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TO RUTH AND LYNN, THE GIRLS IN MY LIFE



We are now ready to start on our way down the Great Unknown . . . We are three quarters of a mile in the depths of the earth  . . .  We have an unknown distance yet to run; an unknown river yet to explore. What falls there are, we know not; what rocks beset the channel, we know not; what walls rise over the river, we know not. Ah, well! We may conjecture many things. The men talk as cheerfully as ever; jests are bandied about freely this morning; but to me the cheer is somber and the jests are ghastly. 


–John Wesley Powell, August 13, 1869
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To the Reader




August 30, 1869, the Colorado River at the foot of the Grand Canyon



The fishermen kept their gaze focused intently on the river, but it was not fish they were looking for. A splintered plank from a broken boat, a torn shirt, perhaps a lifeless body—these were the “fragments or relics” they had been instructed to watch for.



Only a few miles upstream, six exhausted men in two boats pushed themselves into the current. Ragged, half-starved, burnt black by ninety-eight days in the desert sun, the men were in sorry shape. Explorers who dreamed of gold and glory, they had been given up for dead weeks before. “Fearful Disaster,” the Chicago Tribune had trumpeted on its front page on July 3. The entire party, save one man, had been “Engulfed in a Moment.” 



But they have not drowned. They are still alive, barely, still hoping they have food and strength enough to grope their way to safety.







CHAPTER ONE



THE CHALLENGE



Noon, May 24, 1869



The few inhabitants of Green River Station, Wyoming Territory, gather at the riverfront to cheer off a rowdy bunch of adventurers. Ten hardy men in four wooden boats had spent the morning checking their gear and their provisions one last time—bacon, flour, coffee, spare oars, sextants and barometers (their leader, the skinny, one-armed man in the Emma Dean, fancied himself a scientist). Their plan could hardly be simpler. They will follow the Green River downstream until it merges with the Grand to become the Colorado, and then they will stay with the Colorado wherever it takes them. They intend in particular to run the river through the fabled chasm variously called Big Canyon or Great Canyon or Grand Canyon, a region scarcely better known than Atlantis. No one has ever done it.



The men hope to make their fortunes; their leader plans to emblazon his name across the heavens. They are brave, they have new boats and supplies to last ten months, they are at home in the outdoors. Most important, they are ready to risk their lives.



At one o’clock, the Emma Dean, the Kitty Clyde’s Sister, the Maid of the Cañon, and the No Name push themselves out into the current. A small American flag mounted on the Emma Dean flaps proudly in the breeze. Most of the crew are still a bit bleary-eyed. As a farewell to civilization, they have done their best to drink Green River Station’s only saloon dry. Now they are suffering what one of them describes as “foggy ideas and snarly hair.”  The small crowd gives a cheer, the leader doffs his hat, and the four boats disappear around the river’s first bend.



John Wesley Powell, the trip leader, was a Civil War veteran who had lost his right arm at Shiloh. Thirty-five years old and unknown, Powell was a tenderfoot who barely knew the West, a geology professor at a no-name college, an amateur explorer with so little clout that he had ended up reaching into his own (nearly empty) pocket to finance this makeshift expedition. His appearance was as unimpressive as his résumé—at 5 feet, 6 1/2 inches and 120 pounds, he was small and scrawny even by the standards of the age, a stick of beef jerky adorned with whiskers.



To Powell, a natural leader, all that was unimportant. Overflowing with energy and ambition, he was a man of almost pathological optimism. With a goal in mind, he was impossible to discourage. 



He had devised an extraordinary goal. In 1803, with the full and enthusiastic backing of the president of the United States, Lewis and Clark had opened the door to the American West. In 1869, with almost no government support, John Wesley Powell intended to resolve its last great mystery. By this time, the map of the United States had long since been filled in. For two centuries, Boston had been a center of learning and culture. New York and Philadelphia were booming, Nashville and New Orleans struggling to recover from the Civil War. California’s gold rush was almost a generation in the past. In May 1869, the pounding of a ceremonial spike at Promontory Summit, Utah, marked the completion of the transcontinental railroad.



The Rockies and the Sierra Nevada and Yosemite and Death Valley were old news. Miners in search of gold, trappers in quest of beavers whose pelts could be transformed into hats for London dandies, a host of government and railroad surveying parties, all had crisscrossed one another’s steps in even the most isolated spots of the American continent. 



Except one. One mystery remained. In the American Southwest an immense area—an area as large as any state in the Union, as large as any country in Europe—remained blank. Here mapmakers abandoned the careful notations that applied elsewhere and wrote simply “unexplored.” Venturesome Westerners knew that the region was desolate and bone-dry; they knew the Colorado River ran through it; they knew that canyons cleaved the ground like gouges cut by a titanic axe. Beyond that, rumor would have to do. Men whispered tales of waterfalls that dwarfed Niagara and of places where the mighty Colorado vanished underground like an enormous snake suddenly slithering down a hole.



Powell aimed to fill in that blank in the map. His plan, such as it was, took audacity to the brink of lunacy. Once they were well under way, he and his men would have no supplies other than those they could carry. They had no reliable maps—none existed—and their route stretched across a thousand miles of high desert. It was Indian territory, and peace had yet to break out. There were no white settlements (or settlers, for that matter) anywhere along their river route nor within a hundred miles on either side.



The Grand Canyon itself, Powell knew, was many hundreds of miles downstream. It was the final canyon the expedition would pass through—and the longest and the deepest and the least known—but they would have to confront countless obstacles before they ever drew near it. The first three-fourths of the route, Powell guessed, led through a series of virtually unexplored canyons. The last one-fourth, if he and the crew were still alive, would be the Grand Canyon.



 Powell’s friends feared he was throwing his life away. On May 24, the day he set out, his hometown newspaper had reported on his plans. “It would be impossible for a boat constructed of any known material, upon any conceivable plan, to live through the canyon,” one supposed expert declared. “We do not know what kind of boats Professor Powell purposes to descend the Grand Canyon,” the newspaper cautioned, “but we greatly fear that the attempt to navigate by any means whatever will result fatally to those who undertake it.”



Bon voyage!



Despite the dangers, for a man of Powell’s character the temptation was irresistible. Perhaps nowhere on earth were science and adventure as intertwined as in the American Southwest. For Powell, would-be scientist and would-be explorer, it was like a chance to be the first man on the moon. But to achieve his dreams, he would have to survive the Colorado.



The expedition’s starting point, Green River Station, Wyoming, sits 6,100 feet above sea level. The destination, any of the small settlements near the mouth of the Virgin River in Arizona, was at about seven hundred feet. Powell and his men, then, were proposing to descend over a mile in the course of their journey. The question was whether the drop was sudden or gradual. Did the river follow a course like an elevator shaft or like a ramp?



