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For my father, who sacrificed it all to move our family west to our new life in the Grand Canyon state; for Ale and our family; and for the Canyon’s first caretakers, the Native Peoples, who trod its trails long before me: Hopi, Hopitu Shinumu, Navajo, Diné, Kaibab Paiute, Kaipa’pici, Havasupai, Havsuw’ Baaja, Hualapai, Hwalbáy, Apache, Ndé, Yavapai, Yavapé, Mojave, Makháv, Zuni, Ashiwi, and others: “We are still here.”
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“No matter how far you have wandered hitherto, or how many famous gorges and valleys you have seen, this one, the Grand Cañon of the Colorado, will seem as novel to you, as unearthly in the color and grandeur and quantity of its architecture, as if you had found it after death, on some other star; so incomparably lovely and grand and supreme it is above all the other cañons … Yosemite, the Yellowstone, the Pyramids, Chicago, all would be lost if tumbled into … the Grand Cañon could put a dozen Yosemites in its vest pocket.”

—John Muir, 1901
Conservationist and Sierra Club founder
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PART 1

Welcome to the Grand Canyon, the Greatest Canyon on Earth


Preface

Inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site and as “the most spectacular gorge in the world,” crew members of NASA’s Expedition 39 took the first iconic photograph of the earthly marvel from the International Space Station on May 12, 2015. When Apollo 17 astronaut-scientist Harrison “Jack” Schmitt first stepped on the moon forty-three years earlier he said, “It’s like trying to describe what you feel when you’re standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon.” During his terrestrial visit to the South Rim of Grand Canyon on May 6, 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt was so moved he proclaimed:


In the Grand Canyon, Arizona has a natural wonder which, so far as I know, is in kind absolutely unparalleled throughout the rest of the world … You cannot improve on it. The ages have been at work on it, and man can only mar it. What you can do is keep it for your children, your children’s children, and all who come after you, as the one great sight which every American should see.



Since Grand Canyon National Park was established on February 16, 1919, more than seventy-five million American and international tourists heeded the Rough Rider’s call to see the Canyon. In a recent record-breaking year, 5,520,736 American and foreign tourists visited the Grand Canyon. They traveled across the nation and from around the world (Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, Denmark, England, France, Germany, India, Japan, Mexico, Spain, and Switzerland) to stand in awe on the brink of the Canyon. Unaccounted tens of thousands day hiked below the rim; 44,801 backpacked for an overnight stay below the North and South Rims; 24,885 rafted the Colorado River (more than 500,000 river runners to date); and 150,000 rode scenic air tour flights. Beautiful to behold, the Grand Canyon is 277 miles long, ten to eighteen miles wide, 6,720 feet deep at its most profound point, and eroded through two-billion-year-old rock layers about five to six million years ago. Encompassing 1,904 square miles of the Colorado Plateau, the Grand Canyon’s many secluded areas remain dangerous terra incógnita for unwary foot travelers in the twenty-first century. Since records were first kept in 1867, 687 hikers, river runners, and visitors have died in the “crown jewel of America’s natural treasures.”

This all new Commemorative Edition of my earlier Sierra Club Totebook, Hiking the Grand Canyon, remains a handy carry-along guide and reference to day hiking, backpacking, and Grand Canyoneering and a key to unlocking the secrets of one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World. It includes a new pullout Trail Map, detailed trail descriptions, and information on how to prepare yourself for a safe and enjoyable journey through one of the most popular, rugged, and spectacular hiking destinations on the planet. Tooled for the beginning day hiker, backpacker, and seasoned canyoneer, the Commemorative Edition has also been written for armchair adventurers, sophisticated travelers, glampers, and Grand Canyon history aficionados. In other words, if you can’t or simply don’t want to risk your life cat-walking the Nankoweap Trail’s terrifying “Supai traverse,” you can stay in the comfort of camp, lodge, or home and delve into the early traditions of Native Peoples and exploits of explorers, pioneers, trailblazers, and scientists.

To ensure the accuracy of the new trail, route, and river hiking descriptions and additions, I’ve described only those areas that I’ve personally day hiked, backpacked, canyoneered, run, climbed, swum, or rafted. (I have included several short Off-Trail Hiker Reports). Here, too, you will find an intriguing new section on the Old Trails to Havasupai. Each trail description has been cross-referenced with my maps, field notes, hikes and treks, and interactive geological maps, 7.5-minute topographical maps, and trip reports. Special attention has been devoted to researching primary sources, historical surveys and accounts, scientific papers, and ethnographies to uncover who were the first people who actually used, and later developed, each trail and route. The surprising discoveries are included in each trail description, historical overview, and mileposts, which also feature directions, geological, historical, cultural, and scenic highlights.

Head down the trail, or sit back and relax, and enjoy the Commemorative Edition of Hiking the Grand Canyon.

—John Annerino, November 2016
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Mysteries of the Deep

“There is a river

Called the River of No Return

Sometimes it’s peaceful

And sometimes wild and free

Love is a traveler

On the River of No Return

Swept on for ever

To be lost in the stormy sea

Wailaree!”

—Frank Fenton and Louis Lantz, 1954

The River of No Return

In a region where poet, wanderer, and vagabond for slick rock beauty Everett Ruess journeyed across Grand Staircase-Escalante’s Hole in the Rock Trail and disappeared off the face of the earth somewhere near his burro corral in Davis Gulch in 1935, the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River has spawned its own unsolved mysteries, hoaxes, and outlandish tales: the Doheny Scientific Expedition’s Jurassic-aged dinosaur (Diplodocus) engraving discovered near Havasupai; John D. Lee’s seven coffee cans of lost gold dust cached near the confluence of the Colorado and Little Colorado Rivers; the Grand Canyon’s own “Wild Bunch” stealing and riding stolen horses across the Spaghetti Western–rugged Butte Fault, then swimming their remuda across the Colorado River; the American Museum of Natural History’s fabricated first ascent of “The Lost World of Shiva Temple,” which was climbed twice beforehand by Emery Kolb; and other tales too tall to tell without sippin’ a little snake eye to start believing what I’m sayin’. One of the most bizarre is the September 27, 1994, Weekly World News report of an Alien Starship landing on Comanche Point (see page 94 Rim Trails), and it concerns the reputed discovery of a mummy-filled Egyptian cave in Marble Canyon.
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A canyoneer isn’t sure what mysteries wait around the next bend of this dark serpentine chasm.
Copyright © John Annerino Photography.

