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e~ 
FEB . 2 Candlemas Day dance, San Fe

lipe Indian pueblo, New Mexico. 

4 Meeting of the Mineralogical So
ciety of Arizona, Phoenix, Ari
zona. 

15 Turtle dance, Taos Indian pueblo, 
New Mexico . 

18 Meeting of the Min era logic al So
ciety of Arizona, Phoenix, Ari-
zona. 

26 Beginning of Lenten ritu als of 
Los Hermanos Penitences (The 
Peni tent Brotherhood). 

DATE NOT SET-New Mexico wool 
grower's convention, Albuquer
que , New Mexic o. 

Throughout Feb ruary special exhibitio'l 
of ans and craft s of all Arizona 
Indian s. Mu seum of Northern 
Arizona , Flagstaff, Arizona. 

FROM PHOENIX BUREAU 
Temperatures- Degree, 

Mean for Dec ember ......... ........... . 56.0 
Nor mal for De,emb er ............................ 52.0 
High on Dec. 15 .................. .................. 79.0 
Low on D ec. 8 ........ ........ . ..... ... .. 35.0 

Rain- ln ches 
Total for December .. 
Normal for D ecember 

. ....... 0.36 
l.b O 

Weather--
Days clear ..... ....... . ... I 7 
Days partly clou dy 7 

Day s cloudy ... ................. 7 
Percentage of possible sun shin e ..... . .. 78 

E. L. FELTON, Meteorologist. 

FROM YUMA BUREAU 
Temperatures - D egrees 

Mean for D ecember ...... ....... ............ ...... . 59.0 
Normal for D ecember .................... . : ...... 55.1 
High on D ec. 15 ........ ................ ........ ...... 80.0 
Low on D e:. 10 ....... 39.0 

Rain - Inches 
Total for D ecember ................ ...... . ... 0.01 
Normal for D ecember · ...... ................... ... 0.49 

Weather-
Day s clear .·•··········· ·····································2:; 
Day s partly cloudy .... .... ........ ...................... 6 
Day s cloudy ..... :...... .... .... .. . .... ... .... 2 
Sunshine, 91 percent, (283 hours of su nshin e 

out of a possible 311 hours). 
JAMES H. GORDON , Meteorologist. 

CREED OF THE DESERT 
By JUNE LEMERT PAXTON 

Yucca Valley , California 

Relentles sly the rain did sweep 
Down mountain sides, and canyons

deep. 
And even the sun could not condemn 

When it saw new field s of rock and 
~em. 
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,Oi'Ct!f !Jflvil--
When Dunn shouted back to Major John Wesley 

Powell that the tributary ahead was no trout stream 
but "a dirty devil," members of that Colorado river 
expedition in 1869 probably did not realize how well 
it was named. Although it la:er was officially desig
nated the Fremont river, the first epithet clung to it. 
Both its appearance and its actions during the fol
lowing generations matched its name, as many a 
Mormon settler who battled with it can testify. This 
is the story of a river and its vagaries--and the 
people who tried to make their homes along its 
shifting course. 

THE . SAGA OF A RIVER 
By CHARLES KELLY 

W 
... 

HEN Major John Wesley Powell 
reached the lower end of Cataract 
canyon on his first expedition 

d~wn the Colorado river in 1869, he found 
sdf short of supplies . 

Much of the flour carried in his small 
ats had been ruined by water and his 

bacon had spoiled. His men were weary 
~ hungry. After passing through the 

gerous cataracts and into the quiet wa
}~rs of u_:,per Glen canyon they hoped to 
~nd som~ clear mountain stream entering 

C Colorado where they could fish for 

1943 

trout to replenish their supplies and sup
plement their monotonous menu. 

As they emerged from Narrow canyon 
they were delighted to obs~rve an open
ing in the canyon wall indicating a tribu 
tary stream. As the leading boat ap
proached the opening a man in one of the 
rear boats shouted: 

"It is a trcut stream?" 

Dunn , in the lead, took one look at the 
water rolling out of the tributary, which 
was even heavier with silt than that in the 
Colorado, and shouted back : 

"No! It's a dirty devil!" 

