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It was clear to every member of the labor detail that they had done a good day’s work. As the late summer sun hovered above the western horizon far across the desert, the men looked at one another and nodded their heads in approval. Then they prepared for the long trek back to the village several miles away.

Picking up their stone-tipped hoes and adzes, the workers headed east. They were weary. They had followed the same routine every day for several weeks—rising at dawn’s first light, eating a sparse meal of dried beans and corn, picking up their primitive tools, and hiking from the village to the excavation site a few miles away. And the backbreaking work would continue for several months, since the irrigation canals the men were digging were far from complete.

Indeed, the leader of this particular work party estimated that several thousand more yards of canal, up to thirty feet wide and seven feet deep, had to be built this season. Then, when the new canals were linked with an existing system of ditches, new fields could be opened for the growing of beans, corn, squash, and cotton.

These canal diggers are known today as the Hohokam, and they occupied what is now south-central Arizona, near the confluence of the Salt and Gila Rivers. Historians are not certain of the Hohokam’s origin. They may have been descendants of other Amerindian groups who had lived in the region since it was first populated about 11,000 years ago, or they may have migrated to the region from central Mexico. Whatever their origins, they appeared as a distinct culture about 300 BC and became the first people in the Western Hemisphere to cultivate crops through irrigation.

But by AD 1450, after centuries as one of the dominant cultures of the Southwest, they mysteriously vanished. It was the Pimas, who occupied the area later, who gave them their name. Hohokam is a Pima word meaning “all used up” or “those who have gone.”

The Hohokam people were also the first in the Western Hemisphere to irrigate their crops. To plan miles of irrigation ditches and organize workforces of sufficient size and discipline to tackle such a monumental task, the Hohokam must not only have been socially organized, but technologically advanced as well.

Australian archaeologist V. Gordon Childe in his book What Happened in History alluded to the sophistication of a population that develops irrigation as a farming aid.


The digging and maintenance of irrigation channels are social tasks even more than the construction of defensive ramparts or the laying out of streets. The community as a whole must apportion to individual users the water thus canalized by collective effort.


But it was not only in canal construction that the Hohokam people excelled. In later years, the culture was noted for its beautiful pottery, shell etchings, and expansive agricultural practices. Lieutenant Colonel William H. Emory, traveling with the Army of the West during the Mexican War, commented on the progressive farming techniques of the Pimas, whose culture succeeded that of the Hohokam. No doubt the description would hold basically true for the Pimas’ predecessors as well.


We were at once impressed with the beauty, order, and disposition of the arrangements for irrigating and draining the land. Corn, wheat, and cotton are the crops of this peaceful and intelligent race of people. All the crops have been gathered in, and the stubbles show that they have been luxuriant. The cotton has been picked, and stacked for drying on the tops of sheds. The fields are sub-divided, by ridges of earth, into rectangles of about 200 X 100 feet for the convenience of irrigating.


Captain A. R. Johnston, who accompanied Emory, was equally impressed with some of the ancient buildings left behind by the Hohokam. Commenting on the complex that is today part of Casa Grande Ruins National Monument, Johnston wrote:


We saw to our left the “Casa de Montezuma.” I rode to it, and found the remains of the walls of four buildings, and the piles of earth showing where many others had been. One of the buildings was still quite complete, as a ruin. The others had all crumbled but a few pieces of low, broken wall. The large casa was 50 feet by 40, and had been four stories high, but the floors and roof had long since been burnt out. . . . There were four entrances—north, south, east, and west; the doors about four feet by two; the rooms as below and had the same arrangement on each story; there was no sign of a fireplace in the building. . . . The walls were four feet thick at the bottom, and had a curved inclination inwards to the top. . . . The walls had been smoothed outside, and plastered inside, and the surface still remained firm.


The Hohokam culture was undoubtedly one of the most progressive in the Southwest. Along with their neighbors, the Ancestral Puebloans and the Mogollon, Sinagua, and Salado peoples, the Hohokam transformed a vast, arid wasteland into a hospitable haven.


AN EARLY VIEW OF THE GRAND CANYON

1540

It was late August 1540, and the noted Spanish captain-general Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, with several of his lieutenants and some friendly Indian scouts, crouched over a map crudely drawn in the parched sand of the southwestern desert. Coronado’s eyes shifted from the scouts to his interpreter, who translated their incomprehensible words into pure, rhythmic Castilian Spanish.

Coronado and his command had arrived here in Cibola (near what is now the Arizona–New Mexico border) several days earlier, in search of the famous seven cities of gold that Fray Marcos had eagerly reported to exist in this region. Coronado had set forth from Compostela, Mexico, on February 23, along with 336 soldiers and about 700 Indians, herdsmen, wranglers, and other camp followers. Together they comprised “the most brilliant company ever assembled in the Indies to go in search of new lands,” according to one chronicler of the time. But, alas, Coronado and his men found no gold. Associates of Fray Marcos had described a town whose inhabitants “wear silk clothing down to their feet,” a town which contained “a temple of their idols the walls of which . . . were covered with precious stones.” Coronado found nothing but weathered adobe houses and hostile Zuni wearing animal skins, cotton loincloths, and turkey-feather robes.

After two sorties in which several soldiers including Coronado were wounded, the conquistadors took the town of Hawikuh, scattering hundreds of terrified natives to neighboring villages. Rummaging through the defeated town, the soldiers found something they needed even more than gold. They found “corn, and beans, and fowl better than those of New Spain, and salt, the best and whitest I have seen in all my life,” according to one eyewitness.