1909: Mr. G. E. Kincaid/Egyptian Crypts of the Grand Canyon

In one of the strangest stories ever published about the Grand Canyon, a mysterious explorer who went by the name of G. E. Kincaid reported to the Arizona Gazette, a Phoenix newspaper, on April 4, 1909, that he’d discovered a great underground citadel during an expedition down the Colorado River in a wooden boat from Green River, Wyoming, to Yuma, Arizona. Reportedly financed by the Smithsonian Institution, under the direction of a “Prof. S. A. Jordan,” Kincaid told reporters who published the front page cover story on April 5 that the crypt was a mile deep and had hundreds of rooms, passageways, and tiers of clay- and bark-covered mummies. Where exactly is this stone and gold-leafed sarcophagi-filled lost city? According to Kincaid, it’s “forty-two miles up the Colorado River from El Tovar Crystal Canyon.” If Kincaid’s Crystal Canyon is Crystal Creek at River Mile 98, that would put the lost city near Kwagunt Creek at River Mile 56. But two thousand feet above the river and 1,486 feet down the east face of a sheer wall, as Kincaid also hinted about the mysterious location, more closely aligns with the imposing cliffs of the Desert Façade where no Redwall Cavern–style caves exist. The Redwall Cavern comparison is an important clue, because Kincaid claimed, “Upwards of 50,000 people could have lived in the cavern comfortably.” That’s the exact estimate Major John Wesley Powell used forty years earlier when he wrote his river journal entry for August 8, 1869: “The water sweeps rapidly in this elbow of river, and has cut its way under the rock, excavating a vast half-circular chamber, which, if utilized for a theater, would give sitting to 50,000 people. Objection might be raised against it, however, for at high water the floor is covered with a raging flood.” One of the clinchers for Kincaid’s story, who also told reporters he was the first white child born in Idaho, is this: “The race that inhabited this mysterious cavern, hewn in solid rock by human hands, was of oriental original, possibly from Egypt, tracing back to Ramses.” Let’s suspend disbelief and imagine the Egyptian gods Horus, Osiris, and Isis—whose names appear on three Grand Canyon temples—as well as their slaves, teleported themselves to Crystal Canyon Cave. Or, let’s be reasonable, and go all in and accept the premise that pharaohs commanded fleets of papyrus boats that sailed across the Mediterranean Sea and Atlantic Ocean, then drove armies of horse-drawn chariots across the continent and traversed the Appalachian Mountains, Mississippi River, Southern Rocky Mountains, and Painted Desert without drawing the slightest notice, suspicions, oral histories, or carved petroglyphs from ancient Native America. Anchoring their Trojan Horses on the 5,428-foot east rim of Marble Canyon, the legion grappled 2,252 feet down cargo nets to the Colorado River where stone masons wielding iron chisels and sledgehammers cut, chiseled, and cleaved the Redwall Cavern–sized Crystal Canyon Cave and left no evidence of their rim-to-river project. Up to this point, it’s all good. Right? But there’s a tiny hole in Kincaid’s story. There is no record of a Colorado River expedition in 1908, the closest conceivable time frame Kincaid could have completed his river and cave exploration and sorted out his journal notes and maps for the Arizona Gazette exposé. The only river expedition that was recorded a year earlier (1907) was the Russell-Monett-Loper Expedition, which launched from Green River, Utah, on September 20. And the only expedition that was recorded in 1909 was the Galloway-Stone Expedition, which launched from Green River, Wyoming, on September 12, five months after Kincaid made headlines and reported: “If their theories are borne out by the translation of the tablets engraved with hieroglyphics … Egypt and the Nile, and Arizona and the Colorado, will be linked by a historical chain running back to ages which staggers the wildest fancy of the fictionist.” As does Kincaid’s tale, whoever he really was.

1867: James White/Log Raft, “The First Man Through?”

James White’s saga remains the most controversial account of river running the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River. On September 7, 1867, the New York–born White reached the Mormon settlement of Callville, Nevada, now submerged beneath Lake Mead, on a crude log raft reportedly made from three cottonwood logs lashed together with a lariat. On the verge of starvation, the weary and sunburned White claimed to have spent fourteen days navigating the “Big Cañon” in an audacious bid to escape hostile Utes whose horses he and his partner had stolen. In a letter written to his brother Josh on September 26, White said he kept from starving by trading his two pistols to some friendly Indians for the “hine pards of a dog.” He wrote: “i ead one of for supper and the other breakfast.” Not many wanted to believe White’s tale, not the least of whom was Major John Wesley Powell, who was still planning his maiden Canyon voyage. To descend the Big Cañon, alone, as the thirty-year-old White modestly claimed without fanfare, he would have needed to run—and survive—a gauntlet of 160 rapids, violent eddies, and whirlpools. If his story were true, that would make White the first known person in history to have navigated the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon two years before the 1869 Powell Geographical Expedition. Early admirers like General William J. Palmer and Thomas F. Dawson embraced White as a hero, believing that White had indeed come through the “Big Cañon.” But others, like Major Powell and White’s biggest detractor, railroad engineer Robert Brewster Stanton, who was a veteran of two disastrous Colorado River expeditions and ranted at length about White in his book, Colorado River Controversies (1932). Stanton concluded that it was preposterous for White to negotiate 277 miles of turbulent river currents and dangerous rapids on a hastily constructed raft in the time White had claimed. (Stanton’s conclusion has since been convincingly debated by Eilean Adams in her 2001 book, Hell or High Water: James White’s Disputed Passage through Grand Canyon, 1867). At the end of his June 4, 1917, Senate Resolution No. 79, “First Through the Grand Canyon,” (see page 313 in Western Grand Canyon Trails), Dawson suggested that Major Powell had already known, possibly from reading White’s letter to his brother Josh, which was published in the February 1869 edition of The Rocky Mountain News, before he embarked upon his 1869 Colorado River expedition on May 24, that White had traversed the Grand Canyon, proving to Powell that there weren’t any rapids that couldn’t be run or portaged. “I wend over falls from 10 to 15 feet hie,” White wrote. “My raft Wold tip over three or fore times a day.”

1914: Ambrose Bierce/Mexican Revolution/Grand Canyon

When Mexican revolutionary Francisco “Pancho” Villa’s (real name José Doroteo Arango Arámbula) ordered his Villistas to paste recruitment posters along the U.S./Mexico border in 1913, they read, in part, as follows: Atención Gringo, For Gold & Glory, Come South of the Border and Ride with Pancho Villa. American journalist Ambrose Bierce heeded the call and was officially attached to Villa’s army. During the Battle of Tierra Blanca, Chihuahua, the seventy-year-old “observer” was awarded a sombrero for shooting a Federale. But little more than a month later, the “old gringo” disappeared in the Battle of Ojinaga on January 9, 1914. In the October 1, 1913, letter he’d sent to his niece, Lora Bierce, Bierce had written: “If you hear of my being stood up against a Mexican stone wall and shot to rags, please know that I think it a pretty good way to depart from this life. It beats old age, disease, or falling down the cellar stairs.” Some speculate Bierce committed suicide with a German pistol he’d acquired for the occasion a year earlier and pulled the trigger somewhere along the South Rim high above the Colorado River in 1914. In the end Bierce may have preferred it to staring down the barrels of Villa’s men under the command of El General himself during a pelotón de fusilamiento, or “execution by firing squad.” “Preparen, Apunten, Fuego,” (“Ready, Aim, Fire!”). No one reportedly knows where Bierce fell, over the rim of the Grand Canyon after a self-inflicted tiro de gracia, “final blow,” or in the bloodstained borderlands. But in a cruel twist of fate Pancho Villa was “shot to rags” when he was ambushed by assassins while driving his 1915 Dodge 30–35 touring car down the streets of Parral, Chihuahua, on July 20, 1923.

1928: Glen and Bessie Hyde/The Missing Honeymooners

Newlyweds Glen Roland Hyde and Bessie Louise Haley Hyde embark on a “honeymoon cruise” and pilot a flat-bottomed Idaho wooden sweep scow from Green River, Wyoming, through the Grand Canyon. On November 28, 1928, the couple mysteriously disappears somewhere below River Mile 232. Pfft! Gone. After unsuccessful river searches by the Kolb brothers, Glen’s father, Roland C. Hyde, conducts one of the most exhaustive searches in the history of the Grand Canyon, going broke from his repeated efforts to locate his son and Bessie in the process. Speculation abounded that the couple argued, Glen was dispatched by Bessie, and a skull with a bullet hole was found in Emery Kolb’s belongings by his grandson. The skeleton of the still-unidentified man had been found beneath 7,300-foot Shoshone Point in 1976 with a .32-caliber bullet hole in his skull. Did Kolb have the motive, means, and opportunity? Some tried to piece that puzzle together. But an episode of NBC’s Unsolved Mysteries refuted the suspicion, as did forensic anthropologist Dr. Walter H. “Dr. Death” Birkby of the C. A. Pound Human Identification Laboratory, who reconstructed the complete skeleton and dispelled speculation that the remains were those of Glen Hyde. How and why it ended up in Emery’s garage remains another mystery. What about Bessie, who created a lovely book of poems in part about the river journey, Wandering Leaves? With her husband, she became the first woman to navigate 565 miles of river and rapids with her husband, Glen. Some suggest Bessie escaped, hiked out of the canyon from the Colorado River, and years later resurfaced as the Grand Old Dame and Woman of River, the legendary Georgie White Clark (aka Bessie DeRoss).
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A tourist peers over the edge of the Grand Canyon, 1914, with his Metz 22 Speedster, photo by O.K. Parker.


