
  
    

    


    “Before him lay the desert, but a desert suddenly and miraculously changed, a desert he had never seen before.”


    —Stewart Edward White, 1907, Arizona Nights


    As a twelve-year-old boy, I had not yet read Stewart Edward White’s Western novel, Arizona Nights. But I did discover the miraculous spell the desert can cast over you—what medicine men, missionaries, explorers, pioneers, cowboys, scientists, naturalists, writers, artists, poets, photographers, hermits, and all manner of desert travelers had learned from one of the world’s great deserts: You will either flee this hot, dry, empty ground at first chance, or you will be drawn into it, captivated by the elements of sun, wind, rain, and rock, your perceptions shaped by the illusion of time, space, and light. Once you are drawn into this desert place, there is no escaping it—you will spend the rest of your life trying to unravel its mysteries.


    That’s what I first discovered about Arizona as a boy. Two red stone monoliths loomed high above the Sonoran Desert outside my bedroom window. I knew this because whenever I climbed up on the rooftop to study the mysterious new land my family had moved to, I could see the colossal red stones shimmering through the distant heat waves, as dust devils whirled across the desert floor. They loomed as large in my imagination as photographs I’d seen in grade school of Ayers Rock in Australia’s great outback. I had to go to them. I did not know why. But to reach them, I had to cross the desert that stood between my family’s home and the alluring red stones.


    The journey from our doorstep led me and my dog down a busy thoroughfare that was used by horse and wagon riders during the nineteenth century to travel between the distant pioneer settlement of Phoenix and the Pima Indian villages. In what seemed like an interminable mile of speeding traffic, the paved-over wagon ruts gave way to the desert bajadas, lowlands, which fanned out from the base of the red stones. The bajadas were covered with strange-looking saguaro cacti that towered above us with bizarre trunk-shaped arms pointing this way and that. With the city behind us, I unleashed my young white shepherd, Nero, and watched in delight as he tried to run down black-tailed jackrabbits that exploded from beneath the green creosote bushes. He was no match for Arizona’s “jackalopes,” as they were called. They left him gasping in the dust. So he turned his attention to coveys of white-winged doves and Gambel’s quail that whirred from palo verde tree to palo verde tree, and his futile chases continued across the bajadas until he finally retreated from his first day’s hunt. His tongue was wagging from exhaustion, he was limping, and his pelt was covered with golden burrs of “jumping” cholla cactus. He winced as I removed the spiny clusters from his black paws and furry white coat with a comb and tweezers. I brushed his head, he wagged his tail, and after a drink of canteen water, we continued our journey through a forest of saguaro toward the red stones. They loomed higher and higher the closer we approached, like two monolithic stone mushrooms that had just broken through the desert crust. I soon discovered, though I could not articulate it at the time, that we were crossing an indefinable line that separated civilization from the mystery of a desert sanctum. I was not well versed in the names of many of the odd-looking desert plants I marveled at—that would come later—but I was hypnotized by the sight of ocotillos, known to some as El Bastón del Diablo, “The Devil’s Walking Stick,” waving their long, thorny arms in the warm spring breeze as roadrunners sped after gray lizards that scurried across our rocky path.


    Named for the indigenous Pápago (known as the Tohono O’odham, “People of the Desert”) who dwelled in the vast desert lands to the south, the 1,663-foot-high red stones were officially named Papago Buttes. In 1914 they formed the heart of Papago Saguaro National Monument. Until Congress rescinded that designation in 1930, this pristine refuge covered four thousand square acres of lush Sonoran Desert that stood on the outskirts of cow town Phoenix.


    When we finally reached the foot of Papago Buttes, Nero and I faced a dangerous climb to reach a large black cave I spied in the distance. I gathered firewood from beneath a palo verde tree, broke the thick pieces into manageable lengths, and stuffed them into my canvas pack.


    Comprised of copper-colored sedimentary rock, identified by geologists as iron oxide hematite approximately six to fifteen million years old, Papago Buttes were as mystifying and exciting to me as the plants and animals that thrived around them; because here wind, but principally rain, ice, and freeze-thaw erosion, sculpted concave-walled caves. These formations were called tafoni, from Sicilian for “windows.” And they looked far and wide over the Valley of the Sun.