That's how the Dirty Devil river of 
Utah got its picturesque name. In later 
years Powell officially designated the 
stream as Fremont riv~r, but the old name 
stuck in spite of him. How wdl it deserves 
that name today is the subject of this story. 

The Dirty Devil river, in southeastern 
Utah, has its source in Fish lake. After 
dropping down from high Fish lake pla
teau it passes through a canyon to th~ lit
tle town of Fremont, then through an open 
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Dead orchards mark the site of once comfortable homes along the Dirty Devil. 

valley to Grover, where it enters another 
deep canyon. 

At Fruita, five miles below, it dives into 
another canyon for 13 miles, having 
gouged a channel through Capitol Reef. 
Just a short distance above the old settle
ment of Cainesville, it enters a flat alluvial 
valley from one to two miles wide, which 
continues for about 25 miles to Hanksville. 
Befow the latter settlement it continues 
through another long, deep canyon to the 
Colorado . Its total length is about 200 
miles. 

At the time of Powell 's first expedition 
in 1869 there were no white settlements 
anywhere along the Dirty Devil. Hanks
ville, the oldest settlement, was founded 
in 1880 by Ebenezer Hanks as a hideout 
for Mormons who wished to practice poly
gamy unmolested by the law. He could not 

have selected a safer spot. Located in the 
heart of the roughest kind of broken des
ert country, no United States officer ever 
int erfered with the Mormons. 

In those days the Dirty Devil above 
Hanksville meandered peacefully throu gh 
its long , narrow valley, its banks bor
dered with a thick growth of willows. It s 
channel was not more than a dozen steps 
wide and it could be waded almost any
where . It required but little effort to run 
irrigation ditches with a plow and con
struct diversion dams of rocks and wil
lows and put water on hundreds of acres 
of flat land. The red alluvial soil proved 
rich and it was easy to plow and cultivate . 

Within a short time more settlers began 
moving down along the Dirty Devil. A 
settlement called Cainesville was started 
at the upper end of ~hat the pioneers 
called Blue valley, and another called 

The Dirty Devil above Hanksville. In pioneer times it was a small, meandering 
stream and this valley was dotted with fer tile farms. 
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Giles was later founded between the two 
older settlements. Good homes were 
built, orchards planted, and the banks of 
the Dirty Devil began to take on an air of ""' 
prosperity . Each rancher owned large 
herds of cattle which grew fat on the wild 
grasses of the surrounding desert. 

Pioneer Mormons were industrious 
farmers. As the valley filled with settlers 
they began clearing away the dense .growth 
of willow brush along the river to make 
room for more crops of corn and hay. In 
places the stream's meanderings interfered 
with their ideal of wide, square fields, . so 
they plowed new channels to straighten its 
cours_e. At the next flood season the river 
obligingly followed those new channels. 
But as time went on it seemed almost too 
eager to follow a direct course. The 
straightening process had increased its fall, 
willows no longer protected its banks, and 
soon it began eating its way downward 
through the fine silt it had been so long 
depositing in the valley. 

Then one hot summer day a cloudburst 
struck far up in the mountains. Within l\ 

short time a high wall of water burst from 
the canyon above Cainesville and poured 
down through Blue valley. Few mean
ders were left to check its flow and but 
few willows to protect its caving banks . 
When the flood subsided it was found that 
the river had lowered its channel nearly 
three feet throu gh the entire length of the 
valley. 

This meant that old irrigation ditches 
would no long er carry water to the fields . 
New ditches had to be dug, sometimes for 
miles, to tap the stream at a higher level. 
The channel also had been greatly wid
ened, necessitating larger and more dur
able diversion dams. But the people went 
to work energetically and in time repaired 

. the damage. It had been a very unusual 
flood, they said, and might never happen 
again. 

But it did happen again and again, and 
for a reason not then understood. Horses 
and cattle of the first settlers were being 
gradually replaced by sheep, which for a 
time were more profitable. As sheep de
stroyed desert vegetation floods became 
increasingly more disastrous. New ditches 
had to be dug to tap the precious water, 
now several feet below its old channel. 
The channel , too, had widened, cutting 
away hundr eds of acres of rich soil. 

At Hank sville, where the stream passed 
through a sort of rock dyke, a dirt and 
brush diversion dam had been built. It 
s·erved its purpose well enough until the 
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r firsi: big flood, when it was w~shed ~way. 
. Another larger dam was .built. Th1s m 
turn ·melted before the increasing floods. 

