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     We heard the low growling sound almost a half-mile away.  As we drew closer to the beast, the growl intensified to a roar.  We hurriedly completed a final check of our gear making sure that everything was lashed securely in place.  With long, sweeping strokes on his oars, the boatman in whose hands we had placed our lives positioned our raft to enter the seething cauldron of rocks and foam considered by many to be the most savage stretch of whitewater in North America.  After ten days of rafting on the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon of Arizona, we were about to enter Lava Falls, the last major rapid on our journey down the great waterway.


     A half hour earlier, Todd, our guide, had nosed our 20-foot long neoprene raft to shore above the rapid to scout the monster.  Despite the endless string of superlatives that he and the other boatmen had used in describing Lava Falls, each of us scrambled for metaphors as we beheld the vista before us.


     The rapid consists of 300 yards of whirlpools, 15 foot high standing waves, giant rocks, and deadly hydraulics, the vicious, circulating holes formed below rapids where the turbulent water actually curls back upstream and can trap and hold a boat or a swimmer.  The Colorado River drops 37 feet over the length of the rapid.  Outfitting companies that carry people on the Colorado use a one to six numbering system to rate the difficulty of the river’s rapids - one being the easiest and six denoting near impossibility and should only be attempted by experts.  At high water, Lava Falls is a six.


     While Todd scouted the rapid and formulated his plan of assault, I joined the seven other wide-eyed pilgrims in our group sitting silently on the polished rocks on the bank of the river.  I wondered if they shared my thoughts about how long humans were capable of holding their breath under water, and if they had the same butterflies in their stomachs that were flopping so frantically in mine.  Todd offered anyone who wished to avoid this ultimate showdown with the river the opportunity to walk along the boulder-strewn banks and meet the raft downstream.  Five of the group opted for the walk while three of us nervously crawled back into the raft with Todd and pushed away from the bank.


     Entering the tongue of the rapid, the current immediately sucked us down a roller coaster drop into a wall of water that buried our raft.  As the banana shaped pontoon rose like a breaching whale out of the river I struggled to maintain the death grip I had on the ropes I was holding to keep me inside the raft.  I was determined that if I was to be thrown into the Colorado, the search parties would eventually find my hands still clutching those ropes even if my arms had been torn out of their sockets.


     The river roared by us heaving and hissing as we alternately dove into and rose out of the giant waves.  Gulping a lung full of air between each dunking, I hoped the group on the beach was taking plenty of photographs of our run.  The thundering water managed to tear loose some of our gear as the river swept us along.


     After what seemed like hours but was actually only a few adrenaline-soaked seconds of screaming exhilaration, we emerged from the maelstrom as Todd eased us into a stretch of quiet water.  We caught our breath and watched the second raft attempt the descent.


     Fishing the equipment we lost out of the river and high-fiveing the smiling Todd on his skill, we suddenly realized that we were approaching the end of our journey.  A journey that began ten days and some 200 miles ago in the dusty desert oasis of Page, Arizona.


     It was there that 14 adventure junkies joined our river outfitter for two weeks worth of thrills and excitement through one of the most astonishing landscapes and challenging rivers in the United States.  All the trips featured in the outfitter’s travel brochures looked appealing, but none held the allure and magical attraction of the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon.


     One of the natural wonders of the world, the masterpiece that is the Grand Canyon quickly bankrupts the English language.  Probably no landscape on earth has evoked more human emotion than this formidable gash in the surface of the planet.  Sculpted over a period of about six million years by Mother Nature’s master craftsmen - wind, rain, snow, and the Colorado River - the canyon measures 277 miles long, a mile deep, and as much as 18 miles wide.


     At the bottom of the canyon, 5,000 feet below the legions of gawking tourists content to view it from the rim, runs the Colorado River.  Each year, three and a half million visitors swarm along the South Rim of the canyon to gasp, wonder, and back away from the awe-inspiring precipice.  Another 360,000 peer down into the abyss from the pine-forested North Rim.  Only about 20,000 view the spectacle from the bottom of the canyon and the mile high limestone cliffs and rock walls that imprison the river for 227 miles.