2

Above the Rim: Before You Go

If this is your first hike into the Grand Canyon, the first thing you should do after you park your vehicle, or take a shuttle to the South Rim’s 7,120-foot Mather Point or the North Rim’s 8,255-foot Bright Angel Point, is stand on the brink and take in the aerial view from the lofty rim of the canyon. Marvel at the scenery (“We’re going to hike into that?!”), but don’t become overwhelmed by its sheer depth and immensity. Remember, you’re going to be hiking down an established trail in short, manageable geological segments one step at a time, not in one fell swoop. You’ll be stopping along the way to enjoy the scenery on the way in, sip water from trailside springs and way stations, and snack and rest in shaded ramadas. So there’s plenty of time to adjust your focus and perspective of what at first may seem incomprehensible. If you feel like you’re getting in over your head, you can pull the ripcord any time and turn around even before you reach the suggested Turn Around Points I’ve included for the established trails. If you have time after arranging for your campsite or lodging, stop in the Canyon View Information Plaza across from Mather Point, or the North Rim Visitor Center located outside the Grand Canyon Lodge at Bright Angel Point Trailhead. The visitor centers emphasize the Canyon’s human history, ecology, and geology, where interpretative rangers can also answer your questions.

TRAINING

On any given Grand Canyon hike you’re faced with seven key training elements you should prepare for.

[image: image]

A boatwoman runs Hermit Rapids on the Colorado River near the foot of the Hermit Trail.
Copyright © John Annerino Photography.

Distance, Elevation Loss and Gain, Altitude, Weight Carried, Surface Footing, Time Spent Traveling, and Environmental Readiness:

If you’re not canyon fit and acclimated you should train and simulate each of these elements before you head down the trail. For example, if you’re planning your first hike down the Bright Angel Trail, you need to ask yourself if you’re ready to hike 9.5 miles and descend 4,340 vertical feet in ideal weather conditions to Bright Angel Campground? Many say, sure, no problem, because gravity is doing most of the work. After you’ve rested the night alongside melodious Bright Angel Creek, and perhaps the next day, are you ready to turn around and hike 9.5 miles and climb up the 4,340 foot inverted mountain standing between you and your vehicle parked on the asphalt summit? If you’re not already Grand Canyon fit you might not have the time it takes to get into good shape on short notice. It’s far better and safer if you can plan your hike three to six months in advance so you’re properly prepared to really enjoy your hike, not barely survive it. But you should simulate the seven elements.

Warning: Check with your physician before you start training and monitor your fitness, diet, health, and fatigue.

Distance:

If you’re not already fit, and you’re physician has pronounced you heart healthy enough to train, you should build up to walking, hiking, or running a minimum of three miles a day, four days a week. As you progress, try one longer walk, hike, or run of five miles once a week. If you can manage more, all the better. Remember, the linear distance you’ll be hiking the Bright Angel Trail is nineteen miles round-trip.

Elevation Loss and Gain:

Simulating Elevation Loss and Gain is more difficult for flatlanders than mountain dwellers. You can walk or run high school or college stadium steps and climb mid- to high-rise stairwells at least three days a week, more if you can manage it. If you prefer machinery, use an incline treadmill or stair climber three days or more a week. If you can hike a nearby peak or hills, all the better. Canyon hiking Phoenicians often train by hiking the rugged 1.2 miles, 1,208-vertical-foot climb up to the 2,610-foot summit of Piestewa Peak. The popular hike simulates and resembles the hike and elevation gain and loss through the Grand Canyon’s inner gorge of Vishnu Schist. Peak hiking or hill climbing three days a week will help develop and condition your aerobic capacity, quadriceps, calves, and feet for steep canyon trails. If you can build up to hiking a double or triple ascent once a week, all the better. As your training progresses combine Elevation Loss and Gain with your linear training Distance.

Altitude:

If you’re coming from Phoenix, Dallas, New York, San Francisco, Seattle, or someplace similar, you need aerobic conditioning through walking, hiking, or running. You can also use altitude training masks, which are available commercially. If you’re from Boulder, Flagstaff, Sun Valley, or Taos, and fit, you should be acclimated for South Rim’s highest trailhead, the 7,380-foot Tanner Trail, and the North Rim’s highest trailhead, the 8,848-foot Nankoweap Trail. It’s not necessarily the steep descent that will take the wind out of your sails, it’s that last end-of-the-trail two-mile, roughly 2,500-vertical-foot climb out that will be patiently waiting to test your training. As your training progresses combine Altitude (or aerobic conditioning) and Elevation Loss and Gain with your training Distance.

Weight Carried:

If you’re a fit steep terrain backpacker, you should know the weight you’re capable of carrying in your pack. If not, once you start to get in shape from your training you need to simulate incrementally the weight you’re going to carry on your canyon hike. Remember, the water you need to drink, carry, and cache for most warm weather rim-to-river-to-rim hikes and treks weighs 8.34 pounds per 1 gallon X 3 gallons = 25 pounds. At the trailhead, you’ll be carrying a pack that weighs thirty-five to forty pounds. The weight will decrease correspondingly as you drink and cache water during the descent. As your training progresses combine Weight Carried, Altitude (aerobic), and Elevation Loss and Gain with your training Distance.

Surface Footing:

If you’re walking, hiking, running trails, or working in rough terrain, keep doing it. If you’re used to gumshoeing pavement, jumping curbs and potholes on city streets, or are a parkour athlete, you should simulate resistance training on uneven, loose, and rocky surfaces on trails, rough terrain, streambeds, rocky beaches, or jetties. As your training progresses combine Surface Footing, Weight Carried, Altitude (aerobic), and Elevation Loss and Gain with your linear training Distance.

Time Spent Traveling:

If you’re a desk-driving CEO, software engineer, or secretary, you need to unshackle yourself from the desk, keyboard, and chair, and stand up and walk around and exercise. A canyon hike is not a short-burst lunchtime treadmill or stair climber workout. You’re going to be standing on your feet moving upright hiking, hopping over trail riprap, and walking on loose dirt, sand, and crushed stones for eight to ten hours each day. And that’s on the canyon’s maintained Corridor Trails. As your training progresses combine Time Spent Traveling, Surface Footing, Weight Carried, Altitude (aerobic), and Elevation Loss and Gain with your training Distance.

Environmental Readiness:

If you come from an arid desert, mesa, or mountain environment you should be acclimated to wide open spaces, imposing scenery, and the extreme weather shifts between blistering heat, torrential flashflood–producing rain, cold winter snow pack, and exposed jaw-dropping cliffs and ledges. If not, at the very least you need to simulate the heat and cold in your training by walking, hiking, or running in various weather conditions leading up to your canyon hike. And you need to hike smart once you arrive at the canyon by planning your hike for the pleasant seasons of fall and spring. (Check the weather forecasts beforehand). The Grand Canyon is altogether different than what many hikers are used to, but it’s lured many an easterner out West to cure what ailed them, search for gold, or pursue their dreams in the great abyss. There are no guard rails to prevent you or your loved ones from accidentally taking their last step off the edge of the trail or scenic spot, no traffic lights or crossing guards to guide you through the tough and dangerous traverses, and very few benches, except for stony ledges, to sit on and watch the pedestrian and equestrian traffic go by. So be prepared for the best and the beautiful, and the worst and wildest, the Grand Canyon has to offer. As your training progresses prepare yourself mentally (don’t overthink it, you’re going to enter one of nature’s most thrilling escape hatches and leave your worldly concerns, worries, and stress behind) and combine Environmental Readiness, Time Spent Traveling, Surface Footing, Weight Carried, Altitude (aerobic), and Elevation Loss and Gain with your training Distance. Your training should prepare you for a journey of a lifetime, but don’t overtrain. Save your conditioning edge for the Grand Canyon.