No one had a clue. A waterfall as high as Niagara, a mere 170 feet, would be little more than a steep step in comparison with an overall vertical fall of a mile. For all Powell knew, his crew might find themselves trying frantically to pull upstream from a waterfall ten times higher than Niagara. Worse still, they would have almost no warning, for as the river makes its meandering way, it is hemmed in by soaring cliffs that cut off the view downstream. A mega-Niagara could be lying in wait, like some colossal mugger, around any of a thousand river bends. The men would hear it before they saw it, probably, for from water level it would look like nothing more than a sharp, horizontal line, as if the river had vanished into the air.



This was far more than a theoretical hazard. The Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, for example, is only a fraction the size of the Grand Canyon but has two towering waterfalls. A short distance upstream of the first, the Yellowstone is “peaceful and unbroken by a ripple,” in the words of one of the first explorers to describe it. A canoeist who happened on this quiet spot might be tempted to set out on a day trip. Then, suddenly, the river dives over a ledge and plunges one hundred feet. Half a mile downstream, it roars over another rock ledge, this time falling more than three hundred feet, almost twice Niagara’s height.



Powell could hope that he would never confront such a sight, but he knew there were spots where the Colorado’s drop was far from gradual—earlier explorers had tried to follow the river upstream, starting below the Grand Canyon, and had run into unnavigable rapids. Indians contributed their own tales of the Colorado’s power. One old man told Powell of a calamity he had seen himself. “The rocks h-e-a-p, h-e-a-p high,” he began, or so Powell recorded his words. “The water go h-oo-wooogh, h-oo-woogh; water-pony [canoe] h-e-a-p buck; water catch ’em; no see ’em Injun any more! No see ’em squaw any more! No see ’em papoose any more!” Powell respected the Indians—in this era of Custer and Sheridan (“The only good Indians I ever saw were dead”), his attitude was rare—but he chose to ignore this warning.



Neither Powell nor any of his men had ever run a rapid. As a young man with a bad case of wanderlust (and two arms), Powell had rowed the length of the Mississippi, rowed the Ohio and the Illinois and the Des Moines. But those were rolling, midwestern rivers that hardly bore comparison with the rambunctious Green and Colorado. One of the crew had perhaps put in some time in fishing boats off the New England coast. In comparison with the others, Powell was an old pro. He had seen white water, from a cliff he and his wife had climbed high above the Green River at the Gates of Lodore.



“Reading the river”—identifying a path through the chaos of colliding waves and protruding rocks and sucking whirlpools—is a skill as fundamental to a boatman as reading music is to a musician, but the river was a closed book to Powell and all his men. Powell claimed once that the nine men of his crew were “all experienced in the wild life of the country, and most of them in boating on dangerous streams,” but that was a stunning exaggeration. “We were all green at the business,” one of the men acknowledged.



There would be no choice but to learn on the fly while careening downstream. They could hardly have picked a more forbidding classroom. (Making matters worse, the ten men had only one life jacket among them, for Powell. The able-bodied men disdained such sissy stuff.) Stretches of the Green are still feared today, and the Colorado is near the top of any list of America’s white-water rivers. Powell planned to portage rapids whenever that was possible, on the theory that the heavy labor of carrying the boats (and their tons of supplies) was preferable to drowning in them. But portaging was backbreaking work and dangerous besides, for a false step could mean a broken ankle or a boat impaled on a rock. The alternative was to “line” the boats downstream—to tie ropes to bow and stern and to hang on while clambering up and over the slick rocks along the river’s edge. Lining a bucking boat through the rocky margin of a rapid carried all the appeal of dragging a skittish horse through an obstacle
course.



The only remaining choice, running the rapids, seemed suicidal. Even today, the big rapids on the Green and the Colorado are the stuff of dry mouths and pounding hearts. For amateurs seeing them for the first time, the rapids must have been a revelation, a rumbling, heaving nightmare. “To get an idea of the scale involved,” one modern-day river guide suggests, “think of yourself as sitting in a boat on the floor of your living room. The waves . . . can be as high as the ceiling of a room on the second story!  Now think of being on the roof of that two-floor house and looking down twenty feet to the bottom of a dark, churning hole.”



Early in the journey, Powell and his men would still have the option of giving up, abandoning the river and hiking overland to safety. Even later on they could hope to find a side canyon that led to freedom. But that was a desperate hope. Without maps, no one could know how many miles it was to the next side canyon or where it led or whether it dead-ended in a sheer, unclimbable wall. For all anyone could know, there was no “next one.” Once the river had pinned itself between towering rock walls, there would be no chance of escape for days on end. In canyon country, the choice would be to run the river or die.



The problem was that there were only two exits, and both were blocked. First, retreat was impossible. To take a rowboat upstream through mighty rapids was unthinkable, like trying to push a boulder up a cliff. Second, trying to climb up and over the canyon walls, in a kind of outdoor jailbreak, was almost as unlikely. The legends that had grown around the Grand Canyon, for example, were close to the truth. As long ago as 1540, Spanish conquistadors (led by Hopi guides) had crept to the rim and gazed down in slack-jawed stupefaction. The view from water level is even more stunning. From the river, the canyon cliffs soar upward for a mile. Writers talk glibly of the “canyons” of Manhattan, but the analogy understates reality. You could stack one of the World Trade Center towers on top of the other, and they would reach only halfway to the rim of the Grand Canyon.



Once the canyon walls closed around them, Powell and his men would be as bound by their decision as sky divers falling through the air. All they could do would be to struggle on, knowing that each mile would carry them deeper into the earth, farther into the unknown, and farther from the possibility of rescue by the outside world. 



Between their starting point and safety, though they could not have known it, stretched a thousand miles of river and nearly five hundred rapids. At spots beyond counting, a moment’s inattention or the briefest of mistakes could prove fatal. Drowning was only the most obvious hazard. A capsizing that left the food stores soaked or sunk would mean death just as surely, though more slowly. A boat damaged beyond repair could be a calamity. A broken leg could be a death sentence. Skill and will counted only to a degree; luck and caprice were as important. The river could grab a boat and trap it in a “hole,” a kind of whirlpool turned on its side, or it could take a drowning man and spit him contemptuously to safety. The river doled out punishment with a kind of casual indifference, as a bored lion might flick a mighty paw.



Today’s river runners can only shake their heads in disbelief. “By modern standards,” one of them writes, “[Powell’s boats] were the technical equivalent of walnut shells.” But inadequate boats were only the beginning. Powell and his fellow novices would have been in desperate trouble even with the best of equipment, like beginning drivers trying to take a Ferrari down an icy mountain road.



All this was the penalty for being first. (Nor was there a crowded field of those vying for second place. The Colorado was so fearsome that as late as World War II, seven decades after Powell, only 250 people had ever been through the Grand Canyon in boats.)



