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Conquistadors, 
trappers, explorers, 

and miners saw 
Grand Canyon as a 
barrier and viewed 

it with derision



Geologists however, reacted much differently



Not until Grand Canyon was 
understood geologically 
could it be appreciated 
or valued aesthetically



Exploring these diametrically opposed reactions
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Pedro Castañeda with the Coronado Expedition  
August, 1540



Pedro Castañeda with the Coronado Expedition  
August, 1540

“From the top they could make 
out, apart from the canyon, some 
small boulders which seemed to 
be as high as a man. Those who 
went down and who reached 
them swore that they were taller 
than the great tower of Seville”



The Great Tower of Seville

282 feet tall in the year 1540 







Fray Francisco Tomás Hermenegildo Garcés
July, 1776



Events in the year -1776



• Dolores Mission and the presidio founded in San Francisco 

• Fray Junípero Serra founded mission San Juan Capistrano  

• The presidio San Agustín del Tucson was built  
  
• Fray Francisco Garcés descended the Grand Canyon (Havasupai) 

• Fray Silvestre Vélez Escalante and Atanasio Domínguez led an 
expedition from Santa Fe to find an overland passage to California

• Thirteen Colonies declared independence from England  
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• Fray Junípero Serra founded mission San Juan Capistrano  

• The presidio San Agustín del Tucson was built  
  
• Fray Francisco Garcés descended the Grand Canyon (Havasupai) 
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He remarked that he was “...astonished by the roughness 
of the country and the barrier which nature had fixed.” 

Showing his inability to fathom the size of the canyon 
landscape, he thought, “...to all appearances it would not 
seem to be very great difficulty reaching the river.”

While retracing his steps from Havasu back to the Hopi 
lands, he alluded to the gorge as a “prison of cliffs and 
canyons.”

Garcés Impressions of Grand Canyon
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He remarked that he was 
of the country

Showing his inability to fathom the size of the canyon, 
he thought, 
very great of difficulty in reaching the river.”

While retracing his steps from Havasu back to the Hopi 
lands, he alluded to the gorge as a 
canyons.”

Garcés Impressions of Grand Canyon
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Fray Silvestre Vélez de Escalante and Fray Francisco 
Antanasio Domínguez

October - November, 1776



Route of Escalante and Domínguez

Utah

Colo.

N.M.

Utah
Ariz.



Crossed the Rio Santa Teresa (Paria River) and tried to 
ford the river at their camp named, San Benito de 
Salsipuedes (present-day Lees Ferry) with, “...all sides 
surrounded by mesas and inaccessible heights.”

Stayed for 11 days looking for a way out and “...suffered 
greatly from the cold in this unfortunate campsite.”  

“...found only insuperable obstacles.”  

After breaking camp they began to ascend the cliffs - “At 
the beginning it is insuperable and sandy and afterward has 
very difficult stretches and extremely perilous ledges of 
rock, and finally it becomes impassible.” 

Escalante and Domínguez
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James Ohio Pattie,  American Fur Trapper
March, 1826



James Ohio Pattie,  American Fur Trapper
March, 1826

“On the 28th we reached a point where the mountains shut in so 
close upon the river that we were compelled to climb and travel 
along the acclivity with the river still in sight at an immense depth 
beneath us. It is perhaps this very long and formidable range of 
mountains, which has caused the country of the Red river to have 
not been explored more thoroughly by Americans.  A march more 
gloomy and heart-weary cannot be imagined. [After 14 days] we 
arrived where the river emerges from these horrid mountains.”
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“On the 28th we reached a point where the mountains shut in so 
close upon the river that we were compelled to climb and travel 
along the acclivity with the river still in sight at an immense depth 
beneath us. It is perhaps this very long and formidable range of 
mountains, which has caused the country of the Red river to have 
not been explored more thoroughly by Americans.  A march more 
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The Ives Expedition - 1857-58



Up the Colorado by steamship



Overland to Grand Canyon



“After proceeding a mile or two we issued from the 
hills and entered a region totally different from any 
that had been seen during the expedition.  A broad 

tableland... extended before us, and a splendid 
panorama burst suddenly into view. A lofty line of 

bluffs marked the edge of an immense canyon...and 
through it were...vast plateaus, towering one above 

the other thousands of feet in the air. The famous “Big 
canyon was before us; and for a long time we paused 

in wondering delight, surveying this stupendous 
formation through which the Colorado River and it’s 

tributaries break their way.”



“The region . . . is, of course, altogether valueless. 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.”

Lt. Joseph Christmas Ives 



“We were deeper in the bowels of the earth 
than we had ever been before, and surrounded 

by walls and towers of such imposing 
dimensions that it would be useless to attempt 

to describe them.”

Lt. Joseph Christmas Ives 



“The solitude, the stillness, the subdued light, and 
the vastness of every surrounding object, produce an 
impression of awe that ultimately becomes painful.”

Lt. Joseph Christmas Ives 



Lt. Joseph Christmas Ives 
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“The solitude, the stillness, the subdued light, and 
the vastness of every surrounding object, produce an 
impression of awe that ultimately becomes painful.”