Water Consumption:

There are many dated sources on this topic, so I’ll relate my own experiences. During 100- to 110-degree heat running or walking on level dirt trails through deserts and plateaus, I average traveling eight to ten miles per gallon of water, as long as I hydrate beforehand. (Check the clarity of your urine beforehand, and watch your multivitamin intake, which often turns urine yellow. It’s often a sign you’re behind the fluid curve and, once on the trail, you’re getting dehydrated). You’ll need more or less drinking water depending on your fitness level, acclimatization, season, temperature, body weight, weight carried, elevation gain, distance, and other factors highlighted above. Use eight to ten miles per gallon of water as a guide for warm and hot weather hiking, but experiment in your seven elements training to determine your personal fluid requirement minimums.

Hiking Seasons

Unfortunately, the majority of hikers tackle the Grand Canyon during their summer vacations. It’s absolutely the worst time of the year to hike to the bottom of the Grand Canyon. Mid-May through June is insufferably hot, dry, and cloudless when inner Canyon air temperatures push 110 to 115 degrees or more. July and August through the first weeks of September don’t usually relent, except during periods of torrential monsoon downpours. Otherwise, inner Canyon surface temperatures hover between a skin-burning 140 to 160 degrees. Combine elevated air, surface temperatures, hot weather respiration, direct sunlight, exposed head and carotid neck arteries, and heat refracting off towering walls creates a deep, natural ovenscape and a recipe for disaster that’s befallen many who thought they were tough enough and sports athlete fit enough to carry a heavy backpack down and back up steep trails in the extreme heat. If you’re not a hardened, acclimated canyoneer and desert rat (or you drink hard liquor the night before the big hike), stay away. It’s waiting. Stick to the cool forested trails of the South and North Rims, which offer their own mesmerizing, largely forgiving allure. Or plan your hike for fall and spring, and during fair weather windows in winter. Summer monsoons are incredibly dramatic, but unless you know exactly what you’re doing, it’s easy to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. A half-dozen or more seasoned canyoneers rolled the dice and were swept to their deaths by flashfloods. (See Prevention page 47 and Flashfloods page 58.)

Water

If you’re hiking off the Bright Angel and North Kaibab Trails where reliable water is only available seasonally, you should plan your trip when perennial and seasonal water sources are most reliable during and after seasonal rains all year, spring snowmelt, and summer monsoons. (See Water Sources page 33.)

Weather, Air Data & Webcam

Grand Canyon National Park

tinyurl.com/gpxzy7x

Hiker Weather

National Weather Service

South Rim

Visit: tinyurl.com/hkd7hm3

North Rim

Visit: tinyurl.com/hk987nf

Phantom Ranch

Visit: tinyurl.com/jdyjtwz

Communication

Satellite Phones are in a league of their own for emergencies and surpass expectations of cell phone coverage anywhere below the rim of the Grand Canyon. I’ve used them on Colorado River trips, and relied on critical communication during photo assignments in the deep canyons of Mexico’s Sierra Madre. The one caveat is that satellite coverage is often restricted to several minutes in narrow canyons where you need to change your location to stay within satellite reception.

There are numerous satellite phone services. I’ve used PHI Satellite Services, and I’ve never had an issue. I always request a charger and a second battery, which are included in a Pelican Case with a preprinted Fed Ex return air bill.

Phone Home Internationally

Visit: www.phisatellitephones.com

Phone (480) 206–7369

Satellite Phones, Messaging, and Tracing:

A growing number of hikers, climbers, sailors, and adventurers are using services like Spot that they report on their website accounts for 4,801 rescues. Impressive. I haven’t used the service, yet, though I’ve read reports of Grand Canyon hikers activating their Spot devices because the water “tasted salty,” and others who were tired and asked the park rescue rangers who’d hiked all the way in to help them. (Visit: www.findmespot.com/en/.) In 2014 (the most recent stats available), there were 157 total Medevac flights and 418 passengers in the Grand Canyon.

NPS Hiker 24 Hour Emergency Phone Number and Email

(Tape these numbers and links to your satellite communications)

Phone (928) 638–7805

Email: grca_bic@nps.gov (Use this if the phone line is busy)

Critical Communications, Best Practices for Emergency Operations

Visit: hrrfw.org/RaftingGrandCanyon/Critical_Communications_Handout

PLANNING

Refer to the Grand Canyon Trails section to see what trail captivates you most that you’re physically and psychologically fit enough to embark upon (see Trails of the Grand Canyon page 53). Once you’ve studied the list, compared it to your previous (recent) hiking experiences, training, and the corresponding trail descriptions, then decide on your trail preference and permit availability, and adjust your training accordingly. The following resources will further assist your planning and preparation.

Resources, Online Interactive

TopoZone and TopoQuest:

These are convenient online sources for studying and printing U.S. Geological Survey-based topographic maps. The elevations used in this book were sourced from these sites and printed USGS topographical maps. Visit: http://www.topozone.com/ and https://www.topoquest.com/

Geology Map:

Once you’re off the Corridor Trails, it’s important you learn how to read the rocks (see Geology page 79). This beautiful, color-keyed map should also help you decipher the canyon’s complex strata: Geologic Map of the Grand Canyon and Vicinity. Flagstaff, AZ: U.S. Geological Survey, 2014, Mapbox.

Visit: rclark.github.io/grand-canyon-geology/

Road Map:

The Arizona Strip, western Grand Canyon National Park, and Grand Canyon-Parashant National Monument are crisscrossed with a maze of all weather and high clearance dirt roads. This map provides mileages, locations, and local names that will help you reach the area’s remote trailheads.

Visit: www.nps.gov/hfc/carto/PDF/PARAmap1.pdf

U.S. Board of Geographic Names:

If you’re off the grid and see a landmark, canyon, or creek you think merits an official name, you can apply for it through the U.S. Board of Geographic Names.

The domestic locations and spellings in this book conform to USBGN standards. Visit: geonames.usgs.gov/ for more information.

Printed Highway and Road Map:

The AAA “Guide to Indian Country Map” is an accurate and detailed highway map to the Southwest’s Four Corner region that also includes the myriad all-weather dirt and backroads to off-the-grid destinations featured in this book and neighboring Indian Country. Navajo detective Joe Leaphorn uses this map to navigate the country in Tony Hillerman’s bestselling mysteries. Available commercially at visitor centers, stores, and online.

Printed Topographical Maps:

All of the 7.5-minute quadrangles named at the end of each trail description can be ordered from the U.S. Geological Survey. Visit: www.usgs.gov

Fees

Entrance Fees:

Save with Grand Canyon, America the Beautiful, Military, and Every Kid in a Park Annual Passes. Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/fees.htm

Overnight Hiking:

NPS Permit Requests and Fees:

No fees charged for day hiking. $10 per permit plus $8 per person or stock animal per night camped below the rim and $8 per group per night camped above the rim. Denied requests will not incur a charge. Permits cancelled at least four days in advance will receive hiker credit (minus a $10 cancellation charge) valid for one year. Backcountry Information Center charges are nonrefundable! (Source: NPS.) Visit www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/upload/permit-request.pdf for more information.

Corridor Trails and Campgrounds Availability 2016

Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/upload/CorAvail.pdf

Organized Group Rim-to-Rim and Extended Day Hike/Run

Visit: tinyurl.com/jbflfoq

Application and Fees: tinyurl.com/h9m73lk

NPS Backcountry Information Center

Phone (928) 638–7875

Permits Fax (928) 638–2125

Critical Backcountry Updates

Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/trail-closures.htm

Grand Canyon National Park

1 Backcountry Road, Grand Canyon Village, AZ 86023

Phone (928) 638–7875

RIVER HIKING

“Powell and his brave men … faced a thousand dangers, open or hidden, now in their boats gladly sliding down swift, smooth reaches, now rolled over and over in back combing surges of rough, roaring cataracts, sucked under the eddies, swimming like beavers, tossed and beaten like cast away drift—stout-hearted, undaunted, doing their work through it all. After a month of this they floated smoothly out of the dark, gloomy, roaring abyss into light and safety two hundred miles below.”

