desert. Distant dogs howled with hunger, while the northern horizon burned white-hot with the international border’s halogen lights. Since 1998, drought and overuse of the river have stopped it from flowing across this border to the sea. For most of the final 70 miles to come, I would be walking.

Over the next few days, I guzzled over 50 pounds of water, shifting the weight from my back to belly and stung by the knowledge that a river was supposed to flow where I staggered through brush and poured sweat and drank water imported from far-off aquifers. Occasionally the river reemerged in stagnant ponds shaded by cottonwoods and guarded by reluctant great blue herons, icons of a former cornucopia.

I wandered for ten days, southwest into Baja California, then south toward the Sea of Cortez. Most of the time I was half lost in the dried-out maze of delta cut by farm fields, salty canals, potholed tarmac, and railroad tracks. Eventually, a small tributary, El Rio Hardy, acted as delta resuscitation. Meanwhile, a newly developed waterborne infection in my blistered and red swollen feet had me hobbling.


So I paddled the Rio Hardy before it could be sucked under the vast delta. On the second day afloat, gobsmacked, I found the wet paradise that Frank Waters had described in his book. The glowing, green-phosphate water turned clear, scrubbed clean by a rowdy coiffure of reeds and plants.

These curlicues of hidden river were lush with an upwelling of underground water, temporarily arisen before it would be reabsorbed and blocked from the ocean by ancient sand grains—spread as far as I could see—carved from and carried 600 miles out of the Grand Canyon. Here, briefly, nature endured: rattling kingfishers, squadrons of circling mallards, and hushed, stern-faced cattle egrets. I could smell the postcoital tang of ocean tides.

Tamarisk thinned. Salt grass bearded the ground. Pintail ducks, curlews, ibis, plovers, and black-crowned night herons fluttered and gabbled and splashed. Sere mountains surrounded me, below an infinite sky, bisected by a once unstoppable river that knew no banks. As the stream narrowed, I could feel it gathering momentum, as if it would once more meet the sea.

But I had to stop holding my breath. I had developed a fever from the infection in my feet. And I would never find the lush delta that Waters had so aptly described.

* * *

After Water’s luminescent musings on the delta—since the American River Series was conceived as a literature that would transcend history with a sense of place and culture—Part Two of The Colorado delves into “Its People.” From the Spanish conqueror Ulloa (who first recorded a massive 36-foot tide but turned back short of the delta and its walls of water) probing up the Gulf of California, Waters details the amazing story of the Black slave Estevan, who wandered up the river into sixteenth-century Arizona, into the lands of the Navajo and Apaches, until the Zuni people cut him into small pieces. Flowing through subsequent chapters on “the Padres,” “the Trappers,” and “the Settlers,” Waters continues his storytelling prowess, painting a thorough picture of the people and the great red river of the west. In the “Outcasts,” the author gives broad brush-strokes of the gold rush desperados and then takes the reader on a fascinating tangent with Wyatt Earp—decidedly not a hero in Water’s view—abandoning Arizona and various wives en route to California. In “Its Travelers” he relates more forgotten nineteenth-century yarns about Lieutenant Hardy (who named the only Colorado River tributary remaining in the delta) and wrecked steamboats. Then he delves into those he considers the real “People,” which is the derivation of most Native American tribal names—Navajo, Cheyenne, Apaches, or Choctaw. Finally, and wistfully, in “The Inheritors,” Waters describes modern times and what we (the author does not exclude himself from this) have lost in our separation from the environment. Part Three, “Its Future,” allows Waters once again to share his time in the Imperial Valley and show the emergence of agriculture in the river basin. This is then juxtaposed in ensuing chapters with the actual engineering, damming, and canaling of the river. To be an environmentalist at the close of the greatest war on earth, when America was steadfastly subduing the natural world, defined Waters as both an outcast and a visionary. “For all our technological achievements,” he wrote, “our very lives tremble upon the delicate scales of nature.” His decision to end the book with a single Part Four chapter, “Grand Cañon,” shows Waters ending on a note of hope. After all, there is nowhere else in the Colorado Pyramid where a traveler, or Waters’s readers, can glimpse such a massive and enduring chasm of still pristine, ancient earth. As always, his words describe it best: “Grand Cañon is the world’s largest and oldest book.… Though its pages are wrinkled, creased and worn, they are brilliantly colored and beautifully engraved. A few chapters are missing. But so clearly are the others written that their meaning is revealed without break in continuity.” In the next single-sentence paragraph, he implores, “Thumb down through its rock pages.” Which should be taken as an enticement to read Waters’s own timeless work.







PREFACE to the 1984 Edition

This preface to the second reissue of The Colrm1do is substantially the same as that written for the 1974 edition. Its minor revisions do not presume to bring it up to date, and it still seems both necessary and unnecessary.

Since the book itself was published almost forty years ago, the face of the 246,000-square-mile drainage area of the Colorado River, a heartbreakingly beautiful wilderness, has changed beyond recognition. It is no longer the “most sparsely settled area of its size in the Western Hemisphere.” Phoenix, Arizona, is not now Ȝits sole city, the only community of 50,000 population and not yet a city by metropolitan standards.” Greater Phoenix is a metropolis exceeding 1,110,000. Tucson has more than 337,000 permanent residents. One-street, one-hotel Yuma—ȜFree meals every day the sun doesn’t shine!”—is now a modern city with air-conditioned hotels and motels outspread for miles over the desert.

Postcard Arizona is outmoding the statistical facts about it faster than they are reported. In 1946, when this book was first published, the state’s population was 616,000. By 1980 it had grown to over 2,717,000. Something else has happened with this great influx of people. Arizona is no longer developing solely through its former three economic ȜC’s”: cattle, cotton and copper. It is emphasizing the growth of industry. In 1946 its manufacturing output was $90 million. By 1980 this had risen to $3.9 billion, exceeding the production of agricultural crops, livestock, and mining.

What has happened in Arizona is matched by changes in the portions of the other six states in the Colorado drainage area: Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, Nevada, and California. Las Vegas, Nevada, ȜCapital of the Land of the Hard-Way Eight,” has emerged with its great Strip pleasure palaces as the major center of open gambling and frenetic entertainment in the United States. Aspen, Colorado, is only one of a dozen old Rocky Mountain mining Ȝghost towns” that have come to life as fashionable ski resorts. And so it is everywhere: small towns grown into cities, new towns, tourist resorts, and industrial centers springing up beyond count.

In former days we drove through the country over rutted dirt roads, generally unmarked and lined with blown-out tires. On the running boards of our cars were mounted tin containers divided into three painted compartments: red for gasoline, blue for oil, and white for water. Standard equipment included a couple of blankets, a coffee pot and frying pan, and emergency rations. They were usually needed. There were no bridges over the countless Ȝdry” arroyos that would be filled with roaring torrents from flash floods. One was compelled to camp until the water died down. Traveling had great advantages also. We could pull off the road anywhere of an evening to camp, our fire drawing travelers for company.

