
The Painted Wall 
(above) is the result 
of molten material 
forced under great 
pressure into the 
cracks and joints of 
the base rock. These 
sheer walls are an 
ideal home for the 
prairie falcon (inset) . 
Perhaps you will be 
fortunate enough to 
see one. 

An Awesome Gorge 
"Several western canyons exceed the Black Canyon in overall 
size!" VVa!!ac.e H-ansen vvrote after studying t he gec!cgy of tr..e 
reg ion for a number of years. "Some are longer; some are 
deeper; some are narrower; and a few have walls as steep. But 
no other canyon in North America combines the depth , narrow­
ness, sheerness, and somber countenance of the Black Canyon 
of the Gunnison. " And it is largely because of this unique com­
bi nation of geologic features that the Black Canyon has been 
preserved in its wild state. 

The Black Canyon, which has been carved by the Gunnison River 
as it hurries to join the Colorado, is 85 ki lometers (53 miles) long, 
but on ly the deepest, most spectacular 19 kilometers (12 miles) 
of the gorge lie with in Black Canyon of the Gunnison National 
Monument. Slanting rays of sun light penetrate this deep and 
narrow canyon 's dark gray walls of sch ist and gneiss that are 
shrouded in heavy shadows most of the day-hence, "Black Can­
yon." East of the park the Gunnison River has been impounded 
and tamed behind three dams. In the Black Canyon, however, it 
remains one of the few unspoiled wild ri vers in the country. 

The canyon and its ri ms are home to a variety of wildl ife , from the 
chipmunks and ground squirrels to weasels, badgers, marmots, 
and black bear. Infreq uently bobcat and cougars are sighted , 
and at night, coyotes may be heard . If you come across trees that 

ur surroundings were of the wildest possible 
d scription. The roar of the water falls was con­
stantly in our ears, and the walls of the canon , tow­
ering half mile in height above us, were seemingly 
vertical. Occasionally a rock would fall from one 
side or the other, with a roar and crash, exploding 
like a ton of dynamite when it struck bottom, mak­
ing us think our last day had come. 
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have been gnawed on , you will have found evidence that porcu-
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favorite foods of these nocturna l ani ma ls. The Gambel oak and 
serv iceberry that cover most of the Gu nnison Upl ift provide a 
good habitat for towhees, western tanagers, pinyon and scrub 
jays, and black-bill ed magpies. The cl iffs are home to white­
throated swifts, violet-g reen swallows, go lden eagles, turkey 
vu ltures, and red-tailed hawks, who al l take advantage of the 
upd rafts fo r soaring The canyon may be the last shelter in 
Colorado for the peregrine fa lcon. 

Though a home to wildl ife, the canyon has been a mighty barrier 
t human beings Archeological evidence indicates that pre­
historic man, and later the Utes, used only the canyon rims, 
n ver living in the gorge. The first white men to see the great 
chasm actually were members of th e Hayden Exped ition in 
1 73- 74. It appears that the Spaniards, including the famed 
Dominguez-Escalante Exped it ion in 1776, all missed see ing the 
canyon as they came over the Uncompahgre Plateau and into 
the Uncompahgre Valley on various journeys of exploration. 
Even the group led by Capt. John W. Gunnison, whose name has 
become permanent ly attached to the river, bypassed the gorge 
itself in its search fo r a river cross ing. The Hayden Expedition 
and later surveying part ies for the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad 
al l pronounced the Black Canyon " inaccessible " here. 

Your time in the park 
can be spent in a 
number of ways (left): 
enjoying a nature 
walk, driving olong 
the North Ri ffl Drive, 
or hiking to rne 
canyon floor. 