In 1869, no one ran white water, and so no one knew what boats were suited to it or how best to maneuver them. Today, boat design and boating technique have had decades to evolve, and 3,500 private boaters a year run the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. (They wait ten to fifteen years for the privilege.) The National Park Service, which oversees the sign-up process, requires that these boatmen have some degree of skill and experience. Today, Powell and his men would not qualify for a permit to run the Grand Canyon.



The private boaters are far from alone. Every year twenty thousand wet, happy, scared tourists opt for Grand Canyon trips run by commercial outfitters. Every one of those boatmen, whether private or commercial, has a store of information that Powell would have given his other arm for. They have maps that detail the river’s course, and its hazards, mile by mile. They know from countless books and videos what they will see along the way. They know the boats to use and the food to bring and the gear to pack. They know how the rapids they will confront compare with other rapids they have run. They know that if all goes wrong, the Park Service will swoop down and helicopter them to safety.



Above all else, they have one priceless bit of knowledge whose lack tormented Powell and his companions. They know that what they are trying is possible.









CHAPTER TWO



THE CREW



 



Inside the palatial railroad car, the mirrors were French and the carpets Belgian, and the menu included such indulgences as raw oysters and lobster salad and omelets made with a splash of rum. A passenger crossing the Green River by train might have been forgiven for neglecting to glance out the window. And, in truth, even if a curious sightseer had turned his eyes from the sparkling chandeliers and the black-walnut woodwork, he might not have deemed the scene below him worthy of a second glance.



He would have seen, in the middle weeks of May 1869,  an empty desert and a broad river and Powell’s crew of novices struggling to learn how to handle their boats. Powell and his brother Walter, and the expedition’s four boats, had arrived in town on May 11, by train from Chicago. By then the rest of the men had been impatiently hanging around Green River Station for three weeks. The town was shabby and tiny—it had only a hundred residents and had not existed a year before—and three weeks was a lengthy sentence.



In its brief heyday, during the single month when it had marked the transcontinental railroad’s farthest advance west, Green River Station had bustled with activity, nearly all of it illicit. These end-of-the-line towns were known collectively as Hell on Wheels. Like the others, Green River Station had plenty to tempt hardworking railroad workers and to repel anyone else. “By day disgusting, by night dangerous, almost everybody dirty, many filthy, and with the marks of lowest vice,” wrote one newspaperman, “averaging a murder a day; gambling and drinking, hurdy-gurdy dancing and the vilest of sexual commerce the chief business and pastime of the hours.”



Those were the good old days. By the time Powell’s men arrived in Green River Station, the railroad workers had been gone for six months and the town was almost deserted. The visitor who had sampled Jake Fields’s homemade whiskey and Ah Chug’s apple pie had largely exhausted Green River’s amusements.



Powell had chosen Green River Station as a rendezvous not because of any virtue of the town itself but simply because the train stopped there. This was no ordinary train, but the transcontinental railroad, the marvel of the age. The name alone, in the nineteenth century, conveyed power, glamour, and pizzazz.  And it was brand-new. On May 10, 1869, millions of Americans across the nation had waited eagerly for word of the driving of the golden spike that linked East and West. For six years, the Central Pacific’s army of laborers had been racing east from Sacramento over the Sierra Nevada, digging their way through forty-foot snowdrifts and blasting tunnels through thousands of feet of solid rock.  (Workmen, especially the Chinese, had died in such numbers that the expression “not a Chinaman’s chance” came into common use.) In the meantime, the Union Pacific workforce, at its peak ten thousand strong, had raced westward from Omaha, laying track across the treeless plains and through the scorching
desert while fighting off Cheyenne and Sioux raiding parties.



Now, finally, the last link was forged. The spanning of the continent, the New York Times exclaimed, marked “the completion of the greatest enterprise ever yet undertaken.” At 12:47 p.m. on May 10, 1869, a telegraph operator tapped three dots, signaling “done.” The signal triggered a simultaneous nationwide celebration—the first ever. Fire bells rang in every hamlet in the land; cannons thundered in San Francisco and New York and Omaha and Sacramento; ten thousand residents of Chicago took to the streets and formed a parade that stretched seven miles. To an enthralled nation, it was an occasion as momentous as the announcement of victory at the end of a long war. 


•      •      •


For John Wesley Powell, the train made feasible the assault on what he liked to call “the Great Unknown.” Rather than having to build his own boats on site with whatever materials he could scrounge together, like a desert-bound Robinson Crusoe, Powell could have first-rate, professionally made boats built in Chicago and sent west by train. He had placed his order with Thomas Bagley’s boatyard in early spring, 1869. On May 11, Powell stepped off the train at Green River Station, collected his handsome new boats, and joined his restless crew.



For one moment, two of the epic sagas in American history occupied the same stage, though few ventures could have had as little in common as the transcontinental railroad and Powell’s expedition. Like the space shuttle or the Concorde a century later, the transcontinental railroad was the racing, roaring embodiment of technological might and engineering elegance; Powell’s rowboats were the products of a technology nearly as old as human culture. Newspapers across the country had lavished countless pages on the building of the railroad; John Wesley Powell and his men were all but anonymous. The federal government had backed the railroad with an unending succession of giveaways of cash and land; Powell had knocked on one closed door after another in Washington, looking for funding, and had come up next to empty. Leland Stanford and Collis Huntington and a host of other eager, striving men would make millions from the railroad, piling up fortunes that generations of descendants could barely dent; Powell
and his men worried about starving to death. The story of the railroad was an epic with a cast of thousands; Powell and his crew were a force of ten lone men. 



Now the two expeditions found themselves at the same lonely spot in the desert, in a juxtaposition that seemed almost to have required time travel. It was as if, on a single parade ground, one could see a battalion of  modern soldiers with automatic weapons and night-vision goggles and also a host of knights in battered armor, perched atop gaunt-ribbed stallions.



In their reliance on tiny boats and fragile oars and their own muscle and nerve, Powell’s men were a new link in an ancient chain. In common with explorers in every age, they had willingly left the safety and familiarity of home to visit an unknown world beyond the reach of rescue. But unlike modern explorers, unlike astronauts in particular, Powell and the other nine men of the grandly named Colorado River Exploring Expedition were hardly an elite corps, certainly not the survivors of a rigorous selection program. 



The crew—not Powell—bore a closer resemblance to a band of rough, experienced camping buddies in pursuit of the ultimate outdoor adventure. The very factors that would have sent more prudent men scurrying toward hearth and home drew these men on. Territory unknown? Death a possibility? Good! When do we start?



The youngest member of the group was barely into his twenties, the oldest thirty-six. Six of the men, in addition to Powell, were Civil War veterans. (All seven had fought on the Union side.) Each man preferred life outdoors with a blanket and a rifle (or, in Powell’s case, with a collecting box for fossilized bones and shells) to a sheltered existence of weekly paychecks and regular mealtimes. Only Powell was married.



