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the  Colorado Plateau is

As with migratory corridors, as with river systems and starry skies, 

a geologic province is delineated not by politics but by life. The 

Colorado Plateau underlays swaths of Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and 

New Mexico, but it is not a state. It is  a state of being. It is the stony 

layers of its creation, the ancient water that gives it life, the mineral 

Earth shapeshifting into leaf and fur, eye and song. It is natives and 

newcomers. There are many answers to the question What is the 

Colorado Plateau? Here are a few.   
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Tonight the Colorado 

Plateau feels like 

an immense being, 

simultaneously dim-dark 

old and up-to-the-second 

new. Its two nearest neighbors—the 

wrinkled Basin and Range country 

to its west and south, and the glacier-

carved Rocky Mountains to its north 

and east—tell their own stories. But 

when and how did the Colorado 

Plateau become set apart as its own 

being, perhaps the largest mass of 

relatively intact, yet strongly uplifted 

sedimentary rocks in the world?

The Colorado Plateau began to assemble 1.75 billion years ago when an arc of 

volcanic islands rafted north toward the then-smaller North American continent, about 

where southern Idaho and Wyoming now exist. Sand, mud, volcanic ash, and lava from 

these islands collided with the continent and became squeezed, churned, and heated, then 

descended to great depths, where liquid magma squeezed up into them. Like a music score, 

this tempestuous birth of the plateau is called the Grand Canyon Metamorphic Suite. 

We see these rocks peeking out from beneath the sedimentary Colorado Plateau in only 

a few places. One place is in the bottom of Grand Canyon as Vishnu Schist. Another is in 

Westwater Canyon on the Colorado River in eastern Utah, where a massive block of this 

crystalline rock was dramatically thrust up among younger rocks as the Uncompahgre 

Uplift, as if never to let us forget our plateau’s origins. These are the dark rocks John 

Wesley Powell’s crew came to fear on their expedition, for when they were encountered, the 

canyons narrowed, the river sped up, and waves ten or fifteen feet loomed above them. 

All the sedimentary rocks that we associate with the Colorado Plateau—the 

sand dune, river, mudflat, coastal plain, shallow marine, and lake bed sediments, now 

sedimentary rocks—and all the volcanoes and intruded mountains that later dotted the 

plateau, rest on this ancient crystalline basement rock.

The Colorado Plateau is

facing page: Polished 

petrified wood. Petrified Forest 

National Park, arizona. 

Photo by Fred Hirschmann.

above: uncompahgre 

National Forest San Juan 

mountains, Imogene Pass Road, 

Colorado. Photo by Laurence 

Parent.
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At first glance, rock and sky dominate the Colorado Plateau. But earth-shaping forces 

and vast expanses of time have conspired to bring about an enormous variety of 

habitats and countless niches in which plants and animals reside. This is a world of 

natural wonders. A hike from the lowest point on the Colorado River at Lake Mead 

to the plateau’s highest point atop the La Sal Mountains traverses most of the life 

zones to be found in North America. Waterways are ribbons of life giving way to arid 

deserts just a few steps away. On higher ground are semi-arid grass and shrublands, 

pinyon-juniper woodlands, ponderosa pine forests, sub-alpine forests, and finally 

alpine sky islands. 

The Colorado Plateau is

facing page: utah juniper and Waterpocket Fold from Hall’s overlook, Capitol Reef 

National Park. Photo by Larry ulrich. above: The southwestern edge of the Colorado 

Plateau seen through parting clouds. Photo by Theodore Grussing.

worlds of wonder   Kate Watters 
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In 1985 I joined a river expedition retracing the journey undertaken 116 years earlier 

by Major John Wesley Powell through the heart of the Colorado Plateau on the Green 

and Colorado rivers. During the ninety-six days and 632 miles we floated, my life was 

forever transformed.

In Powell’s time the Green and Colorado were wild; we had not yet intervened in their 

powerful forces by building dams to create electricity and huge stores of water to develop 

western metropolises. The wisdom of conserving natural resources was officially recognized 

in 1877 with a movement to create forest reservations. Prior to that, all U.S. agencies focused 

on transferring public lands to private ownership and development. In 1879, after Powell’s 

extensive surveys of western lands and resources, he recommended that Congress revise laws 

governing public lands. As a nation we had not yet fully conceived of “managing” public 

lands in the West. Defining that concept was to become a long, complex, and conflicted 

venture that continues to the present day. Public land management issues continue to ignite 

passionate responses in us westerners who hold different opinions about the best use of the 

lands.

I had worked for the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) fighting wildfires for a 

couple seasons when I was young and foolish and fascinated by fire, and so had gained an 

aerial perspective of the landscape from small planes. Sometimes I was let out of helicopters 

on ridgelines in very remote places. By then I had become a westerner; I knew what public 

lands were. I had lost my New Jersey accent and left behind a place where only 2 percent of 

the state was owned by the federal government. In Utah, my adopted home, federal lands 

comprise nearly 60 percent of the land base. 