By the last decade of the 19th centu ry there as m ch in terest 
i1" t-ai:i13i n tn Gti AAiso!'l-R-iv e etl1' ~ f w er tti 
Uncompahgre Va lley. In 1900 five Valley men made a heroic 
effort to float through th e canyon with su rveying equ ipment, but 
after a month's effort , they had to admit defeat. In 1901 Wi lliam 
Torrence and Abraham Lincoln Fe llows, learn ing a lesson from 
the previous t rip, took a rubber mattress for a raft, arranged to 
be supplied at va rious points from the rim, and were able to 
make the ir way through the canyon - 53 kilomete rs (33 miles) in 
nine days . From the engineering log the o men ept, it was 
obvious that an irrigat ion tunnel as a feasible projec In Jan­
uary 1905 construction work began on the d1vers1on tunnel. 
Progress was slow because of the many di! 1cul 1es ha he work 
crews encountered . Intense heat, violent cascades o ater, and 
unstable rock fo rmations were just a fe of he probJ,,ms the 
engineers had to deal wi th. When fi nished the tunnel m0asured 
9.3 kilometers (5.8 miles) long and cou ld carry enough water to 
irrigate a sizable farm ing commu nity. Eight years af er T(l rrence 
and Fel low's trip, on September 23, 1909, Pres1den Wil liam 
Howard Taft presided over the ded ication ceremonies for the 
Gunnison Divers ion Tunnel, a notable eng ineering achievement 
of this or any time. 

In the late 1920s, cit izens of Montrose and other area towns, led 
by Rev. Mark T. Warn er and local civic groups, began efforts to 

The canyon 's landscape was formed by the slow, but continuous 
and unyielding process of erosion-the effect of one drop of 
water at a time or the scouring by a seasonally flood-swollen 
river, the rush of mud-laden side streams after heavy rains, occa­
sional rockfalls from high cliffs , and the relentless creep of land­
slides. The river first established its course over soft volcanic 
rock. It then cut through this rock to the harder and older crystal­
line rock of the present canyon that had been thrust up in a 
dome-shaped formation known as the Gunnison Uplift. Once 
committed to its course , the stream had no alternat ive but to 
continue to cut th rough this once-buried hard core , taking about 
2 mil lion years to carve the gorge. The excavating process is sti ll 
going on , but at a slower pace because of the dams upstream . 

have the scenic beauty of the canyon preserved as a part of the 
tionaj ai:k Syste .arch 2 , 1933, President Herbert 

Hoover proclaimed Black Canyon of the Gunnison National 
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Monument. Since that t ime, thousands have enjoyed the scen ic 
grandeur of Black Canyon. A smal ler number of hardy individuals 
have hiked to the bottom of the canyon for fishing , rock climbing , 
and camping . Most of the Black Canyon of the Gunnison National 
Monument is classified now as wilderness in an attempt to ensure 
that the landscape will remain forever in its natural state. 
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Black Canyon of the 
Gunnison National 
Monument is located 
in west-central Colo­
rado 24 kilomete rs 
(15 miles) east of 
Montrose via U.S. 50 
and Colo. 34 7. Air­
lines and buses serve 
Montrose, 24 kilome­
ters (15 miles) west of 
the park, and Grand 
Junct ion, 100 kilome­
ters (62 miles) west of 
the park . Cars can be 
rented in both places. 
To get to the north rim 
of the park, use either 
U.S. 50 east and Colo. 
92 west through 
Curecant i Nati onal 
Recreati on Area to 
Crawford, or U.S. 50 
west and Co lo. 92 
east through Del ta to 
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Crawford . From Craw­
fo rd, a grave led, 
cou nty road goes to 
the north rim . The f irst 
route is 145 kilome­
ters (90 miles) long 
and the second is 129 
kilometers (80 mi les) . 
The north rim is closed 
in wi nter by snow. 

North 

Cf) 
Ouray 

m Ranger station 

m Picn ic area 

f!!!I Restrooms 

Begin you r stay in the 
park at the visi tor 
center, where you 
can get information 
on cu rrent activit ies 
and the staff can 
answer you r ques­
t ions. Exhibits explai n 
the history , f lora and 
fauna, and geo logy. 

10 20 30 Kilometers 0 

0..__.,..1.:0==="2;,,;0==""'30Mi/es 
I 

~ Warner Point 
Warner , / Nature Trail 

Point ....... , 

~Campground 

The park has two 
campgrou nds- one 
on each rim. Camp­
sites are available on 
a first-come, f irst­
served basis. Water 
must be used spar­
ingly because it has to 
be hau led by tank 
truck . Each campsite 
has its own firep lace 
or charcoal gril l, and a 
tabl . Wood gathering 
is n t permitted , nor 
is wood provided . 
Bring charcoal, or 
woo , and water with 
you. There is a nomi­
nal camping charge . 