Five of the crew were “mountain men,” hunters and trappers by trade and human tumbleweeds by inclination. The mountain men were as savvy in the ways of the West as anyone on earth and twice as ornery, not much inclined to heed Powell or any leader. Their motives for joining the expedition varied, though vague but seductive notions of easy fortune played a key part. In a land almost unknown to white men, perhaps they would find game just waiting to be bagged and gold glistening unclaimed in the sunlight. Certainly they would find adventure, and that was perhaps the greatest temptation of all.



It was not simply that, by temperament, these men craved action. The times played a role as well. The Civil War had been agonizing, thrilling, boring, and terrifying. It was the most important event since the nation’s birth and universally recognized as such. For the young men who survived it, it was clearly the most important thing that would ever happen to them. Few soldiers could echo the Gettysburg veteran who called that battle the most enjoyable three days of his life and a time of “joyous exultation.” But more than a few ex-soldiers did admit that sometimes civilian life seemed a bit humdrum, a shade anticlimactic. Most of Powell’s men were in their twenties; the war had ended four years before. Against such a backdrop, the prospect of a glorious adventure, tempting at any time, beckoned all the more alluringly.



Powell’s  previous trips to the West—the first had been only two years before—had been in the company of eager and well-mannered college students. He liked to read aloud to them. Emerson and Scott and Longfellow were particular favorites. The men of this new expedition were a tougher lot. Campfires were places to drink and brag and swap tall tales. An attempt to read “The Lady of the Lake” aloud was unlikely to go well.



 The expedition was strictly low-budget. Powell and six of his men were volunteers. (Powell, who took for granted that everyone felt as he did, noted blithely that the unpaid crew members “give their time, feeling remunerated by the opportunity for study.”) The other three men were to receive a small wage, one for taking measurements with the barometer, another for using the sextant, and the third for drawing maps. The wage, as spelled out in a homemade contract, was $25 per man per month. Even in an era when a carpenter or a stonemason earned only $3 a day and a hotel room cost $1 a night, this was far from lavish. In addition, the three men had been promised they would be given five days along the way to prospect for gold and silver and thirty days to hunt and trap. Finally, a long, meticulous list spelled out the prices Powell had agreed to pay for various skins: deer, $1.25 each; elk, $2; grizzly bear, $10; and so on, through two dozen animals.



The contract seemed routine, even optimistic in its presumption that there would be free time and good hunting. Only its last sentence hinted at darker prospects. “Should it be necessary to proceed on the journey without delay on account of disaster to boats or loss of rations,” it read, “then the time specified for hunting may not be required by either party, nor shall it be deemed a failure of contract to furnish supplies should such supplies be lost in transit.”



Powell’s motives were different from those of his men. Hunting, prospecting, and general dare-deviltry held little appeal. For Powell, the expedition was primarily an intellectual adventure. “The object,” he declared, “is to make collections in geology, natural history, antiquities and ethnology,” in the hope of “adding a mite to the great sum of human knowledge.” This was sincere, if a bit coy. Powell was a man of vaulting ambition, and he rarely thought in “mites.” He intended to fill in a blank space on the map, as he freely declared. What was equally true, though Powell refrained from saying so outright, was that he intended to put himself on the map.



This is not to downplay Powell’s passion for science, which was heartfelt. In the middle of the Civil War, for example, while his men dug trenches outside the besieged city of Vicksburg, Powell had combed the turned-up ground for fossils. In canyon country, where nature herself had dug trenches a mile deep, Powell’s zeal for science would grow all the more fervent. Early on, at least, the men were bemused rather than irritated by the quirky and time-consuming obsessions of “the Professor.”



Let us gather the entire crew together for a moment. In the center stands John Wesley Powell, the undisputed leader. Powell was a formidable character—intelligent, impetuous, brave, driven, visionary, a jangle of primary colors with hardly a pastel in the mix. Every gesture was quick, every word emphatic. When he was caught up in an argument, for example, he would wave his maimed right arm, beating the air with his empty sleeve. (Powell made as little concession as possible to his injury, although it made even the most routine task a trial. He could not wash his own hand, for instance, and had to rely on someone else for help.) Magnificently self-assured, Powell had what a later generation would call charisma. He was, in the words of one contemporary, “eminently a magnetic man.”



Like Walt Whitman, who contained multitudes, Powell was a grab bag of contradictions. He was a democrat to the marrow of his bones, for instance, but also a firm believer in the privileges of rank. (The “boys” of his crew were “Billy” and “Sumner” and “Frank,” but Powell was always “the Major.”) He was so reckless that he put together an expedition that struck his contemporaries as more akin to a suicide pact, but so prudent that, to the men’s dismay, he insisted on portaging rapid after rapid. He was gregarious, fond of reading aloud and singing, but on the river he often took his meals alone. He was “a Renaissance man,” in the judgment of one twentieth-century historian, but “as single-minded as a buzz saw” in the eyes of another.



One contradiction is especially jarring. Powell was honest and straightforward in his financial dealings—and this in the flamboyantly corrupt Gilded Age—but he was light-fingered as a pickpocket when it came to stealing credit from others. Sometimes it was merely a matter of embellishing a story. Sometimes it was bolder than that. Powell was a fine writer, and although his account of his historic expedition has become a classic, it combined reporting and invention in an intricate mix. “He wasn’t all saint,” Powell’s brother-in-law noted. “He could lie on occasion—be generous one minute and contemptible the next.”



The fudging began early on. “After three years’ study of the matter,” Powell told the readers of the Chicago Tribune in a May 1869 letter announcing the aims of his expedition, “I think it doubtful whether these canyons have ever been seen by man.”



Even without three years’ study, Powell knew better than that. For countless generations, Indians had not only seen the canyons of the Southwest but had lived in them. In the sixteenth century, they had guided Spanish explorers to the Grand Canyon’s rim. In the eighteenth century, the Spanish had come back for a closer look. In 1857, the Army Corps of Topographical Engineers had surveyed a stretch of the Colorado beginning near its mouth and had descended into the Grand Canyon at two different spots. In 1861, in an official document entitled the Report upon the Colorado River of the West, the Corps had described its findings.



The early visitors had not been tempted to linger. “The region last explored is, of course, altogether valueless,” wrote Lieutenant Joseph Christmas Ives in concluding his 1861 Report on the Grand Canyon. “It can be approached only from the south, and after entering it there is nothing to do but leave. Ours has been the first, and will doubtless be the last, party of whites to visit this profitless locality. It seems intended by nature that the Colorado River, along the greater portion of its lonely and majestic way, shall be forever unvisited and undisturbed.”