— John Muir, 1902

The Grand Cañon of the Colorado River

Some 24,885 commercial and private river runners navigate the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River in whole or part each year. They come from all over the world to experience the wonders and adventures conservationist John Muir touched upon and Major John Wesley Powell pioneered. If you have the expertise and own your own river-running gear, an extended private off-season river journey offers the best opportunity to hike the Grand Canyon in reverse (bottom to top) like the inverted mountain range it is, as well as along the Colorado River corridor. (See Colorado River Trails page 290). Visit the websites below for the information you need to launch a successful river hiking adventure. If you don’t have the boats and gear, or you just don’t want the logistical headache of organizing a private trip, visit Grand Canyon Private Boaters “Making Trip Connections.” You can become a member, and sign up for a trip. Several Grand Canyon commercial outfitters offer hybrid hiking trips. Visit the Commercial River Outfitters link below.

If you prefer to organize your own private trip, you can fill out your application online at the NPS Grand Canyon River Permits Office link below.

Grand Canyon Private River Trips

Grand Canyon Private Boaters Association

Visit: gcpba.org/

809 W. Riordan Rd. Suite 100, Suite 431, Flagstaff, AZ 86001

Email: gcpbamail@gmail.com

Grand Canyon Private River Trip Permits

National Park Service, Grand Canyon River Permits Office

1824 S. Thompson St., Suite 201, Flagstaff, AZ 86001

Phone (800) 959–9164, Fax (928) 638–7844

River Support & Lodging

Bar 10 Ranch

P.O. Box 910088, St. George, UT 84791–0088

Bar 10 Airstrip (Indicator 1Z1)

“Whitmore International Airport”

Phone: (435) 628–4010, (800) 582–4139

Fax: (435) 628–5124

Visit: https://www.bar10.com/

Grand Canyon National Park Commercial River Outfitters

Grand Canyon National Park outfitters offer a diverse array of three- to eighteen-day Colorado River trips from Lees Ferry to Pierce Ferry in paddle rafts, oar-powered rafts, and dories. For a full list of outfitters and contact information, visit www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/river-concessioners.htm for more information.

Mules, horses, and burros played a historic role in the exploration, discovery, and development of the Grand Canyon and its trails. Some perished trying to negotiate narrow rim rock-hugging trails like the Nankoweap, Tanner, and Pack-a-the-true-ye-ba Trails, and slid and rolled to their deaths or disappeared out of sight over the cliffs. Throughout the late 1800s into the early 1900s, equine carried the unwieldy loads of explorers, surveyors, scientists, miners, trailblazers, presidents, naturalists, painters, geologists, architects, and Native Peoples. If for any reason you cannot hike to Phantom Ranch, or you simply prefer the Old West allure of a leather saddle—John Muir, Teddy Roosevelt, Albert Einstein, and the Harvey Girls did—you can book a mule and let it carry your pack and gear. The park calls it a “Mule Assisted Backpack.” Or you can ride your own horse or mule on designated canyon trails. If you’re a seasoned cross-country rider you can detour off the Great Western Trail and ride rim-to-river-to-rim in the hoofprints of four young Texas cowboys who rode from Arizona’s Mexican border across the Grand Canyon to Montana’s Canadian border featured in the critically acclaimed documentary film Unbranded (2015).

Great Western Trail

Visit: gwt.org/

Unbranded

Visit: watch.unbrandedthefilm.com/

Backcountry Horsemen of America

Visit: www.bcha.org/

For Grand Canyon Private Stock Use (Mules, Horses, Burros), Trails, Permits, Fees

Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/private-stock.htm

For Commercial Horseback Riding, Mule Riding, and Hiker Support

South Rim

Grand Canyon Lodges

Visit: www.grandcanyonlodges.com/things-to-do/mule-trips/

Reservations, Phone (888) 297–2757, (303) 297–2757

North Rim

Grand Canyon Trail Rides

Visit: www.canyonrides.com/grand-canyon-mule-ride/

Reservations, Phone (435) 679–8665

Hiker Shuttles

Rim to Rim

Trans Canyon Shuttle

Visit www.trans-canyonshuttle.com/

Phone (928) 638–2820, (928) 638–2820

South Rim Shuttle Bus Routes 2016

Visit www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/shuttle-buses.htm

Caving, Inside Earth, Speleology

According to the National Park Service, an estimated 1,000 or more caves are hidden within Grand Canyon National Park. Three hundred and thirty-five caves have been recorded, including Thunder River Cave and Tapeats Creek Cave, two of the Canyon’s most spectacular; the sacred shrines of Tsé’áán Ketán, “Prayer Stick Cave,” and Tsé’áán bidá, “Rock Cave,” and Silent River Cave, Abyss River Cave, Vanishing River Cave, Premonition Cave, Olla Vieja Cave, and Leandras Cave, Arizona’s longest, which requires a four-mile trek from the nearest road, 2,500-vertical-foot descent, and a 120-foot rappel to reach the cave entrance that leads through 42,329 feet (8.01 miles) of passages; and other secret caves that have been recorded, mapped, and excavated with their precise locations stored in the Karst Portal of the Antwerp Diamond Centre. All caves, except for Cave of the Domes, are closed to visitation and exploration, except for research. Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/learn/nature/cave.htm for more information.

TRAVELERS AND HIKERS LODGING & CAMPING

You’re tired, sunburned, thirsty, and hungry enough to eat soap, and the last thing you want to do after you climb out of the canyon is face the long drive home, or sleep in the dirt one more night. You can treat yourself to soft rustic comfort, hot food, and cold refreshments by booking a night in one of architect Mary Jane Colter’s 1910–20s-era lodges and enjoy colorfully appointed interiors. Constructed with native stone and timbers, and inspired by indigenous cliff dwellings, culture, and landscapes, they are listed on the National Register of Historic Places and National Historic Landmarks. Colter’s celebrated South Rim lodging includes El Tovar and Bright Angel Lodge (Red Horse Cabin and The Buckey O’Neill Cabin). Though, few locations and lodges are more spectacular than the North Rim’s Grand Canyon Lodge. Designed by Yale- and Harvard-graduate Gilbert Stanley Underwood, the National Historic Landmark was constructed on the edge of Bright Angel Point in 1928 with Kaibab Limestone and Ponderosa pine timbers. The outdoor terrace offers one of the most stunning and comfortable scenic lodge views in the West.

South Rim

Grand Canyon National Park Lodges

Visit: www.grandcanyonlodges.com

Phone (888) 297–2757, (303) 297–2757

Phantom Ranch

Visit: www.grandcanyonlodges.com/lodging/phantom-ranch

North Rim

Grand Canyon Lodge

Visit: www.grandcanyonforever.com

Phone (877) 386–4383

Kaibab Lodge

Visit: www.kaibablodge.com

Phone (928) 638–2389 for reservations and shuttle to/from North Kaibab Trailhead

Camping or Glamping:

Okay, so if you do want to sleep in the dirt under the stars and towering pines a few more nights, or set up your Glamping in Deluxe tent, tree house, or trailer, here’s where.

South Rim

NPS Mather Campground

Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/cg-sr.htm

National Recreation Reservations

Visit: www.recreation.gov

Phone: (877) 444–6777

Trailer Village Park

Visit: www.visitgrandcanyon.com/trailer-village-rv-park

Phone (877) 404–4611, same day (928) 638–3047

Kaibab National Forest

Ten-X Campground

Visit: tinyurl.com/23w3283

Desert View

NPS Desert View Campground

Visit: tinyurl.com/jlamkta

North Rim

NPS North Rim Campground

Visit: www.nps.gov/grca/planyourvisit/cg-nr.htm

Phone (877) 444–6777

Kaibab National Forest

Demotte Campground and

Jacobs Lake Campground

Visit: tinyurl.com/zssg2ep

Phone (877) 444–6777

GEAR

Overnight Hiking and Trekking

“I rolled up some bread and tea in a pair of blankets with some sugar and a tin cup and set off.”

—John Muir, 1875

You can travel as light as you need to, as Native People did traveling on foot through the Great Southwest’s canyons and mesas, carrying a blanket, pemmican or deer jerky, piñon and pine nuts, piki bread, and water, or as the Scottish-born conservationist had hiking the Sierra Nevada, subsisting on black tea, sourdough bread, pine nuts, sugar-pine sap, manzanita berries, and fasting. You can supplement this bare bones diet, as Native Peoples did when they stalked a deer or bighorn, and John Muir had with “a block of beef about four inches in diameter, cut from the lean heartwood of a steer.” Or, you can go all in and suffer carrying out what you should have left behind. Find the balance of what works best for you.

