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BLAUK UANYON DARK CHASM Of B[AUTY 
ANO GlOOM 

A TRIP lHROUGH COlORADO'S RUGGrn GORG[ CHmfNG[S HIKfRS' [NDURANC[ 
AND l[N~ INSIGHl lO AN ANCl[Nl INDIAN SUPfRSlITION MICHAElj HAitRICK 

The Ute Indians , who for centuries camped and 
hunted in the area of the Black Canyon of the 
Gunnison River in southwestern Colorado , held 

a superstitious dread of that awesome gash in the 
earth's surface. They believed that anyone traveling 
through the canyon would never come out alive. Today 
many parties have traveled through the canyon by raft 
and on foot. We decided to attempt the latte r mode. 

The four of us departed from East Portal at 9:00 
a. m. on a Saturday morning in October. The weather 
was overcast, and a light rain had fa llen earlier that 

At Th e Narrows, five miles below the beginning of our 
trip at East Portal, the river narrows to sixty feet wide 
a11d the ca11yo11 walls rise vertically for two thousa11d 
feet. We saw watenvorn sculpture like that below 
throughout our trip . 

morning. As we waded into th e kn ee-dee p wa ter he lo·.1· 
the Gunnison Tunne l Dive rsion Dam with our des ti 
nation thirteen mil es and four days ahead , I co uld nr>t 
he lp being slightly apprehe nsive. 

Near th e general store-gas station vill age of Sapin
ero, in southwestern Colorado , th e Gunniso n Rive r ha~ 
carved a narrow chasm westward for ahout fift v mil es. 
The most spectacular part of this can yo n lie; within 
the Black Canyon of th e G unniso n \/ a tiona l \fonu
ment. The name re fe rs to th e shadowed h lue-grey 
gloom of the light in the canyon . 

U ndisputedly, th e Black Canyon is one of th e great 
wild canyons of th e southwest , with a savage beauty 
all its own . The depth of th e canyon , meas ured from 
Vernal Mesa (elevation 8, 000 feet), ranges from 1,730 
feet to 2,425 feet within the boundary of th e national 
monume nt. The distance from th e 1~or th rim to th e 
south rim is 1,300 fee t at th e most narrow section , 
and riverbed width is 40 feet . 

Geologists be lieve th at th e process o f e rosion 
through the schist, gne iss , and crystalline -granite that 
form the canyon walls took more than 2 million years. 
In the eastern part of the mon um ent shee r pinnacles 
and needles as hi gh as 400 fee t abound . 

Trav~lin g 01~ the nort~ shore we cove red the first 
mile makmg good tun e on a trail made by th e 
footsteps of many fish e rmen . Abruptlv th e trail 

began to steepen and finall y came to an e ;1d . Ahead 
lay a deep pool at the bottom of a vertical thirty-foot 
wall. W e investigated the poss ibility of climbing hiaher 
in hopes of going above and around it , but ~m : as\' 
pitch could not be found . -

Turning back, we walked upstream a short distancp 
to a Hat, rocky area and chan ged into sneake rs. ,"11ich 
we would wear on all cross ings. (Sand in our hikin!:! 
boots ~ou ld have caused much grief. ) I stepped int;l 
the 53 water first and found out quickly that the 
moss-covered river rocks had no intention of Ie tti 11 ,, 

my sneakers hold onto them . Almost losin~ 1111· bar 
ance, I return ed to shore and found a large sl.il'k of 
driftage to use as a third leg. 

We were required to cross th e ril'cr SL'l '<' ral tinws 
during the morning to avoid l'l' rtical l' liffs that dl'
sce nded into deep pools of hl11('-gl'l'<' ll ll'ah ' r . Till' 
previous week we had disc11 ssl'd ri n ' r l'l'lls sings at 
le ngth , and l found mvsl' H drcadi11g th, ·111 at , ·ariou s 
tim es during preparatio11 lor tht· trip. Fra11kh- . ] did 
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