All this was common knowledge, and Powell had no reason to gloss over it. To have seen the Grand Canyon was one thing; to become the first to ride the wild Colorado through it was something else entirely. Powell’s predecessors had gazed upon the dragon. They left to him the task of taking up a sword and battling it.



The second-ranking member of Powell’s expedition was his younger brother Walter. A Civil War veteran himself and a onetime prisoner of the Confederates, Walter was as much a war casualty as his brother. Half crazy with all he had seen and endured, Walter was surly, sullen, alternately melancholy and bad-tempered. Even to the indulgent eye of his older brother, he appeared “silent, moody, and sarcastic.” One of the mountain men was even more direct. Walter Powell, he griped, was “about as worthless a piece of furniture as could be found in a day’s journey.”



Among the others, Jack Sumner was first among equals. Sumner, another ex-soldier, was a guide and outfitter who ran a trading post at Hot Sulphur Springs in the Colorado Rockies. (“Trout fishing can now be indulged in to the fullest extent. Game is abundant. Mr. John Sumner has supplies of all kinds at the Springs. Come ye sweltering denizens of the plains to the mountains and enjoy life.”) Sumner was fearless, quietly competent, short-fused, sharp-eyed, and sharp-witted. He kept an acerbic journal that serves as a counterbalance to Powell’s more polished and more politic account. Where Powell inclined to starry-eyed excess, Sumner favored a sly wink. He stood a fraction under five feet, six and was fair-haired and deceptively delicate in appearance.*



Powell had met Sumner in the summer of 1867 when he ventured to the West for the first time, leading a group of eleven that included his wife, his brother-in-law, and several of his Illinois State Normal students on what amounted to an extended field trip. This was an era when the young nation still tilted eastward. The population of New York City had already neared one million and was climbing fast, but the West was barely settled. San Francisco, with a population of nearly 150,000 thanks to the gold rush, stood almost alone. Salt Lake City had fewer than 13,000 residents, Denver fewer than 5,000, Los Angeles fewer than 6,000. Las Vegas was an almost empty oasis in the desert. Brattleboro, Vermont, was a bigger city than Denver, and Pawtucket, Rhode Island, more of a metropolis than Los Angeles. 



Powell made no claim to know the West—he freely acknowledged that his 1867 party consisted entirely of  “amateurs like myself”—but he was never one to tiptoe into a new project if he could fling himself into it headlong. “Mountains, hills, rocks, plains, valleys, streams,” Powell exclaimed in delight, “all were new.” Let loose in the Rockies, Powell and his fellow amateurs began a frenzy of collecting that soon yielded box after box of birds and butterflies and plants and insects and rocks and minerals and fossils.



Sumner served as Powell’s guide. Like many a guide, he was proud of his skills, and he liked to moan about the ignorance and naiveté of the dudes he was obliged to chaperone. “In our evening talks around the campfire,” he wrote, “I gave the Major some new ideas in regard to the habits of animals, as he had gotten his information from books, and I from personal observation of the animals themselves.” 



A less prickly character than Sumner might have been more generous. Sumner had been raised not on a cloud-shrouded mountain or in a desert gulch but on an Iowa farm, and he had come to Colorado only in June 1866, just a year before Powell’s first visit. Even so, Sumner’s know-how was genuine, and his nerve was beyond question. Like life in the army, life in the West brought new experiences at faster than the accustomed rate. Last year’s raw recruit was this year’s grizzled veteran.



In the course of his first few years in the West, Sumner had nearly managed to lose his life a multitude of times. He was generally on good terms with the Utes, for instance—they called him “Jack Rabbit”—but once, while sleeping near the Fraser River, he found himself under ambush. Woken by the sound of his horse snorting, Sumner lifted his head, drew his gun, and took an arrow in the arm. He shot his attacker and escaped. As Sumner told the story later—he liked to show the scar the arrow had made—twenty Utes in war paint had followed him to his cabin. Sumner let three of them inside and argued that he had fired in self-defense. He sat perched on a keg of powder, revolver cocked, poised to fire into the powder and annihilate both himself and his guests if the need arose. It didn’t.



The highlight of Powell’s first summer in the West was a climb to the top of Pikes Peak. Powell’s wife, Emma, resplendent in long dress, felt hat, and green veil, became only the second woman to have reached the summit. (The party believed mistakenly that Emma had been the first.) Decades later, Emma’s hometown newspaper would recall her as “a very beautiful young woman with golden hair and blue eyes.” The skinny, bulb-nosed Powell was less attractive—“Wes,” his sister once exclaimed, “I think you’re the homeliest man God ever made”—but he was immensely proud of his lovely and adventurous wife. She “could ride all day on horseback like a veteran,” he boasted, and he liked to point out that in months of travel through the West they had not seen another white woman. 



The next year, in the summer of 1868, Powell had traveled to the Rockies again. This time he had a new and larger group in tow, as well as Emma, and an even more ambitious agenda. Again Sumner served as guide. 



So when Powell set out on his dazzlingly ambitious Colorado River expedition, in 1869, it was natural that he turned first to Sumner. In response, Sumner helped enlist several of his own acquaintances. He recruited Oramel Howland, a native Vermonter who had transplanted himself to the West in a search for adventure. A hunter by choice and a printer (and sometime editor) by trade, Oramel was, at thirty-six, the oldest member of the expedition. With his long hair and longer beard, he reminded Powell of mad King Lear roaming the heath. Oramel enlisted his brother Seneca, younger by ten years. A former soldier who had been wounded at Gettysburg, Seneca was, Powell tells us, “a quiet, pensive young man.” Sumner also signed up yet another ex-soldier, a silent, mysterious character who gave his name variously as Billy Hawkins or Billy Rhodes. Rumor had it that Hawkins/Rhodes was only a step or two ahead of the law. The fugitive became camp cook at a salary of $1.50 a day.



Bill Dunn, another acquaintance of Sumner’s, was a mountain man who dressed in greasy buckskin and wore a wild beard and long, black hair that fell down his back. Like Sumner, Hawkins, and Oramel Howland, he had helped guide Powell on his Rocky Mountain explorations.



Powell himself recruited one last Civil War veteran, an unhappy career soldier named George Bradley. At 5 feet, 9 inches and 150 pounds, Bradley was not especially big, but in Sumner’s admiring words he was “as tough as a badger.” Powell had lured him with a promise to get him out of the army. With that incentive, Bradley said, he “would be willing to explore the River Styx.” (It was an age when such allusions abounded. Bradley had dropped out of school in the sixth grade.)



At his best when times were worst, Bradley was sulky and conspicuously long-suffering whenever time permitted. “The Major as usual has chosen the worst camping-ground possible,” he complained to his diary at the end of one long day. “If I had a dog that would lie where my bed is made tonight I would kill him and burn his collar and swear I never owned him.”