[image: image]

Hikers sample a bare bones diet atop the North Rim’s remote Shiva Temple.
Copyright © John Annerino Photography.

The Essentials:

Frameless or internal-framed pack; water, water purification pump, and potable purification tablets; extra snacks and citrus; a hat to cover your head and ears; bandana to cover your neck, use as a tourniquet, and for straining river and creek water for drinking; sunscreen and polarized sunglasses; topographic map, compass, whistle, and a twenty-five-foot length of six mm or larger perlon cordage for hauling and lowering packs and belaying; flashlight or headlamp, extra batteries; signal mirror if your satellite phone’s second battery goes dead or your companions use up your budgeted air time phoning home; pocket knife for cooking, cutting, and scraping; first aid kit, Betadine surgical skin cleanser, bandages, surgical adhesive tape, moleskin, antiseptic, elastic bandage, and safety pins; After Bite for stings and bites; space blanket; comb and tweezers to remove cactus spines and for maintaining a stylish rustic trail look; and tape to remove tiny cactus spines and hairs called glochids.

Water Containers:

Depending on the season, weather, and your personal fluid requirements you tested in your training, carry four to eight (or more) one-quart or one-liter water containers inside your pack to drink and cache on the hike into the canyon. For hot weather and summer hikes it’s critical you carry and cache enough water in durable water containers. I carry two to four quarts inside my pack, and use two one-gallon screw-capped water or cleansed milk containers, looped together with a bandana (use a square knot), carried behind my shoulders between the pack. Remember, water takes on the outside air temperature, and hot water is unpalatable and difficult even for seasoned hikers to drink enough fluid to stay ahead of the dehydration curve. You can cover and insulate your water jugs with hand-stitched terry cloth and soak them before you head off the rim. Before you climb back out of the canyon from the inner canyon or Colorado River, you can immerse your water containers in cold river or creek water. There’s no reason to drink hot water on the critical 2,000- to 2,500-foot climb up from the river to cooler temperatures.

Clothing:

Appropriate for season. Remember—guard against wind, wetness, cold, direct sunlight, and heat. Bring only what you actually need, and keep the weight down! Depending on the season and your preference: hooded rainwear, jacket, heavy or light long- and short-sleeved cotton or polypro shirts, T-shirts and undergarments; heavy and light pants or shorts; heavy or light ankle-length socks: broken-in hiking boots or hiking shoes. (I prefer carbon rubber-soled running shoes. But don’t try using them on your first canyon hike). For winter use rainwear, hooded down or fiberfill parka; wool, polypro, or pile caps, sweater, gloves or mittens, socks, and undergarments; waterproofed boots, gaiters, instep crampons, and stormproof tent.

Food:

Well balanced, high in simple and complex carbohydrates, roughage, and stick-to-your- rib proteins.

•   Day 1: Michelin One Star, S. Pellegrino Young Chef, Hells Kitchen–style cuisine, or a grilled cowboy steak, roasted potatoes, and green chilies foil-wrapped in homemade flour tortillas you prepare, zip-seal, and freeze at home in advance of the trip.

•   Day 2: Tin Man–style canned meat, chicken, tuna, beans, and tamales (they’ll keep however long you want to carry them); or Mercado-style corn tortilla tacos heated in a light film of olive oil, stuffed with heat-in-the-can (remove the lid) meat, chicken, or beans topped with cheese, lettuce (if it hasn’t turned brown), and your favorite hot sauce.

•   Day 3: Where’s the Water Fare. Buffalo jerky, piñon nuts, machaca (Mexican dried beef); packaged rice, wild rice, pasta, noodles, mac and cheese, oatmeal, granola, powdered milk, hot chocolate, and electrolyte drink mixes; sourdough rolls, crackers, peanut butter, Arizona-grown Medjool dates stuffed with an almond or pecan and cream cheese, ground coffee, sugar or honey; limes, oranges, raisins, avocados, and dried fruit; seasonings.

•   Day 4: You Promised Him You’d Try It. Your dad’s or uncle’s MREs (Meals Ready to Eat), your grandfather’s souvenir C-Rations he hoped his sons and daughters would try, and your great grandfather’s historic K-Rations he hoped his sons and daughters would try. Or whatever you want to carry, keep fresh, prepare, and sustain yourself for your hike. My go-to basic canyon menu includes home-cooked bean burritos foil-wrapped (you can cook beans in a crock pot with your own secret ingredients); canned albacore tuna, lime, crackers, and Nava-Hopi piñon nuts (available roadside in Cameron, AZ); sourdough bun, cheese, and güerito chilie sandwiches; stream-water powdered milk and granola; coffee, tea, raw sugar or honey, and your favorite chocolate stream-cooled in a zip bag.

Stove, Cooking, Cleaning, and Food Storage:

Stove fuel, stainless steel cook pot or large ceramic cup, bowl or ceramic cup, knife, fork, spoon, P38 can opener; flint stick, lighter, strike-anywhere matches waterproof-containerized; utensil cleaner; rock squirrel- and raven-proof, duct-taped-sealed momma’s cookie tins or new interlocking steel mesh food containers; and plastic zip bags for scooping water from shallow, ephemeral water sources.

Shelter:

Tarp and cordage, lightweight or winter tent, summer cotton sheet or sleeping bag and foam pad or ground cloth, or winter sleeping bag, cover, and foam pad.

Sanitation:

Toilet paper and trowel, disinfecting wipes or sanitizer, and resealable bags or commercial carry-out bags to pack it out if you’re really a Leave No Tracer.

Personal Items:

Toothbrush and paste, comb, washcloth, lip balm, foot powder, insect repellant, needle and thread, camera, and journal.

Walking Sticks, Take the Load Off:

Many canyon hikers use aluminum hiking and trekking poles for steep off-trail descents and ascents. Others prefer wooden walking sticks, which are a must for traveling through canyon narrows to negotiate slippery moss-covered stones. Some, like pioneer photographer E. O. Beaman, used an alpenstock during his rugged exploratory trek of Deer Creek (I used an old wooden ice axe when I first started guiding treks in the canyon). Interestingly, Canary Island sheepherders have used long wooden lances since the sixteenth century to negotiate their steep island terrain and pastures. Using lances two to two-and-a-half times the length of John Muir’s walking stick and the Boy Scout’s traditional five-foot-six-inch long staffs, similar to European pilgrim and quarter staffs, Spanish shepherds effectively use a technique called salto del pastor, “shepherd’s leap,” to jump over ravines, often sliding down their long garrotes to the ground. Some canyon trekkers might embrace the concept, for others it would prove their demise in the precipitous canyon terrain. A Backstory: perilously trapped on the wrong side of two flood-swollen creeks with little food, I used dead Century plant stalks (Agave Philippians) twice to pole vault over rushing waters to reach my only way out of the canyon beneath the North Rim during an eight-day Trans Canyon journey run. The “first time was the charm.” The second time, the stalk broke and I was swept hopelessly downstream. … Don’t try it.