~. , . A third was constructed, and a fourth, of 
,,;~ ... :rock,)ogs and sand. They all .~ent ~own

.,t',r /•, · stream, one after the other, leavmg d1tches 
.,~;:, : : high· !ltid dry in summer when water was 
,~···•·1.-most needed. · 

f,'. 
People were spending more time on 

· their dams and ditches than on their farms. 
The work was unending, yet it had to be 
done if the settlers were to survive . There 
was no such thing in those days, in Hanks
ville at least, as ditch digging machinery. 
Every foot of irrigating canal and every 
dam was built by horse and man power. 
They did not even have powder to blast 
rock, and several tunnels through solid 
rock · between Cainesville and Hanksville 
were dug by men with rock hammers and 
crowbars, lying on their bell'ies. . 

No irrigating company ever was formed 
for the settlements along the Dirty Devil. 
The work was all cooperative. Whenever 
a ditch needed mending or a dam had to 
be built the Mormon bishop called on men 
to do the work and they did it without re
muneration other than the eventual benefit . 
to their own land. As the river channel 
widened the road had to be changed, until 
at last it was carved out of the ·bluffs high 
above any possible flood . This was also 
done by cooperative labor before the coun
ty was able to appropriate money for such 
construction. 

As sheep gradually destroyed natural 
vegetation the river cut its channel deeper 
and wider with each succeeding flood sea
son. Many rich farms were washed down
stream into the Colorado. Others had to 
be abandoned because it was impossible to 
put water on them. A large part of the 
town of Hanksville was washed away. But 
the people of that village believed they 
could control the floods if they had a dam 
that would hold . So they went to work 
building a permanent dam at the narrows 
above town. Rock was cut and hauled 

. from nearby hills and laid up by hand 
40 feet high and over 100 feet wide be
tween two rock abutments. This required 
an immense amount of labor for so small a 
community, but it was finally finished-and 
Hanksville felt safe for the first time in 
many years. 

In August of the following summer an
other big · flood came roaring down the 
Dirty Devil. Every citizen of Hanksville 
rushed out to see if their dam, built with 
so much effort, would hold. When the 
peak of the torrent passed they were over
joyed to see their rock wall still intact
but the river channel behind it was level 
full of silt! 

The Hanksville dam still stands, a 
monument to the tireless energy of those 
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This diversion dam, built by cooperative labor, is a monument to the Mormon 
settlers of Hanksville , Utah, on the Dirty Devil river. 

early settlers along the Dirty Devil. But 
most of the fertile acres below it have gone 
down the Colorado and those still remain
ing are scarcely worth watering . In earlier 
days Hanksville was a lively town of pros
perous farmers and cattlemen. Now it is 
almost abandoned . In its heydey Charley 
Gibbons' store did an annual business of 
$200,000. When I passed through last 
September, the town 's one remaining store 
expected to close within a month. 

Where once the river meandered quiet
ly between willow-lined banks, it now has 
cut a channel sometimes 40 feet deep al
most the full length and width of its long 
valley. What land remains has long ago 
reverted to sagebrush and greasewood . 
Here and there dead orchards mark the 
site _of some pioneer home, while old 
ditches, long dry, are lined with dead 
stumps. 

Where once stood the flourishing vil
lage of Giles nothing is left but an empty 
church, standing gaunt and alone in a sea 
of sagebru sh. At Cainesville a few ranches 
survive, but even these are being slowly 
washed away. 

Returning from a recent trip to the 
Henry mountains, Dr. Inglesby and I were 
about to cross the river above Cainesville 

• when we heard a roar and saw a four-foot 
wall of water advancing toward us. It was 
too late to cross so we stood on the bank 
and watched the flood come down. 
Higher and higher it ros~ until it filled 
the wide, deep channel. Not until noon 
the next day did it recede enough for us to 
cross safely. We knew that many more 
acres of red soil had been washed down 
to Boulder dam. And we knew, too, why 
old-timers along the river still persist in 
calling it the Dirty Devil. 

This pioneer home, carefully constructed of native rock, stands abandoned in the 
sagebrush along the Dirty Devil. 
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