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“This part is called ‘Sunrise,’” Mom said.

“The name sure fits the music,” Morgan said.

“I don’t know what would be more spectacular in the Grand Canyon,” Dad thought out loud, “a sunrise or a sunset.”

The music grew louder.

“I can picture the sun lighting up the canyon now!” James, Morgan’s twin brother, said.

Morgan called out from the backseat, “I can’t wait to get there!”
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The family was on a long drive to the Grand Canyon. While on the way, they were listening to the Grand Canyon Suite, classical music composed by Ferde Grofé in 1931. The CD switched to track two.

“This part is called the ‘Painted Desert,’” Mom said.

“Which is what a lot of Arizona is,” James remembered. He pulled out his state road map. “See this area east of the Grand Canyon? This is where the Painted Desert is.”

 


THE PAINTED DESERT

The Painted Desert stretches from southeast of the Grand Canyon to near the New Mexico border. Minerals in the soil make it rainbow colored. Some people call the Painted Desert an area of “badlands” because plants have a hard time growing there. The most famous and picturesque part of the Painted Desert is in eastern Arizona at Petrified Forest National Park.



“Grofé wrote this music for the Grand Canyon?” Morgan asked.

“I remember my teacher telling us that in fifth grade,” Mom explained. “Then, when my parents took us there, we listened to the record before we left.”

“And we get to hear the CD now!” James exclaimed.


A SUITE OF THE DAY

Ferde Grofé was a musician who composed many musical pieces. In 1916, he drove across the Arizona desert to watch the sunrise at the Grand Canyon. This experience inspired him to write the Grand Canyon Suite from 1929 until 1931. This turned out to be Grofé’s best-known work. The suite represents a typical summer day at the Grand Canyon. The most famous part is the “On the Trail” section, which has the clip-clop sound of hooves.



Dad continued driving through the desert. They were still a few hours away from the North Rim of the canyon. While the Grand Canyon Suite switched tracks to “On the Trail,” James pulled out his journal.


Monday, August 1

This is James Parker reporting.

I’m sure excited about seeing the Grand Canyon! We are driving ten hours in one day just to get there. Mom and Dad say we have to see a Grand Canyon sunset, and hopefully we’ll get to see one tonight.

I’ve been looking at maps of the Grand Canyon for a long time. I can’t wait to get an “official” park map. Then I can study all the trails we’re going to hike on.

While we’re there, we’ll spend time sightseeing, learning about the park, and backpacking from rim to rim. That’s twenty-one and a half miles of hiking we’re going to do in the middle of the desert. That will be awesome! I know I’ll have lots to say over the next few days. So expect to hear back from me soon.

Your Grand Canyon Adventurer,

James Parker



Mom took over driving in Fredonia. Soon after, the road started to climb. The hills were covered with pinyon pines and junipers. As they gained more elevation, there were ponderosa pines.

“I guess that’s the end of the desert,” James said, looking out the window.

“I thought Arizona was all desert,” Morgan said.

“The North Rim of the Grand Canyon is more like a mountain than a desert,” Dad said. “Its elevation is around 8,000 feet. It is actually very cool and wet most of the year.”

“Can you play the ‘Sunset’ part of the Grand Canyon Suite again?” Morgan asked. “That’s my favorite part.”

“Sure,” Mom said.

Listening to “Sunset” gave Morgan a feeling of peace. She pictured the sun gently slipping below the horizon with a huge canyon sprawled out before her. While the music played, Morgan got out her journal.


Monday, August 1

Dear Diary,

I’m listening to music written about a Grand Canyon sunset, and guess what? We’re going to get to the Grand Canyon right at sunset, we hope! For James and me it will be our first glimpse of the Grand Canyon. But it’s been twenty years since Mom and Dad have been there. They went there together right after they started dating! Dad has been talking about how amazing the Grand Canyon’s geology is. Well, he’s a geologist, I guess he would know! And Mom says there is an incredible variety of plants and wildlife that live in the park. Since she’s a wildlife biologist, I know she’s been reading up on the animals there. I can’t wait to take pictures of all this with my new digital camera. Dad says it’s one of the most photogenic places in the world. I’ll write more later!

Yours,

Morgan



The Grand Canyon Suite switched to a piece called “Cloudburst.” The music started peacefully, and then deep, ominous tones gave the feeling a storm was coming. A strike of a chord sounded like lightning. It was followed by a drumroll of thunder. The orchestra created the sound of howling wind. Then “Cloudburst” burst into a full-blown raging storm.

A giant drop of rain splatted against the car window. And another, and another.

Lightning lit up the sky.

Huge raindrops started pouring down.

Mom turned down the CD. “It looks like we have our own storm to deal with.”

“Look at how dark the clouds are!” Dad said.

Morgan pointed toward the forest. “But it’s clear way over there.”

“It’s really coming down now!” James exclaimed.

Mom turned the wipers to full speed just as tiny white balls of ice popped against the car and bounced off the pavement.

“It’s hailing!” James called out.

The family drove through the storm. Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled. Rain and hail pounded down. Some of the hail stuck, quickly turning the side of the road into a meadow of white.

They finally reached the park entrance station.

Mom rolled down her window. “It’s quite a storm you’re having,” she said to the ranger.

“Oh, this?” the ranger replied. “It’s nothing more than our typical late afternoon summer thunderstorm. It is our monsoon season, you know. This is normal.”

“Not where we live,” Dad said.

“But as long as we don’t get hit by lightning, we like it,” Morgan added.

“You’re safer in your car,” the ranger said. “Here you go.” She handed Mom a newspaper and a map of the park. “Enjoy your stay at the Grand Canyon.”

“Thanks,” Mom said. She rolled up the window and passed the map back to James. Mom slowly drove away from the entrance station.

“It looks like the rain’s letting up,” James said. He unfolded the map and looked at it.

“And the hail stopped,” Morgan added.

Mom turned the wipers down to slow speed.

“And it’s clearing up ahead,” Dad said. “Hopefully in time for us to catch the sunset.”

Mom drove the family toward the Grand Canyon Lodge.


LIGHTNING
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Thunderstorm season in the desert Southwest lasts from early to mid-July until early to mid-September. This time of year is called the monsoon season. This is when moisture in the atmosphere comes up from the south and brings regular afternoon thunderstorms to the area. Many days start out mostly clear, but by late afternoon the storms roll in. Lightning is very dangerous. If a thunderstorm is approaching, a person is safer in a car or building than outside. Many buildings at the Grand Canyon have lightning rods, which carry the electrical energy into the ground. When people are out on the trail during a thunderstorm, it is important for them to get away from rocky points or open areas. People should also get out of their tents during thunderstorms, and they should not touch metal. If lightning is close, people should get away from other people, avoid tall trees, and stay near a group of small trees surrounded by taller ones. People can also make themselves smaller by crouching down, covering their heads and ears with their arms, and touching as little of the ground as possible. People should not touch the ground with their hands or lie flat on the ground.
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