    Three rivers converged in the Sonoran Desert basin below Papago Buttes: the Gila, the Salt, and the Verde. As early as 300 BC, ancient desert people called the Hohokam diverted spring snow melt and summer monsoon flood waters from these wild rivers into three hundred miles of canals hand-dug with wooden spades through stone-hard caliche. The prehistoric farmers used their ingenious network of canals, which Spaniards later called acequias, to irrigate corn, beans, and squash to sustain a flourishing prehistoric population of one hundred thousand people. By AD 1450 the Hohokam mysteriously abandoned their great desert civilization. No one knows why. But when Spanish explorer Fray Marcos de Niza became “Arizona’s first tourist” in 1539, the Hohokam’s ancestral land was recognized by conquistador Francisco Vásquez de Coronado’s expeditions as the Viceroyalty of Nueva España, “New Spain.”


    In the Piman lexicon Hohokam has been variously translated as “Those Who Came Before” and “Those Who Have Vanished.” Once Nero and I slithered inch-by-inch along the frightening ledge of red rock to reach our lofty cave, I felt we, too, had disappeared from the rest of civilization. I could not imagine a more remote or exciting place. We gazed in wonder through a great picture window at the world we’d left behind. Saw-toothed black mountains and pyramids of red rock floated in the dreamy distance.


    My bedroll was a simple wool blanket. I rolled it out on the gravel-strewn floor of the cave. My canteens were stainless steel one-quart army surplus. We drank from them whenever the freezer ice melted enough to give up another swig of cold water. And our meal was a can of pork ’n beans. It hissed and spilled in the flames of our campfire until I scraped the hot tin can clean with the last metal spoonful of burnt beans. For me and my dog, there was no better place to watch the purple sky cast a spell of miraculous light across a land that, decades later, would fall to the dozer blade of a new civilization that was said to have risen from the ashes of the Hohokam. A dream hung over the region. As night continued falling across the crimson desert, constellations lit up like diamonds over the distant black mountains I would later traverse and come to know as the Sierra Estrella, “Mountains of the Stars.” Nero dozed peacefully alongside me, his white ears perking up whenever the running chorus of coyotes yelped and howled on the desert floor a hundred feet below. Lulled by the soothing heat and burning red coals of our campfire, I nodded off to the coyotes’ serenade.


    In the years that followed our memorable desert journey, the names of the places changed—as did one of the principal lessons I learned: Arizona and the Great Southwest were not the cruel, sand-covered wastelands portrayed by many early travelers. And few captured that characteristic more convincingly than adventure, travel, and nature writer Stewart Edward White did in 1907 when he wrote Arizona Nights:


    
      Mile after mile it swept away before him, hot, dry, suffocating, lifeless. The sparse vegetation was grey with the alkali dust. The heat hung choking in the air like a curtain. Lizards sprawled in the sun, repulsive. A rattlesnake dragged its loathsome length from under a mesquite. The dried carcass of a steer, whose parchment skin drew tight across its bones, rattled in the breeze. Here and there rock ridges showed with the obscenity of so many skeletons, exposing to the hard, cruel sky the earth’s nakedness. Thirst, delirium, death, hovered palpable in the wind; dreadful, unconquerable, ghastly. The desert showed her teeth and lay in wait like a fierce beast. The little soul of man shrank in terror before it.

    


    To my surprise and wonder, I discovered that Arizona and the Great Southwest offered an immense and diverse landscape of mountain islands that towered high above desert seas, where white-water rivers and thundering cataracts tumbled through mile-deep canyons, and where wind-swept mesas stood alongside sandstone monuments that resembled ancient deities. The allure of Arizona and the Great Southwest never diminished. It grew stronger. It cast a lifelong spell over me. And I was drawn to explore it at nearly every turn in my life. Though, living someplace as rugged and sublime as the heart of the American West, it was difficult to limit those journeys of discovery to the desert. Here in Arizona, I was drawn to explore such reaches on foot along the treacherous El Camino del Diablo, “The Highway of the Devil,” and the haunted trails and box canyons of the Superstition Mountains. But I was also inspired to explore the yawning chasms of the Grand Canyon and Little Colorado River Gorge, the soaring rimrock of Vermilion Cliffs, the petrified sands of Coyote Buttes, the slickrock earth cracks of Buckskin Gulch and Antelope Canyon, the granite sanctuaries of Cochise Stronghold and the Chiricahua Mountains, the ancestral cliff dwellings of Canyon de Chelly and Tsegi Canyon, and the sacred summits of Baboquivari and Kachina Peaks.


