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THE GREAT CANYON SURVEY OF 1921 

WILLIA M L. CHENOWETH 
Consulting Geologist, Grand Junction, CO 81506 

During the summer of 1921, the U.S. Geological Survey 
(USGS) sent three parties into the field to make a topographic 
survey of the Cataract and Glen Canyons of the Colorado River 
and the canyon of the San Juan River. The funding for this 
project was provided jointly by the federal government and the 
Southern California Edison Company. The purpose of the en-
gineering survey was to determine the storage capacity of the 
reservoir behind a large hydroelectric dam, planned for the Lee's 
Ferry area, Arizona, and possible sites for other dams. 

The mapping was under the general direction of E. C. La 
Rue. Each party consisted of a topographic engineer, recorder, 
rodmen, boatmen, a cook, and a geologist. Packers delivered 
supplies to pre-arranged locations along the river. The geologist 
recorded the stratigraphy and structure of the rocks within the 
area to be flooded. The boats used for the survey were 16-foot 
flat-bottomed rowboats, built in Los Angeles, California. 

A party under the direction of A. F. Fowler started at Lee's 
Ferry and worked their way upstream in the Glen Canyon toward 
the junction with the San Juan River. Kirk Bryan accompanied 
their party as the geologist. 

A second party under K. W. Trimble, with Hugh Miser as the 
geologist, began on the San Juan River near Bluff , Utah on July 
18, 1921 and worked downstream to the junction with the Colo-
rado and hence down the Colorado to meet the Fowler party. 

The third party under W. R. Chenoweth surveyed the Colorado 

River between the Dirty Devil (Fremont) River and Halls Creek 
and then returned to Green River, Utah. From there, they rowed 
down the Green River to the junction with the Colorado, and 
mapped Cataract Canyon during a period of low water. Geol-
ogists C. R. Longwell, and later Sidney Paige, accompanied the 
Chenoweth party. After completing work in Cataract Canyon, 
they rowed downstream and met the Trimble party at the junction 
with the San Juan on October 5, 1921. 

When the mapping was completed in late October, it gave for 
the first time an accurate description of the alignment and gra-
dient of the rivers and the topography of their canyons. The 
geologic observations provided new information on previously 
unknown areas and amplified records made by earlier investi-
gators. 

The results of the topographic mapping were published by the 
USGS as "Plan and profile of Colorado River, Lee's Ferry, 
Arizona to mouth of Green River, Utah; San Juan River, mouth 
to Chinle Creek, Utah, and certain tributaries, scale 1:31,680, 
22 sheets (16 plans, 6 profiles), 1921." The geologic observa-
tions of the survey parties were published in 1923 by Longwell 
and others as USGS Professional Paper 132-A "Rock formations 
in the Colorado Plateau of southeastern Utah and northern Ari -
zona. " Miser published additional observations in 1924 as USGS 
Water Supply Paper 538 "The San Juan Canyon, southeastern 
Utah, a geographic and hydrographic reconnaissance." 
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