 Two men rounded out the crew. Andy Hall, the youngest expedition member and a last-minute addition, was a twenty-year-old who had been idly fooling in a rowboat at Green River Station when he caught Powell’s eye. Ready for adventure and cheery under even the worst circumstances, Hall would become a sort of expedition mascot. One last man recruited himself. Frank Goodman, a round, red-faced, eager Englishman, had been roaming the West in pursuit of “experience.” He had come to the right place.


•      •      •


The newspaper editor Samuel Bowles had met Powell in 1868, at Hot Sulphur Springs, Colorado. Bowles was influential and worldly, with interests that extended beyond the usual newsroom bounds—among other things, his Springfield Republican had been the first to publish Emily Dickinson’s poetry. He had already written one book on the exotic sights to be found in the American West and was gathering material for a second. Powell, who in 1868 was nearly as new to the West as Bowles himself, nonetheless dazzled the editor with his bold schemes, chief among them his plan to resolve the mysteries of the Colorado’s myth-shrouded canyon.



Bowles warned his readers that, most likely, “whoever dares venture into this canyon will never come out alive,” but he believed that Powell had a chance if anyone did. “Professor Powell is well-educated, an enthusiast, resolute, a gallant leader . . . ,” Bowles wrote, “seemingly well-endowed physically and mentally for the arduous work of both body and brains that he has undertaken.” That task, Bowles went on, as if infected with Powell’s own strain of virulent impatience, was “more interesting and important than any [other project] which lies before our men of science.”  The blank space on the map was an embarrassment, a rebuke that shamed a country trying to leave behind its gawky adolescence. “Is any other nation so ignorant of itself?” Bowles demanded reproachfully.



The prize was there for the taking. If America’s men of science could fill that blank, they would make an invaluable contribution to knowledge and find themselves showered with honors besides. “The wonder,” Bowles wrote, “is they have neglected it so long.”



They would neglect it no longer.



Still, only a gambler with a taste for long shots would have bet on Powell and his men to make history. One of the leaders was maimed in body, another in mind, and most of the crew had as their outstanding credential a willingness to risk their lives for no very clear reason.



Even a casual observer would have noted two looming problems. One was straightforward, the other harder to pin down, but both were crucial. The straightforward problem was simply put—the men were about to trust their lives to their boats, but there was not a single white-water boatman among them. The other problem had to do with psychology. The trip that Powell had planned—down an angry river through an empty desert, and alone—demanded on penalty of death that everyone work together like a well-rehearsed military team. But the Colorado River Exploring Expedition had nothing to bind it together but a name.



The men were a ragtag band of friends and strangers, haphazardly assembled and essentially untrained. Worse still, with respect to the need for harmony, the leader was an ex-officer (as was his brother) who was accustomed to giving orders and having them unquestioningly obeyed. That expectation had not been much eroded by civilian life, for it had been only four years since the end of the war. In contrast, the other five ex-soldiers had all been enlisted men. They had not been delighted to take orders when they were obliged to, and they were damned if they were going to be ordered about now that the war was over.



That went double for the mountain men,  who were temperamentally unsuited to discipline in any form. (Walter Powell, complained Billy Hawkins, had “a bull-dozing way that was not then practiced in the West.”) Independence and self-reliance were a mountain man’s defining traits, as strength defined a blacksmith. Dunn’s contract with Powell specified that he was “to make barometrical observations night and morning of each day,” and, what was more difficult, that he was “to have the air of an assistant” while doing so.



Contrary even in good times, these short-tempered outdoorsmen found themselves caught in especially irritating circumstances. Only the summer before, they had been the guides and Powell the wide-eyed rube. Now he presumed to command them.



One last irritant was undeniable but unmentionable, protected by a strict taboo—Powell’s injury made his imperious manner that much harder to take. With only a stump of a right arm, he could give orders but could not row, could not bail, could not line or portage, could not perform his share of any of a thousand daily tasks. 



Powell could issue whatever orders he liked. Whether his cantankerous and essentially unpaid crew would leap to obey the commands of the college professor turned conquistador was another matter.



But with the excitement of their impending departure, no one had time to fret about hazards that might lie ahead. In late May 1869, Andy Hall stole a moment to write a brief letter home. “Dear Mother,” he began, “It is a long time since I wrote you but I want you to know I am still alive and well and hope you are the same.” He pointed out, in the manner of all sons writing obligatory letters, that he only had time to scribble a few words and then explained that he would not be able to write again for some time.



“I am going down the Colorado River to explore that river in boats with Major Powell, the professor of the Normal college in Illinois. You need not expect to hear from me for some time ten or twelve months at least. You can write to me at Collvile, Arizona give my love to all.”*



“Yours till death,” Hall concluded, and then he scrawled his signature. “Yours till death” was nineteenth-century rhetoric, not a premonitory shiver. But Hall’s warning that he was about to drop out of sight was no exaggeration. Both literally and figuratively, the ten men of the Powell expedition were about to disappear off the face of the earth.










CHAPTER THREE



THE LAUNCH



 



The trip began well. Relieved to be under way at last and thrilled to find the river fast but manageable, the men raced along in high spirits. Most were new to boats and all were new to high-spirited rivers, but novelty was a good thing and novelty spiked with adrenaline better still. Sumner exulted in the “swift, glossy river,” and Bradley noted with unaccustomed good cheer that they swept along “almost without effort.”



Powell was so pleased to be on the move that he saw his own exuberance mirrored in the fast-flowing river. The Green, he wrote, was “swollen, mad and seeming eager to bear us down through its mysterious cañons.” But, in truth, the first mysteries (and the first real danger) lay several days ahead. At this earliest stage of the journey, the Green cut through familiar territory. Powell and his guides had tramped over some of it on his natural-history excursions during the previous two years. They had seen the snowy Uinta Mountains, for example, and scouted stretches of the Yampa and the White Rivers, two tributaries of the Green, and peeked down into canyons from cliffside perches. On one of these excursions, Powell had even hidden a stash of barometers and other supplies for the boats to pick up later. 



This was bleak country, abundant in rock and deficient in nearly everything else. The badlands were sculpted in sandstone and shale, in layers of gray and green and brown and black unsoftened by soil or vegetation but for the occasional grove of cottonwood trees along the river’s edge. Erosion had carved buttes here and there, but the first canyons—the first grand and inspiring vistas—were miles downstream.  The weather seemed a match for the scenery. “Raining hard,” reads one of the earliest journal entries, followed soon after by “Rained all day and most of the night,” and “Rained most of the day.”



The men would quickly come to think of the river as moody and fickle. Dependent on its every whim, like fleas clinging to a psychotic dog, they would watch it with a wary and obsessive eye. But for now, they were delighted to find it in a forgiving mood. This was a good thing, for as Hawkins freely noted, “We knew nothing about a boat.”