    As far away as these journeys had lured me from Papago Buttes—by foot, raft, rope, camera, and pen—and as seductive a mistress as many of my distant Southwest and Mexico adventures had been, on the eve of its centennial, Arizona remains my first love.


    What follows is a gallery of landscape photographs featuring some of those memorable adventures and journeys. These images are complemented by evocative quotes

  


  [image: Sunrise, Monument Valley. Dinétah, “Navajo Land”]


  

  

  [image: Saguaro forest sunset, Sonoran Desert]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Monsoon cascades, Colorado River in Marble Canyon]


  [image: The Abyss, North Rim of the Grand Canyon]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Canyon passage, Lower Antelope Canyon. Hasdestwazi, “Spiral Rock Arches,” Diné/Navajo]


  [image: “Land of Standing-Up Rocks,” Chiricahua Mountains]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Tinajas Altas Mountains, on the border of old Mexico]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Mitten Buttes dawn, Monument Valley]


  [image: Toroweap Point, Western Grand Canyon]


  

  

  

  

  [image: White House cliff dwelling, Canyon de Chelly]


  [image: Sundial, Circle of 8 grave. El Camino del Diablo, “The Road of the Devil”]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Rimrock, Painted Desert]


  [image: Cactus blossom, Superstition Mountains]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Twilight on the Colorado River, South Canyon]


  [image: Window to the underworld, Lower Antelope Canyon]


  

  

  

  

  [image: House of Many Hands, Monument Valley]


  [image: Boatwoman’s reflection, Fern Glen Canyon, Colorado River in Grand Canyon]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Kokopelli petroglyph, Painted Desert. Kókopilau, “Humpbacked Flute Player,” Hopi]


  [image: Wind on the mesa, Paria Plateau]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Rough country, Picacho Peak]


  [image: Hoodoo, Glen Canyon]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Baboquivari Mountains, Tohono O’odham ancestral lands]


  [image: Voice of the desert, Sonoran Desert]


  

  

  

  

  [image: First light, Monument Valley]


  [image: Ancient Hohokam shell trail, Sonoran Desert]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Enduring magic, floating the Colorado River through Conquistador Aisle]


  [image: Skeleton Spires, Monument Valley]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Water stain, supernatural Yéi Becheii spirit, Painted Desert]


  [image: Fallen timbers, West Fork of Oak Creek Canyon]


  

  

  [image: End of the Trail, Cochise Stronghold]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Sunlight and storm, Baboquivari Mountains]


  [image: Still waters, Lower Colorado River]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Saguaro bones, Tucson Mountains]


  [image: Three Sisters, Monument Valley. Haashch’eeh diné, “Holy People Turned to Stone/Diné/Navajo”]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Two Story House, Painted Desert]


  [image: Cave ledge petroglyphs, Painted Desert]


  

  

  

  

  [image: The Inner Canyon, Grand Canyon]


  [image: Conquistador Aisle, Grand Canyon]


  

  

  [image: Rain clouds, Sonoran Desert. Papaguería, “Papago Lands”]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Betátakin cliff dwellings, Tsegi Canyon]


  [image: Petrified sand, Coyote Buttes]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Vermilion Cliffs, Paria Plateau]


  [image: Corridor of stone, Buckskin Gulch]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Hopi clan rocks, Willow Springs. Tutuventiwngwu, “Place of the Clan Rocks”]


  [image: Pioneer canyon climber Dave Ganci, Diamond Peak summit, Western Grand Canyon]


  

  

  

  

  [image: On the trail of the Lost Dutchman’s Gold, Superstition Mountains]


  [image: San Cayetano de Tumacácori Mission. Pimería Alta, “Upper Pima Lands”]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Grazing horses, Empire Cienega grasslands]


  [image: Yéi Becheii Spires, Monument Valley]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Nightfall, Sierra Pinta]


  [image: Fight mural, Canyon del Muerto]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Earth crack, Buckskin Gulch]


  [image: Hohokam petroglyph, Sonoran Desert. Hohokam, “Those Who Have Gone Before”]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Sacred Mountain, Mazatzal Wilderness]
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