In Cities in the Wilderness, former Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt asked 

two questions: “Should public lands be viewed as a commodity, primarily important for 

extractive economic use, or should they be endowed with a larger purpose, to be maintained 

as a great public commons, to be accessible, enjoyed, and used primarily for their natural 

and spiritual values? And in the case of conflicts, which view should prevail?” 

These questions have framed a debate concerning the meanings of the land from our 

earliest days as a nation to the present. They play out with particular poignance on the 

Colorado Plateau.

When I joined the river expedition I had lived in southeastern Utah seven years. My 

explorations of the Colorado Plateau had occurred mostly on foot and on ground where 

I felt at home. There had been on day-long river trips, an overnight kayaking trip on the 

San Juan River, and once I unintentionally swam Westwater Canyon. That was the extent 

of my connection to moving water, but suddenly I felt an urgency to know the rivers. The 

continuity of our long journey wove together all the distinct segments of landscape I had 

been traversing on foot for years, making sense of the vast and intricate pattern of canyons 

running through my life. 

. . . former Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt asked two 

questions: “Should public lands be viewed as a commodity. . . 

or a great public commons. . . . ? and in the case of conflicts, 

which view should prevail?”

Photo by Carol Polich.

water rules
      Laura Kamala  

The Colorado Plateau is
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native homeland   Natasha Johnson / Photos by John Running 

The Colorado Plateau is

 “only in reference to the earth can [native people] persist in [their] identity.” 

—n .  S C ot t  M o M A d Ay  ( k i oWA - C h e r o k e e - e n g L i S h ) ,  1 9 9 4

When I was a freshman in college, the subject of Native Americans in 

the military came up one day in a class discussion. A fellow student 

could not understand why it was that Native Americans would have 

the highest record of service per capita of any ethnic group. He 

mentioned the tumultuous history between tribes and the federal 

government. I raised my hand to offer an explanation, not necessarily from what I had 

learned in school, but what I remember hearing from my uncle: Without the land, we 

cannot exist. Our stories, history, and prayers are tied to the land, the plants, the water. 

If we don’t have these things to pray to and live upon, we will no longer be. My uncle 

explained that Native men and women protected not only our tribal nations, but the lands 

that are sacred to us. They served to protect our way of life. I’m sure I did not say this with 

the eloquence other speakers and writers have brought to the idea, and I doubt I made 

myself clear to all my classmates. But it was a moment of new clarity for me, and it comes 

back as I consider the experience of Native Americans on the Colorado Plateau. 

While today’s maps outline boundaries of Indian reservations within the Colorado 

Plateau, and tribal lands constitute more than one-third of the total plateau, tribes have 

always considered the entire plateau their home. This land embodies the stories of their 

ancestors and tied into these stories are the lessons around which Native people have 

constructed their value systems and core philosophies. The land is the foundation of their 

identity as individuals and collectively as a people, and serves as a record of their genealogy. 

Each of the seventeen tribes on the Colorado Plateau has an elaborate history and 

detailed stories of emergence that bind them to this land. According to traditional beliefs, 

the Hopi emerged from a series of underworlds that eventually led them to the earth’s 

surface, and more specifically to the place of their emergence, Sipapuni, a spring in the 

Little Colorado River Gorge. Hualapai, Havasupai, Southern Paiute, and Yavapai oral 

histories trace their existence to a place west of the Grand Canyon. Navajos believe the 

birthplace of some of their deities to be in the canyon, and the Zuni believe they emerged 

from the womb of the earth near Ribbon Falls. Their sacred places are found not just 

within the boundaries of their reservations, they are found on public and private lands 

throughout the Colorado Plateau. 
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“You have to quit associating beauty with gardens and lawns; 

you have to get used to an inhuman scale; you have to understand geological time.” 

— WA L L A C e  S t e g n e r ,  “ t h o U g h t S  i n  A  d ry  L A n d, ”  1 9 7 2

In 1848 the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican-American War, ceding to the U.S. what is now 

California, Nevada, Utah, much of Arizona, and parts of New Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming. Soon after, 

military-led expeditions began probing the interior of the Colorado Plateau and returning with reports and 

images of its unique and intimidating landscape. Reporting on his expedition of 1857–58 up the Colorado 

River to Black Canyon and then overland along the south rim of Grand Canyon, Lt. Joseph Christmas 

Ives expressed both wonder at the beauty of the region and doubt of its suitability for settlement and economic 

development. President Thomas Jefferson had imagined the far west as a fertile Eden, the “Garden of the World,” 

to be cultivated and cared for by yeoman farmers. Ives saw a different reality, a region “altogether valueless,” and 

predicted in 1858 that his would be the first and “doubtless the last, party of whites to visit this profitless locality.” 

seen and believed   Alan Petersen 

The Colorado Plateau is

Ives’s assessment reminds us that landscape is a culturally relative and acquired taste. Like our perception of beauty 

in general, our perception of the Colorado Plateau has been shaped in part through the eyes of others—artists and 

writers, filmmakers, even advertisers, who have translated place into image and thereby influenced how we see it. This 

process began with the earliest visitors to the plateau.