They set out as if to prove it. Hall and Hawkins, in the Kitty Clyde’s Sister, made it only a mile or two from the launch point before running aground on a sandbar in the middle of the river. (The Green was not quite so “swollen” as Powell had thought.) The two men jumped overboard, managed to push the boat clear, and relaunched themselves. They promptly ran aground again, this time on the riverbank. Eventually, to the whooping and teasing of the rest of the crew, Hall and Hawkins managed to catch up with the others and pull to shore. Hall came into camp sputtering indignantly about his boat’s unmanageability.  He was an experienced mule driver—“Kitty’s crew have been using the whip more of late years than the oars,” Sumner noted gleefully—but even a mule seemed cooperative in comparison with a boat. The Kitty would “neither gee nor haw nor whoa worth a damn,” Hall cursed, and in fact it “wasn’t broke at all.”



The others were having problems of their own. Even Powell, more inclined than his men to try to put a presentable face on chaos, described the journey’s start in a way that calls to mind Laurel and Hardy more than Lewis and Clark. “In trying to avoid a rock,” he wrote in his account of that first afternoon, “an oar is broken on one of the boats, and, thus crippled, she strikes. The current is swift, and she is sent reeling and rocking into the eddy. In the confusion, two others are lost overboard and the men seem quite discomfited, much to the amusement of the other members of the party.”



These were mishaps, not crises, and the crew seemed to revel in the horseplay. But, as Hawkins noted, they were still on “very good water.”  The men were having trouble staying afloat though the Green had yet to flex its muscles. For some seventy miles downstream from Green River Station, it wandered benignly this way and that across the barren landscape. Only when it left the badlands and smacked into the towering Uinta Mountains would the river truly rouse itself. Powell and his men, floundering already, were in the position of a boxer who is knocked to the mat by an opponent still shrugging off his robe.



Even so, they were confident, the mood a happy mix of can-do optimism and “school’s out for summer” boisterousness after the dreary weeks at Green River Station. Ignorance was not quite bliss, but it veered in that direction. Powell, for one, took for granted that outdoor expertise in general would translate into river expertise in particular. “The hunters managed the pack train last year, and will largely man the boats this,” he wrote matter-of-factly. The tone implied that the switch from horses and mules to boats was trifling, akin perhaps to a switch from guitar to banjo.



The men, especially those who had worked as guides, were less inclined to gloss over their inexperience. Fully aware of the gulf that separates amateurs from professionals, they knew they were no boatmen. But they subscribed to the logic that impels people to buy lottery tickets—they had as good a chance as anyone else. They did not claim to have knowledge they lacked, but they focused on the strengths they did have. Of the four ingredients crucial to success in exploration—skill, experience, equipment, and courage—they had two. Those seemed like decent odds. “If we fail,” Sumner noted cheerily, “it will not be for the want of a complete outfit of material and men used to hardships.”



They were, indeed, hardy souls. “After supper,” Powell wrote in an account of one of the trip’s first nights, “we sit by our camp fire, made of drift wood caught by the rocks, and tell stories of wild life, for the men have seen such in the mountains, or on the plains, and on the battle fields of the South.”



The stories they told vanished with the campfire smoke. Did Powell describe the carnage at Shiloh? Did Seneca Howland break his usual silence to tell the others what he had seen at Gettysburg? Did Sumner spin a yarn about the grizzlies he had killed two winters before? “It is late before we spread our blankets on the beach,” Powell wrote. (The men slept in pairs, sharing a blanket. The strangest bedfellows were Powell and Sumner, the college professor and the feisty frontiersman, one a mini-autocrat and the other a natural rebel allergic to authority in any form.)



The men were tough and their gear was good, or so they felt. The boats, brand-new and well-made wooden rowboats, met with everyone’s approval. They were Whitehalls, a classic design that by most accounts originated in New York City in the 1820s and then spread across the nation. Speed was the Whitehall’s great virtue—indeed, an article in 1995 hailing a resurgence of interest in the design was entitled “Survival of the Fastest.”  Wherever speed was crucial, there were Whitehalls. In New York Harbor, police relied on them; so did the thieves trying to make off with cargo stolen from ships lying at anchor; so did the “runners” for various waterfront businesses who raced one another across the water to bag new customers. 



In boat design, every choice represents a trade-off. A sea kayak, for example, is intended for long-distance travel in a straight line and is therefore long and skinny, like an arrow pointing toward a distant destination. It has relatively little “rocker,” or curvature from bow to stern, so that it touches the water almost all the way along its length. A white-water kayak, which is designed to pivot away from danger at the touch of a paddle, has a different design. Comparatively short and stubby, it has a good deal of rocker, meaning that bow and stern are lifted up out of the water, so the boat is easy to turn. (So easy, in fact, that beginners in a white-water kayak are usually unable to paddle in a straight line, even on a lake.) In the case of Powell’s boats, there were two main trade-offs. Whitehalls were heavy and sturdy, which made them rugged but hard to maneuver. They were round-bottomed, which made them fast but tippy in rough water.



From the front, the Whitehall looked like a conventional rowboat. Viewed from the rear, the boat resembled a wineglass in cross section. The  wineglass look reflected the design of the keel. From about the midpoint of the Whitehall to the stern, the keel—the “breastbone” that runs the length of a boat—thickened into a rigid fin that acted like a rudder fixed in the “straight ahead” position. It made for an elegant look, but the design was eminently practical. “Maneuverability was not a high priority,” notes Robert Stephens, a modern-day boat builder and Whitehall aficionado, “since two or more strong oarsmen could manhandle her in close quarters by backing and filling, but steady tracking was very desirable in the open waters of a large harbor. Above all, speed was the overriding criterion—especially speed under oars [the boat could also be rigged with a sail], speed which was essential for procuring business, delivering passengers, capturing criminals,
or eluding police.”



This was crucial. The Whitehall had two distinguishing features—it was fast, and it was hard to knock off course. For nearly every purpose, that made it an ideal choice. Suppose, though, that you planned to bring your rowboat not to a lake or harbor but to a surging river. Suppose, further, that you needed desperately to keep from being smashed against house-sized boulders and plunged into boat-hungry whirlpools. Then the combination of speed and the inability to change direction would be the last things you wanted, and maneuverability would be beyond price. Your best hope would be a boat designed to inch its way through the minefield, poised at every instant to pirouette away from danger.



In hindsight, Powell may have had better options. Grand Banks dories, for instance, were sturdy, flat-bottomed fishing boats that were perhaps more maneuverable than Whitehalls. But their home base was the ocean off New England (the dories were stored on a schooner’s deck and lowered into the sea) and no one had ever thought to try them on white water. In any case, hindsight was one of countless luxuries unavailable to Powell. In search of the best rowboat available, he had picked a Whitehall. In 1869, anyone might have done the same. Powell had made the natural choice, and it was all wrong. Now he was headed into a fire wearing a gasoline suit.



