Observations from the River
by Curt Mobley

"In the firstplace,you can't seanythingfrom a caryou'vegot toget out of the
goddamned contption and walk, betteyet crawl, on hands and knees, over the
sandstone and thgh the thornbush and cactus. When traces of blogih be markyour
trail you'll see someth@ maybe."

—Edward Abbg, Desert Solitare

Taking Ed's advice—with minor modifications—ogroup headed down the Colorado River on a
Sierra Club 14 daratft trip, 225 miles throgh the heart of the Grand Gam. We had 4 oar rafts
(one rowerguide and 4rassegers) and onpaddle raft (onguide to steer and geqole paddling).
Three of theguides were men, and two were women. The mostr@nced, Louise, had been
rowing on the river for 2§ears. She started life as a fashiongtesi married to a stockbroker, but
then came to her senses. Here are thdights of the tip.

Day 1: | noticed that each of our three mgledes had matchgpurple toenailpolish. | deemed
this to be an aypgcious sgn.

Day 2: We hiked p Rider Cagon (a side cayon of the Colorado b 2§
River, next to our first capsite) a was after breakfast. | found a = (\ r
Giant Haily Desert Scquion that was at least 4 inches ¢gpmaybe . '.’.*.‘ )
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5 inches ifyou stretched him out a bit, which Ann wouldn't let me
do. In all ny years hikimg in the desert, this was the first GHDS I'd
ever seen, and he was musequility. | deemed this to be an :
augicious sgn. The GHDS

Day 3: | found fossil crinoids and corals in a block of Redwall limestone. This was the real
thing—much better than styahg fossils indoors igeology lab! | deemed this to be an @igous
sign.

Day 4: We hiked p Nankowea Caryon, where we saw
dozens of fossil stromatolites, 1.2 billigears old. These
are some of the oldest fossils on earth, agddsithan the
one on diplay in the Smithsonian. | deemed this to be an
augicious sgn.

A tranquil section of river down-
stream from NankowgeaCaryon.
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Day 6: Dave was in thpaddle boat. A wave in Unkar Bid pushed him one wa and his left foot
went between the side tube and the bottom of the raft. Then the nexpweneel him the other
way, but his foot stged in the samplace. The knob on the bottom of his tibia broke off with a
crack heard all the weato the South Rim Visitors' Center. AgDuch! Wepulled ashore below
the raoid to stabilize the fracture, and almosiged on a Grand Caon Rattlesnakgust 4 feet from
the water. We were able to make radio contact with the National Park Service (1ystpssible
dee in the cagon) and rguest a helicpter evacuation, but the ghper couldn't take off because
of high winds. So much for the valiglbf the aupicious sgns.

So we waited for the wind to die down. Sopeeple went for a hike. Some read books. Some of
us amused ourselvey Iplaying "This little piggy' on Dave's toes, segrwho could elicit the
greatest epression opain frompoor Dave. It was 7 hours before the pper could fiy in and take
Dave to sugery. The chpper ride cost Dave $3750.00, butdeds to reeat the raft tp for free
nextyear, so all was not lost. Soon after Dave left, we discovered that his dgickftained a
gallon of decent wine, which eased the sorrow of psisjovial conpary.

Day 7: Todgy we are degin the inner cayon, and the naids are by and serious. | haokrfected
a techngue for holdirg my wateproof camera with one hand and holglion with the other hand,
SO as taget actionphotos whilegoing through the ragids. Unfortunatsl, Hance Rpid turned out
to be a two-hand pd. We hit a by wave and | was siphy gected from the raft like aghterpilot.

| remember seegthe side tubgo past below me, and then | remember gemthe water beside
the raft, still holdiig the camera and headifor the rockgarden at the bottom of thepid at 20
mph. | manged toget back in the raft before | reached the rocks, and noglamas done. Ann
was thoroghly disgusted with me for almost killjmmyself, but | wagquite excited lg the whole
experience (its guy thing). Thephotos turned out OK.

After running Horn Creek Rpid, we watched another
raft (not one of ours) run thepid. He got a bit
sidewas gpproachirg a standig wave about 7 feet gin
and flipped like a Ford Eplorer with a new set of
Firestones. It wagsctacular. | hged right the raft in
the calm water below thepia. This isquite aprocess,
since the rafts are 18 feet tpand 7 feet wide, and
weigh about 3,500 Ibs fullloaded with food andear.

Righting the raft.

Day 8: We ran Cystal Raid today, one of the lggest and most dgerous on the river. No
photos...it was all | could do to stan the raft, holdig on with both hands.
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Day 9: | found aperfect nautiloid fossil about 9 inches ¢pn
in Blacktail Caiyon. This cayon was theeolagic highlight
of the trp because itperfecty exposes the Great
Unconformit/, where a billioryears of rock are eroded ayva
and missig between the Vishnu schist and the oyied
Tapeats sandstone. When | memorized the gtegiy of
the Grand Cayon in freshmangeolagy so mawy years
before, | never dreamed that | would somegdet to touch
the Great Unconformytwith my own hands.

Curt at the Great Unconforngit
The Vishnu schist below and the
Tapeats sandstone above.

Day 12: This was the dafor Lava Falls Rpid, the
biggest and most feared lfar. The river drps 37 feet

in a distance of mde 250 feet. You have to
remember that the Colorado is ajoraiver, not some
little mountain stream two feet dee In Lava Falls
Repid, the standig waves are 10 feet from trglu to
crest. Hge rocks wait topin you. There are
whirlpools like inyour bathtub drain, but 10 feet across
and dpping down two feet in the middle. Bbosions

of water burst 20 feet gih when the standghwaves
curl over and break into the holes created b
truck-sized boulders hidden in thepties. It is eagto
imagine plesiosaurs hidig in the deths, waitirg to rise y and slup down an entire raft load of
tender morsels. This was the ynépid where | felt thayyou could definitef die if the raft hit it
wrong. Theguides real} scouted the ad in serious detail, anglanned ever oar stroke before the
run. Even then, graft went almost vertical on a wave and nefirpped. Most of all, | remember
the deafenig roar of the water. The sengaverload was enormous and it took an hour to come
down from the adrenalinedh after it was all over.

Ann’s raft in Lava Falls.Megaserious
whitewater!!

Well, you get the idea. In addition to the excitement, this is@timough time in thegreatest
geolagical laboratoy on earth. The two-billioryear-old rocks of the inngorge record the ver
formation of the North American continent, and the sediments above them show life from the
pre-Cambrian throgh the Paleozoic. The names of the formations rolyotir torgue like an
Anasazi shaman's incantations: the Torqwémestone, the Muav limestone, the péats
sandstone, the Shinungoartzite, the Hakatai shale, the Vishnu schist, the Zorogsteite.... In
addition to scauions and rattlesnakes, we saw condorglesgperagrine falcons, gsreys, bghorn

she@, and lizards of all colors and sizes. Bweort of cactus inginable. Side carons with
springs and waterfalls, cottonwoods and fernsgérand drgonflies.
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This trip was the best I've ever done. Foy@me who loves nature, adventure, the southwest, white
water, orgeolagy, this isyour pilgrimage to Mecca. Put it opour list of the 10 most iportant
things to do in life. I'm serious. pBnd $3K less ogour next car, and use the mgrie do this trp.
Rafting the Grand Cayon is not a vacation, it is gistual journey into nature itself.

[Postscipt: | know pegple who have done eweadventure imginable and, without expéion, they
all sgy that raftirg the Grand Cayon is the best fpithey’ve ever done. Ann and | thght this trp
was so incredible that we decided to become Sierra Club peftdders. We can’t wait to raft the
river again.]
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