Resources

National Parks and Monuments

Grand Canyon-Parashant National Monument

Public Lands Information Center (NPS, BLM, Forest Service)

345 East Riverside Drive, St. George, UT 84790

Phone (435) 688–3200, Fax (435) 688–3388

Visit: www.nps.gov/para/index.htm

Glen Canyon National Recreation Area

P.O. Box 1507, Page, AZ 86040

Phone (928) 608–6200

Visit: www.nps.gov/glca/index.htm

Lake Mead National Recreation Area

601 Nevada Way, Boulder City, NV 89005

Phone (702) 293–8990

Visit: www.nps.gov/lake/index.htm

Pipe Spring National Monument

HC 65 Box 5, 406 Pipe Springs Road

Fredonia, AZ 86022

Phone (928) 643–7105

Visit: www.nps.gov/pisp/index.htm

Vermilion Cliffs National Monument

(Paria Canyon-Vermilion Cliffs Wilderness)

345 E. Riverside Drive

St. George, UT 84790–6714

Phone (435) 688–3200

Visit: www.blm.gov/az/st/en/prog/blm_special_areas/natmon/vermilion.html

Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument

669 South Highway 89A

Kanab, Utah 84741

Phone (435) 644–1200

Visit: www.blm.gov/ut/st/en/fo/grand_staircase-escalante.html

Greater Grand Canyon Heritage National Monument (proposed)

308 West Birch Avenue

Flagstaff, AZ 86001

Visit: www.greatergrandcanyon.org/monument

Visit: www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/3882

Tribal Lands and Parks

Havasupai Tribe Tourist Office

P. O. Box 10, Supai, AZ 86435

Hiking and Camping Permits

Phone: (928) 448 2121, Fax: (928) 448 2551

Visit: www.havasupai-nsn.gov/tourism.html

Hopi Cultural Center

Hwy 264, Mile Post 379, Second Mesa, Arizona 86043

Phone (928) 734–2401

Fax (928) 734–6651

Visit: www.hopiculturalcenter.com/

Hualapai Tribe

P.O. Box 179, Peach Springs, AZ 86434

Phone (928) 769–2216, (888) 868–9378

Fax (928) 769–2343

Visit: grandcanyonwest.com/

Kaibab Paiute

Pipe Springs National Monument

406 Pipe Springs Road, Fredonia, AZ 86022

Phone (928) 643–7105

Fax (928) 643–7583

Visit: www.nps.gov/pisp/index.htm

Navajo Nation Parks and Recreation

Cameron Visitor Center

P.O. Box 459, Cameron, AZ 86020

Hiking and Camping Permits

Phone: (928) 679–2303

Fax: (928) 679–2017

Visit: www.navajonationparks.org/permits.htm

Conservation

Sierra Club National Headquarters

2101 Webster St., Suite 1300, Oakland, CA 94612

Phone (415) 977–5500

Fax (510) 208–3140

Visit: www.sierraclub.org/about

River Runners for Wilderness

P.O. Box 30821, Flagstaff, AZ 86003

Phone (928) 556–0742

Email: tommartin@rrfw.org

Visit: rrfw.org/
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Below the Rim: Now What?

“Mountains of music swell in the rivers, hills of music billow in the creeks, and meadows of music murmur in the rills that ripple over the rocks. Altogether it is a symphony of multitudinous melodies. All this is the music of waters.”

—John Wesley Powell, 1895,

Canyons of the Colorado

Put one step in front of the other and take the journey of your lifetime through what Major John Wesley Powell called the “great unknown” when he navigated the Colorado River in 1869. Nothing will be more important during your inverted-mountain desert trek than water. On the river, Powell and his men were forced to strain, boil, and drink too much of the Río Colorado, “Red River,” what some said was “too thick to drink, too thin to plow.” Off the river, Powell and his overland expedition surveyors and photographers sometimes couldn’t find enough water to drink. When they did, they often strained and boiled it with coffee grounds to make it palatable enough to drink.

Four thousand years or more before Powell’s expedition members faced dangers, thirst, and dehydration exploring the Grand Canyon, its Native People traveled long distances across the sear deserts and canyons of the Colorado Plateau to hunt, gather, and trade bighorn sheepskins, buckskins, baskets, ollas, olivella shells, turquoise, and other precious, easily transportable goods. They were able to endure arduous trading forays to distant pueblos and villages because they were well conditioned, had an intimate knowledge of their environment—what pioneers viewed as harsh and strange “look-alike” terrain—and because their journeys linked one perennial or seasonal water source with the next. You would do well to emulate their proven tradition by planning your own canyon sojourns from one water source to the next, starting with the maintained Bright Angel and North Kaibab Trails. Both trails offer perennial water and developed sources you can rely upon seasonally.

[image: image]

Monsoon flashflood cascade, Marble Canyon, Colorado River.
Copyright © John Annerino Photography.

The Colorado River is called Bits’íís Ninéézi, “The River of Neverending Life,” by the Navajo because it still offers life-sustaining water as long as you stay within reach of it. Once you move beyond the river, or break away from the Bright Angel and North Kaibab Trails to skirt the stony ledges and benches to hike cross-country on primitive trails and routes, you need to rely upon the water you carry and cache, and the perennial, seasonal, and ephemeral water sources you need to locate along your route of travel. It’s important to familiarize yourself with these locations, as Ancestral Puebloans once did when they carried spring water in heavy tumpline-sized ollas to their cliff dwellings and storage granaries. In spite of its forested rims and verdant riparian canyons and creeks, the Grand Canyon is an arid stair-step desert. Its relatively few reliable water sources are often more difficult, precipitous, and dangerous for the uninitiated to reach than the cool, deep hand-dug wells, palm tree–lined oases, water pockets, and tinajas that sustain life in the comparatively flat deserts of the Gobi, Sahara, Outback (Great Sandy and Gibson Deserts), Colorado Plateau (Painted Desert, Canyonlands), and the Sonoran Desert’s El Camino del Diablo, “The Road of the Devil.”

THE MUSIC OF THE WATERS

If you’re unfamiliar locating the canyon’s perennial and seasonal water sources, they come in many forms: thundering waterfalls, misty cascades, hanging gardens, mesmerizing streams, melodious rivulets, tinkling seeps, shimmering water pockets teeming with life, and silent “kiss tanks” are among them. These delicate biomes support a precious community of plants, animals, birds, reptiles, fish, and invertebrates. Off the river, these irreplaceable often pristine sanctuaries are not here for the sole purpose of keeping you hydrated or saving your life. These oases sustained the Grand Canyon’s Native Peoples for more than 4,000 years and, with the Colorado River, provided their lifeblood of existence.

Fountains of Life/Types of Springs

Of the twelve types of springs that characterize the planet’s perennial, intermittent, and ephemeral water sources, ten are found in the Grand Canyon, and eight are used in this inventory of water sources: Cave Springs, Cave Spring Waterfalls, Cliff Springs, Fault Springs, Fracture Springs, Hillside Springs, Perched Springs, Streambed Springs, and Travertine Springs. In addition, seasonal and ephemeral sources are typified by rainfall and snowmelt stone catchments called water pockets, rock tanks (tinajas), potholes, and “kiss tanks.”

•   Cave Springs are subterranean streams that flow from (tubula) cave openings. Abyss River Cave, At Last Cave, and Silent River Cave are three sublime, seldom-seen hidden waters.

•   Cave Spring Waterfalls explode and gush from caves, cliffs, and canyon walls. Vaseys Paradise, Roaring Springs, and Thunder River offer dramatic displays of frothing water.

•   Cliff Springs form hanging gardens beneath alcove ceilings and rock shelves. Hawaii Spring, Fern Glen Spring, and Showerbath Spring are cool and refreshing destinations.

•   Fault Springs flow along rugged geologic cross-canyon fault zones such as Fence Spring (Fence Fault), Pipe Creek Spring (Bright Angel Fault), and Hawaii Spring (Hermit Fault).

•   Fracture Springs flow between an aquifer’s permeable water-bearing rock and its underlying impermeable rock layers such as the Bright Angel Creek tributaries of Haunted Spring and Phantom Spring.

•   Hillside Springs form where underlying runoff and groundwater flow through steep hill slopes. The cottonwood tree-shaded Burro Spring on the Tonto Trail East is the most visited.

•   Perched Springs flow from aquifers that are “perched” above underlying regional aquifers that created South Canyon Spring, Santa María Spring, and Cougar Spring.

•   Streambed Springs surface and form canyon floor spring flows, including the South Rim’s Red Canyon and Hermit Creek.

•   Travertine Springs form when spring water mixes with C02 and creates striking travertine curtains and pools at Havasu Falls and Blue Springs. Beautiful to behold, the geochemistry of these turquoise waters makes them unfit to drink. Boucher Spring East is an exception for potable drinking water among travertine springs.