Powell’s 1869 boats no longer exist, not even in drawings or photographs. (Nor, for that matter, do we have a group photo of Powell and his men.) There were four boats altogether, three of them built to identical specifications. Each of the three “freight boats,” as the men called them, was twenty-one feet long and four feet wide and could hold about four thousand pounds of cargo, though they were never loaded that heavily. Even empty, these long, narrow boats were a burden—it took four men to carry one empty boat. And as time passed and the boats grew waterlogged, they would grow heavier still.



They were far from empty. The gear and food together weighed seven thousand pounds. The plan was to carry supplies to last ten months, so that if the expedition was still under way in winter and the river froze, they could “winter over” until the spring thaw. The food was standard army issue—rice, flour, beans, coffee, sugar, bacon, dried apples. (Powell’s trip to Washington to find government financing had not panned out, but in lieu of money he had been granted army rations for himself and his men.)  They would supplement that dreary fare with fish and whatever fresh meat the hunters brought in.



The gear was as straightforward as the food. The men carried tents, ponchos, bedrolls, extra clothing, hundreds of feet of rope, knives, rifles, guns, traps, gold-panning equipment, axes, hammers, saws, nails, screws, and a miscellany of other tools, as well as sextants, chronometers, barometers, thermometers, and compasses. It was a lengthy and careful list, as it had to be for a caravan through the desert.



Vital as the tons of supplies were, they were dangerous as well. To upend a hardware store into a boat that was hard to maneuver even when empty was asking for trouble. The boats rode so low, Powell noted, that even without rapids to make life complicated, it required “the utmost care to float in the rough river without shipping water.”



Powell had anticipated that the boats would take a beating, so he had ordered them built of oak. They were “stanch and strong,” he noted proudly, “double-ribbed, with double stem and stern-posts.” At each end of the boat a decked-over bulkhead provided storage space. This was essentially an off-the-shelf design. The few modifications, notably the choice of oak, provided extra strength but made the boats heavier and more ungainly than they would have been otherwise.



Built of pine and only sixteen feet long, the fourth boat looked like the others except that it was smaller and lighter. This was Powell’s boat, the Emma Dean. The food and supplies were divided into three identical parts and distributed among the three large boats, as a precaution in case a boat was lost. The Emma Dean carried only a few of the scientific instruments, three guns, and three bundles of clothing.



Not knowing what the river had in store for him and his men, Powell had devised a river-running plan intended to keep surprises to a minimum. His boat was faster than the others, because it was smaller and lighter and less heavily loaded. Powell’s idea was to proceed downriver ahead of his clumsier companions and scout a safe course for them to follow. If no safe course presented itself, he would give a signal to pull to shore, and the men would begin the dangerous, exhausting business of wrestling the boats and their thousands of pounds of cargo around the foaming, mocking rapid in their path.



In theory, the system was simple and sound. “The boats were ordered to keep one hundred yards apart,” Sumner explained. “Flag signals were arranged as follows, always to be given by Major Powell from the pilot boat: flag waved right and left, then down, ‘Land at once’; waved to right, ‘Keep to right’; and waved to left, ‘Keep to left of pilot boat.’ ” Everyone was well-pleased with the boats and the planning (and boaters running unknown rapids today follow a similar system). “We feel quite proud of our little fleet,” Powell acknowledged, and even Sumner, temperamentally allergic to gush, conceded that “we make a pretty show.”



Since the boats were so heavy, each needed two men at the oars, one seated in front of the other. Powell was in the Emma Dean, with Sumner and Dunn rowing. Walter Powell and Bradley crewed the Maid of the Cañon,  Hall and Hawkins the Kitty Clyde’s Sister, and the Howland brothers and Frank Goodman the No Name. The men rowed in the age-old fashion, facing upstream, their backs to the action. To row “backward” might sound odd to someone who has never tried it, but it has the great advantage of permitting the boatman to use the big muscles of his back and legs. (Rowing “forward,” facing downstream, places heavy demands on the boatman’s arms.) And since a rowboat on flat water moves slowly, it is easy to keep on course by stealing an occasional peek over one shoulder or the other. For countless years, boatmen on harbors and lakes and lazy rivers have rowed in just this way.



In rapids, though, Powell and his men would not be moving slowly, and they would be headed—blind—into desperate danger. So Powell would be the eyes for the entire group. Not rowing, he was free to face forward and fix all his attention on perils downstream. There he would stand while Sumner and Dunn strained blindly at the oars, his left hand clutching a strap that ran across the boat, balancing like a circus rider on the back of a cantering pony, looking for trouble.



On the expedition’s first day, the river was kind, as if allowing its fledgling challengers to get their bearings. After a shaky start, Powell and his men managed to fish their dropped oars back out of the river and point themselves downstream. They made their way more or less uneventfully for another seven or eight miles, where they made camp for the night. Hall and Hawkins, in the last boat, reacted too slowly. “I saw they were all landing,” Hawkins recalled, “and I told Andy they were camping at this point. The river was straight and the water smooth and Powell signalled to me and we tried to land, and did finally get to shore some four hundred yards below.” No one was much inclined to preach a sermon on a four-football-field miscalculation—the upstream boats joined their wayward colleagues and, in Hawkins’s grumpy summary, “the rest of the boys had the laugh on us”—but everyone knew the story had a moral. It was easily put: The river was fast and strong,
and they were all novices; they had better hope they were quick learners.



Their problem, Hall and Hawkins decided, was that they were overloaded. Each of the boats was supposed to be carrying the same weight, but the Kitty Clyde’s Sister seemed to be riding several inches lower than the others. Even in calm water, the river was within four inches of spilling into the boat. The two men set to work removing supplies, figuring that “we better unload some of the bacon and take chances of replacing it with venison and mountain sheep later on. So we unloaded five hundred pounds of bacon in the river.” At the time, throwing food overboard seemed like a good idea.



They camped that first night at the foot of an overhanging cliff, perhaps ten miles downstream from Green River Station. The two Powells and Bradley set out for “a couple of hours geologising.” While they searched for fossils, Oramel Howland and Dunn set out to hunt dinner. The two men returned at dark with one small rabbit. It made, Sumner noted dryly, “rather slim rations for ten hungry men.”



Camp was cheery, though it was wet and raw. Unfazed, the men did their best to keep dry and to outboast one another. We “exchanged tough stories at a fearful rate,”  Sumner recalled, but the crew was still suffering the effects of the nights of hard drinking at Green River Station. Everyone turned in early. 



The first day of the trip was complete. So far, so good.



While the men snore in their bedrolls, let us take a moment to talk about their journals. Powell, Sumner, and Bradley all kept diaries. (Somehow the taciturn Bradley managed to keep a detailed daily
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