Within the geography of the Colorado Plateau can be found the essentialness of earth laid bare as well as fragrant forests 

and high altitude meadows. Architectural rock formations frame vast atmospheric space. The physical nature of the 

plateau corresponded perfectly with artistic and literary fashions that were prevalent in the eastern United States when 

the far west was first explored by American artists and scientists. The aesthetic foundation that they established remains a 

primary context for our understanding and appreciation of the region. 

 Native American cultures at home on the plateau have long expressed a oneness with the land. Speaking at a 1971 

hearing in Washington, D.C., about the Black Mesa coal mine, eighty-three-year-old Asa Bazhonoodah reflected on the 

unity of the Navajo and the land and their reciprocal relationship; taking care of the earth, the Navajo are taken care of by 

the earth. For Hopi elders the environment where their ancestors settled on the southern fringes of Black Mesa nurtures 

their spiritual perspective on life.

In contrast with the deep integration with nature and the land expressed in Native American cultures, the Euro-

American perspective on nature and the environment has generally been one of separation. However, attitudes have not 

been static; they have changed and continue to change. Between 1830 and 1860, evolving Euro-American ideas about the 
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“ultimately . . . the only real story in the american West [is] our collective and enduring 

quandary about whether we should develop this difficult and majestic land to serve our 

material needs or protect it in the hope that we can sustain our spirits.” — r U S S e L L  M A rt i n ,  1 9 8 9

“The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled 

high with difficulty and we must rise with the occasion. as our case is new, so we must think 

anew and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves, and then we shall save our country.” 

— A b r A h A M  L i n C o L n ,  1 8 6 2 

a changing story   Roger Clark 

The Colorado Plateau is

In early February I was sipping a latte in a Kanab café. A headline story in the local newspaper about coal 

mining near Bryce Canyon quoted a truck driver as saying, “We live out here. We see what the beauty 

of the land is, but we’re also broke. We have no jobs, and we need the coal.” Same old story, I thought, 

“preservation versus development,” wondering once again why we seem stuck in this worn-out script? 

Historically, the Colorado Plateau was developed for its mineral, grazing, and timber resources, and later 

for its oil, uranium, hydroelectric, and natural gas assets. By the 1880s, copper was being mined from within 

Grand Canyon, and Chicago investors paid to survey a rail line to run coal through the canyon to California. 

Although tourism businesses began to flourish in the early 1900s, extractive industries remained the mainstay 

of the region’s economy for nearly a century.

Early efforts to create national monuments and to designate areas for special protection were often 

opposed by established mining and ranching interests. Ralph Cameron, for example, moved to the Arizona 

Territory in 1883 and began staking mining claims and running cattle along the South Rim of the Grand 

Canyon. By the time President Theodore Roosevelt moved to create Grand Canyon National Monument in 

1908, Cameron was already charging tourists to use the Bright Angel Trail, which crossed one of his mining 

claims. 

Nearly a decade of disputes with federal agents ensued. Cameron proposed that two hydroelectric dams 

be built in the Grand Canyon, and as a territorial delegate to Congress and prominent businessman, he helped 

to block its establishment as a national park until 1919. Prices for copper, beef, and timber began to drop as 

the U.S. economy approached the Great Depression, and the first big wave of profiteering came to a close. 

Extractive industries began another economic boom during the 1950s. Uranium mines and mills 

proliferated on the Navajo Reservation in southeastern Utah, northwestern New Mexico, and elsewhere 

throughout the Four Corners region. Increasing demands for electricity and water in rapidly growing cities 

like Phoenix and Los Angeles prompted the construction of Glen Canyon Dam and coal-fired generating 

stations throughout the region. The uranium boom ended as prices dropped in the 1980s. During the same 

period, tourism businesses began to surge around the Colorado Plateau’s more than two dozen national parks, 

monuments, and recreation areas.

By 2000, employment in mining, logging, and farming dropped to less than 5 percent of the region’s total 

work force, while service and tourism-based businesses dominated the labor market, along with engineering, 

legal, health, retail, government, and financial occupations. Presently, Grand Canyon National Park generates 

nearly $700 million annually in employment, sales, and related revenues, constituting the single most 

important economic asset of the region. 