From the overlooks 
along the South Ri m 
Road, tra ils of va rying 
length- none longer 
than 2.3 kilometers 
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8400 meters, with feet below in 

italics. 

(1.4 miles) rou nd tri p 
- lead to the canyon 
ri m. The longest is the 
Warner Point Nature 
Trail at the end of the 
South Rim Road. If 
you like the back­
country , Black Can­
yon has a lot of it. 
Most of the park is 
wilderness, check 
with the park staff on 
the rules and regu la­
t ions that apply . 
Always let a range r 
know your plans. 

There are no marked 
trai ls into the canyon. 
If you plan to make 
the descent it is es­
sent ial to check with a 
park range r who can 
tel l you wh ich route 
is best. 

The Black Canyon 's 
steep, sheer wa lls 
make thi s park ideal 
for climbing. But 
these cliffs are not for 
beg inners or inexperi­
enced c limbers. You 
need to be in excel­
lent physica l condi­
ti on, know what you 
are doing , and pos­
sess the necessary 
equipment. Al l c limb­
ers must register with 
park authorit ies be­
fore and after cli mbs. 
Park rangers can give 
you advice on the diff i­
culty of various climbs 
and tell you what you 
can expect to find on 
the canyon floor. 
Above al l, exercise 
extreme caut ion and 
never cli mb alone. 
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Both the north and 
south rims have roads 
that take you to the 
very edge of the can­
yon. The drives are 
not connected. At 
the vi si tor center 
you can pick up a 
guide to the South 
Rim Drive. The text 
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tel ls what you can see 
at each overlook and 
which ones to be sure 
to see if you have a 
limited amount of 
t ime to spend in the 
park. At Dragon Poi nt , 
on the south rim, you 
can look across to the 
Pa inted Wa ll that rises 

a sheer 670 meters 
(2,200 feet) above the 
river. At the Narrows 
View on the north rim , 
the distance between 
the rims (396 me­
ters/ 1,300 feet) is 
less than the depth 
(518 meters/ 1,700 
feet) of the canyon. 

•Fire is Black Canyon's 
greatest peri l. Do not 
bui ld fires outside the 
campgrou nds. Before 
leav ing , extingu ish 
the last spark with 
water. Do not take any 
chances - be sure 
your f ire is out. 

• Hunting or the use of 
fi rearms fo r any pur­

North rim profile - 2600m pose is not permitted . 
fr • Fishing must conform 
~2400m with Colorado reg u-
~ast lations for season, 

P:~e~ -22aom hours, and fi sh ing and 
bai t ing methods. A 

- 2ooom Co lorado license is 
••••••• required. 
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iaoom• Natural features must 
not be disturbed. 
Please do not pick 

!!!!!!!!i!!i!!!!!!!!!i!i!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!L, 500m wi ldf I owe rs, co 11 ect 
The Gunnison River within the Black Canyon drops an average of 18 meters per kilometer 
(95 leet per mile). This is one of the greatest rates of fall for a river In North America. The diagram 
covers the 19 kilometers (12 miles) of the river within the park. 

rocks, or damage 
plants; leave them for 

others to enjoy. 
•Pets must be kept on 

a leash or under 
physical control at all 
ti mes. Pets may not 
be taken down into 
the canyon 

• Do not throw anything 
from the rim into the 
canyon. A sing le 
stone th rown or rolled 
from the rim could 
cause fatal injuries to 
people below. 

• Stay on the tra ils. 
Many places along 
the rim are not pro­
tected by guard rails 
and are a se ri ous haz­
ard because of the 
weathered condit ion 
of the rock. Keep your 
children under very 
close supervision . 
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DEADHORSE MESA 

No overn ight lodging, 
other than at the 
cam pgrou nds, is avail­
able within the park. 
Motels, medica l serv­
ices, groceries, and 
auto repa ir and gaso­
line stati ons can be 
found in nearby com­
munities. During the 
summer light lunches, 
sandwiches. and sou­
venirs are so ld at the 
Ri m House. Black 
Canyon of the 
Gun nison Nationa l 
Monument is ad min is­
tered by the Nati onal 
Park Service. U.S. 
Department of the 
Interior. For further 
informat ion , write to 
the superintendent, 
P. O. Box 1648, 
Montrose, CO 81401 . 