These crawling dirt roads have now been replaced by a network of high-speed highways with underpasses, overpasses, and cloverleafs bounded by hurricane wire fences. There is no place to turn off for a picnic. One has to hurtle on to a neon-lit hamburger and hot-dog emporium miles ahead.

The great Santa Fe Railroad that spanned the Southwest by crack fliers with wonderful names—the Chief, Navajo, El Capitan, and Grand Canyon Limited—has been outmoded by cars and airplanes. The incomparable Fred Harvey Houses, spaced mealtime-distance apart along its route to provide food and lodging, are but a nostalgic memory. Huge airports have replaced their function, but not their charm and architectural relationship to their landscape.

The little-known ruins of prehistoric America are overcrowded with visitors. The location of majestic Pueblo Bonito in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, built about a thousand years ago, was tagged as Ȝone hundred miles from anywhere.” Today, by paved roads, it is easily accessible to motorists who come for a quick look. Tens of thousands of visitors are wearing down the trails to the fabulous cliff dwellings at Mesa Verde, Colorado, and sonic booms are weakening their walls.


Indian reservations are no longer remote little countries inhabited by strange peoples speaking their own tongues, wearing their distinctive costumes, observing their customs and traditions. The isolated trading posts, once their only contact with the world outside, have vanished.

The immense Navajo Reservation of 25,000 square miles now boasts nearly 160,000 people with a tribal government of their own and a modern capital at Window Rock. With the development of its natural resources—timber, oil, coal, and minerals—the tribe is the largest and richest in the nation. It publishes its own newspaper and broadcasts its own radio programs in Navajo.

The Navajo Nation’s greatest boost to affluence came after this book was written. On July 16, 1945, the first experimental atomic bomb was detonated in the desert of southern New Mexico, ushering in the Atomic Age. The only available sources of uranium at the time were in Brazil and Canada. Shortly thereafter Paddy Martinez, a Navajo, brought into town a piece of red rock from Haystack Butte, a few miles north of Grants, New Mexico. Tests determined it to be carnotite, a uranium ore. The rush began—a rush comparable to the great gold rushes of the century before. Explorations revealed that the whole Colorado Plateau contained one of the most extensive uranium deposits in the world. Wilderness areas were opened up for mining. Cowtown Grants, a block long, lengthened into miles as it ballooned into the uranium capital, with other industrial complexes in Colorado, Utah, and the nuclear test sites in Nevada, ȜThe Land Where the Giant Mushrooms Grow.”

Industrialization spread with the discovery of great beds of bituminous coal in the Four Corners region—the only place in the United States where four states converge: Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. Strip-mining on Black Mesa, sacred to both Hopis and Navajos, was begun by a consortium of the nation’s largest power companies with the approval of the federal government. The Four Corners plant was the first of six coal-burning power plants to be erected in the area. Its thirty-story smokestacks spewed out more pollutants than Los Angeles and New York combined, covering thousands of square miles.


The strip-mined coal was pulverized, mixed with water, and pumped through a slurry pipeline to the Mojave Plant in southern Nevada. The necessary water was drawn from underground at the rate of 2,300 gallons a minute, lowering the water table of this arid desert and drying up the springs and waterholes upon which the Indians were dependent. The permanent destruction of the land by strip-mining, pollution of the air, and exhaustion of the water, with miles of transmission lines, work roads, railroad spurs, and pipelines—the ȜRape of Black Mesa” by greedy private interests—roused a storm of public protest. Environmental legislation was instituted to reduce the pollution and damage. Yet still more immense power plants were erected.

As for the Colorado itself—that wild and turbulent river which threaded this once incomparable wilderness from 14,000-foot-high peaks to a desert 248 feet below sea level—it is no longer a river of mystic beauty and sublime terror. It is virtually a cement-lined irrigation ditch from source to mouth. Of its average annual flow of 13 million acre-feet an acre-foot being equivalent to the amount of water necessary to cover one acre with one foot of water, not one drop now flows from its mouth into the Gulf of California.

Boulder Dam, completed in 1935, was the first major dam on the Colorado, and the largest in the world yet built. A mammoth technological marvel, it evoked my own extravagant praise and admiration with that of the entire country. Since then I have come to regard it as the first of our misguided attempts to dominate the entire natural world of the river.

There are now nine major dams which control the Colorado’s flow, with backed-up lakes to serve as storage reservoirs, hydroturbine plants to generate power, aqueduct systems, and pumping works. In addition to these mainstream dams are others located on the Colorado’s major tributaries. Their costs are borne largely by the lucrative sale of electric energy to the ready markets of Las Vegas, Phoenix-Tucson, and the megalopolises of southern California. As this became known, it aroused uneasy suspicions that the building of still more dams and power plants would generate still more power for which a profitable market could be created by developing demands for electric toothbrushes, backscrubbers, and other unnecessary gadgets.


These speculations were given public voice when still another federal dam in Marble Canyon was proposed. With the Colorado already controlled by nine major dams, why should a tenth be constructed unless for the lucrative sale of power from its hydroelectric plant? This consideration was overshadowed by the fact that the Marble Canyon Dam would flood one of the greatest natural wonders of the world—the incomparable Grand Canyon of Colorado itself. Sparked by the Sierra Club of California, nationwide public protest effectually stopped this catastrophic sellout, at least for the time.

Industrialization of all the Colorado basin is now included in the avowed federal program to economically exploit all the natural resources of the entire nation under the press of an Ȝenergy crisis.” What the disastrous results of this short-sighted policy will be, no one knows. But certainly more drastic changes are under way. To detail them here would necessitate rewriting this entire book—not only this year, but every year hereafter to keep it up to date.

In greater perspective the recording of these changes is unnecessary. The Colorado was not written as a cursory guidebook to points of interest in a little-known land. Nor was it imagined that it would ever be read as a nostalgic reminder of the past. If I can condense its intent into a few words, the book was an attempt to perceive, from the viewpoint of the eternal rather than from that of time, the presence of the spirit-of-place of the immense wilderness of the Colorado and its effect upon us.

How valid is this viewpoint today?

Surely each of the continental masses of the world has its own great spirit-of-place, imbuing it with a distinctive and ineradicable rhythm, mood, and character. Every country, too, reflects the psychic influences of its own earth. It has been reported that the skull measurements of all European races immigrating to America begin to change in the second generation. C. G. Jung, the Swiss psychologist, discovered so many Indian symbols in his analyses of patients that he concluded the American was a European with an Indian soul. A mysterious physiological and psychological adaptation of man to his environment.