Once you’ve decided on your hike and know the general location of the canyon’s streams, springs, and seeps along your route of travel, you can sometimes see them from a great distance. Visibility permitting, Indian Garden Springs on Garden Creek below the South Rim can be seen from the summit of 7,646-foot Shiva Temple on the North Rim six miles distant. While crossing the Tonto Trail, you can also see the green plumage of signature indicator plants like cottonwood trees, which are beacons of life in the tawny arid canyonscape near Burro Spring. As you draw closer to the canyon’s diverse rivulets of life, you’ll see other endemic plants unique to the spring and seep type that form visual bouquets in the damp shade of white-flowered redbud trees, hanging gardens of green maidenhair ferns, yellow columbines, scarlet monkey flowers, monarch butterflies, colorful songbirds, croaking tree frogs, spadefoot toads, fairy shrimp, and microscopic rotifers. tread lightly, and don’t camp nearby.

Where Does the Water Come From?

Coconino Plateau/South Rim Aquifers

Deep subterranean pools, caverns, rivers, and streams that bring to mind Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth (1874) are borne from the Grand Canyon’s life-giving aquifers. The Coconino Aquifer is comprised of the Kaibab Limestone, Coconino Sandstone, and Supai Formation. It forms 1,000 to 1,500 feet beneath the forested floor of the 7,000-foot Coconino Plateau and caps the Redwall-Muav Limestone Aquifer that pools 3,000 feet beneath the South Rim. The major springs that discharge perennial water from this porous chamber of water into the Colorado River are Blue Springs in the Little Colorado River Gorge, Indian Garden Springs, Hermit Spring, and Havasu Spring far to the west.

Kaibab Plateau/North Rim Aquifer

The Redwall Aquifer is comprised of the 1,300-foot thick Redwall Limestone, Muav Limestone, and Temple Butte Formation that drain the sub-alpine forested floor of the 9,002-foot Kaibab Plateau. The major springs that funnel water from this transient bank through perennial springs 3,000 feet below the North Rim into the Colorado River are Vaseys Paradise, Roaring Springs, Bright Angel Creek, and the stream caves of Tapeats Spring and Thunder River.

What Are You Drinking?

What’s in the water that Native Peoples, deer and bighorn sheep, raptors and song- birds, bees and bats, frogs and fish, ferns and flowers, and hikers depend on? According to one U.S. Geological Survey Report, “Historical data … from 428 sites in the Grand Canyon region, including wells, streams, and springs, indicated that 95 percent of samples had concentrations of dissolved uranium …” Imagine the Coconino and Kaibab Plateaus as an enormous layer cake of colorful sedimentary rock perforated by 1,300 vertical tubes, or chimneys, thirty feet in diameter and plunging well over 1,000 feet deep. Uranium frequently forms in these breccia pipes, as they’re known among geohydrologists, and serve as conduits for water. In many cases they carry natural uranium (uraninite UO2) into subterranean aquifers that flow through permeable rocks layers and in between impermeable seams that sustain fragile springs and seeps critical to natural habitat. Things get complicated when mineralized breccia pipes are mined and encounter what are called “radioactivity anomalies.” The balance between “acceptable” levels of contaminants and “dangerous” levels often soar, especially from mineralized uranium, toxic waste, spills, and abandoned mine tailings that drain through breccia pipes through streams, springs, and seeps. Exacerbating the problem of once clean, clear, and sweet drinking water is ground and air pollution, drought, groundwater pumping, fecal coli from trespass cattle and hikers, wildfire, and invasive exotic plants and animals, and these factors threaten the canyon’s most precious natural resource: water, the lifeblood of existence.

Climate Change

It’s projected that climate change will diminish the perennial and intermittent flows of the Grand Canyon’s cave streams, springs, seeps, and ephemeral water sources, but it’s not known how significant the impacts will be.

Colorado River

For hikers and canyoneers using rim-to-river trails and routes that have no reliable springs or seeps, or have contaminated sources, the Colorado River is the only water source to replenish your depleted drinking water. When Paria Canyon or the Little Colorado Gorge is flooding, the Colorado River becomes heavily laden with silt and sediment. If you need to use river water because it’s your only, or best, water source—and you’re not dying of thirst—it’s often your only option. After you’ve collected and containerized your water, be patient and wait for the water to stand still for one to two hours until the sediment settles before pouring it into another container for treatment.

Water Treatment: The main stem of the Colorado River and many of its tributary canyons and creeks have fecal coli counts and carry the waterborne intestinal amoeba Giardia (giardiasis) that causes diarrheal illness and vomiting. This is serious! Fluid loss from heat and exercise-induced evaporative sweating is one factor. Combined with diarrhea-induced dehydration, you need to stop the symptoms immediately, especially if you need to hike out of the canyon. In remote locations, Giardia has been treated with Lomotil and Imodium. Consult your physician beforehand. More importantly, strain and treat all water sources with a water purification pump, potable purification tablets (don’t put them in the water source), or boiling.

Water Contaminants

According to the U.S. Geological Survey, uranium concentrations that meet or exceed 5 U μg/L may be questionable, unfit, or toxic to drink and exceed U.S. Environmental Protection Agency safety standards. Many if not most of the Grand Canyon’s backcountry drinking water sources reportedly have “acceptable” contaminant levels below 5 U μg/L. When Major Powell and his men crossed the Arizona Strip with Paiute guides, expedition members were worried about bugs in their drinking water, the “wigglers” Powell commonly drank in front of them. They weren’t worried about dissolved uranium contaminants or other trace elements. Times changed, and in the aftermath of the 1950s uranium rush many streams, springs, and seeps haven’t gotten any sweeter to drink. Backcountry drinking water quality information that should be readily available to Grand Canyon hikers, backpackers, and adventurers is restricted or buried in difficult-to-access scientific reports. I’ve included the data I did uncover and known contaminant levels for you as precautionary footnotes and as a barometer of what the future may bring with the Grand Canyon’s next gold rush.

Symbols: River, Stream, Spring, and Seep Flow

•   River and Stream Flows CFS (cubic feet per second)

•   Spring and Seep Flows GPM (gallons per minute)

•   Dissolved Contaminants µg/L (micrograms per liter), Mg/L (milligrams per liter)

Water Contaminant Levels

•   PMLC: Primary Maximum Level Contaminant

•   SMCL: Secondary Maximum Level Contaminant

Chemical Symbols and Dissolved Contaminant Levels that Exceed Primary Maximums

•   Uranium U μg/L: 30 is the standard.

•   Selenium Se μg/L 50 is the standard.

•   Lead Pb μg/L 15 is the standard.

•   Arsenic As μg/L 10 is the standard: “70 sites greater than 10 μg/L, 40 sites greater than 100 μg/L.

•   Nitrate NO³ 10 Mg/L is the standard.

•   Mercury Hg 2 μg/L is the standard.

Dissolved Contaminant Levels that Exceed Secondary Maximums

•   SMCL: Secondary Maximum Level Contaminant

•   Uranium U μg/L: 5 is the standard.

Perennial Water Sources

According to the park, “Sources are classified as perennial on the basis of detailed historic records indicating the source has not gone dry within historic times or the presence of maidenhair fern.”

Seasonal Water Sources

Some of the Grand Canyon’s most reliable seasonal water sources are the deep, shallow, and ephemeral water pockets found throughout the Esplanade Sandstone on such primitive trails and routes as the Apache, Boucher, Thunder River, and Tuckup Trails, and elsewhere throughout the canyon. The deep water pockets in Shiva Saddle were so dependable to Ancestral Puebloans, perhaps earlier canyon dwellers, you can still view agave roasting pits in the area. Second to the Esplanade Sandstone water pockets are the shallow water pockets and ephemeral “kiss tanks” found on the Tonto Formation’s outer rim of Tapeats Sandstone and springs at the heads of its tributary canyons and creeks. These sources, and other tributary canyons and creeks, are most reliable during and after summer monsoons, seasonal rains all year, and spring snowmelt.

Note: The perennial, seasonal, and ephemeral water sources in this inventory have been used by me, and/or have been reportedly used by others.
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