Now, after gorging themselves on the spoils of war, Coronado and his officers carefully studied the map traced in the sand. A scouting party had just returned from a reconnaissance of the region far to the west of Cibola. While visiting among the Hopi, the scouts had heard rumors of a large river even farther west. Coronado decided to send an expedition to find this river.

A dozen horsemen led by Don Garcia Lopez de Cardenas left Cibola on August 25 and headed directly for the Hopi villages where news of the great river had originated. At the town of Tusayan, Cardenas asked for several Hopi guides to lead the party to its destination.

For several days, Cardenas and his followers traveled across the desert of what is now northern Arizona. Suddenly, they came upon the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River at some unknown point on its southern rim. One can only imagine the awestruck expressions on the faces of the conquistadors as they viewed the magnificent layers of multicolored rock that stretched endlessly in both directions. At the bottom of the mile-deep canyon was the very river they were looking for: the winding Colorado.

Although he did not accompany the expedition to the Grand Canyon, Pedro de Castaneda, a contemporary chronicler, did record eyewitness testimony of some of the men who did.


This country was elevated and full of low twisted pines, very cold, and lying open toward the north, so that, although this was the warm season, no one could live there on account of the cold. They passed three days along this canyon looking for a passage down to the river, which looked from above as if the water was a fathom’s width across, although the Indians said it was half a league wide. To descend was impossible, for after these three days, Captain Melgosa and one Juan Galeras and another companion, who were the most agile men, made an attempt to go down at the least difficult place, and descended until those who were above were unable to keep sight of them because of the rock overhang. They returned about four o’clock in the afternoon, not having succeeded in reaching the bottom on account of the great difficulties which they found, because what seemed to be easy from above was not so, but instead very rough and steep. They said that they had been down about a third of the way and that the river seemed very large from the place which they reached, and that from what they saw they thought the Indians had given the width correctly. From the rim, some small pinnacles on the sides of the cliffs seemed to be about as tall as a man, but those who went down swore that when they reached these rocks they were bigger than the great tower at Seville.


Today, millions of visitors go see the Grand Canyon annually, standing in awe much as those first Spanish soldiers did more than 450 years ago. When President Theodore Roosevelt viewed the canyon in 1903, he remarked, “You cannot improve on it. The ages have been at work on it, and man can only mar it.” In 1908, he ensured that the Grand Canyon would be preserved for posterity by declaring it a national monument. In 1919, it became a national park.

In the 1960s, the Grand Canyon was jeopardized by a proposed reclamation project that called for the construction of two high dams along the course of the Colorado River. Fortunately, after a strong and spirited national outcry, the plan was dropped, and today a visitor can enjoy the same wild and savage beauty of the mighty Colorado that impressed a dozen Spanish conquistadors in 1540.


ARIZONA FACTS AND TRIVIA


   	Arizona is the sixth largest state in the nation after Alaska, Texas, California, Montana, and New Mexico. It encompasses 114,000 square miles, or almost 73 million acres. It averages 340 miles from east to west, and the maximum distance from north to south is 395 miles.


	The mean elevation of Arizona is 4,100 feet. The highest point is Humphreys Peak in Coconino County, at 12,633 feet. The lowest point is on the Colorado River at Yuma, at seventy feet.


	The geographical center of Arizona is fifty-five miles southeast of Prescott in Yavapai County.


	In 2010, Arizona had a population of 6,392,017. Its estimated population in 2014 was 6,731,484.


	The state ranks sixteenth in the nation for population.


	The coldest temperature ever recorded in Arizona was minus forty degrees Fahrenheit on January 7, 1971, at Hawley Lake. The average low temperature in Phoenix in January is forty-six degrees.


	The hottest temperature was 128 degrees on June 29, 1994, at Lake Havasu City. The average high temperature in Phoenix in July is 106 degrees.


	Arizona became a US territory in 1863. It became the forty-eighth state on February 14, 1912.


	Phoenix is both the capital of Arizona and its largest city, with a population in 2010 of 1,445,632. Its estimated population in 2014 was 1,537,058.


	Arizona contains fifteen counties: Mohave, Coconino, Yavapai, Navajo, Apache, La Paz, Maricopa, Gila, Greenlee, Yuma, Pinal, Graham, Pima, Cochise, and Santa Cruz.


	The word Arizona is derived from an Indian word meaning “place of small springs.”


	The state motto is Ditat Deus, or “God Enriches.”


	Arizona’s official state nickname is “The Grand Canyon State.”


	The state bird is the cactus wren (Campylorhynchus brunneicapillus).


	The state flower is the saguaro cactus blossom (Carnegiea gigantea), and the state tree is the paloverde. There are two species of paloverde, the blue (Cercidium floridum) and the yellow (Cercidium microphyllum).


	The state gemstone is turquoise.


	The state fossil is petrified wood.


	The state song is “Arizona March Song,” with lyrics by Margaret Rowe Clifford and music by Maurice Blumenthal, adopted in 1919. The song “Arizona,” by Rex Allen Jr., was adopted as an alternative in 1982.


	The state flag consists of a copper-colored, five-pointed star—symbolic of the state’s copper wealth—in the center of a field that is blue on the bottom half. On the top half, six yellow and seven red rays radiate from the star.


	Some famous Arizonans include Apache chiefs Cochise and Geronimo, Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, statesman Barry Goldwater, singer Linda Ronstadt, humorist Erma Bombeck, 2008 Republican presidential nominee John McCain, farm and civil rights activist Cesar Chavez, film director Steven Spielberg, singer Rex Allen, and World War I flying ace Frank Luke Jr.
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