This vast heartland illustrates it well. Many races and many breeds of men have reflected its influence in their religion and secular organizations, their very lives: the trappers and mountain men, explorers, outlaws, prospectors, river-running adventurers, and settlers. All in their ways reacted to its dictates.

Are we today immune?

In our march of conquest westward from the Atlantic, we Anglo-Americans viewed the earth as an inanimate treasure house existing solely to be exploited for our material gain. With a calculated program of genocide we exterminated almost all Indian tribes and wantonly wiped out all animals and birds save a few remaining species. We leveled whole forests under the axe, plowed under the grasslands, dammed and drained the rivers, gutted the mountains for gold and silver, divided and sold and resold the land itself. But that which was destroyed and stolen from nature was at the same time paid for by loss of soul, by our alienation not only from the earth, but from our dark maternal unconscious, its psychic counterpart.

The high barrier of the Rockies long retarded the advance of industrialization. Even when this book was written, the Colorado heart-land remained a virtual wilderness in which its sparse population was necessarily attuned to the land and the forces of nature in contrast to the dense population of the East, which was more oriented to social forces. Then, as the flood poured in to this last oasis, we began to be aware of the results of our savage onslaught against nature.

Country-wide the topsoil had been denuded. Lakes and rivers had been polluted, and the underground water level was lowering. Even the seas were being contaminated by wastes and refuse. The very air we breathed was becoming so dangerously toxic that programs were being set up to evacuate large cities on notice, and radioactive fallout was laying wide swaths around the entire planet. We had become the richest and most materialistic nation in history, yet our civilization was on the verge of collapse.

Hence our belated recognition of ecology, defined by Webster as Ȝbiology dealing with the mutual relations between organisms and their environment.” Strictly in accord with this, we are beginning to take steps to halt further pollution of land, water, and air by resistant industries and greedy private interests. Strangely coincidental with our interest in ecology has been our awakened interest in Indians—and especially those in the Southwest, which are virtually the only tribes left as integral groups within their immemorial homelands.

Perhaps this coincidental interest is not so strange after all. We are discovering that ecology always has been the core of Indian religious belief. But how different it is from our understanding of ecology from a solely physical or biological level: Ȝthe mutual relations between organisms and their environment.” We have not yet comprehended, as have the Indians, the psychical ecology underlying the physical. The earth is not inanimate. It is a living entity, the mother of all life, our Mother Earth. All her children are alive—the living stones, the great breathing mountains, plants and trees, as well as birds and animals and man. All are united in one harmonious whole. Whatever happens to one affects the others and subtly changes the pattern of the whole. For all these living entities, like man, possess not only an outer physical form, but an inner spiritual component. An Indian may fell a pine or kill a deer in order to utilize its physical form for his material needs. But aware of the need for invoking its spiritual life as a source of psychic energy, he must first request ritual permission for its sacrifice. This custom has been followed since ancient times in all Indian America.

Indian ceremonialism is founded upon reverence for the primary elements of life—earth, air, water, and the creative fire of the sun. Our Mother Earth, fructified by Father Sun, gives birth to all her children, which are given by air the breath of life, and are nourished by the waters…. It is not as simple and primitive as we suppose.

Theodor Schwenck in Switzerland, in his illuminating study of water, reminds us that water is the main constituent of the body of man as it is of the body of this planet. He believes, like the Indians, it is a living element with a spiritual nature, in tune with the phases of the moon, sensitive to all planetary influences, and thus relating us to the greater body of the living universe. Rivers spread out at the full moon and narrow at the new moon; hence lumbermen float their logs downstream at the new moon lest they be beached on the banks during the full moon. Sap in trees varies also; timber is felled at the new moon in winter. Schwenck’s revealing photographs show that running water always tends to take a spherical form, a totality, in its meandering loops and spirals. And this is reflected by all living creatures in the archetypal forms of their bones and muscles, in the spiraling shapes of antelope horns, in man’s own bloodstream.

So it is with air. It ascends over warm land, forming low-pressure areas, and descends over cool land, forming high-pressure areas. These alternate with day and night, with the seasons, constituting the Ȝbreathing of the continents.”

And the sun. Man breaths 18 times a minute, 25,920 times a day. Hence he is connected with the sun, for 25,920 years is the duration of the great cycle of the Precessiofr—the time it takes for the vernal equinox to move through the circle of the zodiac. For every 18 breaths there are 72 beats of the pulse, a ratio of 1:4 for the circulation of blood. As the propagation of sound is four times faster in sea water (akin to blood) than air, our blood is the archetypal organ of liquid flow in man, akin to that of water throughout the earth.

So it is that by obstructing the free action of these elemental forces and ruthlessly destroying nature, man, who is also a part of nature, ruptures his own inner self. He alienates his conscious self from the earthly substratum of his essential being, the unconscious. Jung views this as the tragedy of overcivilized man. It is the disease of our time.

The impending tragedy was of course not apparent forty years ago in this last great wilderness of America, its spiritual heartland. Then one could experience the palpable presence of its mysterious spirit in its mighty peaks, its waves of forested ranges, the isolate salmon-tinted buttes and mesas, in its sublime canyons, and turbulent rivers. Here one knew the last Indian tribes remaining in their ancient homelands, acknowledging it in their mystical ceremonies whose ritual dances, songs, and recitals constitute America’s only indigenous Mystery Plays. It was this feeling, this perception of the eternal verities of the land, that impelled the writing of this book.

So precious is this spiritual heartland, it seems to me now, that it would not have been inappropriate had we with better foresight preserved it as a refreshing oasis, a national shrine, for the millions of people desperately needing to regain touch with their earth and their inner selves. Who can say that its spiritual and aesthetic values would not in the long future have outweighed its monetary values?

Nebulous as this psychic factor in the human equation may seem to us, it should be included in programs now being projected to further increase the technological destruction of the land to meet the needs of our increasing population.

An ancient Inca proverb puts it neatly: ȜThe frog does not drink up the pond in which he lives.”

Despite all that has happened, the pond has not yet been completely swallowed. The subtle and indestructible spirit-of-place still hovers over us as it always has and always will. These pages hopefully suggest we ask ouselves whether it or we will write the epilogue to the long future.

FRANK WATERS







Introduction: Its Character

MOST rivers are confined to the needs and histories of men. Like roads, they seem inconsequential without their travelers. The Colorado is an outlaw. It belongs only to the ancient, eternal earth. As no other, it is savage and unpredictable of mood, peculiarly American in character. It has for its background the haunting sweep of illimitable horizons, the immensities of unbroken wilderness. From perpetually snow-capped peaks to stifling deserts below sea level, it cuts the deepest and truest cross section through the continent.