     From its source high in the Rocky Mountains, the Colorado River snakes across 1,400 miles of the western United States.  The relentless grinding action of the river along with the quietly imperceptible forces of raindrops, wind, and snowflakes, have, over the ages, created in northern Arizona a scene so overpowering that it evokes thoughts of divinity.  Having hiked into the canyon on several previous trips from both the North and the South Rims, I was determined this time to view the length of the canyon from the mighty river that helped carve it.


     The mystical siren song that brought me to the canyon was the same melody that lured 300 fortune seeking Spaniards to the area in 1540.  Francisco Vasquez de Coronado and his lieutenants stumbled onto the canyon during their zig-zag travels through the West searching for fabled cities of gold.  Unable to descend into the canyon and overwhelmed by its terrible vastness, they crossed it off the list of places fit for civilized men.  Though partially explored by camel-riding soldiers of the U.S. Army in the 1850’s, the Grand Canyon and the Colorado River remained a blank on maps of the western United States.  


     It was not until 1869 that the canyon and the river would give up their secrets.  In May of that year, Major John Wesley Powell arrived in Green River, Wyoming to begin one of the greatest adventures in American history.  The feisty one-armed Union Army veteran (he left part of an arm on the battlefield at Shiloh), his brother Wayne (who left part of his mind in a Confederate prison camp), and seven crusty adventurers pushed away from the river bank in Wyoming determined to follow the Colorado to its destiny.  Their expedition consisted of four wooden boats, a ton of surveying gear, food for ten months, and the 37 star American flag.  Neil Armstrong had more knowledge of what he would find on the moon than Powell and his men knew about what lay before them on the fearful river and the forbidding canyons through which it roared.


     Four months later, two battered boats with six half-starved men emerged from the canyon.  They had endured terrifying rapids, back-breaking portages, capsized boats, lost supplies, and near starvation.  All in the days before rubber rafts, life jackets, and Velcro.


     We were now following in the wake of Major Powell possessed of the same wonder and amazement that surely must have gripped the old soldier.  Putting in at Lee’s Ferry just below the Glen Canyon Dam under an impossible blue sky, our boatmen eased our two rafts away from the riverbank.  During the first few miles of calm water we glided gently along listening to Todd as he recounted for us the history of the canyon and outlined safety and emergency procedures.  We were looking up at 20 strata of rock in which the biography of our earth was indelibly etched.  The angular, rounded, and striated shapes were even more stunning due to their changing colors as they were alternately highlighted and shadowed by the sun streaking like a fiery tomahawk across the sky.  “The Grand Canyon”, wrote Joseph Wood Krutch, “is the most revealing single page of earth’s history open on the face of the globe.”  In fact, some layers of rock in sections of the canyon are over three billion years old, and are exposed nowhere else on this planet.


     Contrary to what I had imagined, nowhere in the course of our trip through the canyon did the walls on either side of the river close to a claustrophobic narrowness.  In some stretches, however, it became so narrow with sheer cliffs plunging almost vertically into the river that it is impossible to enter or leave except by boat.


     Our campsites each evening were sandy beaches where we secured the rafts and assisted the guides in unloading the gear and setting up camp.  Todd and his colleagues soon had the Dutch ovens glowing, and it wasn’t long before our camp tables were groaning under such delicacies as pastas, chicken, steaks, stir fries, fresh salads, and oven baked bread.  What a difference between our sumptuous repasts and the meager rations of Powell and his men!  I tried to imagine the exhausted adventurers dragging their battered boats ashore and huddling around a fire with soggy bags of moldy biscuits and beef jerky washed down with cups of river water.  Some aspects of the twentieth century were perfectly all right with me.


     Following dinner we would spread our sleeping bags on the sand and stretch out under a black velvet sky to watch the nightly show in the heavens.  The canopy of twinkling lights and shooting stars shone with a brilliance known only to Western skies.  The melody of the river, one of the most powerful sounds on earth, soon lulled us to sleep.


     The tantalizing aroma of coffee and biscuits wafting through our campsite each morning dragged us out of our sleeping bags with a speed that would have pleased even an Army drill sergeant.  The tables were soon piled high with eggs, pancakes, cereals, and fruit to fuel a full day’s activity on the river.


