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This westward view is from the Green River Overlook in the Islands in the Sky 

section of Canyonlands National Park. The ledges of the White Rim sandstone 

are in the foreground. Photo: A.Scott/USGS 

Powell in Canyonlands National Park 
The striking landscape of Canyonlands National 

Park is primarily the result of the erosion by the 

Colorado and Green Rivers and their tributaries 

carving downward through the rock layers of the 

Colorado Plateau. But first, over many millions of 

years, the rocks were formed as layers upon layers of 

sand, silt, and mud were deposited by water and 

wind on the flat, low (near sea-level) landscape. As 

more sediment piled up on top, deeper layers were 

compressed and solidified, forming sandstones, 

limestones, and shale. Then, tectonic forces caused 

the Colorado Plateau to uplift, raising it above sea 

level higher than its current 5000-8000 feet. 

The Green and Colorado Rivers and their tributaries 

continued to flow across the land during and after 

uplift, carving deeper into the landscape like slicing 

a layered cake while lifting the cake stand at the 

same time. Erosion is slow and persistent. The canyons seen here started forming around six million years 

ago and are still forming today. 

People are sometimes confused about the width of the canyons and wonder if the river was wider in the past. 

The answer is no, not significantly. As the river cuts deeper, the canyon walls widen because chunks of rock 

break off, a process that is sometimes hastened by water getting into cracks, freezing and expanding, causing 

the crack to grow. In addition, rainwater and wind erode the canyon 
“Our way was through a gorge, grand walls. The result is that as the river cuts deeper, the canyon also gets 

beyond description. The walls were wider. 
nearly vertical, the river broad and 

swift, but free from rocks and falls.Ledges, caves, arches, and spires are all features that form from 
From the surface of the water to the 

erosion. Look around you. Can you tell that some rocks erode more 
brink of the cliffs was eighteen hundred 

easily than others? That difference leads to some very interesting feet. At this great depth the river rolled 
landscapes. in solemn majesty. We seemed to be in 

For More Information: the very bowels of the earth. Yet I know 
Much of what is easily accessible we must go deeper still before our 

USGS Educational Materials: in the area near John Wesley journey's end.” 
www.usgs.gov/education 

Powell’s 1869 journey can be seen 
USGS Geology: www.usgs.gov in the Needles District. Visit the John Wesley Powell. 

/science/science-explorer/geology Overlook or hike to the Colorado 
July 23, 1869 

NPS Canyonlands: River to take in the amazing and 
https://www.nps.gov/cany unique erosional features as Powell 

would have seen them. 
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The 1869 Powell Expedition 

John Wesley Powell (1834-1902) was an 

American explorer, geologist, soldier, and 

the second director of the U.S. Geological 

Survey. 

Find this and other educational resources at: 

https://www.usgs.gov/Powell150 

Follow USGS Youth & Education (YES) on 

Instagram @USGS_YES 

Learn more about the Sesquicentennial 

Colorado River Exploring Expedition 

(SCREE) at: https://www.powell150.org 

Follow the 2019 expedition on Twitter: 

@Powell_150 and @MajorJWPowell 
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Cataract Canyon, Utah, J.K. Hillers, 1871 

On May 24, 1869, Powell and nine other men stepped into their boats in 

present-day Green River, WY and set forth on their expedition down the 

Green and Colorado Rivers. The tumultuous journey challenged the men 

from the start. Within the first several weeks of the expedition, one member 

of the crew had already left the expedition and they lost one boat, many 

supplies, and a large portion of their food. The nine men continued down 

the Green River, and within two months reached what is now known as 

Canyonlands National Park. 

The crew looked upon the towering cliffs of sedimentary rocks, where there 

were limited places to pull out and camp. One night, Powell described in 

his journal, “The landscape was rock - cliffs of rock, tables of rock, plateaus 

of rock, terraces of rock, crags of rock – ten thousand strangely carved 

forms. Rocks everywhere and no vegetation, no soil, no sand.” 

As they approached the Green River’s confluence with the Colorado River, 

the water became swift, and the Colorado greeted them with the most 

challenging rapids and falls they had yet faced. Powell noted, “We seemed 

to be in the very bowels of the Earth. Yet I know we must go deeper still 

before our journey's end.” They named this “Cataract Canyon.” 

Up against the odds, only six of the ten original men completed the 

expedition. Just two days before 

the journey’s end, Billy Dunn 
and brothers Oramel and Seneca 

Howland left the expedition, 

concerned that it was too 

dangerous to continue. The trio 

were never heard from again. The 

six remaining explorers arrived in 

present-day Lake Mead on 

August 30th, 1869. Powell’s 
1869 trip is credited with being 

the first successful river 

expedition to travel the entirety 

of the Grand Canyon. 
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https://www.nps.gov/cany/planyourvisit/maps.htm
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