As the Rocky Mountains are the backbone of physical North America, the Colorado is the vertebral tube carrying the spinal fluid of the continent. From this viscous, reddish flow the river derives its name. Despite a score of other names, it has become known at last simply by its one unchanging color—in Spanish the Rio Colorado, the great Red River of the West.

Its landscapes are never anywhere urban or commercial, not even pastoral. They are purely mystical in tone. There are the wind-swept rocky wastes high above timberline, the sunless gloom of deep gorges. When the river does rise to the surface again it is upon the face of an earth whose expressions are never twice the same.

The black volcanic picachos1 creep closer in the moonlight, baring their saw-tooth fangs. By day the crinkled desert hills diminish and recede, or merely float, bottomless, upon the horizon. More often than not the mountains are mirages. Glistening salt beds and alkali flats turn into seas; uncovered veins of legendary native gold into mere banks of micaceous gravel.

In this shifting realm of the fantastic unreal only the river is permanent. It is the one enduring mesmer from whose spectral spell no man who has once seen it is ever quite freed.

Those who love it best are those who fear it most. For like all things touched with the sublime it carries a lurking horror, and its mysteries wear the mask of the commonplace. To allude to it as something more than a river would sound like a literary affectation only to the literary. The illiterate might well comprehend most fully all that it expresses. As from a Navajo sand painting or ceremonial blanket he would read the river’s cryptic meaning in the earth it threads.

The dreamlike vacuousness, wild beauty and barbaric boldness of design form but the pattern of the warp which underlies the subtle, inimical resistance of the woof. Old, ancient America! With its own great spirit of place; with the shadows of aboriginal ghosts still gliding across it; and with its own demons not yet appeased—the haunting promise of the far-off, its tormenting unrest.

It is still a wilderness. To understand it you must think in new dimensions. You must feel in terms of depth as well as space, of eternity and not of time.

Note


1 Unfamiliar Spanish and Indian word, are defined in Glossary, p. 395.
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CHAPTER 1

The Colorado Pyramid

THE Colorado River drains an area greater than that of all Spain—which sent the first explorers into the region—and Portugal combined; and Belgium could be tucked into its great canons for good measure.

This immense drainage area of 246,000 square miles covers nearly one-twelfth of the United States and a part of Mexico. It includes portions of Wyoming, Colorado, Utah and New Mexico in its upper basin; and parts of Arizona, Nevada and California in its lower basin. In its vast delta are included two portions of Mexico: a part of Sonora, on the mainland; and a part of the peninsula of Baja California, or Lower California, as distinguished from Southern California, which is part of the United States’ mainland state of California.

It is the most sparsely settled area of its size in the Western Hemisphere.

All the familiar cities of the American West lie outside its vast wilderness: Cheyenne, Wyoming, beyond it to the north; El Paso, Texas, to the south; Salt Lake City, Utah, to the west; Denver, Colorado, and Albuquerque and Santa Fe, New Mexico, to the east.

Phoenix, Arizona, is its sole city—the only community of 50,000 population in the entire quarter-million square-mile basin, and it is not yet a city by metropolitan standards.

In the 180,000 square miles above Parker there are but 115 incorporated towns and villages, one to each million acres. Just one of these has a population of 10,000; only five exceed 5,000. A total population of a mere 315,000—an average of 1.7 per square mile compared with 45 for the United States as a whole.

Such a gaping vacuum is incomprehensible to a traveler from Europe. Paraguay with the vast pampas of the Gran Chaco, the country with the lowest density of population in the New World, 6.9, has over twice the population though only three-fifths as large. Bolivia on the roof of the Andes, ranking next from the bottom with 8.5 density, is only five-thirds as large but has seven times the population. Even to a commuter between Washington and New York it is difficult to realize, for in his afternoon ride he can look up from his newspaper every half hour and see outside seven successive cities each holding a population nearly equal to or much greater than that of the whole Colorado River basin.

This is a country where the land predominates, not man. It contains the highest peaks, the largest mountain ranges, the widest plateaus, the deepest cañons and the lowest deserts in America. Geology here forever dominates life and gives it its ultimate meaning. And this meaning is as pertinent to us today as it has been in the past, and will be in the centuries to come.

It is something of a paradox of terminology that this vast basin of the Colorado is also one of the greatest mountain masses in the world. In shape it is not a basin at all. It is a great, irregular stone pyramid. One side, its eastern wall, rears abruptly and almost a sheer two miles in height from the flat plains. From the deserts to the south and west it rises in great recessed terraces like the steps of a Toltec pyramid. Only to the north does it fall away gradually to the Arctic Circle.

Its granitic composition is nakedly exposed in the summits of the fifty and more peaks protruding above 14,000 feet—the myriad-pointed apex of this continental pyramid.

Below, the slopes are nobly clothed with vast and ancient forests. Theirs are the infinite fingers of root and branch which weave the rivulets from the icecaps above into a thousand nameless streams and loose again in a hundred twisting rivers. Wood and water are thus the salient features of the landscape. But they do not distort the ultimate truths of rock and aridity that hold here as above and below.

Farther down, the core obtrudes again in the lower terraced steps of bare, eroded rock. Here, hewn out like great buttresses and carven like bas-reliefs on the walls, mesa and plateau repeat in motif the pattern of the whole.

Thus it stands on the floor of the desert, deeply scored below sea level to show it anchored to the bedrock of a continent: the Colorado Pyramid whose lower section is composed of the terraced plateaus, and whose upper section is the forested mountains supporting in turn and as a multi-pointed apex, the bare lofty peaks above timberline.

It has always seemed strange to me that we associate the pyramidal pattern with the far wasteland of Egypt rather than with the New World where it most truly belongs. Here, as architecture, symbol and living form, the pyramid reaches its fullest expression.

In the Mayan, Toltec and Aztec civilizations it was a basic form. The Pyramids of the Sun and Moon at Teotihuacan, and the great Pyramid of Quetzalcoatl near Cholula with a base a thousand feet square, exceed in area the largest in Egypt. When the first Spaniards arrived in Mexico they found Aztec priests still conducting their great sacrificial rites on top of huge pyramids. Today, in remote areas of the Sierra Madres, one stumbles upon still more of them, like the small, ancient Pyramid of Tepozteco on whose top fifteen years ago I found bunches of fresh flowers.

In the Colorado River basin the prehistoric mesa-top pueblos were pyramidal in shape, as are the great pueblos today along the upper Rio Grande with their terraced walls reaching a height of seven stories. An Indian sitting wrapped in his blanket under his high-peaked Stetson—he too mirrors with his living form the greater shapes of land and man that have forever loomed upon his horizon. The Masonic emblem of the pyramid had a symbolic meaning to the white founders of this country as well as to the indigenous people of the New World. It is wholly appropriate, then, that the symbol on one side of the Great Seal of the United States is a pyramid. For all of these the Colorado Pyramid, carved out of the continent, might well be the mother shape, the ancient and eternal prototype.