A geologic perspective 
was needed to 
comprehend

the world-class 
significance of 
Grand Canyon

How ironic that this 
perspective would 

come from a member 
of Lt. Ives own party



John Strong 
Newberry

Traveled alongside 
Ives and was the 
first geologist to 
lay eyes on the 
Grand Canyon



“These canyons belong 
to a vast system of 

erosion, and are wholly 
due to the exclusive 

action of water. 
Probably nowhere in the 
world has the action of 

this agent produced 
results so surprising as 
regards their magnitude 

and their peculiar 
character.”



“Though valueless to the 
agriculturalist, dreaded and 
shunned by the emigrant, 
the miner, and even the 
adventurous trapper, the 
Colorado Plateau is to the 
geologist a paradise. It has 

the most splendid 
exposure of stratified 
rocks in the world”



John Wesley Powell



On the 1869 trip was in a 
race for survival while 

running the Grand Canyon 

John Wesley Powell



“We continue our journey...gliding along through a 
strange, weird, grand region. The landscape 

everywhere, away from the river, is of rock -- cliffs of 
rock; tables of rock; plateaus of rock; terraces of 

rock; crags of rocks -- ten thousand strangely carved 
forms. Rocks everywhere, and no vegetation; no soil; 
no sand. In long gentle curves the river winds about 

these rocks.”



“When speaking of these rocks, we must not 
conceive of piles of boulders, or heaps of fragments, 

but a whole land of naked rock, with giant forms 
carved on it; cathedral-shaped buttes, towering 

hundreds or thousands of feet; cliffs that cannot be 
scaled, and canyon walls that shrink the river into 

insignificance, with vast, hollow domes, and tall 
pinnacles, ... all highly colored -- buff, gray, red, brown, 
and chocolate; never lichened, never moss-covered; 

but bare and often polished.”



Clarence 
Dutton





“A perpetual glamour envelops the landscape. Things 
are not what they seem and the perceptions cannot tell 
us what they are...  In truth, the tone and temper of the 
landscape are constantly varying, and the changes in its 
aspect are very great.  It is never the same, even from 
day to day, or even hour to hour... Every passing cloud, 

every change in the position of the sun, recasts the 
whole.”

Clarence Dutton, Geologist 1882



“The lover of nature, whose perceptions have been 
trained in the Alps, or New England, in the Appalachians 
or Cordillera, in Scotland or Colorado, would enter this 
strange region with a shock, and dwell here for a time 
with a sense of oppression, and perhaps even horror. 

Whatever things he had learned to regard as beautiful 
and noble would here seldom or never be seen. 

Whatsoever might be bold and striking would at first 
seem only grotesque. The colors would be the very ones 

he had learned to shun as tawdry and bizarre.”



“But time would bring a gradual change. Some day he 
would suddenly become conscious that outlines which at 
first seemed harsh and trivial have grace and meaning; 
that forms which seemed grotesque are full of dignity; 

that magnitudes which had added enormity to 
coarseness have become replete with strength and even 

majesty; that colors which have been esteemed 
unrefined, immodest, and glaring, are as expressive, 
tender, changeful, and capacious of effects as any 

others.”



“The Grand Canyon of the Colorado is a great 
innovation in modern ideas of scenery...As with all great 
innovations it is not to be comprehended in a day or a 
week nor even a month. It must be dwelt upon and 

studied, and the study must comprise the slow 
acquisition of the meaning and spirit of that marvelous 
scenery which characterizes the Colorado Plateau, and 

of which the Grand Canyon is the superlative 
manifestation.”



100% of the conquistadors, explorers, and trappers 
never came back 

100% of the geologists came back again and again 



A prison of 
cliffs and 
canyons?

Or a 
paradise?

A geologic perspective was required to understand 
the inherent beauty of Grand Canyon
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“The extent and magnitude of the system of canyons is 
astounding. The plateau is cut into shreds by these 

gigantic chasms, and resembles a vast ruin.  Belts of 
country miles in width have been swept away, leaving 

only isolated mountains standing in the gap. Fissures so 
profound that the eye cannot penetrate their depths are 

separated by walls whose thickness one can almost 
span, and slender spires that seem tottering on their 

bases shoot up thousands of feet from the vaults below.”

Lt. Joseph Christmas Ives 



Overland route of the Ives Expedition - 1857-58



“Near the mouth of Diamond Creek, by the 
intersection of the numerous canyons which cut the 
plateau, portions of it have been left in a series of 

pinnacles and pyramids, frequenting standing isolated, 
forming some of the most striking and remarkable 

objects seen on our expedition. Many of these buttes 
exhibit a singular resemblance to the spires and 

pyramids which form the architectural ornaments of 
the cities of civilized nations, except that the scale of 
magnitude of all these imitative forms is such as to 

render the grandest monuments of human art 
insignificant in comparison to them.” 



“Having the question constantly in mind, and 
examining with all possible care the structure of 

the great canyons which we entered, I everywhere 
found evidence of the exclusive action of water in 
their formation. The opposite sides of the deepest 

chasm showed perfect correspondence of 
stratification, conforming to the general dip, and 
nowhere displacement; and the bottom rock, so 
often dry and bare, was perhaps deeply eroded, 

but continuous from from side to side.”



“We are now down among the buttes, and in a 
region, the surface of which, is naked solid rock - a 

beautiful red sandstone, forming a smooth, 
undulating pavement. The Indians call this the 

“Toom-pin Tu-weap,” or “Rock Land,” and 
sometimes “Toom-pin wu-near Tu-weap,” or the 

“Land of Standing Rock.”