     The dozens of rapids to be navigated on the Colorado River are the feature attraction of a trip through the Grand Canyon.  Ranging in difficulty from Class 2 and 3 to Class 5 and 6 at Lava Falls, they present great challenges to the boatmen and numerous opportunities for them to recount for passengers their colorful history.  Their names are an enchanting chorus of the river’s ageless song - Crystal, Hermit, Separation, Upset, Bride and Groom, Unkar Creek, House Rock, etc.  Some were named after events that took place during Powell’s trip and those who followed him, some for physical features of the area, and still others bear the names of people who were drowned in the rapids.  While the Colorado has been somewhat tamed by two dams above and below the canyon, it still behaves with amazing ferocity and continues to claim victims even today.  The force of the water is so great in some places where the river is tightly squeezed by the canyon walls that it can tear the clothes off a body unfortunate enough to be tossed out of a raft.  Part of the thrill of the adventure is the element of danger that still exists in running the river.


     In addition to the white-knuckle thrills of the river’s rapids, the canyon holds a multitude of biological and historic wonders.  Of the seven climate zones that exist in North America, ranging from Tropical at the tip of south Florida to Arctic Alpine just above Hudson Bay, four can be experienced in a descent into the Grand Canyon.  Each zone contains its own distinctive plant and animal life.


     We watched golden eagles soaring among the cliffs, effortlessly floating on the invisible oceans of warm air rising from the desert floor.  Bighorn sheep were spotted clinging precariously to tiny ledges in the canyon walls.  Wild burros, descendants of work animals brought to the area years ago by wandering prospectors, peeked at us from more easily accessible habitat among the willows and scrub bushes along the banks of the river.  A spotted skunk, the smallest in the U.S., and an occasional mule dear rounded out the list of animal life that we glimpsed during our trip.  As most smaller creatures in the bottom of the canyon are nocturnal, I made a point to shake out my boots each morning in case one of the scorpions common to the area had taken up residence there overnight.


     Our guides were walking encyclopedias when it came to the natural features and areas of historic interest in the canyon, and we made daily stops to explore many of the most popular ones.  Deer Creek Falls is a 100-foot waterfall where a crystal clear side creek empties into the cafe-au-lait Colorado.  A hanging garden blooms in the spray of the falls.  At Nankoweap Ruins we climbed about 800 feet above the river to view the cliff dwellings of the ancient Anasazi Indians who pre-date the present Navajo and Hopi tribes of Arizona and New Mexico.  We also spent an afternoon swimming at Elves Chasm where vertical rock walls shade a side canyon, and the cool air is filled with the sound of tinkling waterfalls.  Other stops include the confluence of the Colorado and the aquamarine Little Colorado Rivers; Redwall Cavern, which Powell estimated could hold 50,000 people; and Vasey’s Paradise, a popular beach named after a botanist friend of Powell’s.


     No one will ever know the Colorado as it once was.  The Hoover and Glen Canyon Dams have placed the mighty river under restraint.  Huge gulps of the Colorado are siphoned off today to support Arizona’s agricultural enterprises and to supply power to the cities of Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Tucson.  But there remains an abundance of water, excitement, and adventure on the Grand Canyon section of the river.  While we may never know the mighty river as Major Powell knew it, we can still succumb to the magic spell it casts on those who would venture down it.


     Our journey drew to a close as we rode a mule train out of the canyon to a level stretch of desert and a small plane that carried us back to Page, Arizona and the twentieth century.  But the spell of the canyon and its rampaging river never leaves those who have listened to its song.  The beauty and grandeur of the spectacle will continue to beckon people to discover the wonders of the Grand Canyon, the Colorado River, and, in so doing, something of themselves.


THE END





Helpful hints:





When to go?  The season for running the river is roughly May to September.  Since the river is dam controlled, there is sufficient water throughout the season.  June and July are the busiest months.


How to book?  The National Park Service allocates permits for running the Colorado to private individuals, but most are taken by the many outfitters offering guided trips down the river.  Unless you are an expert river runner, your best bet is to book with one of the outfitters.  They supply rafts, food, guides, and all necessary equipment.  American Wilderness Experience, one of the nation’s top adventure travel specialists, offers a broad selection of trips with some of the most reputable outfitters in the business.  Phone them for itineraries, dates, and all the necessary information at (303) 444-2622 or try them on the internet at dave@awetrips.com.


How to get there?  Most major airlines have scheduled service to Phoenix, Arizona (about 224 miles away) and Las Vegas, Nevada (277 miles away).  AWE can assist with connections and information on getting to and from the Canyon and the put-in and take-out points.
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