In still another respect the Colorado basin offers a peculiar paradox. It contains one of the greatest river systems in America; and at the same time this whole vast drainage basin coincides exactly with the Great American Desert once officially defined as that “arid region requiring guides to watering places,” or water holes.

That part of it now known as Wyoming Daniel Webster declared “not worth a cent,” being “a region of savages, wild beasts, shifting sands, whirlwinds of dust, cactus and prairie dogs.” Nevada today answers to the same description. Of Utah’s 84,990 square miles, only 2,806 are water surface and the rest is a mile-high, desert upland. Arizona is a desert; less than 1 per cent of its 72,000,000 acres are cultivated and 90 per cent of this by artificial irrigation; and over fifteen years ago all the available water for this, except the Colorado River, had been put to use. New Mexico has the smallest water surface of any state in the Union. Mountainous Colorado, the mother of rivers, twice the area of England and the seventh largest state, significantly ranks seventh from last in water area.

It is all an arid upland where water is scarce and precious—the lifeblood of its peoples. Rain here is not a casual atmospheric condition; it is a gift of the gods. The mean annual rainfall of the whole area is but a scant 10 inches. Even in the high snowy mountains of Colorado it does not exceed 16 inches, and in the Colorado Desert it averages less than 3. Little wonder, then, that upon rain has been built an ancient and elaborate religious ritual that was already formalized when Marco Polo went to China, and is still observed without change. Men here for centuries have danced for rain in prayers of moving rhythm.

When it does come it is a deluge: a cloudburst that floods a dry creek bed within an hour, claws and rends the land, and vanishes within the next. A mere average runoff of less than 1½ inches, at that. Over such a maze of washes, gullies, barrancas, arroyos and creek beds, dry for most of the year and possibly for several years, bridges are impossible. One crosses these “dry washes” by what is known in Arizona as Wyoming Crossings and in Wyoming as Arizona Crossings—a slab of concrete laid across the bottom as a mere protection against quicksand. With water—more than with any other of the elements—man here is most concerned. Not because it is so abundant, but because it is so scarce and fickle. From prehistoric times it has been the one single fact that has influenced most the lives of its dependents. The belief that the country is steadily becoming drier persistently gains more adherents year by year. So that water—the conservation of it, the full utilization of it—is for the technological future, as for the prehistoric past, the greatest problem of man.

Such is the peculiar paradox that in this Great American Desert originate the greatest river systems in America. From the glaciers, icecaps and snowdrifts on the peak of the Colorado Pyramid trickle the rivulets which form the headwaters of the Missouri-Mississippi, the longest river in the world, flowing 4,221 miles east and south into the Gulf of Mexico; the Columbia, which drains westward into the Pacific; and the Colorado, which cuts its way south to the Gulf of California.

Within a radius of fifty miles from the Grand Teton and the Wind River Mountains of Wyoming rises each of their main tributaries—the Snake, main tributary of the Columbia; the Yellowstone, of the Missouri; and the Green, of the Colorado.

Farther down in the snowy Sawatch Mountains of Colorado there is another great divide where the South Platte and the Arkansas curve north and south around Pikes Peak and flow eastward across the Great Plains.

Still farther down the continental watershed there is yet another where the Rio Grande rises to flow south into the Gulf of Mexico.

Thus the Colorado Pyramid: a vast desert upland and at the same time a mother of rivers—rivers that seep and trickle, run, rush, cut, slash and tumble down its slopes in all directions.

The river system that drains this tremendous pyramid itself is both immense and complex. It includes at least fifty rivers and as many more named creeks and washes. Any one of the Colorado’s five major tributaries exceeds in size most of the other rivers in the United States. In such a vast network the majestic little Hudson would water scarcely a twenty-fifth of the arid basin; and all the storied little creeks like the Suwannee and the Wabash would be lost in the maze of cañons.

The Colorado river system is at once an international headache, a geographic skeleton, a hydrographic puzzle, a roll call of the most familiar names in the whole Southwest, and a symphony complete from the tiniest high pizzicato of snow-water strings to the tremendous bass of thunderous cataracts reverberating in deep cañons. At best we can here only distinguish its outline, call off its names …

The Colorado River rises in the Rocky Mountains of north-central Colorado. As it begins its journey down the western slope of the Continental Divide and westward into Utah, it gathers many more: the Williams River from the Park Range, and from the Sawatch the Blue, the Eagle, the Roaring Fork and Frying Pan. All are white-water streams frothing against the rocks and subsiding in deep cold pools in the shadows of snowy peaks, the greatest trout streams in America.

The Gunnison River is its main tributary in Colorado. It rises in the Sawatch Mountains near Monarch Pass, picks up the Uncompahgre River from the San Juans, and meets the Colorado near the Utah line at Grand Junction. The name of the junction—as that of the great cañon farther down—possibly derives from the fact that the Colorado was long known as the Grand.

Farther down, just above Moab, Utah, it is joined by two more rivers from the San Juans: the Dolores and San Miguel.

Meanwhile the Colorado’s longest tributary, the Green, has been cutting a devious route through three states to meet it. The Green rises in the Wind River Mountains of Wyoming and is fed by a dozen creeks from the Grand Teton and the Gros Ventre Range to the west. From Wyoming it flows across the northeast corner of Utah, receiving still more melted snows from the Uintah Mountains, the only major east-west range in the Rocky Mountain system and the highest point in Utah. Looping through northwest Colorado, the Green is joined by the Little Snake from the Medicine Bow Range of Wyoming, and the Yampa and the White of Colorado. Curving back into Utah again, the Green gathers from the west the Duchesne, Price, San Rafael and Dirty Devil rivers of Utah.

Now, at the entrance of Cataract Cañon, just below Moab, Utah, meet the Green and the Colorado. At the end of the cañon, the swollen Colorado receives the Fremont and Escalante draining the great arid Kaiparowits Plateau.

Here in southern Utah just above the Arizona line, and not far below the Colorado’s junction with its longest tributary, the Green, it meets its largest tributary, the San Juan, which also has traveled a devious route through three states.

The San Juan is not only the Colorado’s largest tributary, but the largest river in New Mexico. Its annual discharge of 2,500,000 acre-feet1 is over twice that of the noted Rio Grande. Yet it remains one of the least known rivers in America.

Named after St. John the Baptist, it too cries alone in the wilderness—one of the loneliest, wildest regions in America. The Navajo Indian reservation occupies a good half of the total area of its basin, and the Southern Ute reservation a portion of the remainder. Its headwaters are in the rugged San Juans of southwestern Colorado near Wolf Creek Pass. Flowing south and west it bends through New Mexico for a hundred miles, irrigating a mere 50,000 acres out of the 600,000 that could be used if the river could be utilized—little patches of corn and melons and small orchards, grown up in my own time beside the lonely trading posts that marked its route.

