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The water came from a natural wonder called Blue Spring,
With a flow of more than 90 cubic feet per second, it is the
latgest spring in Northern Arizona, but hydrologists have yet
to identify the waters origins. It bailed up rom magical depths
heneath a gray cliff of limestone, offering a bit of Caribbean
splendor to the surrounding brown canyon country. Following
the improbable stream through the rapids and deeper into the
porge, we drifted, surrounded by rock, on a river of turquoise.

Such an incongruous match of clements is natural for Ari-
zona, the land of contrasts. The Little Colorado River links
verdant, spruce-lined meadows in its upper reaches with sand-
hlown deserts downstream, carving a single, winding path
across the novtheast quadrant of the stare. This is one of the
most unigque rivers anywhere. les drainage basin covers an area
the size of South Caroling, yet its channel is normally dry. Srill,
it can sometimes lood into a red-hued monster larger than the
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“Big” Colorado, into which it empries.

As a paddler, Pve tracked these random foods with great
anticipation as they roll downstream, only to be disappointed
when | arrive with my boat 10 find a dry riverbed, the water
completely absorbed by thirsty sands upstream, Summertime
Mash floods like this come from thunderstorms falling upon
the inmimerable washes of the Painted Desert. In springtime,
Little Colorado water comes from another source: clear snow-
melt off the Mogollon Rim.

Bill and 1 wenm to the Rims highest voleanic bulge — the
White Mountaing — to find the rivers source. We were
zigragging down a gentle slope of Engelmann spruce when
Bill stopped and Tooked back at me with a sheepish grin,
“Water,” he said. A boulder dripped a rrickle from its base,
feeding a kitchen-zsink-size pool of transhwcent liguid. The
water emerged, our altimeter told us, at 10,120 feet, upon a
lens of impervious rock that produced several seeps across the
mountainside. We weaved through the forest of springs into
meadows ringed in golden aspens, passing more damp rivalets,
watching the little stream grow and then diminish, already
struggling to stay on the surface, as il it knew thar a harsh des-
ert awaited below the high haven.

The Little Colorado emerges from the mountaing into a per-
fect, green valley ringed by clills of basalt, where a few well-
kept cahins line the floodplain. This is the X Diamond Ranch,
established in 1879, Winlk Crigler has lived heve her entire life,
watering fields of corn and hdy with the river's water in sum-
mer and walking slippery, makeshilt bridges of ponderosa
pines following oods.

“The river used 1o spread avross this valley” she explained,
gespuring out her [ront window, “but the flood of *68 cut a new
channel. 1 watched our bridee wash away in the [lash of an eye”

Tt weas difficult to imagine such a tame little stream over-
whelming a stout, timber-framed bridge, and 1 stared, ques- .
tioning, until Crigler reminded me: *“This river is dynamic.”

“Dynamic” and “determined” are defining adjectives for
the Little Coloracdo. Trs story might end just beyond Crigler’s
ranch, where it is diverted into farmers’ felds near the town of

_ springerville. The remmnants are sent trickling through basale

gorges hefore slamming into a dam at Lyman Lake. The moun-




&£
-Q‘- r
|
& HAUALD WATIDH
P
'
X
e
=
i r
' o
|
ERAND CANYOR 5
MATFQNAL FARK (\
M\ \ &&g
: o,
Cape Salit e/
B pe Solitud b\ Ty
<
S e, BT SpHng ?@
= J“ o
E
£
e".‘. ‘g‘q%
Dwedlonk ."\-ﬁh%%
a
.‘F&I"ﬁLrﬂl"l
KAIRAD 9
NATIONAL FOREST {..
4 i
i
s
H"ﬂruvqrnn MATIGNAL
.,1] MOUH WL
= NAYL)D KATION
S, %,
£ ¥r
-3 Grand Fall= 8 Narth Leupp £,
%ﬁk‘fg.. e Family Farm
.
o . i -
£
Laypp . A
_’.-'i" -
Flagstaff ! i
o
3
=
foeaRIND .
HATIONARL FOREST PETEIFIED ¥OAREST =
MATIOMAL PARK
) |
L
1
L !
g T
e Glrﬂhl
C LS T
g q,-_,,}?....
' Ty T,
AFECRE-SI TGN EAVES Y -q |
15 ; .
' RATIONA L PO RESTS 5t Johns |
¥
EN ’
s |'|
- Lyman Lake
r-‘, 1*‘"
* 11
]
L
}
Springerville
| | :
) ¥ Hamand Ranch
e, Greer | i
"y \
Balthy Peak &
B [
L
3 i
WUHITE MOUKTAEIN 'rz
APACHE THIRE i




tains of the river's hirth fade into the far horizon, and the Lirde

Colorado adopts @ new persona that challenges our notions of a
river, diving beneath the sand hefore re-emerging quité unex-
pectedly amid the steppes. The Little Colorado has more than
1,200 springs in its system, Just l':lmLLfI__,['l to keep the channel
maist as it wends across cndless high deserr,

The river is poised to cascade over 185-foot Grand Falls and
hegin its plunge info canyon country when it runs past North
1.cupp Family Farm, where | met manager Tyrone Thompson
in the shadow of the San Francisco Peaks. The river’s water
sustains [ields of squash, corn and kale ar the farm, where
locals can rent a plot for a nominal fee. “1 want people here to
have rhe chance to eat healthy, [rom the land,” Thompson said.
That's not always so casy along an ephemeral river of mud, but
people have heen doing it for centuries.

Today, the Lirtle Colorado is at the center of controversy
wver a proposed development at its confluence with the Colo-
rado River in the Grand Canyon. As Bill and 1 finished our
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pack-raft descent helow Blue Spring, 1 sat at that confluence
and tried to envision a tram and boardwalk teeming wirh rour-
ists. [t wasn' easy. Cape Solitude soared silently 3,500 feet
overhead, and the Lirtle Colorado gently swirled the last of its
milky turquoise into the big, dark Colorado River,

My mind traced the river's journey from spruce-cloaked
mountains to surreal volcanic grasslands, through black gorges
and past sandstone monoliths o fantastically blue springs,
finglly tumbling into pools fizzing like champagne while
plunging into the greatest chasm ever known.

That spectacular path seemed too unlikely 1o be real, as
unhelievable as the insult of human infrastrocture might be at
the river's grand finale,

Regardless, this determined little river will keep chipping
away, blue water gnawing at red rock, long afrer any tram has
come and gone and withered back into the desert. Despite
whar we might think a river should be, the Little Colorado
presses on at its own pace, hecause this is a river like no other.



and me towrap our
minds zrovnd the idea
that this little moun-
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“WATER IS THE PRINCIPLE, OR THE ELEMENT, OF THINGS. ALL THINGS ARE WATER.”

— PLUTARCH
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