Its tributaries are many and wild, pouring from Mesa Verde, cutting deep gashes through the desert, stemming from a maze of impenetrable cañons.

The Navajo, Piedra, La Plata, Los Piños and Mancos rivers, and the Aztec, McElmo and Yellowjacket creeks, all from Colorado.

The Chaco, Cañon Blanco and Gallegos rivers, with Jaralosa, Carrizo and Largo creeks, and Deadman’s Wash, all from New Mexico.

And Montezuma Creek from Utah.

Swollen with all these, a savage red flood, the San Juan cuts its way through Utah unseen by man to join the Colorado.

In Arizona, just south of their junction, the Colorado receives the Paria River from Bryce Cañon, Utah. “The mouth of the Paria is one of the most famous spots in the whole river basin, if not in the entire West. Here near Lee’s Ferry is the only bridge across the Colorado south of Moab and north of the Grand Cañon, nearly a thousand miles. For almost four centuries it has been the rendezvous of Spanish, Mormon, outlaw, trapper and traveler alike, the 42nd and Broadway of this vast wilderness.

It also marks the division between the upper and lower sections of the Colorado Pyramid: the pointed peaks superimposed upon the forested mountains, above; and the plateaus falling away to the desert floor, below. It is the point of demarcation of the vast upper basin draining Colorado, Wyoming, Utah and New Mexico. Here, one mile below the mouth of the Paria, all the waters of the entire river system within its upper basin unite to form a single stream where the flow can be measured.

For now at the mouth of the Little Colorado, just below at the entrance of the Grand Cañon series, begins the lower basin including all the river drainage from Arizona, Nevada and California.

The Little Colorado rises in the Sierra Blanca Range of Arizona. Flowing north to the Grand Cañon it gathers the Zuni River from New Mexico, the Rio Puerco and Litbodendron Creek on whose banks is the Petrified Forest.


Shut in now for nearly three hundred miles by the Grand Cañon, the Colorado receives only two minor streams —Kanab Creek from the north and Havarn Creek from the south.

Below the Grand Cañon, at Grand Wash, the river turns a sharp right angle and flows south again, forming the boundary between Arizona and Nevada. Here it picks up the Virgin River from Zion Cañon, Utah, which has cut across the corner of Arizona to drain a total of 11,000 square miles, and Meadow Valley Wash from Nevada.

Farther south the Colorado forms the boundary between Arizona and California, receiving the Bill Williams River, which drains 5,400 square miles in Arizona. Red, gutted with sediment torn out of the Cañon, it crawls like a gorged snake under a brassy sky—a desert river. But with one more meal yet to swallow.

The Gila River joining the Colorado at Yuma is Arizona’s biggest river. It drains an area of 56,000 square miles, part of which is in southwest New Mexico where the river first forms in the Mogollon Mountains. Then fed by a dozen tributaries it flows across all of Arizona to the California boundary.

The Salt River is its main tributary, a major river itself formed by the union of the Black and White rivers in the Mogollon and Black Mountains, and later fed by Tonto Creek. from the high Tonto Basin.

Farther west, the Gila receives the Verde River and the Hassayampa from the north, and the San Pedro from the south. And still more—the San Francisco, Santa Cruz and Agua Fria.

One vast red flood pouring into another, the junction of the Gila and the Colorado completes on the desert floor the lower drainage basin of the Colorado Pyramid. Together they pour still farther south, like an immense turgid lava flow, through the delta region. For 17 miles the Colorado forms the boundary between Arizona and Mexico; for another 80 miles it flows through Mexico, separating Sonora on the mainland from the upper district of the peninsula of Lower California. Winding through a maze of salty marshes, desert, mud geysers and dry lakes, split into the main channel and Hardy’s Colorado, lately interchanged, the river at last moves slowly out into the Gulf of California and sinks its red waters into the blue.

Out of this vast network of rivers emerges the Colorado itself. Dominating land and man, it is the greatest single fact within an area of nearly a quarter million square miles. Bigger than its statistics, it is one of the great rivers of the world:

1,700 miles long, it is cliff-bound nine-tenths of the way and travels 1,000 miles through deep cañons. Its highest sheer walls are 4,500 feetñso high that falling snow never reaches the surface of the river. Its longest stretch of unbroken cañon walls is 283 miles, the Marble and Grand Canon series. In its journey it drops a good two and a half miles from above 14,000 feet to 248 feet below sea level.

Aside from the diverse characteristics of its immense drainage basin and its own channel, the river itself is peculiar. Its volume is unpredictable. Averaging 20,500,000 acre-feet annually, in a single year it can crawl past Yuma with a mere 3,000 second-foot1 discharge or roar by during the spring flood at the record rate of 380,000 second-feet.1 Year by year its periods of high and low flood vary, always in mysterious cycles, but uncertain in length and magnitude.

It seems more solid than fluid. For one thing, its content is high in mineral salts gouged from the depths of the earth—carbonates, sulphates, and chlorides of calcium, magnesium, sodium and potassium. So high in fact that it was long questioned whether it could be safely used for drinking water or even for irrigation, should the river be so utilized.

Few rivers, too, are so choked with silt. With 0.62 per cent average silt content by volume, it carries each year enough silt to cover 105,000 acres one foot deep. With this it has not only built a delta across the upper end of the peninsula, cutting off the gulf, but raising its own channel higher each year, the river now perversely travels—free of its confining cañons—on a bed elevated higher than the surrounding desert.

Yet there is plenty of silt left to deposit at its mouth—the equivalent of a cubic mile each century. Hurling this tremendous load into the Gulf of California, the river creates another phenomenon seldom seen anywhere else in the world—the bores, that conflict of the descending river with the force of the ascending tides of the gulf. And once its load is emptied, still another phenomenon takes place. Those tightly packed, cubic-mile blocks of dead weight accumulated for centuries suddenly give way. The whole skeletal framework of the earth is wrenched, distortions and displacements take place, and the reverberating shock ripples upward to shake the far mountains.

And this at last seems the ultimate task to which the Colorado is appointed by the Great Architect: to move bodily, sand by sand and peak by peak, through the measureless millenniums man calls eternity, the whole great Colorado Pyramid out into the sea. In this eternal palingenesis by which continents themselves are forever laid to rest and re-born anew out of their dead selves, nothing is static, nothing is still. Not even the great pyramid of the Colorado. Everything is alive, dynamic with constant change. Even the stones breathe; water is electric; the air is luminous with the memory of belching volcanoes.

We know so little of the earth we tread, on which we are such recent strangers! Only the river, the great red river, as the instrument in the hand of change, has written its ultimate meaning on the vast palimpsest of the living land. Here, if only for an instant, we can sometimes read it, still engraven on the pages of its uncovered terraces.
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Notes

1 One acre-foot of water is equivalent to the amount that will cover one acre with water one foot deep.

1 One second-foot of water is equivalent to a flow of one cubic foot 0f water per second.








CHAPTER 2

High Country

NEXT TIME, by hook or crook, make sure you’re born with a mountain in the front yard. It comes in mighty handy all the way around.

When you’re no bigger than that you can hang on to the grimy window curtains and watch it hour after hour. Then you know it best with all its moods and mutations, its sternness, dignity and immeasurable depth. It is like the face of an old medicine man, which only a child can understand. Other times it’s just a grand spectacle of a thing—a whole show in itself. In the evening when the sun snags on the rimrock and the hollows fill up with red and lilac, damson blue and purple; when the summer storms explode against its shoulder like soap bubbles filled with father’s pipe smoke, and the deer-horn lightning sprouts from the crags; or even in winter when its slopes turn slick and green as Blue Ribbon bottle glass.

But from the day you start to school it begins to be useful. The mountain has drawn back out of your yard, receded across the railroad tracks, even a mite farther. But like you it’s got bigger too; you can see it even from behind the schoolhouse privy, so there’s no need to worry about losing your way home. Just keep it on the right, on the side where you carry your back-pocket handkerchief. That’s the rule to follow when you start camping out in the lower cañons; climb a tree if you can’t see it. But besides being a compass the peak is a timekeeper and weather prophet too. A peek out the kitchen window to see what kind of clouds hang over the summit is the way folks always start the day, Later on, when you fancy yourself getting along a bit better than your neighbors, it’s something to measure your success by; the peak is pretty chesty itself. Toward the last, of course, it’s the best of all. When everything else seems gone and you’re just another old fellow sitting alone on the stoop with your pipe, its big cone helps to fill up the heart’s emptiness and you know it’s one thing that won’t pass.

A mountain peak, all in all, is about the handiest thing to have around and strike up friends with. Our mountain was a whopper, a beaut of a peak. We got along fine.

It poured gold into our laps, tons of it. In fact it built the town, both Millionaires’ Row and the shanties of Poverty Row across the railroad tracks. It lent a dignity to all our lives, brought into them an enduring sense of mystery, and whetted our appetites with the sharp winds blowing down the Pass—which was no blessing to be sneezed at either, considering the hundreds of poor, sick, half-starved rich people who came to it for just that purpose.

Another thing, you didn’t have to travel with the mountain so close. It was the whole world heaped up in layers.

There was the sandy, flat mesa, the first stairstep from the plains, with its garden of queerly eroded red rocks and its dust storms. Halfway up the peak at almost eleven thousand feet was timberline, drawn straight across it as if by a ruler. It separated two more distinct worlds.

Below it to the mesa was a dark and blue world: the forest world of leaf and needle with its silent shadows and singing streams, its chattering squirrels and gossiping magpies, its timid deer and shy brown bear, But like obedient citizens of that still lower world below tide level, none of them ventured upward. No stout exploring fir or spruce, not a single wind-stunted pine, scarcely a blade of grass. Only a mountain sheep sometimes stood poised on a crag, but for no longer than a seal rests on a rock before plunging back down into the green.

Above was a barren world of pink-gray stone—and man, that unbelievable creature to whom no domain is forbidden, even that of the spirit. This was the upper half of the peak that gave life and color to our town.

To reach it one rode the little Short Line that crawled a mile up and eighteen miles around the south slope of the peak. You knew you were getting close when a tourist’s nose started bleeding and the ladies drew back dizzy from the windows. Suddenly there it was, unbelievable world: a half dozen little sprawling camps, small clumps of shacks and cabins that seemed to have been dropped out of the sky into the gulches, and everywhere, crowding the streets and littering the hillsides between them, the vast gray dumps and stark gallows frames of the mines. All hanging to an immense slope of rock seamed with great gulches.

Nothing could have been livelier, more entrancing and more pregnant with anticipation. Hills and gulches swarmed with men, burros and machinery. The birth of a monstrous mystery seemed imminent at every moment. Yet one famous and hasty visitor reported it a scene of appalling desolation, adding casually that no cat could live so high.

It was a challenging indictment. Timberline became Catline overnight, and every indignant miner’s wife made haste to disprove it. Henceforth our lives were overrun with cats. By dozens they were sent up on the daily train. They roamed the streets and dumps like burros, made the nights hideous with noise, and finally went wild in the lower gulches. Unfortunately the visitor who had instigated the deluge had tarried only long enough to interview a certain Madam on the busiest street. To get even with him, the Town Council promptly renamed this, our local lane of prostitution, in his honor: “Julian Street.”

It is a pity that Mr. Street did not remain longer. For the high country above timberline is like no other, and this was its boundary. In the absence of trees and foliage he would have seen here for the first time how everything stood out lucid and stark naked in new perspective. Like the weathered houses, the peeling log cabins, people’s lives were stripped of decoration and verbiage by wind and weather. He would have noticed how everything tended to reduce down to stone. The faces of the men coming off shift were gray and colorless. The precious baubles in the parlor were heavy lead-gray samples, not needing roasting to bring out their hidden colors to the appreciative eye. Even the graves were blasted out of the hard granite with dynamite, that man could return not to dust but to stone.

A world, a life which even then seemed in the process of petrification. But still containing inside a hidden warmth. So watching on a winter’s dawn the long queue of men plodding up the trail to the portal of a mine, a hasty stranger would be impressed only by the dominant drabness. He will not wait to see, a few minutes later, the window geraniums in their tin cans glowing like tiny fires lighted by the sun. He will not smell the yeasty buckwheat batter in the buckets set out after breakfast on every back stoop down the row of shanties. Nor see inside of an evening the walls livid pink in lamplight with the front sheets of the Denver Post papering the walls against cold. The tall peak itself is the core of an extinct volcano, and the running fire congealed in its veins still reflected the heat of desire which drew men here.

Everything, it seemed then, came from these high wastes of barren stone. I remember being taken by Jake to an impressive evening’s entertainment. We sat next to the plank runway built down the center aisle from the stage, so that Jake in high humor and with boastful familiarity could snap the garters of the beautiful dancing ladies who tripped past. One garter I remember well—and also my unfulfilled ambition to grow big and bold and rich enough to snap it myself. It was a flower that came from no mere vegetable garden, a constellation that had never shone in any midnight sky. It was a beribboned rosette as big as Jake’sfist and full of rhinestones and rubies and sapphires and diamonds. It was the most beautiful and vulgar, the most exquisite bad taste, the—“But, Jake, where did it come from? I never seen—”

The huge black-stockinged leg raised and pivoted over our heads, graceful as the steel arm of a crane. There was the close flash of light, color, ribbon and lace, the lusty wink of a dimpled knee, a raucous laugh. Jake made an ineffectual grab, and sank surlily back; it was a man behind him who was allowed to be successful. Girl and garter swept past.

“From the fourth level of the Sylvanite! Where the hell do you think it came from?” But Jake’s habitual good temper was curiously out of whack; he might have spoken wildly. For certainly neither the fifth nor the sixth level of our mine ever produced anything to compare with it.

But all this, camp and people, still straddled timber-line. It was still linked to the lower forested cañons, to the town below.

Our family folly lay even higher. Grandfather called it a mine though he had developed too many good ones to thus misname it. You could see it from the high saddle above the camp, a mere black speck far up the gulch. A bird could wing there in ten minutes. It took a boy on a burro an hour and a half. But if he waited at the station and rode up in the wagon with the supplies it was three hours up.

The speck had grown by the time he got there. There was the great gallows frame bestriding the shaft, a stout log cabin, and a small lean-to and corral of weathered aspen poles. And every great squared timber, every seasoned log and green pole, every stick of firewood, every nail—to say nothing of winch, steel cable and tools for the mine—had been snaked up here by mule and burro. One felt, upon looking downward upon camp and the dark slopes dropping from it, like a swallow resting on the side of a cliff.

Looking upward was worse. You were confronted with a steep terrain of bare frost-shattered granite that rose upward over two thousand feet. Nothing could convince the boy that this was the majestic, familiar peak he had seen from below since childhood. It lacked shape, outline and character. He simply felt imprisoned between sky and earth in a waste of stone. The feeling grew more oppressive daily.

There was no sound of rushing water, nor the sough of wind through pines. There was no smell of living green. No color relieved the surrounding monotone of rock. Only occasionally from deep underground rose a muffled roar, and at night there were new samples to assay. Here in this solitary little world of Grandfather, Abe and Jake, one lived’ a life of stone.

One blasted it, worked it, dug its dust out of ears and eyes. One cursed it, blessed it, prayed for it. It crawled into the blankets and into the dreams of night. It was at once the bane of your life and a resplendent future that at any crosscut might come to pass. For all that it was merely dead stone.

Then suddenly it happened, the boy did not know how. All this dead stone became intensely, vibrantly alive. Playing on the dump one morning after he had washed the breakfast dishes, he happened to pick up a pinch. In the bright sunlight he saw with microscopic clarity the infinitesimal shapes and colors, the monstrous and miraculous complexity of that single thimoleful of sand. In that instant the world about him took on a new, great and terrifying meaning. Every stone, every enormous boulder fitted into a close-knit unity similar to the one in his sweaty palm. For the first time he saw their own queer and individual shapes, their subtle colors, knew their textures, felt their weight, their strain and stress. It was as if in one instant the whole mountain had become alive and known.

No longer did the nightly assays seem meaningless chores carried out by a perpetually disappointed, white-haired old man and two gaunt, patient helpers. They took on the mystery of rituals that constantly attempted to evoke some deep hidden life within the stone. Each sample brought up from below, the boy eagerly rushed to examine. How did it differ from those on top—these cold, wet pieces wrenched from deep in the bowels of the peak?

“By cracky, the boy’s got the makin’ of a hard-rock miner!” grinned Jake.

“Dom fool!” snorted Grandfather. “What’s he expect—nuggets as big as marbles?”

Late at night, tossing sleeplessly in his bunk, the boy kept wondering. The mountain was not one great big solid rock as it appeared from below. It was a million, trillion pieces all held together without cement: some hard, some soft, in all shapes and patterns, burned brown on the outside and gray inside, some with a purplish streak, but all with a preponderant delicate pink tinge against the snow. But it had lost its benign personality. It reflected a monstrous, impersonal force that pressed him from all sides. He was suddenly, mightily afraid.

“What keeps the Peak from fallin’ down on us?” he blurted out in darkness. “I mean—”

From Abe’s bunk came the usual silence. Jake let out another snore. But suddenly from across the room came two testy words in answer. “Isostatic equilibrium!” And then a moment later, “God Almighty, this time of night!”


Isostatic equilibrium:1 it haunted him for years, both the phrase and its ultimate meaning. And not until long afterward did he realize that each of us has his own vocabulary for even Him who made the Word.

Thus he came to know that high realm of rock, the peak itself. Week after week the snowcap steadily receded. By day the drifts melted and trickled down into the cracks and crevices. By night the water froze and wedged the rocks apart. One heard, if only in his imagination, an eternity of sharp reports and booming explosions when the boulders finally split asunder. But to all this expansion and contraction, the rhythmic pulse of constant change, the peak remained immutable, bigger than the sum of its parts.

There came the day when the boy stood on its summit. For only a few moments the foothills, mesas, and the vast flat plains spread out 7,000 feet below to orient him to faraway Kansas and the Universe. Then mists swept up to cloak the forested cañons on all sides; it began to rain. He was standing—isostatic equilibrium to the contrary—on an island of rock floating in the sky. Far off toward Utah was another, and still another like a steppingstone into Wyoming. It was as it might have been at the Emergence. Or perhaps as it will be at the end of another paragraph in their geological biography when they will be the last to disappear. The feeling was indefinable. He did not know it, but it expressed at best the timelessness which is the core of that we know as time.


The Ghost Towns

Nowhere is expressed better this relationship of the perishable to the eternal, of man to mountain, than here on these high peaks. And nothing can be more weird than to ride suddenly down upon one of the empty hulls of our lusty youth. The stout chinked cabins strung out along the stream, the single street with its patches of wooden sidewalks, the false two-story “Leadville fronts” of hotel, store and saloon, even the dignity of a tiny church—how perfect and complete!

Then suddenly you notice all the chimneys are peculiarly empty of smoke. Not a lamp is lit against the lengthening shadow of the mountain wall. No men troop down from the workings above. No child hop-skips along the corduroy.

“Hul-lo-a!”

The rocky wall alone gives answer. And in eerie silence you ride through a town bereft of all life. It may well have been emptied just overnight. A saloon door bangs open, a bat flies out. Everything inside is in place, only the newspapers on the wall have yellowed; the girls’ hats and tights seem somehow old-fashioned. An overturned whisky jigger holds a few rat droppings. A spider’s web obscures your reflection in the mirror.

Outside the evening gathers. A coyote howls down the draw. A queer miasma hangs heavy in the air, compounded of silence and loneliness and defeat. You feel suddenly unclean as if in the presence of disease; frightened, as if by a mystery that will be forever unsolved. Clearly, it is time to get the hell out and make camp over the ridge!
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